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THE PIANO AS A STRUCTURAL AND EXPRESSIVE AGENT 
IN BÉLA BARTÓK’S MUSICAL LANGUAGE 

LIGIA CLAUDIA ŞUTEU1

SUMMARY. The piano occupies a central position in Béla Bartók’s 
compositional output, functioning not merely as a melodic or harmonic medium, 
but as a structural and expressive agent capable of shaping musical form, 
rhythm, and texture. Bartók’s pianistic writing reflects a radical rethinking of 
the instrument’s traditional role, integrating percussive articulation, modal 
organization, and folkloric rhythmic principles into a modernist aesthetic 
framework. The present study investigates the role of the piano in Bartók’s 
music from an analytical perspective, focusing on its structural, rhythmic, and 
expressive functions. Through selected case studies drawn from his piano 
works, the article aims to demonstrate how pianistic texture and gesture 
contribute decisively to the construction of musical discourse, form, and 
dramaturgy. Particular attention is given to the relationship between pianistic 
writing and Bartók’s broader aesthetic principles, including his engagement 
with folk music, rhythmic asymmetry, and timbral experimentation. 

Keywords: Béla Bartók, piano writing, musical structure, rhythm, modernism, 
performance practice 

Introduction 

The piano occupies a central position in the evolution of twentieth-
century musical language, serving not only as a primary instrument of 
composition and performance but also as a medium for the articulation of 
new structural and rhythmic paradigms. Among the composers who reshaped 
the pianistic idiom, Béla Bartók stands out for the coherence of his approach. 
His piano works reflect a reconfiguration of the instrument’s traditional role, 
grounded in modernist aesthetics, folk-derived principles, and a precise 
awareness of instrumental mechanics. 

1 PhD Lecturer, Faculty of Music, Transilvania University of Brașov, Romania. 
E-mail: claudiasuteu@unitbv.ro

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0009-0006-7733-0595


LIGIA CLAUDIA ŞUTEU 
 
 

 
48 

Bartók’s engagement with the piano is inseparable from his identity 
as pianist, pedagogue, and ethnomusicologist. His intimate knowledge of the 
instrument’s technical and acoustic properties informed a compositional language 
in which rhythmic and modal characteristics of Eastern European folk music 
were integrated into a rigorously organized structural framework. Gesture, 
rhythm, and form thus become inseparable elements of pianistic thought. 

In contrast to the late Romantic conception of the piano as a vehicle 
for melodic expansion and harmonic richness, Bartók foregrounds articulation, 
rhythmic precision, and textural organization. The instrument is treated less 
as a singing medium than as a source of kinetic and structural articulation, 
reflecting broader modernist priorities of clarity, economy, and formal control.2 

Although Bartók’s music has been extensively studied, the piano is 
often approached as a neutral vehicle for thematic material rather than as a 
formative structural force. This study therefore foregrounds pianistic writing as a 
central organizing principle, arguing that texture, articulation, and registral design 
shape musical form at both local and global levels. Through a close reading 
of selected works, the article demonstrates how the piano actively generates 
structural coherence and expressive trajectory.3  
 
 

The Piano within Bartók’s Aesthetic and Compositional 
 Framework 
 

The function of the piano in the music of Béla Bartók must be understood 
within the broader context of his aesthetic principles and compositional 
methodology. Bartók’s modernism is characterized not by radical negation of 
tradition, but by a systematic reconfiguration of inherited musical elements. 
Formal archetypes, instrumental conventions, and expressive paradigms are 
subjected to a process of abstraction and reorganization, resulting in a musical 
language that is simultaneously rooted in tradition and decisively forward-
looking. Within this framework, the piano emerges as a central instrument through 
which Bartók articulates his most fundamental compositional concerns.4 

A defining feature of Bartók’s aesthetic orientation is his commitment 
to structural clarity and functional coherence. In opposition to the late Romantic 
emphasis on continuous melodic expansion and harmonic saturation, Bartók  
 

 
2 Suchoff, Benjamin. Béla Bartók: Life and Work. Lanham: Scarecrow Press, 2001, p. 113. 
3 Gillies, Malcolm. Bartók Remembered. London: Faber & Faber, 1990, p. 46. 
4 Antokoletz, Elliott. The Music of Béla Bartók: A Study of Tonality and Progression in 

Twentieth-Century Music. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984, p. 21. 
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favors a compositional economy based on concentrated motivic material and 
clearly articulated formal processes. The piano, with its inherent capacity for 
precision and immediacy, provides an ideal medium for the realization of these 
objectives. Its mechanical responsiveness allows for exact control over rhythm 
and articulation, facilitating the projection of complex structural relationships 
with exceptional clarity. 

Bartók’s conception of the piano is further shaped by his engagement 
with folk music, particularly the rhythmic and modal characteristics of Eastern 
European traditions. However, the influence of folk music in his piano works 
extends beyond the level of surface material. Rather than incorporating folk 
melodies as thematic quotations5, Bartók abstracts their structural principles 
and integrates them into a highly controlled compositional system. The piano 
thus becomes a site of synthesis, where vernacular rhythmic impulses are 
transformed into elements of modernist formal design. From a compositional 
perspective, Bartók’s pianistic writing reflects a decisive shift away from linear, 
melody-centered discourse toward a conception of music grounded in gesture, 
texture, and rhythmic energy. 

The piano’s role within this process is not merely supportive but 
generative. Pianistic texture often functions as the primary determinant of 
formal articulation, delineating sections through contrasts of density, register, 
and articulation. Dense chordal passages may establish zones of heightened 
tension, while transparent textures or registral dispersal signal moments of 
transition or release. In this sense, the piano participates directly in the 
construction of musical architecture, shaping the listener’s perception of form 
through its physical and acoustic properties. 

Bartók’s emphasis on the piano’s percussive potential further reinforces 
its structural function. The instrument’s hammer mechanism is exploited to 
foreground attack and articulation, transforming sound production into a form 
of rhythmic gesture. The piano becomes an extension of bodily movement, 
translating kinetic energy into organized sound. 

In this context, the piano assumes a dual function within Bartók’s 
compositional framework. On the one hand, it acts as a laboratory for the 
exploration of new rhythmic and textural possibilities. On the other, it provides 
a concrete means of articulating abstract formal principles. The convergence 
of these functions underscores the instrument’s centrality to Bartók’s musical 
thought, positioning the piano not merely as an instrument among others, but 
as a primary vehicle for the realization of his aesthetic vision. 
 
 

 
5 Kodály, Zoltán. Folk Music of Hungary. New York: Praeger Publishers, 1971, p. 24. 
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Percussive Conception and Rhythmic Organization in Bartók’s 
Piano Writing 

The percussive conception of the piano constitutes one of the most 
defining characteristics of the pianistic language developed by Béla Bartók. 
This approach reflects not merely a technical preference, but a fundamental 
reorientation of compositional priorities, in which rhythm and gesture assume 
a central role in the organization of musical form. In Bartók’s piano works, 
percussive articulation is elevated from a secondary expressive device to a 
primary structural principle.6 Bartók’s emphasis on percussiveness is closely 
linked to his understanding of rhythm as an autonomous musical parameter. 
Rather than functioning as a supportive framework for melodic or harmonic 
processes, rhythm often serves as the generative core of musical discourse. 
Repetitive rhythmic cells, ostinato figures, and sharply articulated accents 
form the basis of musical construction, shaping both local gestures and large-
scale formal trajectories. The piano’s mechanical precision allows these 
rhythmic structures to be articulated with clarity and consistency, reinforcing 
their structural significance.7 

A salient feature of Bartók’s rhythmic language is the frequent use of 
asymmetrical and additive rhythmic patterns. Drawing inspiration from folk 
traditions characterized by irregular metric groupings, Bartók constructs phrases 
through the accumulation of unequal rhythmic units. This technique disrupts the 
predictability of symmetrical meter and generates a sense of continuous forward 
motion. In pianistic terms, such rhythmic organization demands a heightened 
degree of physical coordination, as the performer must negotiate shifting 
accent patterns and dynamic stresses without reliance on stable metric 
grounding.8 

The percussive treatment of the piano also manifests in Bartók’s 
approach to articulation and attack. Accents are often employed not merely 
to highlight individual notes, but to delineate gestural units and articulate 
structural boundaries. Short, forceful attacks create a sense of immediacy 
and physical presence, transforming sound production into an event rather 
than a sustained process. These gestures function as building blocks of form, 
their repetition and transformation contributing to the coherence of the musical 
structure.9 

6 Somfai, László. Béla Bartók: Composition, Concepts, and Autograph Sources. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1996, p. 56. 

7 Cooper, David. Béla Bartók. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015, p. 87. 
8 Nettl, Bruno. The Study of Ethnomusicology: Thirty-One Issues and Concepts. Urbana: 

University of Illinois Press, 2005, p. 171. 
9 Kárpáti, János. Bartók’s Chamber Music. Budapest: Zeneműkiadó, 1976, p. 64. 
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Textural organization plays a crucial role in reinforcing the piano’s 
percussive function. Bartók frequently juxtaposes dense, chordal textures 
with passages of linear or fragmented figuration, creating contrasts that are 
both expressive and structural. Chordal blocks articulated with pronounced 
accents often establish zones of heightened tension, while lighter textures 
serve to dissipate accumulated energy. The alternation of these textural states 
contributes to the articulation of formal divisions, allowing the piano to function 
as a spatial organizer of musical material. 

Registral deployment further enhances the percussive and structural 
impact of Bartók’s piano writing. The frequent use of extreme registers 
intensifies the sense of physicality, as low-register sonorities evoke weight 
and groundedness, while high-register articulations introduce sharpness and 
brilliance. These registral contrasts are rarely arbitrary; rather, they serve to 
articulate structural polarity, reinforcing the dynamic interplay between tension 
and release across the musical form. 

At a macro-structural level, rhythmic organization often provides the 
principal means of formal integration. The recurrence of rhythmic patterns 
across different sections of a work creates a network of internal relationships 
that compensates for the absence of traditional tonal hierarchy. Through 
processes of rhythmic variation, displacement, and intensification, Bartók 
achieves a sense of coherence that is perceptible even in the absence of 
conventional thematic development. The piano, as the primary medium for the 
articulation of these processes, becomes instrumental in shaping the listener’s 
perception of musical continuity. 

In summary, the percussive and rhythmic organization of Bartók’s piano 
writing represents a fundamental redefinition of the instrument’s role within 
musical structure10. By foregrounding rhythm, gesture, and physicality, Bartók 
transforms the piano into a primary agent of formal construction. This conception 
not only underpins the internal coherence of his piano works but also exemplifies 
a broader modernist approach to instrumental thinking, in which sound, 
motion, and structure are inextricably intertwined. 

 
 
Analytical Perspectives on Pianistic Structure: Extended Case 

 Studies 
 

The analytical examination of selected piano works by Béla Bartók 
provides concrete insight into the ways in which pianistic writing operates as 
a primary structural determinant within his compositional language. Rather 

 
10 Lesznai, Lajos. Bartók. London: Aldine Press, 1973, p. 84. 
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than treating the piano as a neutral medium for the realization of abstract 
musical ideas, Bartók conceives the instrument as an active agent in the 
generation of form, rhythm, and expressive tension. The following case studies 
illustrate how pianistic gesture, texture, and registral organization interact to 
produce coherent large-scale structures.11 

Allegro barbaro occupies a pivotal position in Bartók’s early pianistic 
output, not only as a work emblematic of his engagement with folk-derived 
materials, but more fundamentally as a manifesto of a new conception of the 
piano as a structural and kinetic instrument. While the piece is frequently 
discussed in relation to its “barbaric” ethos or its folkloric resonance, such 
readings risk obscuring its deeper significance: the emergence of pianistic 
gesture as the primary determinant of musical form. From the outset, Allegro 
barbaro is constructed not through thematic exposition in the traditional sense, 
but through the deployment of short, rhythmically concentrated gestural cells.  

 
E.g. 1 

 

 
 

Béla Bartók: Allegro barbaro. Excerpt, bars 1-13 
 
 

The piano, in this context, is not a neutral carrier of musical ideas but 
the very mechanism through which structural energy is produced. The opening 
measures establish a dense and compressed textural field dominated by 
repeated chordal attacks in a restricted registral space (E.g.1).  

This registral confinement intensifies the physical impact of the gestures, 
producing a sense of accumulated pressure rather than linear progression. 
Harmonic function is deliberately subordinated to rhythmic insistence and 

 
11 Cooper, David. 2015. Op. cit., p. 92. 
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registral weight, reinforcing the perception of music unfolding as a succession 
of energetic impulses rather than as a goal-directed tonal process.12 

At the level of form, stability in Allegro barbaro is achieved not through 
thematic return but through gestural persistence. The reiteration of similar 
rhythmic profiles creates a sense of coherence, while subtle modifications in 
accentuation, density, and registral placement introduce directional change. 
Formal progression thus emerges from the controlled intensification and 
redistribution of kinetic energy. Bartók’s compositional strategy here privileges 
accumulation over development, favoring the gradual saturation of texture as 
a means of generating tension. 

The contrasting middle section introduces a perceptible reconfiguration 
of pianistic parameters. The expansion of register and the relative thinning of 
texture do not function as a conventional secondary theme, but rather as a 
recalibration of gestural energy. The return of the opening material is marked 
by increased dynamic force and enhanced registral reinforcement. Gestures 
previously confined to narrower ranges are amplified, intensifying their 
physical impact and reinforcing their structural role.  

Crucially, the treatment of the piano in Allegro barbaro anticipates 
Bartók’s later conception of the instrument as an extension of bodily movement. 
Pianistic gesture is inseparable from physical action.  

In this sense, Allegro barbaro exemplifies a mode of musical thinking 
in which pianistic gesture functions simultaneously as material, process, and 
form. The piano is neither an accompanimental nor a purely expressive 
medium, but a generator of structural energy. This conception establishes a 
foundational model for his later pianistic works, in which the instrument 
continues to function as a primary agent of formal construction13. 

In the Suite, Op. 14, Bartók’s treatment of the piano undergoes a 
notable transformation, characterized by a move toward restraint, precision, 
and formal regulation. While the instrument continues to play a central role 
in shaping musical discourse, its function is no longer defined by overt 
percussive force, but by the disciplined organization of rhythm, texture, and 
register. Pianistic writing becomes increasingly economical, prioritizing clarity 
of structure over immediacy of gesture. 

The opening movement illustrates this shift through a deliberately 
controlled textural environment. As evidenced by the initial measures (E.g. 2), 
the piano establishes a stable temporal framework through the repetition of 
low-register sonorities and a consistent rhythmic pattern.  

 
12 Kárpáti, János. 1976. Op. cit., p. 71. 
13 Weissmann, John. Bartók's Piano Music in Tempo, Vol. 13-14, 1949-50, p. 23. 
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E.g. 2 

  
 

Béla Bartók: Suite, Op. 14 
Initial measures (1-12) of the first movement, highlighting  

rhythmic regularity and textural restraint in the piano writing 
 

Rather than projecting melodic prominence, the instrument articulates 
continuity and balance, allowing musical motion to unfold within clearly defined 
limits. The emphasis on regularity and containment contrasts sharply with earlier 
works, where repetition serves primarily as a vehicle for intensification. Formal 
articulation in this movement is achieved through the juxtaposition of contrasting 
textural configurations. Distinct pianistic layers, differentiated by rhythmic profile 
and registral placement, are positioned in opposition rather than subjected 
to continuous transformation. The piano’s ability to delineate these contrasts 
with immediacy enables Bartók to articulate formal divisions through texture 
itself, reducing reliance on thematic differentiation or harmonic progression. 

In the second movement, rhythmic persistence becomes the dominant 
organizing principle. Reiterated figurations sustain momentum across extended 
spans, creating a sense of continuity grounded in mechanical regularity. 
Variations in articulation and dynamic nuance function locally, introducing subtle 
inflections without disturbing the underlying rhythmic stability. Here, the piano 
operates as a regulating mechanism, maintaining coherence through controlled 
repetition rather than developmental expansion. 

In the final movement of the Suite, Op. 14, Bartók returns to a type of 
pianistic writing that recalls the restrained, process-oriented texture of the 
opening, though in a more dynamically charged and registrally expanded form. 
As illustrated by the recurring figuration patterns (E.g. 3), the piano articulates 
continuity through repetitive motion and consistent rhythmic profiles, while 
shifts in dynamics and register introduce heightened intensity without altering 
the underlying structural logic.  
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E.g. 3 
 

 
 
Béla Bartók: Suite, Op. 14. The opening of the final movement (measures 1-9)  

establish continuity through repetitive  
 
 

The persistence of similar gestural configurations across movements 
reinforces the piano’s role as a unifying formal medium, allowing coherence 
to emerge from controlled reiteration and transformation rather than thematic 
recall. Taken as a whole, the Suite, Op. 14 reveals a pianistic language oriented 
toward moderation and structural discipline. Gesture is subordinated to 
organization, and expressive intensity is generated through calibrated contrasts 
rather than accumulation of force.  

In the Piano Sonata of 1926, Bartók’s approach to pianistic writing 
reaches a stage of structural integration in which the instrument itself 
becomes the principal medium of large-scale formal organization.14 

The first movement foregrounds the piano’s capacity to generate 
sustained structural tension through rhythmic insistence and registral extremity. 
Sharply articulated figures, frequently marked by non-legato attack and 
pronounced accentuation, transform the instrument into a source of persistent 
kinetic pressure. Dense chordal formations and rapid figuration are distributed 
across widely separated registers, producing a vertical polarity that interacts with 
continuous forward motion. Formal progression arises from the accumulation, 
displacement, and redistribution of pianistic energy, while harmonic procedures 
remain subordinated to rhythmic and registral organization.15  

 
14 Somfai, László. 1996. Op. cit., p. 138. 
15 Antokoletz, Elliott. 1984. Op. cit., p. 129. 
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The slow movement introduces a radical reconfiguration of pianistic 
function. In contrast to the kinetic intensity of the opening movement, Bartók 
exploits the piano’s capacity for resonance, decay, and spatial projection. Isolated 
attacks, widely spaced sonorities, and restrained dynamic levels create a sparse 
sonic environment in which silence and duration acquire structural significance. 
The piano articulates form through the shaping of musical time itself, allowing 
continuity to emerge from gradual textural transformation rather than from 
rhythmic propulsion.16  

The final movement restores rhythmic vitality while maintaining the 
high degree of structural control established earlier. Rapid figurations and 
persistent ostinati activate the piano’s motoric potential, yet these elements 
are subjected to strict organizational discipline. Recurring pianistic patterns 
and regulated registral motion ensure coherence across extended spans, 
allowing energetic propulsion to coexist with formal clarity.  

Across the sonata, pianistic writing functions as an integrative structural 
system. Through the disciplined interaction of percussive attack, resonant 
decay, rhythmic motion, and registral organization, Bartók constructs a conception 
of musical architecture rooted entirely in pianistic thinking.  
 
 

Interpretative Implications and Performance Considerations 
 

The analytical observations outlined in the preceding sections carry 
significant implications for the performance practice of Béla Bartók’s piano 
music. Given the central role of pianistic writing as a generator of structure 
and expression, interpretation cannot be conceived merely as the realization 
of notated dynamics and articulations. Instead, the performer is required to 
engage with the music as a complex system of structural forces, in which 
gesture, rhythm, and texture interact to shape musical form.17 

The percussive conception of the piano further necessitates a redefinition 
of touch and attack. In this context, the pianist’s physical engagement with 
the instrument assumes structural significance. Bartók’s pianistic gestures 
are often conceived in terms of bodily motion, translating kinetic impulse into 
organized sound.18 

Registral awareness constitutes another crucial interpretative factor. 
Bartók’s systematic exploitation of the piano’s full range is frequently tied to 

 
16 Somfai, László. 1996. Op. cit., p. 205. 
17 Rink, John. Musical Performance: A Guide to Understanding. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2002, p. 34. 
18 Godøy, Rolf Inge; Leman, Marc (eds.). Musical Gestures: Sound, Movement, and Meaning.  

New York: Routledge, 2010, p. 57. 
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formal articulation, with extreme registers functioning as markers of tension, 
climax, or transition. The performer must therefore shape registral contrasts 
with a view toward large-scale form, ensuring that shifts in register contribute 
meaningfully to the perception of structural progression rather than serving 
merely as coloristic effects.19 

Pedaling, in particular, demands careful consideration in Bartók’s 
repertoire. Excessive resonance can blur rhythmic articulation and obscure 
textural clarity, while overly dry execution may compromise sonorous richness.20 
From a broader perspective, Bartók’s pianistic language challenges traditional 
interpretative paradigms rooted in nineteenth-century pianism.  

Pedagogically, engagement with Bartók’s piano works fosters the 
development of a comprehensive interpretative skill set. Pianists are compelled 
to integrate analytical insight with physical control, cultivating an approach 
that prioritizes coherence, clarity, and structural integrity.21 

Ultimately, the interpretative demands of Bartók’s piano music reflect 
the broader modernist redefinition of the relationship between composer, 
performer, and instrument. The performer can therefore not be understood 
as a neutral intermediary, but as an interpreter who actively shapes the 
structural clarity of the work through decisions of articulation, timing, touch, and 
dynamic control. An awareness of the piano’s generative role within Bartók’s 
compositional thinking encourages a performance approach grounded in 
structural perception, where expressive impact arises from the precise 
realization of rhythmic and textural relationships rather than from external 
sentiment. 

 
 
Conclusions 

 
The present study has sought to demonstrate that the piano occupies 

a central and formative position within Béla Bartók’s musical language, 
functioning not merely as a vehicle for compositional ideas, but as an active 
structural and expressive force. Through the analytical examination of selected 
piano works, it has become evident that pianistic writing itself plays a decisive 
role in shaping musical form, rhythmic organization, and expressive trajectory. 
Rather than serving as a neutral medium, the piano emerges as a primary 
agent in the generation of musical discourse. 

 
19 Rosen, Charles. Piano Notes: The World of the Pianist. New York: Free Press, 2002, p. 96. 
20 Banowetz, Joseph. The Pianist’s Guide to Pedaling. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 

1985, p. 63. 
21 Neuhaus, Heinrich. The Art of Piano Playing. London: Kahn & Averill, 1993, p. 18. 
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Bartók’s treatment of the piano reflects a fundamental reconfiguration 
of instrumental priorities characteristic of twentieth-century modernism. By 
foregrounding rhythm, gesture, register, and textural organization, he establishes 
a compositional paradigm in which the physical and acoustic properties of the 
instrument actively inform structural design. The piano’s percussive mechanism, 
its wide registral compass, and its capacity for precise articulation allow Bartók to 
articulate form through kinetic energy, spatial polarity, and temporal control. 
In this context, pianistic writing becomes inseparable from compositional thinking 
itself. 

The analyses presented in this article underscore the close 
interdependence of structure and expression in Bartók’s piano music. 
Musical form does not arise primarily from thematic development or harmonic 
progression in the traditional sense, but from the controlled interaction of 
rhythmic cells, gestural repetition, textural stratification, and registral contrast. 
Expressive intensity is generated through structural tension and release, 
rather than through melodic expansiveness or harmonic coloration. The piano 
thus functions simultaneously as the site where musical processes unfold 
and as the mechanism through which those processes are articulated. The 
findings of this study contribute to an understanding of Bartók’s place within 
twentieth-century musical modernism. His pianistic writing exemplifies a mode 
of instrumental thinking in which sound production, bodily gesture, and formal 
organization are closely intertwined.  

In conclusion, the piano in Bartók’s oeuvre embodies a compositional 
logic in which instrumental mechanism and formal design are inseparable. 
The instrument does not merely host stylistic synthesis; it actively shapes the 
articulation of modernist and folk-derived principles. Future studies may 
consider how this pianistic model extends into Bartók’s broader instrumental 
writing and how it contributed to redefinitions of the piano in twentieth-century 
music. 
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