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The theme of this recital is, as the title suggests, Gypsy music, though just what
that is, as will be indicated, is open to considerable speculation. As a counter-theme is a
contrast of the formal playing of several well documented violinists of the Auer school
with the astonishing, and seemingly free, improvisatory playing of one artist, less well
known, but whose records tempt us to assume to have been a supreme player in his field.
Gypsy music must have originally meant folk music of Gypsies. It now has the
wider and double meaning of music, in general, played by Gypsies, and music, presumed
to be of Gypsy origin, played by others. The Gypsies are a travelling people who may
have started out from Northern India, as affinities of their language with Sanskrit suggest.
However, the name and an alternative, Bohemian, indicate that at times their origins have
been ascribed to Egypt and to Bohemia.
There are references to them in 9th century Persia, and an 11th century source
informs us that ten thousand dancers and musicians were brought to Persia from India at
the behest of Emperor Bahram Chur. This must have been circa 400 BC. There seem to
have been Gypsies in Bulgaria in the 11th century, and generally in Europe by the 15th
century.
Perhaps they travelled with the invading Turks, perhaps they were brought as
slaves and used in barter. Perhaps they arrived in Spain by way of North Africa.
Before the last war their population in Europe numbered around one million.
However, under the Nazi occupation their fate was as for Jews, enormous numbers of
them were systematically destroyed.
If a Gypsy language exists worldwide, the same is not true of the music.
Gypsy music in each area is what is perceived to be Gypsy music in that area, and
the perception itself is in a state of constant flux. Groups move, there is assimilation
between neighbouring groups, and groups move on. And of course there is always bidirectional influence between groups and host populations.
Particularly during the 19th century, increasingly Gypsy bands earned their bread
providing music for local events. There was thus economic pressure to accord with the
taste of the employer. Hence local music could acquire the name of Gypsy music and
local players could become know as Gypsies.
There were also political aspects. For example, in nineteenth century Hungary
there was patronage of Gypsy players by the Bourgeoisie who saw the freedom of style in
their music and performance as a self-expressed desire for self-determination.
In Russia there was a taking up of peasant songs and Russian-composed romances,
and in Spain there was a popular music of Gypsy with Flamenco styles.

We are familiar with the influence of Gypsy music on the Western classical
tradition (Haydn, Mozart, Liszt, Brahms, Bartók). The movement was, similarly, also in
the reverse direction, and if we were to look at vocal music there would undoubtedly be
many bridges between Gypsy and Jewish music, religious as well as secular. Kodály
points out (Folk Music of Hungary) that even Gregorian chant has made an appearance in
folk music. He also makes the interesting point that when grandparents care for children
of working parents songs can skip a generation, and where it is socially accepted only for
the married to sing in public so other melodies skip the intervening generation.
Thus melodies pass through generations and centuries, changing, being lost and rediscovered, and acquiring different texts, political, ecclesiastic, secular, joyful, sad, as they
go.
A wide variety of instruments is heard in Gypsy music; again, they have
influenced, and been influenced, by local trends. The violin has always been prominent;
perhaps because it is portable. There is a theory that races which may have to move on at
short notice tend towards trades which are convenient for this; diamond merchants,
doctors and violinists.
Thus the most basic performance of Gypsy music is on a solo violin or flute. In
groups many combinations are found in which the leader is almost invariably a violin
(primás). Frequently instruments are somewhat different to those of the conventional
Western orchestra; e.g. a viola (contra) with flat bridge and only three strings, tuned g-d'a, used for playing chords, and the gardon, a variant on the 'cello, sounded by striking the
strings or plucking them so that as they rebound they strike the body of the instrument.
The most distinctive instrument is the cembalo. Bagpipes are always used alone ("Two
bagpipes in the same inn don't mix.").
The scale c-d-eb-f#-g-ab-b-d' is found so often in Hungarian romantic music that it
is widely known as the Gypsy Scale.
It will be understood that every group purveying Gypsy music claims that it, and it
alone, is the sole repository of the true tradition.
MIRON BORISOVICH POLYAKIN was born in 1895 in Cherkassk. After initial tuition
from his father he entered, at the age of seven, the music school of Kiev where he was a
pupil of Vonsovskaya. In 1908 he entered the St. Petersburg Conservatoire as a pupil of
Leopold Auer. Although he had already played the Mendelssohn and Tchaikovsky
concertos, he had, nevertheless, to undergo the preliminary "conditioning" course with
Auer's assistant, Nalbandyan, which he resented. For his playing, temperament and
musicianship, his assessments were always of the highest. The highest possible mark was
5 but on one occasion Glazounov insisted on marking him 5++ and in 1910 Auer's report
on Polyakin consisted of three exclamation marks. But his pride and arrogance were also
noted. He remained a student until 1918, but never graduated. Also, Auer, contrary to

his normal habit, allowed him to give concerts in the provinces. Perhaps these
arrangements were to keep him from military service. He embarked at once on a concert
tour which included Denmark, Finland, Germany and Sweden. Polyakin moved to the
United States of America in 1922. Probably only Kreisler had been totally unscathed by
the arrival there of Heifetz in 1917. (Apparently Elman and Godowsky chanced to sit
together at Heifetz's début. Elman: "Isn't it awfully hot in this hall?" Godowsky: "Not
for pianists.") Polyakin won first prize in the World Violinists Competition which took
place in 1925 in New York with his playing of the Tchaikovsky concerto. Nevertheless,
in 1927 he returned to his homeland; perhaps out of a sense of duty or homesickness,
perhaps from pique or hurt pride that his success was not greater.
Relations with the state seem to have been undamaged by his residence abroad, for
he embarked at once on a heavy concert schedule throughout the country and, in addition,
he began to teach.
In 1928 he was appointed professor at the institute at which he had formerly been a
student, now the Leningrad Conservatory, and in 1936, as Moscow, the new capital,
artistically as well as politically, rose in prominence, he moved to a similar position there.
In the United States he had had to compete for his place, principally with Auer
pupils who had already established themselves, Elman, Zimbalist and above all, Heifetz.
Now he experienced rivalry from the rapidly advancing Oistrakh, thirteen years his junior.
Each was regarded as a god, whose supremacy was hotly defended by his
followers. The rivalry did not extend, on paper at any rate, to the two men themselves.
Each attended concerts at which the other played and beyond doubt each learnt from the
other. (In Odessa, within a period of a few days, Glazounov conducted his concerto for
each of them.)
Oistrakh regarded his colleague's performances of the Bach Chaconne and the
Sonata in D of Brahms as summits of interpretation, and Polyakin spoke of Oistrakh as on
a level with him.
In 1940 the state conferred upon him the title of Artist of Merit. Alas, he did not
enjoy it long as the following year, returning to Moscow from appearances in the Crimea,
he died in the train.
In taste and style Polyakin's playing was held to be the closest to Auer of any of his
pupils, but affliction from nerves made him an uneven player.
As a teacher he tended to proceed by example rather than explanation, indeed at
times his playing in class was felt to exceed anything he achieved in concert.
The brevity of his life, and the conditions prevailing in Russia in the '30s, have left
us with a recorded legacy of this artist which is both very small and very hard to come by.
GRIGORAS DINICU was born in Bucharest in 1889. The family was of Gypsy
origins, but had settled down and become a respected feature of musical life in Rumania.

His mother was a highly respected performer on the Panpipes, which she played with
great success at the Paris Exposition in the very year that Grigoras was born. An uncle,
Dimitri, was a cellist who had studied in Vienna and played under the leadership of Carl
Flesch in the Court Quartet of the Queen of Rumania (Carmen Sylva) in the early years of
this century.
Grigore [Grigoras is the diminutive form] began to study the violin when six years
old, and went to the Conservatoire when he reached thirteen. He studied there with
another uncle, Gheorghe, professor of violin, with Rudolf Malcher, and with Carl Flesch.
Uncle Dimitri, already mentioned, taught him chamber music, Alfonso Castaldi taught him
orchestral playing, and D. V. Kiriac taught him solfège. Hora Stacato, by which he is still
well-known to this day, was a graduation piece. That was in 1906. Two years in the
Ministry of Education Symphony Orchestra followed, after which he then became a
soloist with the Bucharest Philharmonic Orchestra. On one occasion he played the Bach
"Double" Concerto with Georges Enesco.
However, whilst playing in the classical domain, he was already establishing himself
as a band leader. In the course of four decades, he retired in 1946, his band played in
Bucharest cafes, hotels, nightclubs, and restaurants, and toured Europe and the United
States of America. He followed in his mother's footsteps when he and the band were
similarly successful at the Paris Exposition of 1937. Also heard on that occasion were his
fellow countrymen Georges Enesco, Dinu Lipatti, and Bobesco.
Like Bartók, Grainger, Kodály and Vaughan Williams, he was very concerned to
collect and preserve folk music, and his collection became the source of many pieces in
his band's repertoire. The famous Hora Stacato started off this way.
Grigoras Dinicu died in the town of his birth in 1949.

Technically Dinicu has everything at his command: complete facility at variation of
vibrato and portamento, fabulous trills, and movement around the core pitch of the note,
and all with that utter control through which spontaneity is achieved. He does not indulge
in much double-stopping, but when he does, he is master of this department also.
The style is extremely personal and may please or displease; the movement around
the note may raise the hair on the back of the neck or the hand to the stop button. In any
case his repertoire on record is restricted to pieces for which such features are appropriate.
Fortuitously we hear Dinicu at various distances from the microphone and in various
studios. The tone is always excellent, and we are able to judge that he could project a big
sound when he wished.
Everything, the soloist and the band, is with élan and spontaneity, there is rhythmic
freedom of innate musicianship brought to perfection of ensemble by constant playing as a
group. The pieces intended to be danced to are in relatively strict tempo; how many
conductors of Schubert's Marche Militaire forget that a march is for marching to? It may
not be to the listener's taste, but admiration of the quality cannot be withheld.
He was much admired by his colleagues, Menuhin, for example, whilst in his third
violin sonata Enesco surely had Dinicu's playing in mind. So impressed was Heifetz by
Dinicu's Hora Stacato that he obtained an agreement allowing him to arrange it for his
own use and he played it so frequently that it became almost a signature tune in his
programmes of lighter music. However, Heifetz's conception of the piece is a million
miles away from the composer's.
JASCHA HEIFETZ (1901 Vilna-1987 San Francisco) was by common consent one of the
most technically complete and flawless players who ever lived; certainly of those whose
careers have been documented by the gramophone. One guesses that sales of his records
have exceeded those of any other violinist, and the notes accompanying those records
make any further recital of his biography and attainments unnecessary. All was summed
up by Zeno Francescatti who referred to his colleague simply as "the Emperor".
Pablo de Sarasate (1844-1908) was not a great composer, but he did know, to the
last hair-breadth, how to write effectively for his instrument. Whether his works are
better salon pieces or lesser recital fillers doesn't much matter. Probably the piano
accompaniments are preferable as the addition of an orchestra makes the music somewhat
overblown and sugary.
The Carmen Suite consists of an introduction and four movements of which
Heifetz recorded only these sections. It is a late acoustic recording, but the process
treated the violin kindly.
MISCHA ELMAN was born in Talnoye, between Kiev and Odessa, in 1891. At three
years of age he showed interest in music, at five he started to play the violin, and a year
later he was awarded a scholarship to the Conservatory at Odessa. To help alleviate the

family's extreme poverty, and in the hope of gaining a patron, a few concerts were
arranged in the locality. Luckily he was thus heard by Auer who recommended a
scholarship for him. Elman's gifts were astonishing, his dexterity and his musicianship put
anything within reach. Perhaps as a result he suffered later, as others intensely gifted
have also, from a lack of really thorough technical preparation. In 1904 he made his
début in Berlin (Tchaikovsky Concerto, Bach Chaconne). The success was the more
remarkable as he was recovering from near asphyxiation, his father having not understood
how to operate the gas lighting system in the hotel the night before. Within a year his
fame had so grown that he was giving command performances. Nevertheless Auer, as
was his wont, continued to teach him and to expand his repertoire. They played Bach's
Double Concerto together in London. Bearing in mind the competition at the time, de
Sarasate and Joachim still appearing, Burmester, Flesch, Huberman, Kreisler, Kubelik,
Marteau and Thibaud all big names, von Vecsey making a sensation at an even younger
age and Ysaÿe still at his peak, the success was more than remarkable. In America his
manager was Oscar Hammerstein and a series of weekly concerts in the Manhattan Opera
House was a success beyond dreams. His career at once became world wide. Kubelik
had made one record with Melba, Elman made four with Caruso, a suitable point at which
to indicate how fortunate we are today that the early recording machines were as
successful with the violin as with the voice, perhaps even more so, whereas, alas, Grieg,
Pugno and Chaminade are heard now in comparison as but shadows. Elman was short
and little on the heavy side so that especially as he grew older he had to adapt his bow
hold and even play with the bow not entirely perpendicular to the strings in order to use
sufficient bow length. Nevertheless his tone, allowing that words are virtually useless in
describing a sound, was like a flow of golden lava. He had some regard for Kreisler and
Heifetz but was otherwise, frankly, not much impressed by his contemporaries let alone
juniors. He played almost to the end and thus, for those who are interested in such things,
he or Peter Dawson may well have set the record for the longest recording career ever.
Both started in the first years of the century and continued even unto the age of stereo.
He seems neither to have taught nor composed nor arranged. Elman died in 1967.

TOSCHA SEIDEL (1899 - 1962) travelled to America with his teacher and made his
début just half a year after Heifetz. Seidel was certainly not inferior to Heifetz or Elman;
for many he combined in good measure the technique of one and the fire of the other; and
his sound was somewhere between the two. But those six months made him just too late;
a country cannot be ruled by two emperors. Less melodramatically; there may have been
other reasons; perhaps his personality was not able to cope with the strains of a big career
or perhaps he was less fortunate in promotion. Carl Flesch, one of the most acute judges
and no bestower of unearned praise, wrote "that the quality of his tone is one of the most
beautiful that I have heard... Technically, too, he is excellently equipped... an injustice that
he is not considered the third in the triumvirate with Heifetz and Elman." In London, his
Brahms concerto was likened to Kreisler's. Whatever the reasons, he eventually settled in
Hollywood, earning his bread in the film studios. Even now his name can sometimes be
spotted fleetingly on the silver screen when a movie-hero is required to perform on the
violin.
Our encore is a souvenir of the very earliest days of the gramophone. To build up
the repertoire for local markets (international catalogues were not yet attempted) teams of
a recording engineer and a talent scout were sent on tours around Europe. On 6th June
1899 at the Hotel Royale, Budapest, PEGE, violin, and TOROK ISTVAN, cembalo,
played Vigan Vannak (They are Merry). Very likely their names and their seventy-eight
seconds of music-making are all that now remains of them.
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