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Preface

I first met György Kurtág in the spring of 2006. Thirteen years old at the time, I had
recently begun my piano studies at the precollege program of the Liszt University of
Music in Budapest; I was preparing a short program of Kurtág’s music for a
performance as part of a series of concerts celebrating his 80th birthday, and my
piano professor arranged for me to meet and play these pieces for the composer
himself while he was in town.

We visited the Kurtágs at their apartment on a rainy March afternoon. After
working on the program with the composer (an experience I remember vividly), he
and his wife—the late, great pianist Márta Kurtág—invited us to stay a little longer
for tea and cakes. At some point the conversation briefly turned to another composer.
“I recently visited my friend György Ligeti,” György Kurtág remarked, “he is
dying.”

While I had heard of this other great living Hungarian composer, I was not yet
familiar with his music. Yet something about Kurtág’s remark and the reverence
with which he mentioned Ligeti’s name became immediately stuck in my conscious-
ness, and I soon began exploring his oeuvre. A few months later Ligeti passed away
in Vienna. By the next year, I was immersing myself in Ligeti’s piano etudes and
would soon be performing a selection of them extensively (they had in fact become
my calling cards as a pianist). Among the etudes that were at the forefront of my
programs were the four final ones that constituted Book 3, pieces that I had
developed a particular attachment to.

Thus, my fascination with Book 3 has spanned more than a decade—the better
part of my life as a musician. These four etudes are arguably Ligeti’s most myste-
rious: they are rarely performed or recorded, and there is virtually no literature
dedicated to them (despite the many writings on his earlier etudes). In this book, I
set out to explore what is one of their most remarkable compositional features and do
so with the hope that this analysis may encourage greater interest in these works that
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not only are masterfully wrought and, in many ways, radical, but also serve as
revealing capstones to a compositional oeuvre that is unique in the extent and nature
of its stylistic developments.

New York, NY, USA Nicolas Namoradze
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