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INCORPORATING BARTÓK’S FOR CHILDREN IN THE PIANO TEACHER’S 

PORTFOLIO 

Helen Kasztelan Chapman 
 
Béla Bartók (1881-1945) is one of the twentieth century’s most prominent composers of 
pedagogical works for piano. His two volumes of music ‘For Children’ (1908-11), based 
on Hungarian and Slovak folk tunes, provide a collection of musical gems which 
transcend their pedagogical genesis. However, within an Australian context, Bartók’s 
early pedagogical works tend to be overlooked. Reasons for this may include the 
perceived foreignness of Bartók’s musical language, as well as an unfamiliarity with the 
repertoire. The 79 Intermediate pieces comprising Bartók’s revised edition of ‘For 
Children’ can easily be overshadowed by Mikrokosmos, his most famous pedagogical 
work for piano.  
 
The Western art music tradition already encompasses an abundance of repertoire for 
piano which furnishes the teacher with a wide range of choice from the Renaissance 
through to the present day. In consequence, some works remain underutilized.  
 
Even though some of the seemingly abstract pieces from the twentieth century art music 
tradition can appear challenging at first, there is much to be gained in exploring new 
pianistic sonorities and techniques. Such explorations can help expose students to new 
sounds and possibilities, stimulate the imagination and creativity, as well as create 
opportunities for collaboration and communication within the lesson. In addition to 
introducing some intriguing new works to an established portfolio, the studio teacher 
may be able to assist students to develop their critical thinking skills while solving 
pianistic and technical challenges. This paper will examine how selected pieces from ‘For 
Children’ may be incorporated within the studio piano teacher’s portfolio. 
 
 
 
This paper will examine the pedagogical and artistic attributes of selected works from 

Bartók’s For Children (1908-11) and discuss some of the reasons why teachers should 

consider including them in their teaching portfolio. Firstly, these musical gems are 

miniature masterworks that can provide students with an accessible portal into the world 

of twentieth century art music. Secondly, Bartók’s use of Hungarian and Slovak folk 

tunes, based on ancient modes, reveal a fresh tonal palette and novel harmonic 

sonorities not found in classical music from the established canon. Thirdly, in addition to 

discovering more about the mechanics of piano playing, these pedagogical pieces may 

provide the teacher with a complimentary resource that can be used to nurture musical 

artistry and creativity with elementary and intermediate level students. 
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In the course of introducing these pieces to the student, the teacher may find that 

Bartók’s approach to composition can offer a way to engage students in a discussion 

about the music. An exploration of musical form during the learning process may also 

help to mediate some of the pianistic and technical challenges in these pieces.  By 

integrating musical analysis in the piano lesson, we as teachers can: 

1. Promote opportunities for greater collaboration and communication with 

our students.  

2. Support our students to develop more effective problem solving and 

critical thinking skills.  

3. Reduce the time it takes them to learn a new work.   

4. Boost their confidence in performing.  

5. Strengthen memory.  

 

This paper will examine five works from For Children listed in the AMEB piano syllabus 

valid in 2019, Grades One to Four, shown in Table 1 below. The works that will be 

discussed here are marked with an Asterix. 

 

Table 1: Works from For Children listed in the 2019 AMEB syllabus, Grades 1-4 

AMEB Grade Work Musical Cameos For Children 

First Quasi adagio The Lost Cat Vol. 1/3 

 Allegro* A Toyshop Tune Vol. 1/1 

Second Allegro  Vol. 1/4 

 Allegro molto A Train Journey Vo. 1/10 

 Lento* Gypsy Dance Vol. 1/17 

 Andante The Vagabond Vol. 2/7 

Third Moderato*   Vol. 1/26 

 Teasing Song   Vol. 2/18 

Fourth Allegro ma non troppo*  Vol. 1/33  

(Vol. 1/35 1st ed.) 

 Allegro robusto* The Gay Cavalier Vol. 1/21 

 

Some of these works may be more familiar to music studio teachers by the names 

ascribed to them in the Bartók anthology Musical Cameos (1998) which comprises 13 

pieces selected from the collection For Children. For Children was first published by 
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Károly Rozsnyai, between 1909 and 1911 and contains 85 pieces in four volumes (Gillies 

2019). Bartók revised For Children in 1943 removing six pieces (Gillies 2001). The 

revised version was published posthumously in 1946 by Boosey & Hawkes in two 

volumes and contains 79 pieces.  

 

The recently published Béla Bartók Complete Critical Edition of For Children (2016) 

contains both the early and revised versions of the scores as parallel texts and is a 

scholarly edition which includes a critical commentary, folksong texts, and insights 

regarding Bartók’s approach to pianism. While some of the works have minor revisions 

such as the inclusion of key signatures, in others, Bartók revised harmonies, augmented 

note values and added material. The Rozsnyai (n.d.) and Boosey & Hawkes (1946) 

editions, retrieved from IMSLP, have been used in the preparation of the musical 

analyses. The musical examples presented here have been generated using Sibelius 

version 7.5. Differences between the versions have been marked-up in blue. Following a 

brief reflection on the genesis of the collection, the pedagogical issues and approaches to 

teaching selected works will be discussed. 

 

Bartók was a respected pianist and piano teacher who began giving piano lessons 

informally during the 1890’s (Gillies 1993). In January 1907, he was appointed professor 

of piano at the Academy of Music in Budapest, a post which he held up until 1934 (Gillies 

1990). For Children reflects Bartók’s understanding of the challenges that young 

students face in learning the piano; an understanding based on his personal experience 

as a piano teacher. Bartók began working on For Children in 1908, completing the first 

part containing Hungarian folk songs in 1909 (Somfai 1993). This was Bartók’s first 

major publication of folk song arrangements for piano and reflects two of his main 

interests during this period of his life: piano teaching and folk music research (Yeomans 

1988). Bartók’s intention in writing For Children was twofold: to improve the standard of 

piano pedagogy in Hungary, particularly in the early years of instruction (Yeomans 

1988); and, ‘in order to acquaint the piano-playing children with the simple and non-

Romantic beauties of folk music’ (Bartók, cited in Gillies 1993, p. 84). In a lecture that 

he gave in 1940, Bartók spoke about his motivation to write these pieces: 

Already at the very beginning of my career as a composer I had the idea of 

writing some easy works for piano students. This idea originated in my 

experience as a piano teacher; I had always the feeling that the available 
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material, especially for beginners, has no real musical value, with the exception 

of very few works – for instance, Bach’s easiest pieces and Schumann’s 

Jugendalbum. I thought these works to be insufficient, and so, more than thirty 

years ago, I myself tried to write some easy piano pieces. At that time, the best 

thing to do would be to use folk tunes. Folk melodies, in general, have great 

musical value; so, at least the thematical value would be secured. (Bartók, in 

Béla Bartók essays ed. Suchoff 1976, p. 426) 

 

For Children contains a wide choice of pieces that vary in mood and character. They 

provide many opportunities to fire the imagination and scope to experiment with novel 

pianistic sonorities as well as strengthen technique. While at first glance some of the 

pieces may appear to have a single pedagogical focus, closer inspection reveals that 

Bartók has in fact explored multiple issues including but not limited to technical agility, 

articulation, tonal formation and rhythmic flexibility. The key pedagogical issues found in 

the works listed in the 2019 AMEB syllabus Grades One to Four are summarized in 

Tables 2 to 7. The first column on the left lists the key pedagogical issues explored in 

these works. Check marks in the columns on the right are used to identify which 

pedagogical issues are addressed in each work. Table 2 below lists the key pedagogical 

issues related to technique. These are: dexterity, fluency, independent finger action, 

whole hand/wrist flexibility, five finger position, and shifting hand positions. Whilst each 

work addresses three or more issues related to technique, Allegro, Vol. 1/1 (A Toyshop 

Tune) set for Grade One, incorporates each of the technical issues listed in Table 2.   

 

Table 2: Bartók’s For Children: Technical issues 

TECHNIQUE Vol. 1 Vol. 2 

Key pedagogical issues 1 3 4 10 17 21 26 33 7 18 

Dexterity, fluency  ü  ü ü  ü    ü 

Independent finger action ü  ü ü   ü ü  ü 

Quiet hand, minimal movement ü ü ü ü ü  ü  ü  

Using whole hand/wrist flexibility ü ü  ü ü ü  ü   

Five-finger position ü ü ü        

Shifting hand positions ü    ü ü  ü ü ü 

Articulation (legato & staccato) ü ü  ü ü ü ü ü ü ü 
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Allegro is a vibrant study requiring dexterity, fluency and independent finger action. 

Allegro is the same in both the early and revised versions. The piece can be divided into 

two sections, as shown in Example 1 below.  

 

Example 1: Allegro (A Toyshop Tune), For Children Vol. 1/1 

 

 

In Section I, bars 1-8, the right-hand part has a pattern of staccatos and two-note slurs, 

requiring wrist flexibility, while the left-hand part maintains an even and connected 

legato, requiring a quiet hand with minimal movement. New articulation patterns are 

introduced in Section II, in bars 9-12, and bars 13-16. Bars 17-24 are an exact repeat of 
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bars 9-16. Whilst the hand position is localized in Section I, some shifts in hand position 

are required in Section II. For example, the left-hand part traces a descending line from 

D to D in bars 10-14; and again, in bars 18-22. Shifts in the right-hand part occur in 

bars 13, 15, 17, 19, 21, and 23. These shifts in the right-hand part align with two-bar 

phrases which unfold ascending triads in C major in bars 9-12, 17-20; descending triads 

in F major in bars 13-14, 21-22; and descending five-note progressions in C major in 

bars 15-16, 23-24. 

In addition to developing technical control, students also need to develop tonal control in 

order to be able to play expressively. Expressive issues related to selected works from 

For Children, shown in Table 3, include exploration of keyboard registers, pianistic 

sonorities, pedalling, dynamic contrasts, tonal gradations and tonal formation; tonal 

formation relates to tone production and quality of tone in softer and louder dynamic 

ranges.  

 

Table 3: Bartók’s For Children: Expressive issues 

EXPRESSION Vol. 1 Vol. 2 

Key pedagogical issues 1 3 4 10 17 21 26 33 7 18 

Exploration of keyboard registers      ü  ü  ü 

Exploration of pianistic sonorities  ü   ü  ü  ü  

Pedalling   ü  ü ü ü ü ü ü  

Dynamic contrasts & gradations ü  ü ü ü ü ü ü ü ü 

Tonal formation ü ü   ü ü ü  ü  

  

 

Lento Vol. 1/17 (Gypsy Dance), shown in Example 2 below, is set for Grade Two. It is an 

evocative and expressive piece that provides students with the opportunity to explore 

pianistic sonorities, subtleties in harmonic nuance, pedalling and tonal control. Lento is 

one of the works in which Bartók’s revisions are noticeable. Both versions of Lento are 

provided for comparison. The early version of Lento is shown in Example 2, and the 

revised version is shown in Example 3. The passages which differ are marked-up in blue.   
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Example 2: Lento (Gypsy Dance), For Children Vol. 1/17, early version  
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Example 3: Lento (Gypsy Dance), For Children Vol. 1/17, revised version  
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Whilst the development of technical and tonal control are important aspects of piano 

pedagogy, students also need to cultivate rhythmical awareness. Rhythmical issues 

include accuracy and precision in the execution of a range of rhythmic configurations, 

maintaining consistency in pulse, as well as sensitivity to rhythmic subtleties such as 

flexibility, musical accents, syncopation, changing meters and ostinato patterns. Table 4 

lists some of the key pedagogical issues related to rhythm which can be found in the 

works For Children cited in Table 1. 

 

Table 4: Bartók’s For Children: Rhythmic issues 

RHYTHM Vol. 1 Vol. 2 

Key pedagogical issues 1 3 4 10 17 21 26 33 7 18 

Rhythmic flexibility ü ü   ü  ü  ü  

Accents (including tenuto) ü   ü ü ü ü ü  ü 

Syncopation  ü     ü ü ü ü ü 

Changing meters        ü    

Ostinato patterns   ü ü       

 

 

Moderato, Vol. 1/26, set for Grade Three. The revised version has greater rhythmic 

complexity than the earlier version. The early version of Moderato, shown in Example 4, 

can be used as a study in maintaining consistency in pulse in addition to providing 

students with an introduction to the concept of a rhythmic ostinato.  

 

The revised version of Moderato, shown in Example 5, can provide students with an 

opportunity to explore rhythmic flexibility, adapt to changing meters, and explore subtle 

syncopations and accents notated by the composer. The passages which differ in the 

early and revised versions are marked-up in blue.  
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Example 4: Moderato, For Children Vol. 1/26, early version  
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Example 5: Moderato, For Children Vol. 1/26, revised version  
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Co-ordination, independence and tonal balance between the hands are additional 
pedagogical issues that teachers must address with their students. Table 5 below 
provides a summary of these key pedagogical issues in the works listed in Table 1. 
Allegro Vol. 1/1 (A Toyshop Tune), shown in Example 1, can be used to illustrate these 
pedagogical issues. Independence between the hands is required to co-ordinate the 
articulation, phrasing, and dynamic markings unique to each hand. Further, the 
homophonic texture, with the Alberti-like figure in the left-hand bars 1-8, required a 
quieter accompaniment to allow clear projection of the melodic line in the right-hand 
part. A polyphonic texture in the second half of the piece needs still greater refinement 
of tonal control to ensure that in performance the two distinctive melodic lines convey 
the impression of a musical conversation.  

 

Table 5: Bartók’s For Children: Co-ordination issues 

CO-ORDINATION Vol. 1 Vol. 2 

Key pedagogical issues 1 3 4 10 17 21 26 33 7 18 

Co-ordination between the hands  ü ü ü ü  ü ü  ü ü 

Independence between the hands ü ü   ü     ü 

Tonal balance between the hands ü ü ü  ü ü ü ü ü ü 

 

Allegro Vol. 1/1 (A Toyshop Tune) therefore, provides an opportunity to explore the 

relationship between hand co-ordination in both homophonic and polyphonic textures. 

More complex homophonic textures can involve a separation in register between melody, 

bass, and accompaniment. Table 6 provides a summary of the textures Bartók utilizes in 

the works listed in Table 1.   

 

Table 6: Bartók’s For Children: Textures  

TEXTURE Vol. 1 Vol. 2 

Key pedagogical issues 1 3 4 10 17 21 26 33 7 18 

Monophonic texture        ü   

Homophonic texture ü ü   ü ü ü ü ü ü 

Polyphonic texture  

(including inner voices) 

ü  ü ü       

Chords (including dyads)  ü   ü ü ü ü ü ü 
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Allegro non troppo, Vol. 1/33 (No. 35 early version) shown in Example 6, is set for Grade 

Four. This work contrasts what may be described as a complex homophonic texture, 

comprising a melody, bass and accompaniment in bars 1-4, and 11-14 with a simple 

monophonic texture, characterized by a doubling of the melodic line at the octave, in 

bars 5-10, and 15-20. Apart from the notation of the final left-hand chord in bar 4, 

Allegro non troppo, Vol. 1/33 (No. 35 early version) is the same in both the early and 

revised versions. This minor change is to avoid an unnecessary doubling of the note E in 

the right-hand part.  

 

Example 6 Allegro non troppo, For Children Vol. 1/35, early version  
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Allegro non troppo, shown in Example 6 above, is a quirky piece written in a phrygian 

mode on E. Technical challenges in Allegro non troppo include shifting hand positions 

and abrupt changes in mood and texture in lines two and four. The unfamiliar minor 

scale, with its flattened second and seventh scale degrees, and unexpected harmonic 

progressions evoke a fresh tonal landscape that can be used by the teacher to introduce 

greater diversity and breadth to a student’s repertoire. The sharp accents above the left-

hand bass notes, both provide a harmonic foundation and a counterpoint to the melodic 

line. Table 7 below identifies those works in which Bartók explores modes other than the 

standard major and minor scales. 

 

Table 7: Bartók’s For Children: Unfamiliar modes 

MODES Vol. 1 Vol. 2 

Key pedagogical issues 1 3 4 10 17 21 26 33 7 18 

Exploring unfamiliar modes   ü  ü ü ü ü ü ü ü 

 

Bartók’s mature approach to music composition, as recounted to Denijs Dille in 1937 

provides an insight into his creative process: ‘I do not like to repeat a musical thought 

unchanged, and I never repeat a detail unchanged [. . .] The extreme variety that 

characterizes our folk music is, at the same time, a manifestation of my own nature’ 

(Gillies 2019, para. 11). Bartók’s arrangements of folk music contain both repetition as 

well as contrast. The prevalent form underpinning most pieces in For Children is 

variation form. Whilst the themes are repeated, the setting of the material varies. 

Understanding Bartók’s approach to composition may be helpful in learning and teaching 

these pieces.  

 

Discussing Bartók’s approach to musical form can provide a way to engage students in a 

collaborative learning experience. Guiding students to uncover the musical structure in 

the early stages of learning may also serve to nurture problem solving and critical 

thinking skills. Identifying structural connections may also strengthen memory and build 

confidence in preparation for performance. Some practical strategies of how this may be 

done will be discussed with reference to Allegro robusto Vol. 1/21 (The Gay Cavalier), 

set for Grade Four. Apart from the omission of the leggiero il basso marking and the 

addition of an F-natural sign in bar 9 in the revised version, it is essentially the same as 

the early version. Allegro robusto, has a bucolic and rhythmically dynamic character 
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which is typical of the tempo giusto style found in some Hungarian folk music (Suchoff, 

1993). The work can be divided into three sections, and each section is eight bars in 

length. Contrast in this works is evidenced in three sections, each with a distinct 

keyboard figuration and musical texture; repetition is evidenced in Bartók’s use of 

Theme 2 in both Sections II and III. This piece can be approached by engaging the 

student to find examples of repetition and contrast. This can be done in the lesson with 

different coloured highlighter pens. Example 7 presents a complete mark-up of the score 

to show how this may be done.  

 

In Section I the antecedent phrase is marked-up in blue and the consequent phrase is 

marked-up in pink. In Sections II and II, the antecedent phrase is marked-up in green 

and the consequent phrases is marked-up in yellow. If you squint your eyes, the 

patterns of repetition and contrast become clear. 

 

Example 7 Allegro robusto (The Gay Cavalier), For Children Vol. 1/21 
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The chordal texture and short phrases in Section I make it possible to break up the 

music into smaller chunks. Example 8 below shows how this may be done. Each marked-

up phrase in Example 8 can be played without changing the hand position. Once each 

chunk can be played with some fluency, the individual phrases can then be stitched 

together. In Section I, chords, a staccato touch, accents and slurred quaver pairs 

combine to create a sense of rhythmic buoyancy.  
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Example 8 Allegro robusto (The Gay Cavalier), For Children Vol. 1/21, Section I, 

Theme 1, bars 1-8 

 
  

Similarly, in Section II, Theme II comprises an antecedent and consequent phrase pair. 

Example 9 provides a mark-up of the score, bars 9-16. In these eight bars, the pianist 

must adjust their approach and touch in order to balance a more complex texture that 

comprises a melody, bass and syncopated chordal accompaniment.  
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Example 9 Allegro robusto (The Gay Cavalier), For Children Vol. 1/21, Section 

II, Theme 2, bars 9-16 

 
 

Whilst Section III is a varied repeat of Section II, the theme is stated an octave higher, 

and the voicing is thicker. The parallel sixths which thicken out the melodic line in the 

right-hand part provide a sense of symmetry with the opening bars; in Section I much of 

the right-hand part was scored in thirds. In these final eight bars, Bartók indicates that 

the piano’s sonority may be amplified by using the pedal. Example 10 shows bars 17-24. 
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Example 10 Allegro robusto (The Gay Cavalier), For Children Vol. 1/21, Section 

II, Theme 2, bars 17-24 

 
 

Bartók’s arrangements of the folk songs throughout For Children reveal consistency in 

keyboard figuration, texture, rhythmic, harmonic and interval structure within phrases 

and/or sections. Once identified, these patterns may provide teachers with a convenient 

way to segment the score for study. Additionally, this approach may afford a way to 

integrate analysis in the learning process. Multiple repetitions of smaller sections can be 

used to reinforce hand positions, develop greater sensitivity for micro-phrases and assist 

with attaining technical fluency.  

 

The works discussed here possess a high level of artistic merit and have a clear 

pedagogical purpose. The collection For Children provides teachers and students with 

opportunities for discovery and collaboration. The folk music that Bartók has used to 

scaffold these pieces and compose miniature gems for the piano, connects East with 

West; folk music, the music of the people with the classical traditions of twentieth 

century art music. Even though Bartók’s inspiration was first stirred by the unique 

beauty of the ancient pentatonic melodies of Hungarian folk music, his interest in folk 

music expanded to include the musics of neighbouring countries such as the Slovakia 
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and Romania, as evidenced in his use of Slovak folk melodies in the second volume of 

pieces For Children. Bartók shared his discovery of these musical treasures by 

transcribing melodies, which did not conform to Western tuning systems on to the 

modern piano. By incorporating this music in our students’ repertoire, we can inspire our 

students to open their ears and hearts in readiness to explore, respect, embrace and 

connect with the musical dialects of other peoples and cultures.  
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