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Foreword

“The pianist who thinks he can possibly imitate Liszt or must imitate 
him might be taken for a fool that will never find the medicine he 
needs!” 

Beyoğlu, June 1924, Chevalier de Hegyei

Whilst researching for my first book Osmanlının Avrupalı Müsiz-
yenleri1 [‘European Musicians of the Ottoman Empire’], I came to 
understand the deep ties Franz Liszt had with the Ottomans, and I 
learned more about the shared roots and the lasting relationship be-
tween Liszt and the Ottomans. It was then that I came across, among 
others, the name of the Hungarian pianist, instructor and composer 
Géza Hegyei, who is now the subject of this book, which I have writ-
ten on the kind invitation and with the collaboration of Dr. Gábor 
Fodor, the former director of the Liszt Institute – Hungarian Cultural 
Center Istanbul. Perhaps the eloquent sentence that we quoted above 
can help us understand the place Franz Liszt held in the world of 
Hegyei, who continued his life in Istanbul as an Ottoman court mu-
sician. This sentence is the closing statement in his memoirs, which 
he wrote at his home in Beyoğlu towards the unexpected end of his 
life. There he commemorates his teacher Franz Liszt, honoring the 
tutelage he was granted and the unrivalled musicality of his master. 
The Franz Liszt Academy is now an institutional symbol that rep-
resents what we might call a Liszt School, a method and outlook that 
emerged through the many students he taught. Through the princi-
ples he held, Liszt came to stand for the founding of a nation, leaving 
his mark on history and promoting the value of art and education 
both internationally and at home. Many followed in the footsteps of 
Liszt, but Géza Hegyei was unique: not only did he receive private 
lessons from Liszt, but he went on to be the only Hungarian to hold 
a post at the Ottoman court. This provided him with a unique role 
in music history. Following the establishment of Ottoman Western 
music, Franz Liszt began to show an interest in Istanbul. Years later, 

1	 Evren Kutlay, Osmanlının Avrupalı Müzisyenleri. Istanbul, 2010.
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he took it upon himself to spend five weeks in the city that would 
become the home to his student, a city that would nurture future 
generations of pianists and other musicians.

The students of Hegyei were celebrated by both Turkish musical or-
ganizations and the international community as well; they had roots 
that stretched back to the prestigious post Hegyei held at the Otto-
man court and further back to Franz Liszt. It was thus Géza Hegyei 
who continued to promote the work of his teacher Liszt. In this study 
of Géza Hegyei, we aim to take a close look at the musician’s life and 
shed light on a period of history that has otherwise remained in the 
shadows by drawing on data that pertains to his personal and profes-
sional life. During writing, we were afforded the opportunity to do an 
in-depth study and analysis of Géza Hegyei as a man and as a musi-
cian. We accessed family archives through his grandchildren Karoly 
Aliotti and Guy de Rassenfosse and Hegyei’s Hungarian compatri-
ot Péter Ács, which gave me the feeling that they had given us the 
chance to share his life with us and to experience his time, the people 
he knew, and the places he frequented. We hope that our readers will 
feel the same …

Istanbul, May 2025 
Prof. Dr. Evren Kutlay 





Géza Hegyei
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Introduction

Historical Background:  
19th Century Ottoman-Hungarian Relations

The capture of Buda in 1686 by the Austrians and Hungarians marked 
the end of Ottoman control in Hungary and the beginning of a new 
era in Ottoman-Hungarian relations. The absolutist politics of the 
Habsburg Monarchy and ongoing violations of the traditional rights of 
the Hungarian nobility in the region retaken from the Ottomans led to 
two large scale uprisings and a war of independence from the 1690s to 
the 1710s. When the rebellions led by Imre Thököly2 and Prince Fer-
enc Rákóczi II3 failed, the leaders and their entourage took refuge on 
Ottoman soil. The Ottoman Sultan’s refusal to return those Hungarian 
refugees who had settled in İzmit (Kocaeli) and Rodosto (Tekirdağ) to 
the Habsburg Monarchy caused a clamor in Hungarian society. Later, 
the Hungarians came to feel a sense of kinship with the Turks while they 
were forming their own new national identity in the 19th century. The 
idea of kinship gave rise to a close relationship between the Hungarians 
and the Turks and their support of each other in critical circumstances.

The Hungarians again rose up against the Austrian regime in 1848 
in an attempt to gain independence. With the help of Russia, Austria 
suppressed the 1848 –1849 War of Independence in a bloody way. 
When leaders of the Hungarian nationalists once again requested 
asylum on Ottoman lands, Sultan Abdülmecid I received them, and, 
despite threats of war from Russia and Austria, the refugees were al-
lowed to stay. These officers who had come from Poland, Hungary and 
surrounding regions were mostly educated, and they went on to sup-
port the modernization of the Ottoman State, taking important posts 

2	 István Seres, Imre Thököly ve Türkiye, Budapeşte, 2006; Naciye Güngörmüş, 
Imre Thököly’nin İzmit Günleri: Késmárk Kontu, Kuruc Önderi, Orta Macar 
Kralı ve Erdel Beyi Imre Thököly’nin Hayatı ve İzmit Günleri, Kocaeli, 2014.

3	 G. Dávid, B. Köpeczi, E. Tasnádi, P. Fodor, F. Tóth, A. Balla, F. Nagy, T. Tóth, 
G. Somogyi, II. Ferenc Rákóczi’nin Hayatı ve Türkiye’deki Sürgün Günleri. Bu-
dapest, 2005.
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in government.4 Some agreed to convert to Islam and join the Otto-
man army, where they could take part in the fight against Russia and 
Austria, who they saw as common enemies. A large group was posted 
to fight in the Crimean War, bolstering the Ottoman force; for exam-
ple, in the defense of the castle in Kars, György Kmety, Richard Guyon 
and several Hungarian soldiers were given commendations by both 
Turkish and British soldiers.5 Here we should remember Macar Os-
man Pasha (Adolf Farkas), the father of the poet Nigâr Hanım, whom 
we will discuss in more detail later, Macar Feyzullah Efendi (Joseph 
Kohlman), who is still renowned for the waterfront mansion he built 
in Çengelköy, and Macarlı İskender Efendi (János Derecskey), who 
held important posts in the Balkans.

Turko-Hungarian relations were not limited to the wars alone. Both 
those Hungarians who settled permanently in Istanbul before the Hun-
garian War of Independence of 1848 –1849 and those who came to the 
Ottoman Empire in later years made lasting and successful careers for 
themselves. Of those who settled on Ottoman soil before the War of 
Independence we would like to remember the father of the well-known 
caricaturist and memoirist Antoine Köpe, András Köpe6, as well as Alex- 
ander (Anton) Comendinger, who worked in Istanbul for decades as 
a successful piano maker, shaping the musical life of the city. Those to 
remember in later years are Adolf Orosdi, one of the founders of the 
Orosdi-Back Bon Marché chain and another name among those who 

4	 Robert Hermann, Lajos Kossuthve 1848 – 49 Yıllarında Macar Özgürlük Sa-
vaşı. Budapest, 2003. For a list of the most important refugees see: Robert 
Hermann – András Joó – Kálmán Mészáros – István Seres, Türkiye’de Kendile-
rine Sığınma Hakkı Tanınan Macar Mültecilerinin Özyaşamlarından Özetler.
Budapest, 2010. For more information: Musa Gümüş, Osmanlı Modernleş-
mesinde Yabancılar: Lehve Macar Mültecileri. Istanbul, 2019; Bayram Nazır, 
Osmanlıya Sığınanlar. Macar ve Polonyalı Mülteciler. Istanbul, 2016.

5	 Ildikó Arbanász, Dursun Ayan, György Csorba, Róbert Hermann & János 
Hóvári, Macar Generalleri Osmanlı Hizmetinde. Richard Guyon ve György 
Kmety. Hurşid Paşa ve İsmail Paşa. Budapest, 2013.

6	 Between Empires, Beyond Borders. The Late Ottoman Empire and the Early 
Republican Era through the Lens of the Köpe Family. Ed. by Gábor Fodor. Bu-
dapest, 2020. For a broad Turkish summary, see: Toplumsal Tarih, 324 (De-
cember 2020), pp. 28 – 61.
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took refuge with the Ottomans; Arminius Vámbéry,7 one of the most 
influential figures of the later period, who was the first Westerner to 
travel safely in and out of Central Asia disguised in dervish attire; Dániel 
Szilágyi8 , who ran an important antique shop in Pera, and Count Ödön 
Széchenyi9, who held the post of Regiment Commander of the Istanbul 
Fire Brigade for nearly forty years after starting his career in the 1870s. 
These individuals took part in founding the Hungarian Society of Con-
stantinople, and they were well-known by the Turkish and Levantine 
community in Istanbul. In the following years, musician Géza Hegyei, 
who is the subject of our study, benefited from the close attention and 
aid provided by this community when he came to settle in Istanbul, fol-
lowing in the footsteps of his teacher Franz Liszt.

In the Footsteps of Franz Liszt

For hundreds of years, Turks and Hungarians have influenced each oth-
er, not only in political matters but also in the field of music. Through-
out the 19th century, the century that concerns us in this study, many 
European artists were invited to the Ottoman court to give concerts, 
stage operas, and versions of operettas, or to hold official positions in 
organizations, undertaking inspections or conducting lessons. The Ot-
toman Empire was increasingly interested in European music. This was 
because there was a new appreciation for it in the studies of Ottoman 
Western music; a rising interest in a repertoire of polyphonic music in 
Europe was developing day by day and performers at the peak of their 
careers were performing in concert halls in various districts of Istanbul, 
which was then known as the “Capital of the East”. Composers were 
sending Turkish-themed compositions to the Ottoman court; works 

7	 Lory Alder & Richard Dalby, The Dervish of Windsor Castle. The Life of Arminius 
Vambery. London, 1979.

8	 György Csorba & Balázs Sudár, “İstanbul’da Macar Bir Sahaf: Dániel Szilágyi.” 
Türkiye’de Kitap Koleksiyonerleri ve Sahaflar II. Ed. by Rıfat N. Bali. Istanbul, 
2020, pp. 140 –166.

9	 Gábor Fodor, “Kont Ödön Széchenyi İstanbul’da (1874 – 1922).” İki Vatanı 
Olan Bir Reformcu. Kont Ödön Széchenyi. Ed. by Imre Berki & Gábor Fodor. 
Budapest, 2020, pp. [19 –27].
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dedicated to the Sultan, ruler of the Ottoman Empire. All of this accel-
erated the development of polyphonic music with relation to other mu-
sical branches in the Ottoman Empire, ushering in a new musical style 
and knowledge of music, as well as a new language of well-balanced 
musical communication that was drawn from a wide range of sources.

The most advanced, long-lasting, impactful and indeed unrivalled rep-
resentative of this groundwork of Ottoman-Hungarian Western music 
relations was the Hungarian piano virtuoso, composer, teacher, writer 
and conductor Franz Liszt (1811 – 1886). His arrival in Istanbul to give 
a concert in the summer of 1847 aroused great interest in both nation-
al and international press. He gave concerts at the Ottoman court in 
the presence of Sultan Abdülmecid, and in various venues across the 
city over a five-week period, preparing the ground for a lasting rela-
tionship. He improvised over Donizetti’s Mecidiye March in the pres-
ence of the Sultan. Then he notated down his Grand Paraphrase10 over 
the Mecidiye March and sent it to the court. This can be interpreted as 
an indication that the Turquerie movement in music – the tradition 
of 18th century European composers composing Alla Turca composi-
tions (in a Turkish style), inspired by the anthems of Ottoman military 
music11 – was still well underway in the second half of the 19th cen-
tury. Likewise, Franz Liszt’s teacher, the Vienna-born Carl Czerny12, 
10	 Liszt was a master of improvisation through paraphrasing. The paraphrase 

is a compositional technique, i. e., a variation on a musical theme or piano 
arrangements of ensemble pieces. Originally, the Mecidiye March was com-
posed to be performed by Ottoman military bands.

11	 During this period, Ottoman military music was referred to as mehter in the 
Ottoman realms.

12	 On the top of this chain stands Ludwig van Beethoven, who was Carl 
Czerny’s teacher. During Beethoven’s life, the Ottoman Empire was expand-
ing, pushing all the way to the Gates of Vienna, which coincided with those 
years that European music was influenced by the Türkkârilik movement. Be-
ethoven’s interest in the Alla Turca style, pioneered by composers like Mozart 
and Haydn, emerges in the compositions of his mature period. His Symphony 
No. 9, which was later accepted as the official anthem of the European Union 
and the Council of Europe, using Friedrich Schiller’s ode “An die Freude” 
[‘To Joy’] as an expression of the principles of humanity living in peace and 
brotherhood. It was for his Symphony No. 10 that he used the words, “eine 
vollständige Türkische Musik” (Turkish music fully equipped with an orches-
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had also composed an Impromptu on the Marche favorite du Sultan 
Mahmud II 13, the previous ruler. It is clear that famous European com-
posers continued to be influenced by Ottoman military marches – a 
reflection of the continuation of the employment of the alla turca style, 
hence Turquerie – even though these marches were now in western 
style. Hence, the fact that these works do exist indicates not only a con-
tribution to and an interest for Ottoman Western music literature, but 
also the position, power and prestige the Ottomans held in the eyes of 
Europeans for hundreds of years throughout the period of moderniza-
tion. For a European artist, praise that came from the Ottoman court 
was a valuable expression of success and esteem.

tra of Turkish instruments), declaring that it would end with Turkish mu-
sic and choir; his unfinished Tenth had this Turkish style in store, in which 
‘Turkish themes and aspects would be used,’ along with his ‘Turkish Anthem/
March,’ of the Ruins of Athens, composed for chorus and orchestras, which 
were among his most popular works. The “Dervishes Choir” section of the 
Athenian Ruins, which contains praises for the Prophet Muhammad and the 
Kaaba, was composed using Mevlevi liturgical music as source material. And 
so, in these mature works – at a time when he was beginning to lose his hear-
ing and turn inward –, Beethoven revealed his interest in Ottoman-Turkish 
culture and Mevlana philosophy and potential use in his own musical expres-
sion. Cevat Memduh Altar writes of Beethoven’s journey in those years, ‘de-
spite all the disappointments, pains and privations, he is constantly maturing,’ 
and as of 1808, ‘first through his works and then personally;’ from the famous 
Hammer-Purgstall, author of the History of the Ottoman Empire, we learn 
that the composer used Ottoman phrases in his letters and that he was in-
deed interested in learning Ottoman, in particular from his work Fundgruben 
des Orients [‘Treasures of the East’]. We learn also that Beethoven was also 
increasingly interested in increasing his knowledge of Eastern literature and 
philosophy, all of which occurred during the reign of Sultan Mahmud II, rul-
er of the Ottoman Empire. This Turkish interest of Beethoven, whose works 
began to be performed by Ottoman pianists in the court of Sultan Mahmud 
II, also influenced the Ottoman relations of his students. Indeed, Franz Liszt 
was able to come to the Ottoman capital, a city he had desired to visit since 
the reign of Sultan Mahmud II, a year after composing his Capriccio Alla Tur-
ca, which was inspired by Beethoven’s Turkish March and Dervishes Choir.

13	 The Mahmudiye March composed by Giuseppe Donizetti, the director of the 
Imperial Music School (Muzıka-yı Hümâyûn), was performed as the Otto-
man State March for eleven years.
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Many publications provide details of the concerts Liszt gave in Istan-
bul. We see no need to feature them here.14 We are interested in the 
relationship between Liszt and his student Hegyei, and in the evolu-
tion of Ottoman Western music in the last quarter of the 19th century, 
which by then had its own method, along with a history of more than 
half a century. We are equally interested in exploring how the polit-
ical-historical context from which this music grew inspired Hegyei’s 
decision to come to Istanbul and his choice to pursue his career in the 
Ottoman capital. Liszt’s concerts in Istanbul created a stir in both the 
local and European press, with detailed news reports and critical re-
views that no doubt sparked the curiosity of European artists who had 
become interested in the musical life of Istanbul. The concerts were 
also an informative introduction to Ottoman culture and its art scene 
for those who came after Hegyei.

The lasting influence this legendary Hungarian musician had on the 
Ottomans was confined not only to the contacts he made in 1847,15 be-
cause the musicians who came and settled in Turkish lands after him 
became a school that took root through elements such as the positions 
they took in various musical institutions, the students they trained, 
the repertoire they performed, and their compositions. This influence 
was passed on to the early years of the new Republic of Turkey.
14	 In a letter to his son dated 9 July 1847, Giuseppe Donizetti described Franz 

Liszt’s visit to Istanbul as follows: “[…] Yesterday Liszt came to our city. I 
attempted to convey news to the Sultan, and a few hours later my word was 
received by the monarch accompanied by the Chief Interpreter of the Aus-
trian embassy. His highness asked him to play in his presence at the Çırağan 
Palace on the evening of the same day. Upon order, an Erard piano was im-
mediately transferred from my house to the court, and so this instrument had 
the honor of being played by Liszt in the presence of Sultan Abdülmecid.” 
Giuseppe Donizetti, “Histoire de la reforme de la musique en Turquie”, cited 
after Haluk Yusuf Şehsuvaroğlu, Ordumuzda Garb Musikisi, Tarihi Bahisler. 
Taha Toros Arşivi TT-583687.

15	 Sultan Abdülaziz, successor to Sultan Abdülmecid, was the first ruler to do-
nate financially to the theater founded by Richard Wagner in Bayreuth, Ger-
many. We believe he was influenced by Liszt’s relationship to Wagner, his 
son-in-law. Franz Liszt stated in his letters that Sultan Abdülaziz’s generous 
help should be an example to European rulers, showing that he was keen to 
support the efforts of his son-in-law.
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The Franz Liszt School in Istanbul

The French word école was adopted by the Turkish language and has the 
same meaning of the English word ‘school.’ In addition to the standard 
meaning, the Turkish Language Society (Türk Dil Kurumu) defines the 
word ekol as ‘a method or movement in the sciences or arts that pro-
motes distinctive qualities and particularities.’16 An ekol – or school – is 
formed by uniting the unique characteristics of a field of study from a 
particular country and finding meaning in a community of artists who 
maintain a common attitude and who support a common style, meth-
od, and tradition that represents these qualities. It can also be defined as 
the attitude and general musical direction of master artists who aim to 
train new generations of artists who will create a lasting personal legacy 
in the fields of performance, composition, education, etc.

The concept of a national school of music emerged during the rise of 
nationalism, which left its mark on the 19th century in preparing the 
groundwork for new nation states. While great empires were dissolving 
into nation states, these national musical schools created a space in which 
the unique musical identities of disparate peoples could be expressed. 
Hungarian, Russian, German, French etc. musicians in Europe, who were 
representatives of these national schools, established their own personal 
schools with various methods to match their styles. Their work nurtured 
and enriched their national schools. When the name of a master is linked 
to a school, he or she becomes the figurehead of the operation and the one 
who is followed, whose methods will be indirectly learned and absorbed. 
His or her presence is felt directly, and his teachings will be passed on to 
future generations. One way of evaluating this process, which has been 
praised for hundreds of years, is to look at the manner in which informa-
tion is relayed via the master-mentee relationship, and the extent to which 
a school has been accepted in the fields it represents.

Throughout his career, Franz Liszt trained students from a very young 
age, lecturing in various cities between 1827 and 1886; and in 1875, 
he founded the Franz Liszt Musical Academy, which would go on to 
16	 Türkçe Sözlük. Ankara, 2005, p. 612. See also https://sozluk.gov.tr/ (14 March 

2023).
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become an institution in its own right. It was a place where Liszt put 
forward his own perspectives and methods in his fields of study. An-
ton Rubinstein, who was a close friend and contemporary of Liszt, 
described his friend’s wide-reaching artistic identity, touching on ev-
erything from his compositions to his virtuosity on the piano, and 
emphasizing not only the unique talents of the artist, but what the 
master gave to the Hungarian National Musical School17:

Franz Liszt belongs to a line of artists who are forever to be 
associated with the history of piano music. With a wide-rang-
ing approach, he combines all styles and tendencies […]. If 
we add to this that he was the first musical poet of his people, 
embodying beautiful Hungarian folk melodies in bright, inge-
nious forms such as rhapsodies; and if we mention his many 
other important works, his extensive practice of the reper-
toire, his extraordinarily refined critical intuition, and final-
ly his unique style of execution, it becomes clear why Liszt, 
more than any other contemporary, deserves the title of a 
“wide-reaching artist.”

When the cities of Buda and Pest were united to form the capital city of 
Budapest in 1873, an International Music Academy was added to the 
list of cultural organizations that would represent the intellectual life 
of the new city. This was a top priority for the Hungarian Parliament. 
Liszt, who settled in the city that same year, proposed that the educa-
tional principles of the new academy shouldrevolve around lessons 
and subject matter that would inspire the Hungarian musical scene: 
the academy was to be founded with a minimum of departments and 
a tailor-made curriculum devised to promote Hungarian national mu-
sic, and with a base structure aimed to achieve international standards 
over time. On 21 May 1875, Liszt was appointed president of the insti-
tution where he would be in charge of piano instruction at the highest 
level. He insisted that his piano students were also active in composi-
tion, so all of his students were trained in composition. His determina-
tion to have his students study piano and composition simultaneously 
17	 Konstantin Zenkin, “The Liszt Tradition at the Moscow Conservatory.” Studia 

Musicologica Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 42 / 1 – 2 (2001), p. 97.
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was a sign that this was a piano school particular to his own taste. In 
addition to piano performance and composition, the skill of improvi-
sation was another key element that was to be promoted.

In the wake of Franz Liszt’s death, a future secretary of the Academy, 
Géza Moravcsik, wrote, “the presence of Liszt as a professor at our 
academy signaled a very important time at our institute. The soul 
of Liszt, his modern piano playing techniques and his art of perfor-
mance laid the groundwork for the future. At the same time, two of 
the country’s greatest pianists, Árpád Szendy and István Thomán, 
were imbued with the soul of Liszt, two new generation virtuosos 
who worked alongside other esteemed professors at the Academy.” 
And so it was with this historical review that he announced that 
Liszt had indeed succeeded in creating a school in the field of per-
formance at the academy while also acting as a professor by passing 
on his skill and knowledge to his students.18 István Thomán, the pi-
ano teacher of Béla Bartok, would carry on the legacy of Liszt and 
his methods of teaching; after graduating from the academy in 1903, 
he was promoted to the position of professor.19 Later, Béla Bartók 
would be invited to the future Republic of Turkey along with Ad-
nan Saygun, a student of Alessandro Voltan, another ambassador 
of Liszt with Hungarian roots, in order to visit Turkish villages for 
their study in ethnomusicology. This left another mark on the his-
tory of Hungarian-Turkish collaboration. Later we will read more 
about the life of Alessandro Voltan, who came to be called Macar 
Tevfik [‘Tevfik the Hungarian’].

Years before he started his career in the academy, Franz Liszt had al-
ready begun to tell his colleagues of his plans to come to Istanbul, the 
capital of the Ottoman Empire. With the founding of the Imperial Mu-
sic School (Muzıka-yı Hümâyûn), which gathered all branches of Ot-

18	 Ágnes Gádor – Gábor Szirányi, “The Music Academy of Liszt and Erkel.” His-
tory. Liszt Academy. https://lfze.hu/history/the-music-academy-of-liszt-and-
erkel-114457 (14 March 2023).

19	 Ágnes Gádor – Gábor Szirányi, “Becoming a European Conservatory.” History. 
Liszt Academy. https://lfze.hu/history/becoming-a-european-conservatory- 
117417 (14 March 2023).
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toman music under one roof and laid the groundwork for Ottoman 
Western music studies within the framework of modernization that 
Sultan Mahmud II both legitimized and accelerated, the institution be-
came an official entity in Ottoman lands under the guidance of the 
Ottoman court. It featured multi-dimensional elements such as poly-
phonic music, performances and evaluations, reaching a promising 
high standard. The rising prominence of European music on the scene 
and developments revolving around Western music made the Ottoman 
capital a new center of interest for Western musicians. Although Liszt’s 
initial interest in Istanbul was shaped in light of these developments, 
which took place during the reign of Mahmud II, he only arrived in the 
city after Mahmud’s son, Sultan Abdülmecid, took the throne.

Liszt’s five-week tour in Istanbul in the summer of 1847, during 
which he gave concerts that were open to the public and performed 
his Paraphrase, which was based on the Ottoman national anthem 
Mecidiye with courtiers from the Imperial Music School (Muzıka-yı 
Hümâyûn), not only crowned a visit in which he shared multiple 
elements of his musical personality, but also marked the beginning 
of an important date in the history of lasting relations between Hun-
garians and Turks.

Following his visit, Hungarian musicians, including Liszt’s students, 
followed the footsteps of Liszt and chose to pursue careers in Otto-
man lands, while Ottoman students would travel to Europe to study 
with Liszt. They all acted as the ambassadors of Liszt’s school in Istan-
bul. Those musicians were Alessandro Voltan, also known as Macar 
Tevfik, Cosmi Devlett Efendi, Francesco Della Sudda Bey, Géza 
Hegyei, and Karl Berger. And so, in the last quarter of the 19th centu-
ry we can affirm a rising influence Liszt had on the musical scene in 
Istanbul by looking at the time these musicians were active, their con-
tact with Liszt himself (the final years of his life), and the beginning 
of their work in Ottoman Istanbul under the reign of Abdülhamid II 
(since 1876). Likewise, another indication that Liszt maintained per-
sonal contact with the Ottomans was his relationship with his son-
in-law Richard Wagner and Sultan Abdülaziz, which we discuss in 
footnote 15.



18 Pera-Blätter 40

Alessandro Voltan / Macar Tevfik (1853? – 1941)

Alessandro Voltan was the son of an aristocratic family; his mother 
was the Countess Allegri from Venice, and his father and uncle were 
Ottoman officers of Hungarian descent. Voltan spent his childhood 
in Venice and Vienna, where he took his first piano lessons with his 
mother. Countess Allegri gave particular attention to her son’s up-
bringing as a composer and maintained a social circle of people such 
as Liszt, Wagner and Kolbert. As he grew up in a musical home, Vol-
tan began giving concerts at a very young age.

During his military training in Hungary, Voltan studied piano with 
Carl Tausig (1841–1871). According to musical authorities, Carl Tausig 
was Franz Liszt’s best student and considered his rightful heir; between 
1855 and 1859, he studied piano, orchestration, composition and 
counterpoint with Liszt, and they toured together. Liszt dedicated his 
Mephisto Waltz, which he frequently performed in concert with Géza 
Hegyei, to Tausig. Liszt’s connection to Alessandro Voltan, who came 
to be known as Macar Tevfik [‘Tevfik the Hungarian’] in the Ottoman 
Empire, was that Voltan listened to Liszt in his mother’s home when he 
was a child. He would then go on to become a student of Liszt’s student 
Tausig, and later a proponent of Liszt’s school in Ottoman lands.

Before coming to Istanbul, Voltan was the court musician and piano 
teacher of Maria Elizabeth, the Queen of Romania, who also went by 
the name of Carmen Sylvia, for two years. In 1877, he came to Istan-
bul, where he was posted as the piano teacher at the court of Sultan 
Abdülhamid II, who was a fine pianist himself. We can deduce that 
there was a close relationship between the Sultan and the Queen, as a 
gift of sheet music composed of works of the Ottoman piano reperto-
ry was sent to the Romanian Court.20

During the years Alessandro Voltan worked as a piano teacher at the 
Ottoman court, he arranged the orchestration and harmonies for the 
operetta entitled Pembe Kız [‘Pink Girl’] by Haydar Bey, who was an 
20	 Evren Kutlay, “A Long Lost Fortune: Sultan Abdulhamid II’s Music Album.” 

Long Lost Fortune. Ed.: Mehmet Tütüncü. Heemstede, 2020, pp. 8 – 22.



Evren Kutlay, Gábor Fodor ∙ A Hungarian Pianist at the Ottoman Court: Géza Hegyei 19

artist from the Imperial Music School (Muzıka-yı Hümâyûn). After 
spending two years in Istanbul, where he gave regular concerts, he 
left the capital in 1879 to settle in the city of Izmir. It was there that 
he married a Turkish woman, converted to Islam, and took the name 
Tevfik. In Izmir, he continued to give recitals, orchestral concerts and 
piano lessons. As it was with Liszt, Tevfik Bey insisted that his stu-
dents study composition and piano. His works were later published in 
Hungary, France, Italy and Austria.21

It is possible to examine the relationship between Tevfik Bey’s early mu-
sical-cultural life and his experience of the Liszt School by looking to his 
teacher, Carl Tausig, and his Ottoman students. One of his students in 
Izmir was a famous Ottoman composer of Armenian descent, Stéphan 
Elmas (1862 –1937), who was encouraged by his teacher to go to Wei-
mar to study with Franz Liszt. Liszt then sent Elmas to Vienna to study 
with Anton Door, who, like himself, studied piano with Carl Czerny.

During his training in the Vienna Academy of Music, Elmas studied 
composition and piano, and he composed his 6 Études in 1881, which 
were dedicated to Franz Liszt. Elmas maintained contact with Liszt, al-
ways taking his advice; and in 1886 he went to Izmir to attend the funer-
al of his father before returning promptly to Vienna. He then proceeded 
to give an intensive series of concerts in Austria, Italy, England and Ger-
many, performing his own compositions as well as works by Beethoven, 
Chopin and Schumann. In 1912, he settled in Sweden, where he contin-
ued his musical career before he passed away in the same city in 1937.

Another Ottoman student of Macar Tevfik was pianist and composer 
Ahmet Saygun, whose musical career flourished in the early years of 
the Republic of Turkey. Saygun took weekly lessons of western rep-
ertoire on two pianos from his teacher, going over Beethoven’s over-
tures and symphonies in particular. Acknowledged to be influential 
in shaping Saygun’s musicality and his symphonic music, Alessandro 
Voltan occasionally shared with his students what he had learned 
from Liszt, both personally and professionally, including family pho-

21	 Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), pp. 85 – 89.
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tographs of his home in Izmir (photographs of Austria-Hungarian 
and Ottoman soldiers), visual documentation of his life story, and 
the role of music in his life; as a pianist, composer and instructor, he 
played a vital role in advancing the musical careers of future musi-
cians in Ottoman Western music, proving himself a proponent of the 
ongoing Liszt School:22

We knew that Macar Tevfik Bey’s real name was Alessandro 
Voltan. His father İzzet Bey was an officer in the Ottoman army 
who somehow ended up marrying a Hungarian countess. As 
the countess spent her childhood in Europe, Vienna in partic-
ular, Alessandro found himself invited to see Liszt and Wagner 
with his mother, and he listened to both musicians. In frag-
ments, he would tell us about it. […] We would have him listen 
to the Beethoven overture we had worked on for weeks. […] 
He brought us into a large hall. There were two pianos. One 
was a mahogany concert piano, the other a black piano beside 
the door. There were a few armchairs in the high-ceiling room, 
and no other furniture apart from several stools and a red Jose-
fine couch. On top of a little table there lay a violin in an open 
case with a red velvet cover. Beside it was a music stand. In a 
photograph with an old frame stood Austrian and Hungarian 
officers in brocaded uniforms, Ottoman pashas, elegant young 
girls, old women in elaborate dress, and plump children.

In his twilight years, Tevfik Bey fell into poverty and settled in 
Darülaceze (Istanbul). After having started his Ottoman musical life 
as a musician in the court of Istanbul, he passed away alone in his 
nineties in April 1941, in Izmir; he was buried in an orphan cemetery.

Francesco (Faik) Della Sudda Bey (1859 – 1940)

The grandson of Francesco (Faik) Della Sudda Pasha (1814 –1866), 
the founder of the Della Sudda pharmacy in Beyoğlu and pharma-

22	 Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), pp. 83 – 84.
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cist to the Ottoman court, son of Giorgio (Faik) Della Sudda Pasha 
(1835 –1913), Francesco (Faik) Della Sudda Bey23 studied with The-
odor Leschetizky and Theodor Kullak (1818 –1882), students of Carl 
Czerny, before he began studying with Liszt. After Kullak’s death in 
1882, he appears to have gone on to study with Liszt as of 12 May 
1882.24 We note in the memoirs of Carl Lachmund, an American stu-
dent of Franz Liszt, that he studied the works of Chopin, Rubinstein, 
and that he won the praise of his teacher for his unique touch; and 
that Della Sudda Bey was among those who accompanied Liszt to the 
Zürich Festival, to which he was invited as a guest of honor before his 
journey to Bayreuth for a performance of Parsifal.25

Francesco Della Sudda Bey was one of the students who played Liszt’s 
arrangement of Bach’s G major Fantasy and Fugue for Liszt himself. 
Liszt found the interpretations of his other work extremely erratic and 

23	 Dede [‘grandfather’] Francesco Della Sudda was born in 1814 (suggestion 
AD: “Francesco Della Suda was born in 1814 […]”) on the Greek island of 
Syros. After losing his mother at the age of twelve, he grew up in the orphan-
age of the Sainte-Marie Monastery in Pera. The Della Sudda family is of Ital-
ian origin, but Della Sudda grew up in the Ottoman Empire, took the name 
Faik Pasha. The son Giorgio Della Sudda was born in Istanbul and, like his 
father, he carried on the same profession and received the title of Pasha, and 
then the name Faik Pasha. Painter Emilio Della Sudda, brother of Francesco 
Della Sudda Bey, studied painting with Jules Lefebvre and Benjamin Con-
stant in Paris. One painting bears the name Aurore sur le Bosphore, Vue prise 
des hauteurs de Rouméli-Hissard. He also painted his brother Francesco at the 
piano. See Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), pp. 207 – 211.

24	 A relationship between Franz Liszt and Theodor Leschetizky can be assumed 
from the fact that they shared the same students. After studying with Franz 
Liszt, Géza Hegyei went on to study with Leschetizky. From the 1850s, as the 
Liszt School for piano was rising in Europe, it became customary for students 
to complete their basic training with another teacher before starting to work 
with Liszt. One of the teachers who gave this basic preparatory training was 
Theodor Kullak. It was in line with this tradition that Francesco Della Sudda 
Bey must have worked with Kullak until his death and with Leschetizky in or-
der to become a student of Franz Liszt. See Kim Chang, “Franz Liszt’s Pupils 
and His Associations.” Kim Chang Piano Studio. https://kimchangpianostudio. 
com (14 March 2023).

25	 Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), p. 208.
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directed him towards a more appropriate reading and execution of the 
pieces.26

From the 1880s, Franz Liszt’s Istanbul student Francesco Della Sudda 
Bey was one of the leading names in the musical scene in Pera, fre-
quently reviewed in the papers. On 18 March 1889, he interpreted his 
teacher’s Polonaise in E major in a concert given in the Teutonia hall, 
along with the Hungarian Rhapsody No. 14, Piani’s Gavotte and Cho-
pin’s Ballad Op. 38, his Etude in A minor, and his Nocturne Op. 37 No. 2. 
The fact that his student, Mademoiselle Collaro, also took part in the 
assorted concert27 and that he was referred to [in the concert reviews] 
as an instructor emphasizes Della Sudda’s identity as an educator and 
indicates that he passed on his knowledge by training students.28

Della Sudda Bey Concert

One of the most magnificent concerts of the season was the con-
cert of Della Sudda Bey, which took place on Monday evening in 
the Teutonia. Residents of Pera and members of the diplomatic 
corps – nearly all of them – had gathered together in that one 
spot. Among others of certain note were the Madam Count-
ess of Montebello, Madam de Radowitz, Madam Baroness de 
Calice, Madam Baroness Blanc, and so on. Della Sudda Bey’s 
fame was now at its peak. In La Gavotte, he donned that stylish 
character that befits him so well. In contrast he gave us the orig-
inality of compositions by Grieg then played la Polonaise and 
la Rhapsodie with impeccable style. The Chopin Etude, which 
resulted in a clamor from the audience as they asked for an en-
core, was enchanting. Mademoiselle Collaro, who was once one 

26	 Ibid.
27	 We look at the music-historical function of this structure in the chapter 

“Hegyei’s Concerts.”
28	 Another student of Francesco Faik Della Sudda Bey is Zeynep Altar, wife of 

musicologist Cevad Memduh Altar. Altar was a student of Della Sudda Bey 
from 1928 to 1933. Sabahat Hanım, the daughter of the Tehran ambassa-
dor Âsım Bey, recommended her piano teacher to Zeynep Altar. See http:// 
cevadmemduhaltar.com/della-sudda-bey-andante.html (14 March 2023).
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of Della Sudda Bey’s students before starting her career, per-
formed Schumann’s Variationen with great ease and sensitivi-
ty. The vocal element of the concert fell to Madam Ayvazyan. 
The lady gave a truly strong performance. Pouring her emotions 
into the work, she most ably executed the most difficult of pas-
sages. Then there was a highly accomplished young violinist of 
our city, whose talent was very much admired. The instrument 
exuded powerful, sweet, touching sounds. The facility was ex-
tremely moving, even beguiling. Everything about this evening 
told us that it was a shining success. We would like to congratu-
late Professor Della Sudda Bey with all our hearts.

After having given several European concerts in various cities in Swit-
zerland and receiving praise from the press, Francesco Della Sudda 
Bey received the following review in a piece from La Turquie Daily 
entitled ‘The Pianist Della Sudda Bey’29:

The Pianist Della-Sudda Bey

After giving concerts in Interlochen and Lucerne, Della-Sud-
da Bey then performed in Baden where we listened to him in 
a casino on 25 June and then in the Grand Hotel on 29 June. 
Here is how the Schweizer Freie Presse responded on 31 June:

“On 29 June, Monsieur Della-Sudda gave a concert in the sa-
lon of the Grand Hotel attended by a large audience of both 
foreigners and locals. The wait this distinguished crowd had to 
endure was not in vain, as they were incredibly pleased with 
the performance.

“Those listening to the elite virtuoso for the second time had 
the chance to fully perceive the magnificent effect of his play-
ing. Della-Sudda’s fingers sprang to life on the instrument, 

29	 For press releases from the daily La Turquie, see Kutlay, Osmanlının (see 
fn. 1), pp. 212 – 214. – For more detailed information about Della Suda see: 
Ömer Egecioğlu, Franz Liszt’in İstanbullu Öğrencisi – Faik Bey Franz Della 
Sudda ve Yakın Ailesi. Istanbul, 2021.
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speaking a language full of incredible melodies. From the mo-
ment they heard the first chords, the audience was entranced, 
their attention locked on captivating playing that left them in 
awe from one moment to the next.”

“It was that immense grace and elegance particular to the East 
that made this foreign artist even more lovely, and while his 
emotionally charged work expressed the most beautiful feel-
ings and the highest ideas of the classical masters, it became 
almost impossible to admit that this man was a foreigner, for 
the characteristics were not even noticeable.”

“Schumann and Chopin were made so clear that we attentively 
watched the artist render their works for hours in his pleasant 
style, but we were never swept away by a sense of fatigue that 
he displayed at the piano. We would like to … (unreadable) 
hear Monsieur Della-Sudda again …

“Madam Wagner was kind enough to perform several songs, 
and the audience was truly grateful.”

In this review, Della Sudda was referred to by the expression ‘particular 
to the East,’ as well as being described as a citizen of the Ottoman Em-
pire and representative of Ottoman culture. Another important detail 
about this concert: Madam Wagner took the stage to sing at one point; 
wife of the famous opera composer Richard Wagner, Madam Wagner 
was the daughter of Franz Liszt. Let us remember at this point that the 
first ruler to donate to Richard Wagner’s theatre in Bayreuth, before 
the kings of Europe, was the Ottoman Sultan Abdülaziz. Thus, Mrs. 
Wagner’s participation in the piano concert of an Ottoman gentleman 
whose family had served in the court, and the fact that Della Sudda 
Bey was a student of Liszt who brought Liszt’s students into contact 
here, can be interpreted as a two-fold Liszt axis in the Ottoman life.

News clippings of Francesco Della Sudda Bey’s concerts featured here 
give us an idea of the repertory Della Sudda used in his lessons along 
with his other teachings: his performances of Bach, Chopin, Rubin-
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stein, Schumann, as well as works by his teacher Liszt, which all over-
lap with the repertoire of Géza Hegyei, which we will detail later. The 
repertoire Liszt employed in educating his students is consistent with 
other material conveyed in his school.

In Francesco Della Sudda Bey’s role as a composer we can see another 
representation of the Franz Liszt School as we consider the composi-
tion training he gave to his piano students: Indeed, Sudda Bey’s works 
for piano were discussed in the international press. His collection of 
piano pieces released by the Ries & Erler Publishing House in Berlin 
were reviewed in the press as follows: “The harmonization of mel-
odies of these works by a dignified, serious musician with personal 
aspirations and opinions, along with the thought and care given to 
the diversity of rhythm, reveal a true artistic sensation. The book was 
released with both Mazurka and Mazurka-Caprice. Both are elegant 
and full of ornamentation, and some ‘themes and development’ are 
also on display. The second book contains a lovely Wiegenliedchen and 
a Resignation with a rather emotional slow movement and a short Bal-
lade whose originality is worth noting. None of the pieces in the col-
lection contain significant technical challenges.”

Francesco Della Sudda Bey, who had lived on the Faik Pasha slope 
named after his grandfather in Beyoğlu and who had never married, 
died alone at the age of 81, just like Alessandro Voltan.

Devlet Efendi / Cosmi Devlett (1852 – 1898)

Devlet Efendi is mentioned as a student of Franz Liszt in the memoirs 
of Cemal Reşid Rey. Rey, who was one of the “Turkish Five” (Türk 
Beşleri), was both a piano teacher and composer in Istanbul who was 
sent to Vienna by the Ottoman court for musical training. The school 
that operated as a music academy in Vienna at the time was a con-
servatory under the direction of the Viennese Music Lovers Society 
(Conservatorium für Musik und darstellende Kunst der Gesellschaft der 
Musikfreunde in Wien). In 1908, the school adopted the name “Vi-
enna Academy of Music”. According to conservatory records, Cosmi 
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Devlett Efendi was born in Istanbul in October 1852 and enrolled at 
the school in September 1881. From 1882 to 1884 he took piano les-
sons, as well as harmony, chamber music, orchestra and choir courses 
in what was the Vienna Music Lovers Society Conservatory.30 Devlet 
Efendi’s piano teacher from 1881 to 1882, Anton Door (1833 –1919), 
was the student of Carl Czerny, who was also the piano teacher of 
Liszt. During this period, he spent a year in St. Petersburg, during 
which he met such famous pianists as Anton Rubinstein and Alexan-
der Dreyschock. Liszt maintained a long-lasting and close relation-
ship with these pianists through visits to each other and shared stu-
dents. Devlet Efendi’s piano teacher from 1882 to 1884, Josef Dachs 
(1825 –1896), studied piano with Simon Sechter and Carl Czerny; in 
the year 1850, he began teaching at the Vienna conservatory. Famous 
pianists such as Hugo Wolff, Anton Rubinstein, Ferdinand Löwe and 
Vladimir de Pachmann were among his students.31

Cosmi Devlet Efendi, who was extremely successful in the Vienna 
Conservatory, continued his piano study in Europe with a scholar-
ship granted by Abdülhamid II. When he returned to his homeland 
on a break from his studies, he was awarded with the fourth rank of 
“Nişân-ı Osmanî” by the Sultan.

Devlet Efendi’s residential details in Beyoğlu can be verified in the 
Annuaire Oriental as of 1881. As a pianist, teacher and composer, he is 
understood to be one of the Ottoman ambassadors of the Liszt School. 
Among his two piano compositions, his Hamidiye March-Mazurka, 
dedicated to Abdülhamid II, and his Oryantal March, published by 
the Adam Publishing House in Istanbul in 1876, have survived to the 
present.

30	 Devlett, Cosmi Efendi, Matrikel, Buchstabe: D, Conservatorium für Musik und darstel-
lende Kunst der Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde in Wien. Viyana Konservatuarı 
Yıllıkları Arşivi, Vienna, Austria.

31	 If we recall the relationship between Anton Door and Franz Liszt from the sto-
ries of Alessandro Voltan and his student Stephan Elmas, we can assume that 
(looking through the student network of Carl Czerny who had contact with 
Liszt among other Ottoman students such as Devlet Efendi) Doors and Dachs, 
like Leschetizky and Kullak, were in contact with Hegyei and Della Sudda.
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Image 1: Cover of the Hamidiye March-Mazurka by Devlett Efendi. 
Source: Library of Rare Works, Istanbul University
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Karl Berger (1894 –1947)

As confirmed in the archives of the Vienna Music Academy32, Karl 
Berger was born in the town of Arad near Budapest on 6 January 1894, 
graduated first in his class under the tutelage of the famous violinist 
pedagogue Otakar Sevcik, one of the most important representatives 
of the Viotti school, with a scholarship he received for outstanding 
talent shown during his academic study from 1912 –1914. A fan of 
Liszt, Berger began violin lessons when he was nine years old. It was 
then that he listened with rapt attention to one of his teachers telling 
him about Liszt and his time with him in Istanbul. After graduating 
from the Academy, he gave concerts in Switzerland, Austria and Hun-
gary before he was invited by the future Caliph Prince Abdülmecid 
Efendi in the beginning of 1918 to give a concert in Istanbul, where 
he would continue his musical career after accepting an offer from the 
Ottoman court to be a court musician. In the early years, he stayed 
in Kalamış in the home of Mazhar Bey, who was a military friend of 
the father of Ferhunde (Erkin) Hanım, wife of the pianist Ulvi Cemal 
Erkin, one of the “Turkish Five.” When Mazhar Bey presented him-
self to Ferhunde and Remzi Bey, father of the Necdet Remzi brothers, 
the latter suggested that his children take lessons from Berger during 
his stay in Kalamış. Later, their teacher moved to his own house in 
Beyazid. In the following years, he moved to the upper floor of the 
famous Narmanlı Han on İstiklal Caddesi where he had a view of the 
Süleymaniye Mosque and the Golden Horn and where, in addition to 
giving lessons in the court, he taught students on his half grand piano 
in his studio in the Han.

Now and then he worked on chamber music in Abdülmecid Efendi’s 
pavilion in Çamlıca, with his other students, Ferhunde (Erkin) and 
her brother Necdet Remzi (Atak). In the Galatasaray Lycee Hall, he 
performed a work entitled Elegie under the auspices of Prince Abdül-
mecid Efendi, which was composed by the prince and dedicated to 

32	 We understand from data covered in previous chapters that under the influ-
ence of Carl Czerny, Franz Liszt and related musicians were also teachers at 
the Vienna Academy of Music. The history of the Austro-Hungarian Empire 
reinforces this broader picture.
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Berger. He also gave concerts in some of the leading concert halls in 
Istanbul’s Beyoğlu neighborhood, such as the Union Française (for the 
centenary of Johannes Brahms) and the Casa d’Italia.

Among Berger’s students were Ayla Erduran, Nadir Nadi, Mesut 
Cemil (Tel) Bey, son of Tanburi Cemil Bey, whose interest in Géza 
Hegyei we will learn more about, Bülent Tarcan, and the brothers Er-
civan, Erdoğan and Ermukan Saydam. At the Istanbul Conservatory, 
where Géza Hegyei would become an instructor and head of the pia-
no department, Cemal Reşid Rey would establish the core of a string 
orchestra composed of conservatory students and Berger’s students 
outside the conservatory.

Karl Berger shared twenty-three years of his life in Istanbul with Aliye 
Hanım, daughter of Şakir Pasha. They made their relationship offi-
cial only six or seven months before he died of a heart attack while 
boarding a boat for Büyükada. Berger took the name Ömer Baki when 
he converted to Islam,33 adopting an Ottoman-Turkish identity. After 
Aliye Hanım died, all documents containing information about Karl 
Berger’s personal and artistic life were destroyed. Although we cannot 
determine his direct relationship to Liszt, we can see a partial connec-
tion thanks to the data we were able to procure.

33	 For a close reading of Karl Berger see Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), pp. 113 – 
122.
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Géza Hegyei
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A Hungarian Representative of the  
Franz Liszt School in the Ottoman Empire:  
Géza Hegyei (1862 – 1926)

Hegyei’s Life and Family in Hungary

We have already mentioned briefly those musicians who were known 
to have studied with Liszt, and those students or teachers who left 
Ottoman lands to study with him or who chose to pursue their musi-
cal careers in the Ottoman capital after he had performed his concert 
series, all advocates of the Franz Liszt School in Istanbul. However, 
his student Géza Hegyei was the only Hungarian representative who 
became a piano virtuoso, composer, and instructor who taught nobil-
ity and was not only active in the various music education institutions 
of Istanbul but also held a long-lasting post at the Ottoman court. 
Hegyei’s experience in his official capacity promoting the aspects of 
performance (and repertoire), composition (and improvisation), and 
education put forward by Liszt embodies the transition years from the 
Ottoman Empire to the Republic of Turkey. We will have a closer look 
at how Hegyei passed his experience from one generation to the next, 
teaching both members of the Ottoman court as well as students in 
both a public and private context. He was an instructor who contin-
ued to give concerts that were manifestations of his multi-dimension-
al musical world. Who, then, was Géza Hegyei?

Géza Hegyei was born into a Jewish family on 26 October 1862 in the 
town of Óbecse (today Bečej, Serbia) which was then within the bor-
ders of the Kingdom of Hungary. His father, Albert Sonnenber, born 
in Bechin (today Bechyně, Czech Republic), moved at a young age 
with his family to the city of Szabadka, located in Southern Hungary 
(today Subotica, Serbia).

Sonnenberg began working in trade. After meeting his wife, Fani 
Schöffer, they had their first child Miksa, who was born in 1861.34 
34	 Születési, halálozási és házassági anyakönyv, 1852-től 1883-ig (‘Birth, Death and Mar-



32 Pera-Blätter 40

They then moved to Óbecse, an important commercial center of the 
time, where the Danube-Tisa-Danube Canal (the Ferenc canal) flows 
into the Tisa, and lived on Magas (High) Street in the city center. As a 
matter of custom at the time, Albert Sonnenberg ‘hungarionized’ his 
surname, changing it to Hegyei. Jewish families in particular often 
opted to change their names, either from a desire to integrate into 
Hungarian society or to increase the chances of success in trade.35

A few years later the Hegyei family moved again, now choosing Buda 
(from 1873: Budapest), which offered a better living standard and 
more work opportunities. Although we know very little about Géza 
Hegyei’s youth, we know from newspapers and official sources of the 
time that the family moved to Buda in the early 1870s where his fa-
ther was engaged in running a hotel called “Propeller.”36 At the base 
of the Buda hill where they lived was the Rudas Thermal Spring (in 
Ottoman times Yeşil Direkli Kaplıca – ‘Green Pole Thermal Spring’); it 

riage Records, 1852–1883’). Óbecse Város Polgármesteri Hivatala. F. 552. 137. sz.
35	 Originally mistakenly recorded as “Hegyi” in the registry, the family’s name 

was officially changed to Hegyei in 1905.
36	 Béla Hegyei’s trade certificate in Buda was issued in 1872, while in 1876 he 

was officially registered as a resident of Budapest. A Hon, 28 March 1872, p. 
160. He requested the patent for his mineral water “Budapesti Hungaria For-
rás” in 1879. Központi Értesítő, 1879, p. 352.

Image 2. 1: Advertisement for the mineral water sold by 
Géza Hegyei’s father. Source: Dr. János Kunszt, A Rudas 
gyógyfürdő monográfiája. Budapest, 1947, p. 48
Image 2. 2: Géza Hegyei’s birth certificate.  
Source: Municipal archive of Óbecse
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was there that Albert Hegyei ran his café and sold bottled soda water 
that gushed from his plot.

The children of the Hegyei family were first registered at the Állami 
Főreáliskola (‘National Science High School’) which was in the same 
neighborhood; for unknown reasons Géza left the school and fin-
ished his first two years of middle school in the Alreáltanoda (‘State 
Science Middle School’) of Pest.37 His first teacher was the famous 
Hungarian explorer, Béla Erődi, and he was also a student of Ármin 
Vámbéry, founder of the department of Turkology at the University 
of Pest; so we might say that Hegyei first encountered the geography 
of the Turks at an early age both through his father’s business, which 
had roots in Ottoman culture, and his academic environment at 
school. Two years later he returned to the high school in Buda where 
he studied from 1874 to 1880, completing his education with aver-
age grades38  and successfully taking his final exams in January, 1880. 
The children of well-known families in Budapest were not known for 
instilling in their children an appreciation for art during their forma-
tive years. So, when Hegyei conveyed his desire to become a concert 
pianist, his father said he would never approve of his son becoming 
what he called an “instrumentalist.” But the negative stance did not 
discourage the young man, and, without relinquishing the passion 
he had for the piano, he continued to study music, keeping it a secret 
from his family.39

He took his first lessons with Henrik Gobbi, one of Liszt’s students, 
until fate finally led him, still a law student, to the tutelage of Liszt at 
the Royal Hungarian National Academy of Music in Budapest; it was 
an education with the master that would open up a whole new world 
full of unexpected surprises.

37	 A Pest-Józsefvárosi Nyilvános Alreáltanoda második tudósítványa az 1872 / 73. tanév 
végén. Ed.: József Felsmann. Budapest, 1873, p. 37.

38	 A Budapesti II. Kerületi Állami Reáltanodának (Ezelőtt Budai Kir. Rőreáltanodának) 
huszadik évi értesítője. Az intézet fennállásának 21. évében. 1875 / 6 tanév végén. 
Ed.: Dr. Móricz Say. Budapest, 1876, p. 57.

39	 Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), p. 90.
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Hegyei’s Musical Education with Franz Liszt

Franz Liszt’s idea of establishing a Hungarian National Academy of 
Music was a dream he sought to realize since the 1840s, and eventual-
ly he donated a large sum of money from one of his local concerts to 
the Budapest administration in order to bring the project to life. The 
establishment of such an academy was a dream of Liszt, but it was also 
a vision shared by all Hungarians who had to travel abroad to study 
music. With the approval of the Hungarian parliament, the Hungarian 
king appointed Liszt as president of the academy on 21 March 1875.40

In addition to the curriculum Liszt created for the academy, Liszt es-
tablished composition and piano departments, stressing that these 
two areas of study would require careful attention in the early stages 
of education. Violin, cello, chamber music and choral departments 
were established when Liszt was nearing the end of his life. In 1880, 
for example, the academy registered 100–110 students at the academy 
for an education at the highest level, but only 70 of those students 
were able to continue their studies. Liszt had practically no influence 
on these numbers, as only the most successful of the selected students 
would study with him. He also had students in European cities such 
as Weimar, Vienna and Bayreuth, and occasionally he stayed in Pest. 
As he was out of town for most exams and concert periods, Liszt was 
only able to teach in the middle of the academic year; thus, students in 
the academy had to study on occasion with other instructors, so most 
worked not only with Liszt, but with other professors on his team. At 
the academy, Erkal and a student of Liszt, Henrik Gobbi, gave piano 
lessons in Liszt’s place. In his active years, Henrik Gobbi had a total 
of twenty-four students while Franz Liszt worked with twenty-three. 
Liszt would also work with Gobbi’s most talented students, giving 
lessons in his home on Andrássy Avenue, which is now the Ferenc 
Liszt Memorial Museum. According to Liszt’s records, one of Gobbi’s 
students was Hegyei.41 Indeed, Liszt personally selected Hegyei from 

40	 Ibid.
41	  Liszt Ferenc Zeneművészeti Főiskola 100 éve. Ed: József Ujfalussy. Budapest, 

1977, p. 101. Among the students Liszt worked with, we see in his notes the 
monogram H. G., which probably refers to Géza Hegyei.
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among Gobbi’s students42 to join his class. Although Hegyei received 
his first piano lessons from Gobbi, he studied in Liszt’s class at the 
academy and continued as a private student; when his instructor was 
not in school, he studied piano with Gobbi and theory with Sándor 
Nikolits, as did other students of Liszt.43

In records of concerts and examinations kept over the academic years 
of 1880 –1881 and 1881– 1882, Géza Hegyei was listed (in chronological 
order) as a student of Henrik Gobbi, Sándor Nikolits and Franz Liszt44:

1	 Concerts of the Academy of Music  
(Liszt Museum, Annual No: 34)  
8 May 1881, at 11:00

	 Music Academy Concert Hall No. 5  
Árpád Szendy and Géza Hegyei, piano 
Beethoven: 9th Symphony, Scherzo  
(Liszt’s transcription for two pianos)

2	 Music Academy Exams (Liszt Museum, Annual No: 38)  
Friday, 24 June 1881, 11:00–13:00 
Music Academy Concert Hall 
For this exam, Géza Hegyei is listed in the first class of 
male students of Sándor Nikolits for harmony, melody, 
counterpoint and composition.

3	 Concerts of the Academy of Music  
(Liszt Museum, Annual No: 39)  
Sunday, 11 December 1881, at 11:00 
Music Academy Concert Hall No. 7  
Géza Hegyei, piano 
Schumann: Novelette No. 2  
Brahms: Scherzo

42	 Gulyásné Somogyi Klára, Abrányi Kornél a Zeneakadémián. Fejezetek a 
Zeneakademia történetéböl. Ed.: János Kárpáti. Budapest, 1992, p. 768.

43	 Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), p. 93
44	 Ferenc Liszt Memorial Museum’s Yearbook Nos.:  34., 38., 39., 40., 41., 42. Bu- 

dapest, Hungary. See Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), pp. 92 – 93.
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4	 Concerts of the Academy of Music  
(Liszt Museum, Annual No: 42) 
26 March 1882, at 20:00 
Music Academy Concert Hall No. 7  
Géza Hegyei, piano 
Henrik Gobbi: Sonata (an episode in the Hungarian style)

5	 Music Academy Exams (Liszt Museum, Annual No: 40)  
Friday, 16 June 1882, 11:00 –13:00 
Music Academy Concert Hall 
In this exam, Géza Hegyei is listed in the second class of 
male students of Sándor Nikolits for harmony, melody, 
counterpoint and composition.

6	 Concerts of the Academy of Music  
(Liszt Museum, Annual No: 41)  
Sunday, 18 June 1882 at 19:00 
Redoute Small Concert Hall No. 8  
Géza Hegyei, piano 
Schumann: Piano Concerto Op. 14, Movements 1 and 3 
(without orchestra)

In addition to exam concerts at the Academy, Géza Hegyei gave two 
separate concerts in the Budapest Chamber of Commerce in March45 
and November46 of 1881. The following year, he performed Gobbi’s 
Hungarian Rhapsody for another concert in March of 1882.47 In the 
Academy concert of June 1882, he performed Mihály Vörösmarty’s 
work Salomon with orchestra.48

According to Turkish sources, it was only after Franz Liszt surprised 
his student Hegyei during a graduation concert in the Academy hall by 
taking a seat at the second piano to accompany him during a concerto 
that Liszt himself had composed, an occasion that was widely reported 

45	 Fővárosi Lapok, 30 March 1881, p. 384.
46	 Fővárosi Lapok, 1 November 1881, p. 1478.
47	 Fővárosi Lapok, 28 March 1882, p. 456.
48	 A Hon, 17 June 1882, p. 20.
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in the press, that Hegyei’s family, who still believed their son was study-
ing law, approved of his future career as a pianist.49 The Hungarian mu-
sic historian László Gombos stated that Liszt was generally not in Pest 
for graduations and so the idea that Liszt had taken part in Hegyei’s 
graduation concert was a total fiction.50 The fact that his sister Mariska 
had also performed in concerts on occasion is perhaps another sign of 
the groundbreaking role that Hegyei played in the family.

It was after his graduation that Géza Hegyei also gave a solo concert 
as one of Liszt’s students on the evening the famous Austrian tenor 
Angelo Neumann (1838 –1910) staged Wagner’s Tetralogia in the Ger-
man Theater51 on Gyapjú (‘Wool’) Street in Budapest with a traveling 
group of musicians.

After leaving Budapest, Hegyei continued to study with Theodor 
Leschetizky, the famous pianist-pedagogue, for a year in Vienna, as 
did Liszt’s Ottoman student Francesco Della Sudda Bey.52 Born in Po-

49	 Pars Tuğlacı, Mehterhane’den Bandoya. Istanbul, 1986, p. 157, cited after Kutlay, 
Osmanlının (see fn. 1), p. 93.

50	 Statement by László Gombos, an expert on the history of Liszt and the Liszt 
Academy, to Gábor Fodor, dated 2 August 2022.

51	 The German Theater was an extremely prestigious concert hall; that we learn 
from reports from musicians such as the Italian violinist Teresina Tua (1867 – 
1955), known worldwide as the “angel of the violin,” performing since No-
vember. In 1882, Angelo Neumann, mentioned in Hegyei’s concert, went on a 
tour of European cities such as London, Paris, St. Petersburg with his compa-
ny, with many famous persons including the Hungarian conductor Anton Se-
idl, who made the first copy of Tetralogy with Wagner, to perform Wagner’s 
operas (including Tetralogia). Hegyei’s recital in the German theater probably 
took place in November 1882. Although we have not been able to find infor-
mation regarding the concert program, the fact that he gives a solo recital in 
a theater where such world-class names took the stage may be an indication 
of his virtuosity. Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), p. 97.

52	 Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), p. 93. The Hungarian music historian László 
Gombos suggests that the work may have been for a short period (summer 
1883) or a weekend at a holiday destination, based on other Hungarian stu-
dents of Leschetizky (e. g., Dohnányi or Bartók). Statement by László Gom-
bos, an expert on the history of Liszt and the Liszt Academy, to Gábor Fodor 
(2 August 2022).
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land in 1830, Leschetizky was a student of Carl Czerny,53 as was his 
colleague Liszt. Here let us recall the chain of events we established 
regarding Franz Liszt’s concert series in Istanbul. When we consider 
Carl Czerny’s interest in Ottoman culture that was passed on to his 
student Liszt, let us not overlook the possibility that it was equally in-
teresting for Hegyei, who from an early age felt separated from music 
and who was therefore more open-minded when his teacher would 
speak with him about his first-hand experience in Ottoman lands; in-
deed, it would lead Hegyei to eventually make the decision to pursue 
a life and career in the Ottoman capital.

While Hegyei was living in Istanbul, he wrote a memoir in June 1924 
in which he described his work with Franz Liszt at the academy, de-
tailing his exchanges with the maestro, his lessons with him and his 
other students; he spoke of his profound feelings as a student of Liszt 
and how Liszt was widely perceived in those years. In the following 
section of his memoir, we get a good sense of his past ties with Liszt 
as he presents his deep-rooted relationship with the maestro, provid-
ing examples of how he was perceived as a supreme authority and 
representative of music, the support he received from the Hungarian 
government, and his unique school that featured his own style of ed-
ucation, an international brand that was widely accepted in esteemed 
musical circles:54

It was at the Royal Academy of Music that I was introduced to 
Franz Liszt by the academy director Erkel, in the company of 
my first professor Henri [sic!] Gobbi. I couldn’t help but feel 
confused, but on the other hand I was confident, as I had been 

53	 Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), p. 93. Also see fn. 26.
54	 This memoir, originally in French, was obtained from Mahmud Ragıp Gaz-

imihal, Mrs. Hegyei and, with her permission, published in the Paris mag-
azine Le Guide du Concert on 14 January 1949, 11 February 1949 and 25 
February 1949 in the form of a series of articles consisting of three articles. 
Gazimihal researched “Liszt’s Istanbul Concerts” and prepared them to be 
published in book form, but he died before he could publish. His student 
Prof. Koral Çalgan wrote this manuscript of Gazimihal in 1991 with a com-
pilation of his own work. See Koral Çalgan, Franz Liszt ve M. R. Gazimihal’in 
Bir Araştırması: “Liszt’in İstanbul Konserleri.” Ankara, 1991.
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honored with three awards of the city of Budapest reserved for 
the top three students of the Academy (I had won them for my-
self by decision of the Academy professors). Despite my con-
fidence and an indifference that was characteristic of youth, I 
was thrilled when I was confronted by that unrivalled histor-
ical figure (Liszt), and I could only say a few words, as I was 
greatly fascinated by his expressive gaze; but his benevolence 
immediately drew me out of my confusion, and he took out of 
my hands the music I was intending to play for him. He chose 
Rubinstein’s Etude in C, and I sat down at the piano. No doubt, 
I was trembling like a leaf, and my fingers seemed poised to 
disobey me: it seemed as if only the odd notes would come out 
… and I … (illegible) while I was playing there was the sweet 
face of Henri [sic!] Gobbi … and I came to the decision that I 
would not be taken on as a student. But towards the end of the 
etude, Liszt sat down beside me and when it was nearly over 
he told me to turn my left hand at the final cadence and then 
he showed me how it was done. These were the first notes I 
heard him play. And it was at that moment that I understood. 
The sound of his fingers still rings in my ears to this day. Never 
again have I tasted such a divine sensation. If I may be so bold 
to risk a comparison, this was something akin to that musky 
scent which emanates from a great bouquet of flowers. I also 
played Tausig’s concert etude and his F sharp major Etude, 
and by then I was in control of my fingers. After I finished, 
Liszt slapped my cheeks and said: “Come to my classes and 
prepare a new piece each time.” Then he presented his hand 
for me to kiss; this was a custom of his, and he introduced me 
to some of his other students who hailed from various plac-
es. Among them was a little Polish girl named Mari Majevska, 
who was the most successful student that year. Here I should 
stop for a moment to describe Liszt’s teaching style and his 
studio: following an order from Liszt the Hungarian govern-
ment provided him with a concert hall during the season in 
Budapest along with three adjoining rooms; considering that 
Liszt was the honorary president of the Academy (which was 
a venue not to be confused with the National Conservatory 
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of Music), this was a proper stance which was in line with the 
honor that was granted Liszt. Lessons took place twice a week. 
Liszt always had a cigar in his mouth; while we all waited out-
side together wondering what sort of mood the great master 
would be in that day. Each time there were as many as twenty 
students there. I am compelled to insist on the word ‘student,’ 
as the majority of them were still in their formation (reserv-
ing their positions as pianists). Students were allowed to play 
once during the season in front of Liszt, which was enough for 
them. For example, Richard Burmeister managed to play only 
Chopin’s ‘Etude posthums’ in the presence of Liszt during the 
season. In short, the number of students that Liszt could per-
sonally oversee, if only a little, were very few. While a young 
man or woman played for him, Liszt would wander the hall, 
puffing on his cigar, and when the piece was over he never 
forgot to encourage the future male or female artist. Generally, 
he didn’t even listen; but his admiration was deep enough to 
make his “favorite disciple” happy to hear a single word from 
him. Knowing how much Hungary admired Liszt, this was 
easy to understand. On the day the papers wrote of his arrival, 
the station would be filled with the elite of the city, musicians 
and students of the Academy. Although the police would cor-
don off the area, everyone would race over to try and kiss his 
hand. I was once present at his arrival at the station when one 
of the largest music broadcasters knelt down in the mud in 
front of the maestro’s car to hug him and kiss his hands. One 
of his Hungarian students was not recognized by international 
music lovers simply because he did not hail from Hungary. But 
he was always an original. His name was Juhász55:

Although he was frail, sickly and depressed, he was an extraor-
dinarily talented young man. He was a genius; one of the mas-
ter’s truly outstanding disciples, which he deserved to be. At 
one of our meetings, he played Liszt’s adaptation of Beetho-
ven’s Pastoral Symphony with true maturity. On another oc-

55	 Aládar Juhász is mentioned in many sources as one of Liszt’s favorite students.
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casion, he also played Liszt’s adaptation of the fantasy Lucia 
of Lammermoor. And it was there that he played such a trill, 
completely raising his wrist, this was a trill played fortissimo, 
and then, relenting some, he slowly lowered his wrist, return-
ing the trill to normal speed, causing all of our heads to spin. 
Full of praise, Liszt said: “I have never been able to do such a 
trill, I do not remember ever being able to do one like that, 
until now.”

Poor Juhasz dabbled in literature, philosophy, everything, even 
Buddhism, and eventually he came to worship the Buddha. 
He was even on the way to inventing a piano with pedals that 
you operated with your knees. After much trying, he finally 
managed to make one and arranged a concert in which he 
would showcase it to the public. Liszt was present. Misfortune 
prevailed over good preparation, and Juhasz hit many wrong 
notes that day, forcing Liszt to say: “It was still worth sitting 
down to hear despite all those bad notes.” And that was the 
end of the invention; it was never spoken of again. The follow-
ing story has never been told, for I have not read a single line 
about it in any of the Liszt biographies: It was in the first year 
of my study with Liszt when a student of his was playing Cho-
pin’s Scherzo No. 4. There came a moment when his face went 
sour and crinkled. After looking him over for a moment, Liszt 
stopped him and said to us: “There was a dentist who had once 
been a photographer. He had a patient who was desperate for 
treatment. As he was preparing to operate on this patient, who 
was wailing in pain, the dentist forgot his current occupation 
momentarily and said, ‘if only you would try smiling, I beg of 
you.’” And so, would you, my dear, try to put on a pleasant face 
when you play this Scherzo.” In each of Liszt’s lessons there 
was a competition between his students: and we would won-
der who would be treated well that day. Almost every time we 
had the pleasure of listening to him play a piece or a move-
ment of one, which was always possible towards the end of the 
lesson. There were mostly notable visitors, as all the great art-
ists would come to see Liszt; in most cases they were seeking 



42 Pera-Blätter 40

his opinion on this or that composition. There I saw and got 
to know Brahms, Goldmark, Bülow, Robert Volkmann, Eugen 
d’Albert and others. Rubenstein became the lion of the cen-
tury when he was about to end a series of historic concerts; 
it was truly incredible to see the great Rubenstein beg Liszt 
to be present at one of his concerts. One day Emperor Franz 
Jozef announced that he would be attending a lesson of Liszt, 
and the students were accepted that day. Liszt told us: “Dress 
well for the occasion.” Liszt greeted him with great simplici-
ty, acting like any mortal would, not seeing him as emperor. 
There was no doubt that Liszt was also a curious personage for 
tourists. His servant, a Greek named Spiridon, would pre-an-
nounce the hours Liszt would come and go, and thus many 
would gather to catch a sight of him at the door. It was this ser-
vant who made for himself a certain revenue stream, which he 
did through peddling the odd personal items, such as a tooth-
brush, something that curious fans might like to have, making 
a little money for himself on the side. Liszt was aware of this 
and one day he told us during a lesson how the ‘pig’ had sold 
more than two hundred of his toothbrushes that year. Now 
that I think of it, there is something personal that has been a 
source of pride for me for years, which I now feel at the lib-
erty to express. Every year in Budapest there was a matinee 
during which certain students would play before he left the 
city. I was going to play Liszt’s Second Concerto, and another 
student was going to accompany me on another piano. It was 
then that Liszt took the place of my accompanist at the piano 
so that he could play the concerto with me himself. After he 
had finished, the crowd went wild with joy; and when I moved 
to kiss his hands he pulled me aside and, in the presence of 
that crowd, he placed a kiss on my brow. To this day I still 
keep that kiss in my heart as a reminder of one of the greatest 
achievements of my career, something that I treat as an artistic 
award. I will stop here and finish with this one sentence from a 
book by W. De Lenz which I think sums up my esteem for this 
great artist: “If there could be such a comparison, Liszt would 
be the Paganini of the piano. The pianist who thinks he must 
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imitate Liszt or can possibly imitate him might be taken for 
a fool who will never find the medicine he needs!” (Beyoğlu, 
June 1924, Chevalier de Hegyei)

In the fall of 1883, Hegyei completed his study with Leschetizky and 
returned to Hungary where, in the month of October, he took to the 
stage in a small concert hall by the name of Redout with singer Adele 
Passy-Cornet. The concert program was announced in the press as 
follows: Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony, Bach’s Italian Concerto, Cho-
pin’s Etude and Nocturne, Händel’s Etude, Brahms’ Scherzo, Mendels-
sohn’s Duet, Tausig’s Etude and Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsody No. 6.56 
And yet the journalist who reported the event had scant praise for the 
young pianist, writing that the musician was not yet an artist and that 
he did not at all favor his style.

Following this concert, Hegyei went on a concert tour in Russia. We 
do not have much information about his tour but we can assume it 
lasted for some time; indeed, one year later, in February 1885, it was 
announced in the Hungarian press that he was about to embark on 
another national and international tour with the young violin virtuo-
so Ferenc Lidl. As part of his national tour, he performed two or three 
concerts in cities such as Zalaegerszeg, Kőszeg, Pápa, Békéscsaba, 
Gyula and Orosháza. In the second half of the year, they gave concerts 
in Romania, Russia and, according to some reports, the Ottoman Em-
pire.57 Although it is interesting to consider whether they really gave 
concerts abroad, including the Ottoman Empire, we will confirm in 
the following lines that they did not give concerts in Hungary in the 
second half of the year.58 Perhaps, like his teacher Liszt, he intended to 
come to Istanbul earlier as a part of his international tour but his plan 
was unrealized due to various unknown circumstances, limiting his 
tour to a national one.

56	 Fővárosi Lapok, 28 October 1883, p. 1616.
57	 Vásárhely és Vidéke, 5 February 1885, p. 3.
58	 In the following years, Hegyei’s concerts in Istanbul consistently resonated in 

the Hungarian media. If they had really given concerts in the Ottoman Em-
pire, we would have found records of them in newspaper clippings.
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From what the Hungarian press recounted of the concert program 
in Gyula, we can more or less determine the repertoire that Hegyei 
played. On the program were Weber’s Grande Sonata in A flat ma-
jor, Chopin’s Ballade, Moszkowski’s Tarantella, Liszt’s transcription of 
Schubert’s Erlkönig59 and finally Liszt’s 6th Hungarian Rhapsody.60 Fol-
lowing the first concert, which was not very well attended, he added 
repertoire, performing Anton Rubinstein and Henri Gobbi’s Magyar 
ábránd.61 In the summer of the same year, he played works by Rubin-
stein and Moszkowski in a charity concert.62

Different sources state that in the summer of 1885, instead of touring 
abroad, Hegyei wanted to settle in the city of Orosháza in South-Hun-
gary, where he would earn a living giving piano lessons.63

News reports of the time confirm that he took an interest in his new 
students straightaway and that he was still living there in the months 
to follow: In November 1886, he took the stage for a fundraising con-
cert organized for the benefit of the Orosháza Jewish Women’s Union, 
and in December he gave a concert for the benefit of the Hungarian 
Cultural Foundation in Transsylvania (today Romania).64 Meanwhile, 
Hegyei emerged on the scene as a music critic, publishing articles on 
‘musical ignorance’ in a local paper.65 Although we do not know exact-
ly why he settled in a rural, predominantly Jewish town with a limited 
cultural life, it is very likely that it was here that he experienced the 
turning point that would shape the rest of his life.

In August 1887, newspapers reported that he intended to give a series 
of concerts at the Hungarian thermal springs.66 Two months before 
embarking on the series, however, something happened that would 
59	 See https://www.mma.hu/el/77/-/event/10180/ujabb-becses-darabokkal-bovult 

-a-liszt-ferenc-emlekmuzeum-gyujt emenye (last retrieved 13 August 2024).
60	 Vásárhely és Vidéke, 19 March 1885, p. 2.
61	 Ibid.
62	 Békésmegyei Közlöny, 28 June 1885 (no paging).
63	 Orosházi Közlöny, 8 August 1886, p. 3.
64	 Békés, 18 November 1886, p. 209.
65	 Géza Hegyei, “A zenei dilettánsok”. Orosházi Közlöny, 9 October 1886, pp. 3 – 4.
66	 Békés, 10 July 1887, p. 128; Fővárosi Lapok, 2 August 1887, p. 1628.



Evren Kutlay, Gábor Fodor ∙ A Hungarian Pianist at the Ottoman Court: Géza Hegyei 45

entirely change his life. Due to the elections in Hungary, the famous 
Hungarian writer Mór Jókai and György Klapka, hero of the 1848 – 
1849 Hungarian Revolution and War of Independence, had made 
their way to Orosháza in mid-June, where Hegyei was residing at the 
time, to support the candidate of the Liberal Party.67 Klapka, who had 
taken refuge in the Ottoman Empire after the unsuccessful War of In-
dependence, served in the Ottoman army, and later lived in England 
where he would be widely known; during his time in Istanbul, he had 
various commercial initiatives, including telephone centers and rail-
ways. After Klapka gave several speeches in Orosháza, he sat down 
with leading local leaders of the time for a scheduled meal. In the fol-
lowing excerpt, featuring an interview in the Pester Lloyd newspaper, 
published decades later in 1914, we find claims that Hegyei first trav-
eled to Istanbul upon the invitation of Klapka. Therefore, it is highly 
likely that the invitation in question came about during Klapka’s visit 
to Orosháza in June 1887; Klapka had a long-lasting relationship with 
Istanbul.68

News articles in Hungarian dailies support this theory: From the Is-
tanbul dailies, we can also determine that Hegyei’s earliest concert 
took place in January 1888, and his ensuing concerts were then reg-
ularly announced to Hungarian readers. Although certain Hungarian 
sources point out that this concert tour was international (Romania, 
Greece, and the Ottoman Empire), nothing describes Hegyei’s activi-
ties in Romania and Greece.

Hegyei’s Arrival in Istanbul,  
The Ottoman Court and His Marriage

Turkish sources hold that Hegyei was invited to Istanbul in 1887 to 
give a concert at Yıldız Palace in the presence of the Sultan by Hun-
garian friends residing in the Ottoman Empire, and that he continued 
to live in Istanbul after this concert.69 The aforementioned Hungari-
67	 Békés, 19 June 1887, p. 113.
68	 Pester Lloyd, 13 December 1914, p. 14.
69	 Pars Tuğlacı, Mehterhaneden Bandoya. Istanbul, 1986, p. 157 and Mithat Fen-
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an friend who was living in Istanbul must have been György Klapka. 
It was Hegyei’s granddaughter Annabella who described in an inter-
view during the time she lived in Istanbul how Hegyei fell in love with 
Katalina, the sister of Sophie, eldest daughter of Zygomala from one of 
the leading Greek families, who was married to Prince Lütfullah, son 
of Seniha Sultan and Mahmut Celaleddin Pasha, the nephew of Sultan 
Abdülhamid. They had gathered in a hall at Yıldız Palace in the pres-
ence of Sultan Abdülhamid II for a concert. Hegyei would go on to mar-
ry Katalina and settle in Istanbul.70 The Hungarian researcher György 
Csorba, who showed an interest in Evren Kutlay’s early work, sought 
to confirm in Hungarian records the date that Hegyei settled in the 
Ottoman capital. After checking the marriage register of the Austro- 
Hungarian Embassy, it was reported that Hegyei married Katalina 
Zygomala (1884 –1960)71, an Ottoman citizen of the Greek-Ortho-
dox religion, daughter of a rich Greek merchant, on 1 October 1906.72 
When trying to connect Csorba’s observations with this family sto-
ry told by granddaughter Annabella, the marriage dates do not seem 
to coincide. Furthermore, if we consult data provided in the register, 
Katalina Zygomala was only three years old when Géza Hegyei came 
to Istanbul and just five when he performed for the Sultan. In any 
event, it is true that the two were married during the reign of Sultan 
Abdülhamid II. Perhaps the granddaughter, Annabella, as we will see 
in the following excerpt of her grandfather Géza Hegyei, was alluding 
to a romantic story that was passed on from generation to genera-
tion in which it was assumed that Hegyei was newly married in 1909, 
choosing to stay in Istanbul as a member of an Ottoman-Greek family 
after having rejected the enticing offer of carrying the national flag 
of his admired mentor Franz Liszt at home. Furthermore, at a time 

men, Piyanistin El Kitabı. Istanbul, 1947, p. 151, cited after Kutlay, Osmanlı-
nın (see fn. 1), p. 98.

70	 Ayşe Kulin, “Annabella ile Röportaj.” MR Dergisi (1993), cited after Kutlay, 
Osmanlının (see fn. 1), p. 98.

71	 Katalina Zygomala’s grandfather, Sommaripa, was an Ottoman Greek mer-
chant. Sommaripa’s daughter, Leontine, married the sailor Theodose Zygoma-
la (1852 –1906), which led to the birth of siblings Katalina and Sophie. Katali-
na’s name is sometimes referred to as Ketty or Kaity in foreign documents.

72	 György Csorba, “İstanbullu Macarların Tarihine Dair Bir Source: ‘Macar Nüfus 
Kütüğü’.” Güney – Doğu Avrupa Araştırmaları Dergisi 24 / 2 (2013), pp. 109 –110.
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when foreigners with posts in the Imperial Music School (Muzıka-yı 
Hümâyûn) were being deported after Second Constitutional changes 
were made when Sultan Abdülhamid II was dethroned, Hegyei’s de-
cision to continue living in Istanbul must have been influenced by his 
marriage to Katalina, a member of an Ottoman family (perhaps, as we 
have said, his choice to stay in these lands was a fate in store for future 
generations.).

In any event, we will note in our Date – Format – Venue chart in the 
upcoming Istanbul concert chapter, that Géza Hegyei first took to the 
stage in the concert halls of Istanbul as early as January 1888.

The Pester Lloyd daily spoke with Hegyei after a concert he had given 
on 17 December 1914 in Budapest for the benefit of the Red Crescent 
in which it was reported that the Hungarian pianist lived in Istanbul 
for nearly thirty years, that his brother-in-law was Prince Lütfullah, 
and that his work and the high position he had held in the court of 
Sultan Abdülhamid II was supported by Sultan Mehmed V Reşad. 
General Klapka, who invited Hegyei after he had finished his educa-
tion and was just embarking on his career, brought him into a circle 
of reputable friends who lived in the city. The ambassador to the Aus-
tro-Hungarian Monarchy, Baron von Calice, also took an interest in 
the young pianist. But it was only two years after his arrival in Istanbul 
that the young Hungarian would perform in the presence of the Sul-
tan. In his own words, Hegyei explains the day of that concert:73

Every Friday after the Salutation, a great banquet is given in 
the court. Attending this banquet are the most honorable per-
sonages. After the banquet, the Sultan, his harem and officials 
of the court entertain themselves in the magnificent theater of 
Yıldız Palace. Here there were barred lodges for the women of 

73	 “Ungarnfreundschaft am Sultanshofe. Eine Unterredung mit dem ottoman-
ischen Hofpianisten Geza v. Hegyei.” Pester Lloyd, 13 December 1914, p. 14; 
translated and quoted by İsmail Tosun Saral, Osmanlı Sarayında bir Macar Pi-
yanist: Geza von Hegyei (1863 –1926). 2020. See http://www.turkmacar.org.tr/
osmanli-sarayinda-bir-macar-piyanist-gezavon-hegyei-1863-1926/ (last re- 
trieved 13 August 2024).
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the first-class harem (female masters). The Sultan sat with his 
harem in one of these. All kinds of musical pieces were per-
formed. However, the program often consisted of old Italian 
operas. The ruler and invited guests stood in the side partition, 
as there were no rows of seats in the theater. This was the Sul-
tan’s understanding of theater when, after waiting two years, I 
was blessed with the opportunity of giving my first concert in 
the court in 1889. Late one Friday evening, a palace carriage 
stopped at my door and a palace attendant said, “the Sultan 
would like to listen to the Hungarian artist immediately.” I 
was taken to the court theater. I played pieces that were in my 
rich repertoire, and yet, I could not see the Sultan in person. 
The Caliph sat behind his lodge with the women of the harem. 
During my performance, the Sovereign constantly sent me his 
praises. It would not be hard to say that I was very pleased 
when the musical education of the Sultan’s two nephews was 
entrusted to me a little later.

From these statements we understand that Hegyei came to Istanbul 
in 1887, when he was only twenty-five years old (as we place his first 
concert in January 1888, perhaps it was towards the end of the 1887), 
and that he began his work at the Ottoman court in 1888–1889, and 
that he lived in Istanbul, capital of the Ottoman Empire, until his 
death, when he was sixty-four, spending a total of thirty-nine years in 
the Ottoman capital.

It is possible to follow Géza Hegyei’s early concerts in the Ottoman 
Empire in the Hungarian press. He gave his first Istanbul concert in 
January 1888 with the Italian violinist Alfred Conte in the German 
Teutonia House in Beyoğlu, an artistic event that was attended by 
Baron von Calice, ambassador of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy.74 
Among the compositions he performed were works by Weber, Rubin-
stein, Chopin, Bach, and Liszt. His successful performance won him 
the praise of the Istanbul papers, including The Levantine Herald and 
Le Moniteur with press releases describing him as ‘the greatest virtuo-

74	 Pesti Hírlap, 15 February 1888, p. 5.
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so of the age.’75 In April of the same year, he took the stage with young 
artists in a benefit concert organized by Baron von Calice.76 In the 
fall, he performed a concert77 with the ‘Sultan’s violinist’78 for a lunch 
program concert attended by Italian and English diplomats along with 
Count Ödön Szécheny, the Regiment Commander of the Istanbul Fire 
Brigade, Vilmos Fraknói, the secretary to the Hungarian Academy of 
Sciences, and famous Hungarian Turkologists such as Ármin Vám-
béry and Ignác Kúnos. That so many important foreign guests attend-
ed this concert could be evidence of his having already taken his post 
as official pianist of the court.

After these three concerts, he lost Hegyei’s trail completely in the Hun-
garian press, starting in the year 1889. That he describes members of 
dynasty who received his training after his first court concert in 1889 – 
two relatives of Sultan Abdülhamid II – suggests that one of them was 
his niece Fehime Sultan (1875 –1929), daughter of Sultan Murad V  
and the future caliph Prince Abdülmecid Efendi (1868 –1944), one of 
the sons of Sultan Abdülaziz, whose education he undertook after the 
death of his father.

Hegyei served as a court musician of Sultan Mehmed V Reşad until 
1909, a period of twenty years that began with his first post under Sul-
tan Abdülhamid II. Sultan Mehmed V Reşad was a strong supporter 
of Hegyei, describing him as a close Hungarian friend. It was during 
Hegyei’s visit to the Bulgarian King Ferdinand for a concert79 that the 
Sultan said that the Hungarians and Turks were brothers who would 
one day fight side by side, shoulder to shoulder. The Sultan always 

75	 Ibid.
76	 Fővárosi Lapok, 26 April 1888, p. 857.
77	 Budapesti Hírlap, 25 September 1888, p. 5.
78	 This violinist was probably Henri Charles Wondra Bey, a Hungarian born in 

Istanbul, known as the violinist of Sultan Abdülhamid II. For detailed infor-
mation see Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), pp. 225 – 230. In later years, Hegyei 
shared the stage with the court musician Wondra Bey. For more, see our ac-
counts of Nigâr Hanım.

79	 For information regarding the visit see: Cengiz Yolcu, “Bulgar Çarı ‘Çarlar 
Kenti’nde.” Osmanlı İstanbulu III. Ed.: Feridun M. Emecen – Alı Akyıldız – 
Emrah Safa Gürkan. Istanbul, 2015, pp. 243 – 288.
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took the opportunity to show his praise for Hegyei and later asked 
him to compose a serenade, which was awarded the Silver Order of 
Merit on 9 August 1910.80

Géza Hegyei’s meeting with Katalina Zygomala, his becoming her 
piano teacher, and their eventual marriage features the same main 
characters in her story about Prince Lütfullah and a similar chain of 
events, but in reverse chronological order. Our earliest record of Kata-
lina Zygomala as a pianist is her participation on the program of a 
benefit concert for the Armenian Hospital in Istanbul on 6 April 1902 
(she was eighteen years old). It was at this concert that she played 
with her future husband Géza Hegyei; they did not yet share the same 
name. On 26 December of the same year, they took the stage for the 
Seamen’s gala.81 Prince Lütfullah’s desire to marry Katalina’s sister So-
phie and his family opposition was featured in the Hungarian press on 
26 January 1909.82 Most likely Hegyei was instrumental in introduc-
ing Prince Lütfullah to Katalina’s sister Sophie.83 Roughly three years 
before his marriage to Sophie, confirmed in the population registry to 
have happened on 1 October 1906, Hegyei and his wife Katalina were 
both giving piano lessons to members of the dynasty, including Seni-
ha Sultan, mother of Prince Lütfullah and sister of Sultan Abdülha-
mid II. A photograph dated 22 April 1909, which bears the inscription 
‘Ketty,’ is evidence of their close relationship.

The most organized, systematic and reputable resource for identifying 
musicians who contributed to the development of Ottoman Western 
music and the musical life of the city in the second half of the 19th centu-
ry in Istanbul is the Annuaire Oriental, which was published separately 

80	 T. C. Devlet Arşivleri Başkanlığı Osmanlı Arşivi (BOA) Mabeyn-i Hümayun 
İradeleri (MB.İ) 145 / 58, (2 Şaban 1328 [9 August 1910]). A more detailed 
look at his awards will be provided in the following sections.

81	 Levant Herald, 26 December 1902. At this concert, Ms. Zygomala’s perfor-
mance of the Moskowski Waltz received heart-felt applause.

82	 Budapesti Hírlap, 26 January 1909, p. 12.
83	 Prince Sabahattin Bey, brother of Prince Lütfullah, took piano lessons from 

Hegyei in his youth. Ahmet Bedevi, Sabahattin Bey, p. 1404. Taha Toros 
Arşivi TT-580937.
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for all major cities that were driving economic forces in Ottoman trade; 
it is here that we have records of the compositions of these musicians, 
their concerts, teaching activities, educational and performing institu-
tions that served the musical infrastructure, and records of producers 
of musical instruments and sheet music. The annals aimed to introduce 
the commercial centers and commercial activities within the borders 
of the Ottoman Empire and later the Republic of Turkey, to local and 
foreign entrepreneurs; they are an important archival reference source 
for the study of economic, commercial and social life of the Ottoman 
Empire beginning in the last thirty-two years of the 19th century lead-
ing up to the 1940s. The first Annal of Oriental Commerce was pub-

Image 3. 1: Katalina (Ketty) Zygomala. 
Image 3. 2: A congratulatory card sent by 
Prince Lütfullah to the Hegyei couple.
Source: Karoly Aliotti Archive
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lished under the name Indicateur Constantinopolitain in Ottoman and 
French in 1868 by Raphael César Cervati, who bore the same surname 
as the English musician of Istanbul, Paul Cervati, and N. C. Sargologo. 
This guide, which defines Istanbul as the Capital de Orient (Capital of 
the East), contains detailed information about the Ottoman sultanate 
family, state authorities, places of worship, embassies and consulates, 
the Ottoman telegraph and postal organizations, railways, bankers, 
merchants, tradesmen and craftsmen of Istanbul, and information in 
all areas of music. In every annal there is a list of Professors de Musique 
(‘music teachers’) that reports the names and addresses of music teach-
ers who were actively teaching at the time, and which instrument (vi-
olin, flute, piano, etc.) or field of music (singing, composition, theory, 
etc.) they taught. It also contains brief explanations of the positions they 
might have held in court and their official duties.84 In the Annal of Ori-
ental Commerce, Géza Hegyei is listed under the heading “Professors de 
Musique,” and is described as a piano teacher. His residential addresses 
in Istanbul were: “Büyükdere caddesi, 12, Şişli” (1896 –1897); “Büyük-
dere caddesi, Assaf Pasha building, 3, Şişli” (1898 –1900); “Ağa Hamam 
sokak, 12, Pera” (1912 –1921). This last address he would write on his 
business cards, explaining he was a teacher at Darülelhan (the later Is-
tanbul University State Conservatory) and the Presidential Orchestra. 
The earliest address we can ascertain from the annals is 1896, and we 
know that he lived in both Şişli and Pera (Beyoğlu).85

The Hegyeis had two sons, Géza and Károly, and three daughters, Mar-
git, Katalina, and Zsuzsi. Their four-story home had a piano on every 
floor. Family members had the habit of communicating with each other 
84	 Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), p. 10.
85	 Ibid., p. 98.

Image 4: Géza Hegyei’s 
business card.  
Source: Karoly Aliotti 
Archive
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through music; so much so that Madam Katalina Hegyei had a particu-
lar melody for each of her children that she would play on the piano on 
the bottom floor to call them downstairs.86 Among the residents of Pera 
in Ottoman Istanbul, it was common for households to use melodies to 
communicate with each other. The man of the house might whistle the 
common family melody, announcing his imminent arrival to everyone 
at home. The Hegyei family’s whistle was a melody from Richard Wag-
ner’s Lohengrin.87 It seems that Liszt’s music was chosen to be the lan-
guage of musical communication within the Hegyei household.

Hegyei: Musician and Instructor at the Ottoman Court

After his court concert in 1889, Hegyei started to give piano lessons to 
members of the dynasty; his most popular student, along with Prince 
Sabahattin, was Prince Abdülmecid Efendi, who was raised under the 
protection of Sultan Abdülhamid II after the death of his father Sul-
tan Abdülaziz. Both a talented painter and a fine musician, Abdül-
mecid Efendi formed a long-lasting, close friendship with Hegyei, to 
the extent that the prince congratulated his teacher on his marriage 
to Katalina Zygomala in a letter.88 Some time between 1910 and 1918, 
he made a painting89 of his teacher’s maestro, Franz Liszt, support-
ing Wagner, his son-in-law, which he most likely presented to Hegyei 
around that time. When Franz Liszt visited Istanbul, he would stay in 
the home of Hungarian Aleksander (Anton) Comendinger90 on Nur-i 
Ziya Sokağı in Pera, the Sultan’s piano and music equipment suppli-

86	 Ibid., p. 99.
87	 Notes of Evren Kutlay’s face-to-face meeting with Géza Hegyei’s grandchild, 

and Margit Hegyei’s son, Guy de Rassenfosse, a violin professor living in Is-
tanbul, on 2 February 2022. Guy de Rassenfosse describes the family’s home 
on İstiklal Caddesi in Beyoğlu.

88	 Karoly Aliotti Family Archive.
89	 Abdülmecid Efendi also made a painting of the opera composer Richard Wag-

ner, son-in-law of Franz Liszt, to whom his father, Sultan Abdülaziz, had gen-
erously donated to the theater building in Bayreuth, Germany. These paintings 
are an expression of Liszt’s chain of long relations in the Ottoman Empire.

90	 Evren Kutlay, “Osmanlı’da Batı Müziği ve Müzisyenleri.” Hece Dergisi Sanat Özel 
Sayısı, 2021, p. 250.
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er (Zat-i Hazreti Şâhânenin Piyano ve Muzıka Müteahhidi). Although 
the home was scheduled to be turned into a museum featuring the 
paintings of famous artists along with the piano Liszt used in his con-
certs, it would never come to be.91

As reported in an article from the daily The Evening Star, presenting 
the socio-cultural life of Turkish women, “The most common hob-
by of educated Turkish women is music. The studio of the great pia-
nist Chevalier de Hegyei, a student of Franz Liszt, is brimming with 
students, including female members of the dynasty.”92 Of these Lady 
Sultans there were the daughters of Sultan Abdülhamid II, Ayşe and 
Şadiye Sultan, who both studied under Géza Hegyei. In her mem-
oirs, Şadiye Sultan describes her lessons with Hegyei and her teacher’s 
humility: “My piano teacher was the renowned professor Hegyei. On 
the days of his visit he would come with his wife and I would play for 
him and our other guests. He would praise my talents; he loved me 
very much. And he would never ever accept payment for the lesson.” 

93 When members of the royal family were forced into exile in 1923, 
Şadiye Sultan, who had settled in France, sent a card to her teacher, 
explaining how she thought of him and his fingers while watching an 
opera in Paris, an indication of their lasting intimacy94.

That Hegyei did not charge for some of his lessons is an expression of 
the generous and idealistic attitude he must have inherited from Liszt. 
In other words, the teacher-student relationship did not only encom-
pass artistic performance and education, knowledge, and erudition 
of academic and artistic fields, but also an artistic perspective and an 
open attitude towards the arts. This was the model and outlook Hegyei 
had adopted from Liszt, who was a representative of such an approach.

91	 Evren Kutlay, “Tarihini Resmeden Osmanlı Halifesi: Şahâne-yi Üstâd Abdül-
mecid Efendi.” Şehzadenin Sıra Dışı Dünyası: Abdülmecid Efendi Sergisi Kata-
loğu. Sakıp Sabancı Müzesi, 2022, p. 107.

92	 Dr. Edward J. Bing, “The New Turkish Women. Some Enlightening Interviews.” 
The Evening Star, 29 June 1923.

93	 Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), p. 99.
94	 Karoly Aliotti Family Archive.
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Moreover, Liszt also gave lessons to certain students without charge; 
indeed, there were even times when he provided financial aid to stu-
dents in need.95 Another student of Géza Hegyei is Princess İffet of 
the Khedive Family of the Egyptian Court. Şadiye Sultan and Princess 
İffet both presented signed photographs to their teacher.

Naciye Enver, daughter of Ayşe Tarzıter Kadın and Süleyman Efendi, 
was also among Hegyei’s students, elite members of the court, as well 
as the wife of Enver Pasha, who describes her teacher in her memoir, 
revealing his penchant for composition96:

95	 Alan Walker, Franz Liszt: The Final Years 1861–1886, Vol. III. New York, 1996, p. 243.
96	 Rezzan A. E. Yalman, Düne Bakınca. Hatıralarım. Naciye Enver Paşa’nın Ha-

tıraları. 19 December 1952. Taha Toros Archive.

Image 5. 1: A photograph presented by Şadiye Sultan to Géza Hegyei.
Image 5. 2: A photograph presented by Princess İffet to Géza Hegyei. 
Source: Karoly Aliotti Archive
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My piano teachers were Lange and Hege. […] I really enjoyed 
playing with Hege. It gave me a unique pleasure to study with 
him on two pianos. Although I had a happy and joyful child-
hood, Hege had composed a Berceuse entitled, “Niçin mahzun-
sun?” [‘Why Are You So Sad?’] which he had dedicated to me. I 
still keep the score which I regard as a precious memory.

By establishing that Katalina Hegyei’s sister Sophia was married to 
Prince Lütfullah, the son of Naciye Enver’s aunt Seniha Sultan (and 
therefore her own cousin), we can assume she had familial bonds with 
Hegyei’s student Naciye Enver. At the same time Hegyei was the piano 
teacher of Seniha Sultan, the sister of Sultan Abdülhamid II. During 
her years of exile following the declaration of the Republic, Seniha 
Sultan stayed for some time in the Paris home of her son Prince Lüt-
fullah and his wife Sophia (Géza Hegyei’s sister-in-law), who strug-
gled to support their children by giving music lessons. An interesting 
piece from a daily newspaper describes Seniha Sultan’s situation at 
home and Hegyei’s relationship with Sophia:97

For a while, Seniha Sultan would stay in the Paris apartment of 
her son Lütfullah Bey who was married to the sister-in-law of 
a man called Hege and who gave him piano lessons. However, 
it was a small apartment, and the husband and wife were sup-
porting their two children by giving musical lessons. When 
Seniha Sultan, who was living in exile and already a little se-
nile, suddenly collapsed, she could no longer help her family, 
and in many ways she was no longer the daughter of a former 
Ottoman Sultan. Perhaps the memories of the old scenes are 
also confused, in that the future bride of Hungarian origin, 
whom Lütfullah had found in Belgium a few years ago, was 
never well received. She retained her religion and her name, 
which I think was Shamaripa, and yet she did not forget the 
old grandeur of her mother-in-law, whom she still must have 
respected even though she could never forgive her for the cost 

97	 Taha Toros, Abdülmecid’in En Uzun Ömürlü Kızı Seniha Sultan (newspaper 
clipping). Taha Toros Archive.
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she incurred and what, in the end, condemned them to this 
almost miserable life. That this mother made them grandchil-
dren of the Ottoman sultans was only a cause of anger and 
enmity since the legacy only resulted in exile. After a consul-
tation between husband and wife, I think her elder brother 
Sabahattin Bey, who lived in Switzerland, was invited, and the 
mother was transferred from the younger son to her elder son.

The article reveals Sophia’s unwanted marriage to Prince Lütfullah, 
which was also mentioned in Hungarian papers, and the tense feel-
ings she had had with her mother-in-law Seniha Hanım that stretched 
well into the past. Unable to receive approval from his family, Lütful-
lah Bey most likely married Sophia in secret when they were abroad. 
The name Şamaripa must have been a phonetic Turkish spelling of the 
name, which was an alias for Sophia’s grandfather , an Ottoman Greek 
merchant98.

When Sultan Abdülhamid II announced the Second Constitution-
al reforms under pressure from the Committee of Union and Prog-
ress in 1908, he reorganized the Imperial Music School (Muzıka-yı 
Hümâyûn). After deciding to stay in Istanbul, Géza Hegyei contin-
ued to work as a piano teacher at the Imperial Music School (Muzı-
ka-yı Hümâyûn) under the leadership of Saffet Bey. When other for-
eign musicians who played in the orchestra were sent back to their 
countries, Zeki Üngör Bey was promoted to Wondra Bey’s position of 
first violin. Under the duress of scheduling issues and a rising need to 
provide for his absence, Hegyei gave piano lessons to his students.99 
The daughter of Sultan Murad V, Fehime Sultan, niece of Sultan Ab-
dülhamid II, one of Hegyei’s leading promoters of Ottoman Western 
classical music, wrote the following note on the top of a piano that was 

98	 In the late Ottoman and early Republican years, foreign language names were 
written with Turkish pronunciation; sometimes with easy-to-say Turkish ab-
breviations, pseudonyms or a Turkish version of the name, as in the case of 
“Hege” instead of “Hegyei”. We will see other examples of this practice when 
we discuss Nigâr Hanım.

99	Mahmud Ragıp Gazimihal, Türk Askeri Muzıkaları Tarihi. Istanbul, 1955, 
p. 131, cited after Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), p. 99.
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gifted to Hegyei, “to my dear instructor, Monsieur Hegyei, a momen-
to,” proof that Hegyei was indeed her instructor. Another expression 
of Fehime Sultan’s long-term, warm relationship with her teacher is 
the New Year’s greeting card she sent to Hegyei in 1914.

Hegyei’s Students outside the Ottoman Court

Géza Hegyei’s most precious and talented student was his future wife 
Katalina Hegyei. After his death, it was Katalina who continued to 
be the long-lasting purveyor of his school in the Republic of Turkey, 
stepping into his role in the conservatory. As Hegyei was Hungarian 
Catholic, he had students who were members of this community in 
Istanbul.100 One of his private students was an Istanbul-based Amer-

100	Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), p. 99.

Image 6. 1: A New Year’s greeting card sent by Fehime Sultan to her teacher, Géza Hegyei.
Image 6. 2: A photograph of Fehime Sultan at the piano, presented to Géza Hegyei with the 
inscription “A keepsake for my dear teacher, Monsieur Hegyei.”
Source: Karoly Aliotti Archive 
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ican of Armenian descent, John Amar Shishmanian101 (Can Ömer 
Şişmanyan?), who had studied at Virginia University in America. Ac-
cording to an article in the American newspaper Mt. Sterling Advo-
cate from Wednesday, 13 September 1905, Shishmanian, a successful 
Ottoman pianist who studied law in Virginia,102 gave a concert on 30 
August 1905, and was a student of “Hegyei, the Hungarian pianist of 
the Sultan, one of the students of Liszt who lived in Istanbul.” It is in-
teresting to note that Shishmanian had also studied law before choos-
ing a career in music, just like his teacher Hegyei.

Another one of Géza Hegyei’s students was the sister of Kemani Enise 
Can, pianist Fulya Akaydın, who was born in Kadıköy in 1908. Akay-
dın, who was a student of Hegyei when she was thirteen, went on to 
study with Cemal Reşid Rey and Seyfettin Asal,103 who had received 
a musical education in Europe with a scholarship from the Ottoman 
court.

Ferhunde Erkin was one of Hegyei’s most prized students, a pianist and 
instructor, whom we mentioned in the Istanbul Concerts sections, and 
who represents the passage from the Ottoman period to the Republi-
can years and the institutions that would emerge in that era.104

101	John Shishmanian was born in Lexington, Kentucky in 1882 and grew up in 
Istanbul as his father George N. Shishmanian was posted there as a mission-
ary. After graduating from Robert College, he returned to the United States 
and graduated from the University of Kentucky in 1903. He then studied 
law at the University of Virginia (1903 –1906) before enrolling at Stanford 
University in the fall of 1910; see: https://oac.cdlib.org/findaid/ark:/13030/
tf000000nv/ (14 March 2023). He served in the French army during the First 
World War and led the French Armenian Legion during the occupation of 
Turkish lands; see: https://virginiagleeclub.fandom.com/wiki/John_A._
Shishmanian (14 March 2023). Considering Hegyei’s frequent concerts at 
Robert College, we can assume he had ties to the school and that John Amar 
Shishmanian taught him while he was studying in Istanbul. Shishmanian 
probably returned to Istanbul after graduating from the University of Virgin-
ia and worked as a lecturer at Robert College from 1906 to 1910.

102	Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), p. 100.
103	Ibid., p. 238.
104	See p. 47
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Géza Hegyei was a successful instructor who served the people in Ot-
toman Istanbul and who was renowned for his service, a testament to 
which was the honorific title Officier de l’Instruction Publique, award-
ed to him by the French Ministry of Public Education and Fine Arts 
on 1 March 1908, with the inscription, “professor of music in Istanbul, 
Géza Hegyei.”

During the occupation years, Hegyei was counted as one of the Hun-
garians who managed to stay in Istanbul105 as he had Ottoman rela-
tives.106 It was around this time that his brother László Hegyei died at 
the age of fifty-four in Hungary.107 By the year 1921 there were only 
eight Hungarians left in Istanbul. Among those Hungarians who lived 
in Ottoman lands under the supervision of the Dutch Embassy in Is-
tanbul was Anton Comendinger, a supplier of instruments and sheet 
music to the Ottoman court, who bore the title of the Sultan’s pia-
no and music equipment supplier (Zat-i Hazreti Şâhânenin Piyano ve 

105	Pesti Hírlap, 22 January 1919, p. 4.
106	The report probably refers to his wife and family.
107	He had three sons, Ferenc, Béla and Józsa. His wife was Irma Bloch. László 

Hegyei was buried in the Rákoskeresztúr Jewish Cemetery. Az Újság, 14 Jan-
uary 1919, p. 10.

Image 7: Fulya Akaydın, one of Géza Hegyei’s students. Hilmi Rit., “Fulya 
Akaydın.” Ses Türk Müziği, Agust 1963, p. 22. Taha Toros Archive
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Muzıka Müteahhidi) and who stayed at the house of Hegyei’s teacher 
Franz Liszt while he was in Istanbul.108 Following his tenure at the Ot-
toman court, Hegyei worked as a piano teacher at Darülelhan, which 
would come to be the Istanbul Conservatory with the restructuring of 
the young Republic of Turkey,109 and the Turkish Association. He then 
became the head of the piano department at the Istanbul Conservato-
ry. When a group of Hungarian pedagogues visited Istanbul in 1924, 
Géza Hegyei was on the guest list of an event held at the Pera Palace 
Hotel.110

Istanbul Concerts

Géza Hegyei gave concerts in various halls in Istanbul that proved to 
be the lifeblood of the city, such as the Union Française, the Teutonia, 
the Petit-Champs (Tepebaşı) Municipality Theater and the Varyete 
Theater. He also took the stage at the Iranian Embassy, the Aus-
tro-Hungarian Embassy, Robert College, the American College for 
Girls, and the Greek Synagogue. Some of these concerts were made 
for the benefit of various societies.

108	Az Est, 1 October 1921, p. 3. As a recognized and trusted organization in 
Europe, the business has served in Istanbul for seventy-nine years, consid-
ered a leading center representing the East for the supply of musical mate-
rials. Anton Comendinger’s brother Louis Comendinger also had a separate 
music store in Pera. Fernand Comendinger later took over the business. The 
last representative of the family, Fernand was born in Istanbul in 1888; he 
had to close his business in 1929 when the situation turned for the worse, 
forcing him to return to Hungary in 1930. He died in Budapest in 1939. His 
son, Ernest Comendinger, named after his grandfather, continued his live 
in Istanbul as a well-known and beloved Turkish citizen and musician. The 
Comendingers, together with Balatti, another instrument supplier of the pe-
riod, also produced pianos in Ottoman lands. Anton Comendinger’s daugh-
ter Irene Comendinger, a musician, composed the Selamlık March for piano 
in tribute to Sultan Abdülhamid II. On the cover of her work, which bears 
the label of her father’s store, the Sultan’s Friday salutations is depicted. Evren 
Kutlay, İstanbul’un Çoksesli Batı Müziği Tarihi. Istanbul, 2022, pp. 139 –140.

109	Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), p. 99.
110	MTI Kőnyomatos hírek, 23 July 1924 (Hungarian News Agency, lithograph 

print news).
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We have prepared two separate charts based on collected data to com-
prehensively evaluate the concerts Hegyei gave in Istanbul halls, list-
ing dates (chronological) and repertoire and analyzing the collective 
data systematically. The first chart contains headings Date (in chrono-
logical order) – Format – Venue. By format we refer to the content 
of the concert, be it a solo performance, an assorted concert featuring 
chamber music, or a larger ensemble work111:

Date Format Venue

16 January 1888 solo Teutonia

11 February 1888 assorted Teutonia112 

22 March 1888 assorted113 Iranian Embassy

111	This assessment is, of course, subject to the data we have; evidence is limited. 
We know that concerts took place but cannot prove this in documentation. 
For example, the famous composer of classical Ottoman music, cellist Ce-
mil Arif, son of court musician Hacı Arif Bey, established a trio with Won-
dra Bey and occasionally performed with Géza Hegyei. See: Kösemihal zade 
Mahmud Ragıp, Çellist Cemil Arif, p. 135, No. 123, Taha Toros Arşivi. Data 
sources include the Hegyei family collection (Karoly Aliotti Family Archive 
and Guy de Rassenfosse Family Archive), La Turquie newspaper archives, 
Ottoman archives and other archives cited, as well as existing literature.

112	With the Italian artist Alfred Conti. Pesti Hírlap, 11 February 1888, p. 5.
113	In a review article published in the daily La Turquie, it is reported that Géza 

Hegyei gave a concert with the Sultan’s violinist and cellist. From the descrip-
tion, it is understood that Hegyei had not yet started working for the Otto-
man court on 22 March 1888. The Sultan’s violinist, Henri Charles Wondra 
of Hungary, and cellist, M. Albert Romano, may have been brought together 
by the Austro-Hungarian Embassy, which had supported Hegyei when he 
first came to Istanbul. You can also read about his lasting relationship with 
Wondra Bey, whose name is mentioned on various occasions in the diary of 
the poet Nigâr Hanım. The concert featured Franz Liszt’s 2nd Piano Concerto, 
performed by Hegyei, who was accompanied on the second piano by Italo 
Selvelli, another court musician. This concert with musicians of the Ottoman 
court may have prepared the ground for Hegyei’s concert in the presence 
of Sultan Abdülhamid II. Detailed information about Charles Wondra, who 
studied violin in Paris with a scholarship of Sultan Abdülhamid II, is given in 
a footnote under the subject of the poet Nigâr Hanım.
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Date Format Venue

19 April 1888 assorted Austro-Hungarian  
Embassy

18 May 1888 assorted Greek Hermes Club

?? September 1888 assorted / 
chamber music ??

?? ?? 1889 assorted Helen Philology  
Association

11 April 1889 assorted Teutonia114 

27 April 1889 assorted Teutonia115 

28 April 1889 assorted Greek Hermes Club

4 May 1889 assorted Teutonia

28 February 1890 solo Yıldız Palace116 

28 October 1890 assorted Tepebaşı  
Municipality Theater

7 March 1891 assorted Opera Association

13 Aralık 1891 assorted Teutonia

4 May 1892 assorted Teutonia

?? August 1892 assorted Büyükdere117 

114	In this concert, Paul Lange conducted the Men’s Choir of the German Choral 
Association.

115	Hungarian court violinist Henri Charles Wondra also took part in the concert.
116	The Budapest newspaper Hírlap of 28 February 1890 reports that he gave a 

concert in the presence of the Sultan and was awarded the Mecidiye Order.
117	A Hungarian group came to Istanbul to celebrate Count Ödön Széchenyi, the 

Regiment Commander of the Istanbul Fire Brigade, and a concert was orga-
nized at the villa of the famous entrepreneur Back in Büyükdere. The concert 
featured Géza Hegyei and Gyula Székács. György Csorba, “İstanbullu Macar-
ların Tarihine Dair Bir Kaynak”, 109. [See ft. 72.]
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Date Format Venue

3 February 1902 with orchestra Union Française

4 February 1902 with orchestra Istanbul Philharmonic 
Association118 

20 February 1902 assorted Iranian Embassy

30 March 1902 assorted Union Française119 

6 April 1902 assorted Tepebaşı  
Municipality Theater120 

24 Kasım 1902 with orchestra Union Française

2 Ocak 1903 assorted ?121 

4 Ocak 1903 with orchestra Union Française122 

6 April 1903 with orchestra Union Française

21 April 1903 solo Union Française

12 June 1904 assorted/solo Union Française

13 February 1905 with orchestra Union Française

3 April 1905 solo Union Française

9 April 1905 assorted Tepebaşı Theater123 

118	Budapesti Napló, 17 February 1902, p. 4.
119	Hegyei took the stage at the last of three concerts given by Hungarian State 

Opera artists Irén B. Pevny and Zsigmond Bürger in Istanbul. Magyarország, 
30 March 1902, p. 9.

120	With Katalina Zygomala.
121	In this assorted concert, he performed with Paul Lange and Charles Wondra, 

performing the Rubinstein Etude alone and the Grieg Violin-piano Sonata in 
D minor with Wondra.

122	She took part in the concert organized by the Iranian Embassy for the benefit 
of the Iranian Hospital with Katalina Zygomala (Mademoiselle Ketty Th. Zy-
gomalas). Together they performed the Mendelssohn Concerto on two pianos.

123	It was staged for the benefit of the Armenian Hospital with the support of 
Şehremini Rıdvan Pasha.
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Date Format Venue

31 May 1905 assorted Robert College

12 March 1906 with orchestra Union Française

16 March 1908 assorted / solo Union Française

21 March 1908 assorted / 
chamber music

Tokatlıyan Hotel (?),  
Hungarian  

Society Ballroom124 

13 April 1910 solo American College for Girls

18 July 1910 ? ?

22 March 1911 assorted /
chamber music

Tokatlıyan Hotel, Hungarian 
Society Ballroom125 

17 January 1914 assorted Union Française126 

14 March 1914 assorted / 
chamber music

Tokatlıyan Hotel, Hungarian 
Society Ballroom127 

14 April 1914 solo Union Française

124	For the 30th anniversary of the Hungarian Society of Constantinople, in cel-
ebration of the anniversary of its foundation, a trio performance was held, 
featuring Stano (cello) and Svetlof (violin). The event was attended by eighty 
people, including the crew of the Austro-Hungarian ship Taurus, and ambas-
sador Johann von Pallavicini. The program was probably held at the Tokat-
lıyan Hotel, which the Society later used. Budapesti Hírlap, 26 March 1908, 
p. 5; Pesti Hírlap, 26 March 1908, p. 8.

125	He gave a trio concert with Du Chastain (violin) and Trojani (cello) at the 
Ball of the Hungarian Society of Constantinople. Budapesti Hírlap, 29 March 
1911, p. 9; Pesti Hírlap, 30 March 1911, p. 12.

126	Stamboul, 17 January 1914. In this concert, we found that he performed the 
works of individuals we discuss in different sections of our book (d’Albert, 
Liszt, Leschetizky). At the concert, his contemporary and colleague Furlani 
also took the stage.

127	At the event, held with the participation of the Minister of Education Şükrü 
Bey and Governor Kiani Bey, opera singer Szemere Emmi Dinorah gave a 
concert with tenor Jozsef Szacchyn and violinist Laghos Marius. Budapesti 
Hírlap, 19 March 1914, p. 12.
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Date Format Venue

24 April 1914 solo Union Française

15 May 1914 solo Notre Dame De Sion

26/27 March 1916 assorted / 
chamber music

Tepebaşı Theater /
Red Crescent128 

?? September 1917 assorted Dolmabahçe Palace /  
Red Crescent

15 March 1918 solo Teutonia

23 March 1918 with orchestra Dolmabahçe Palace / 
Red Crescent129 

21 November 1919 assorted / 
chamber music Union Française130 

12 April 1920 assorted / 
chamber music Union Française131 

17 August 1920 chamber music Robert College132 

18 October 1920 with orchestra ?

128	With Anna Medek and Jenő Hubay of the Hungarian State Opera, he gave 
two concerts every two days for the benefit of the Red Crescent. The first 
concert was for women and the second for men.

129	He organized a total of four concerts with the Hungarian Military Orchestra 
and was awarded the Gold Industry medal.

130	Stamboul, 18 November 1919. It was announced that the concert will be per-
formed by 15-year-old Russian ballerina Zinaida Choubert with violinist 
Théodore Gitter.

131	Stamboul, 7 April 1920. At the L’Union Essayan Sanoutz de Pera philanthropy 
concert, they performed Franz Liszt’s Hungarian Fantasy with Ms. Melikyan 
on two pianos.

132	Stamboul, 17 August 1920. With the participation of Franz Liszt’s student Géza 
Hegyei, the concert will reportedly feature the grand award-winning violinist 
Miss (Mademoiselle) Kazım Bey (probably Kazım Bey’s daughter), a graduate of 
the Vienna Conservatory, for the benefit of the Rumeli Fortress Life Association.
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Date Format Venue

14 November 1920 with orchestra Varyete Tiyatro133 

23 December 1920 chamber music Yeni Theater134 

14 February 1921 assorted / 
chamber music Pera Palas135 

17 March 1921 assorted Galatasaray Lisesi136 

30 March 1921 assorted Kuruçeşme Askeri Üssü137 

133	Stamboul, 13 November 1920. In Istanbul Philharmonic Orchestra’s 6th Grand 
Symphony concert, Hegyei (known as Chevalier) performed, as a soloist, 
Liszt’s 1st Piano Concerto.

134	Stamboul, 23 December 1920. Announced as the 8th concert of the Russian 
Hartmann. The program, which includes only first-rate soloists, includes 
Hegyei along with Doubensky (violin), Bountchouk (Bead?) (cello), the vo-
cal artists of the Pétrograd Theatre. Pianist, composer and conductor Thom-
as Alexandrovich de Hartmann (1885 –1956) was born in the Ukraine in a 
Russian aristocratic family. The piano teacher was his wife, Anna Yesipova, 
who was also one of the students of Leschetizky, with whom Hegyei also took 
lessons. Hegyei’s participation in this concert is most likely influenced by his 
relationship with Liszt and the contacts he made within his professional cir-
cle. During Hartmann’s visit to Istanbul, he was accompanied by the spiritu-
al teacher, philosopher and composer George Gurdjieff, who had spent his 
childhood in Kars.

135	Stamboul, 12 February 1921. Concert of Cellist Bountchouk, with Hegyei and 
the Russian conductor Hartmann.

136	Stamboul, 14 March 1921. Under the auspices of Prince Abdülmecid Efendi, 
Professor Hegyei took the stage with his students in the concert organized by 
Galatasaray Sports Club. He is referred to as a professor which confirms his 
post in Darülelhan. The program includes students’ performances, a mono-
logue with Hegyei, Cemal Tor and Ekrem Bey, works by various masters and 
the comedy of Bican Efendi (whose first Turkish comedy film was made in 
1921).

137	Stamboul, 30 March 1921. In honor of General Charpy (Commander of the 
French Occupation Army, representative of the French Government of the 
Armistice of Mudanya), he performed with cellist Bountchouk and Miss  
Brisac at a concert given at the military base in Kuruçeşme.
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Date Format Venue

13 April 1921 assorted Yeni Tiyatro138 

26 November 1922 assorted / 
chamber music Union Française139 

18 March 1923 assorted Bené Bérith  
Derneği Lokali140 

15 April 1923 assorted / 
chamber music Union Française

23 November 1923 assorted Union Française141 

21 December 1924 assorted Union Française142 

24 February ?? assorted Union Française

16 April ?? solo and two piano Teutonia143 

2 May 1925 assorted / 
chamber music

Tokatlıyan Hotel, Hungarian 
Society Ballroom144 

20 February 1926 ?? German Embassy

138	Stamboul, 13 April 1921. “The performance, in which the pianist of the Sultan 
was referred to as ‘Chevalier,’ was performed under the auspices of Lord Har-
ington and his wife, with a performance by cellist Bountchouk (Boncuk?), 
and Hegyei performed Franz Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsody. The “Campana” 
program was a first and considered to be an ongoing series.

139	Stamboul, 18 November 1922. The brothers Necdet Remzi (violin, 11 years 
old) and Ferhunde (Erkin) (piano, 12 years old) brothers will be accompa-
nied by their teacher Hegyei in the concert which will be held under the aus-
pices of Prince Abdülmecid Efendi.

140	Stamboul, 16 March 1923. The 10th concert of the Bené Bérith Association at 
their club on Minare Street in Beyoğlu. Members of the association are elite 
Jews living in Istanbul with a reputation in society. Hegyei is referred to in the 
report as “the pianist of the Caliph.”

141	Stamboul, 19 December 1923.
142	Stamboul, 20 December 1924.
143	In the final work of this concert, he performed his own composition, Fantasie 

Romantique, for two pianos.
144	Pesti Hírlap, 14 May 1925, p. 4.
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As seen in the Date – Format – Venue table, Hegyei performed in Is-
tanbul concert halls for thirty-eight years from January 1888 to Feb-
ruary 1926. We were able to determine that he was the soloist for each 
respective orchestra in sixty-six Istanbul concerts, and performed 
nine concerts with solo repertoire. In the remaining forty-seven con-
certs, he performed solo or chamber music pieces in an assorted con-
cert setting in which more than one artist shared the program. In 
the 19th century, the understanding of concerts in European musical 
culture underwent a socio-cultural shift. With the spread of public 
concert halls, intellectual and aristocratic circles emerged from their 
sharply-defined circles and began to mingle more with a broader base 
of society. Furthermore, a rapidly rising wave of nationalism encour-
aged concert programs to address a broader slice of society. Exam-
ples of this approach in Ottoman lands were the assorted concerts in 
which more than one artist and ensemble could take the stage. This 
is something we see rising in popularity throughout Hegyei’s concert 
career. The assorted concerts in Istanbul were accompanied by artists 
of various ethnic backgrounds, presenting works of different genres 
that were representative of the cosmopolitan structure and rich musi-
cal culture of the empire; indeed, it was a format adopted by the Otto-
mans to suit their own cultural codes. We see a good example of this 
local approach145 in the concert in which Hegyei shared the stage with 
Tanburi Cemil Bey, one of the great artists of classical Ottoman music.

After the performance Tanburi Cemil Bey went backstage to listen to 
Hegyei. Later his son, Mesut Cemil, would describe his father’s feel-
ings in the following words146:

145	Organized for the benefit of the Naval Society at the Tepebaşı Theater. The 
performance lasted about five hours, and those who could not find a place 
in the hall due to the large crowd listened at the door. As we do not have any 
information beyond the fact that the concert was organized after the decla-
ration of the Constitution, we have not included it in our table of concerts. 
It is reported that Hegyei performed in a similar format, in more than one 
concert with Tanburi Cemil Bey. Beşir Ayvazoğlu, Liszt, Hegyei and Tan-
buri Cemil Bey are the names reported from Cevad Memduh Altar. Time 
Türk Gazetesi (2010): https://www.timeturk.com/tr/makale/besir-ayvazoglu/ 
liszt-hegyei-ve-tanburi-cemil-bey.html (last retrieved 13 August 2024).

146	Ibid.
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At the time I could see my father’s face go pale from a deep re-
action to something and then he shed tears, worried someone 
might see him. Later I learned that the pianist Hegyei had ex-
pressly stolen from Chopin. From time to time, I then saw my 
father in a state of ‘obsession,’ playing on his kemanche (a kind 
of Rebec), trying to ‘naively’ decipher a piece he remembered 
from the concert which later I learned was in fact Chopin’s 
Nocturne in E flat major. To quell his enthusiasm for Western 
music to some extent, he would go and buy the sheet music of 
well-known pieces in Beyoğlu and delight in adapting the mel-
odies to eastern music, especially with his kemanche. Many of 
his friends were aware of his newly acquired habit.

The Ottoman approach to the assorted concert format in which more 
than one artist takes turns in the same program is not limited to the 
presentation of a wide range of Western music repertoire with mul-
tiple participants. Local interpretations were added to the concept of 
the assorted concert, a format that was used to embrace the socio-cul-
tural dynamism of the empire. This brought people of disparate mul-
ticultural backgrounds together, hand in hand with all branches of 
Ottoman music, with different styles coalescing on the same platform. 
Participation in assorted concerts became a common platform for Ot-
toman artists that paved the way for mutual exchange.147

The first artist to apply the concept of a solo recital on the stage of Eu-
ropean music was Hegyei’s teacher Franz Liszt.148 In this sense, it was 
Hegyei’s continuation of the tradition of the solo piano recital that is 
another representative element of the broader school of Liszt.

The increasing number of public halls in the Ottoman capital in the 19th 
century certainly added power, dynamism and richness to the musical 

147	This also reflects the founding and operating principles of the Imperial Music 
School (Muzıka-yı Hümâyûn), which featured all branches of Ottoman Mu-
sic. On the stage, each branch is supported by the court to stand alone and in 
cooperation with other branches.

148	Humphrey Searle, Franz Liszt. Encyclopedia Britannica. https://www. 
britannica.com/biography/Franz-Liszt (last retrieved 13 August 2024).
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life of the city. It is possible to detect traces of a playful competition 
that emerged at this time in an article entitled, “Musik am Bosphorus” 
written in Die Musik magazine in 1901 by Géza Hegyei’s contempo-
rary, Paul Lange, another leading figure of the musical scene in Istan-
bul. Lange was a conductor of the German Choir Union, an artist, a 
pianist, a composer, and the Ottoman court musician; his name comes 
up in those concerts given for the benefit of the Red Crescent and with 
regard to the poet Nigâr Hanım. In his article, Lange mentions that the 
Teutonia was replaced by the Union Française, that there was an Italian 
conductor at its head whom he did not like very much, that he had 
shaped the orchestra himself, and that he intensively had them work 
on and perform German repertoire he had taught before.149 Clearly, the 
potential of the Union Française, which opened at the end of the 19th 
century in a new hall to rival the Teutonia, one of the cultural institu-
tions that was a bloodline of the city for fifty years, was seen with in-
tense public interest. Paul Lange led the musical studies at the Teutonia. 
The program he mentions in his article no doubt contains orchestra 
concerts under the direction of Conductor Nava, organized by the So-
ciété Musicale de Constantinople (Istanbul Music Association), staged in 
the Union Française concert hall. Looking at the orchestral concert pro-
grams, we see an extremely wide-ranging repertoire; it is a testament to 
an ambitious development of Western music and its culture in the city.

According to our data, Hegyei regularly performed at the Union 
Française between 1902 and 1923. In some of these concerts he was a 
soloist of the Istanbul Music Association Orchestra; in some he took 
part in assorted concerts in which more than one artist took the stage 
for successive solo performances, or in the form of a solo piano recital.  
The earliest concert date we can determine is 3 February 1902. He 
also performed as a soloist with the Istanbul Philharmonic Orchestra 
conducted by E. C. Floros. The orchestra’s office was located at Pera, 
215. The pianos Hegyei played in his concerts were of French and 
German origin. The concert piano he played at the Union Française 
is a French Pleyel supplied by the P. Kellner music store. He also per-
formed with Kaps and Bechstein pianos with the sponsorship of Hun-

149	Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), pp. 267 – 268.



72 Pera-Blätter 40

garian A. Comendinger; Chiristakis Efendi provided him an Erard pi-
ano, and a German Blüthner was supplied by P. Kellner and M. Adam. 
Erard make pianos became widespread in the Ottoman Empire after 
Franz Liszt came to Istanbul for his concert series. The Erard store, 
which was the piano sponsor of Liszt’s tour, sent an Erard piano for his 
performances in Istanbul.150

Géza Hegyei’s students also took the stage – most likely at his own 
initiative – at the Union Française, a concert hall that was popular in 
the early 20th century. At a concert given by pianist Ferhunde Erkin, 

150	We see the interest of the Ottoman dynasty members in the Erard brand pi-
ano from the Erard piano that was ordered by Sultan Murad V for his own 
studies when he was seven years old and when he probably listened to Liszt at 
the 1847 concert in the court of his father Sultan Abdülmecid.

Image 8. 1: Société Musicale de Constantinople’s Union Française concerts Poster for the 1901 – 
1902 season. 
Image 8. 2: Société Musicale de Constantinople’s Union Française concerts Poster for the 1902 – 
1903 season. 
Source: Karoly Aliotti Archive



Evren Kutlay, Gábor Fodor ∙ A Hungarian Pianist at the Ottoman Court: Géza Hegyei 73

the wife of Ulvi Cemal Erkin, one of the composers of the “Turkish 
Five,” and her brother Necdet Remzi Atak, a violist, on Sunday, 15 
April 1923 at 17:00, Géza Hegyei, piano teacher of then fourteen-
year-old Ferhunde Erkin, supported his students by personally tak-
ing to the stage, just as Franz Liszt had done with him when he was 
a student. In the first part of the concert, Hegyei performed for his 
students the Mendelssohn Trio with Necdet Remzi Atak and cellist 
Muhiddin Sadık Bey; it was a piece Abdülhamid II performed with 
court musicians Wondra and Romano in the first year Hegyei came 
to Istanbul.151

Hegyei was a virtuoso pianist who was sought after for official con-
certs as well as for musical gatherings organized by the city’s intel-
lectuals. In his book “Ali Nizami Bey’s Sheikdom and his European 
Ways,” Abdülhak Şinasi Hisar discusses Hegyei’s relationship with 
diplomat Ali Nizami Bey152 and Hegyei’s socio-cultural role through 
an incident that took place on Büyükada:153

Consider it! Ali Nizami Bey even brought the famous pia-
nist Professor Hegyei one night! On those nights the nimble, 
strong, smooth and playful sounds of alafranga music filled 
the entire Nizam neighborhood on the Island. Some island-
ers came, saying “there’s a concert in Ali Nizami Bey’s man-
sion again!” and they would even stop to listen to him play 
under the pines on the embankment on the opposite side of 
the street.

151	Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), p. 109.
152	Ali Nizami Pasha was a diplomat who, after his education in Vienna, served 

as the director of the Ottoman School (Mekteb-i Osmanî) in Paris in 1856, 
minister of courses in 1873, director of the Sultan’s School (Mekteb-i Sultani) 
in 1877, deputy director of the School of Civil Service (Mekteb-i Mülkiye) in 
1879, member of the Reforms Delegation (Heyet-i Islahiyye) in 1881, sent 
to Egypt, deputy of the Inspection Military Commission, the ambassador in 
Berlin, and ambassador sent to Prince Bismarck between 1887 and 1889. He 
died in 1893 on Büyükada.

153	Abdülhak Şinasi Hisar, Ali Nizami Bey’in Alafrangalığı ve Şeyhliği, Yapı Kredi 
Yayınları, Istanbul, 2005, pp. 22 – 23, cited after Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), 
p. 101.
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Géza Hegyei and the Hungarian Society of Constantinople

Although Géza Hegyei lived in a colorful, multicultural, cosmopol-
itan environment in Istanbul, he never forgot his Hungarian roots 
and those Hungarian citizens who helped him when he first set out. 
And so, he contributed as much as he could to the activities of the 
Hungarian Society of Constantinople, which was founded after the 
revolution of 1848, but had repeatedly suspended its activities.154 In 
this context, we should remember his relationship with the Regiment 
Commander of the Istanbul Fire Brigade, Count Ödön Széchenyi. Ac-
cording to some accounts, Hegyei composed the music for the Macar-
Türk İtfaiye Marşı [‘Hungarian-Turkish Fire Brigade March’] that was 
written by Széchenyi in 1890. He also took part in the celebration 
of Széchenyi’s 30th anniversary in firefighting, which was held in the 
summer of 1892. In honor of the fifty-member delegation, including 
Alajos Follmann, vice president of the Hungarian Federation of Fire-
fighters, N. Ernő Bárány, commander of firefighters, Ferenc Várady, 
a priest, Imre Karácson, and businessman Ferenc Walser, a fire bri-
gade exercise was held at the barracks in Taksim Square. Welcoming 
ceremonies, an open-air party, and a service at the embassy building 
were also held as part of the event. Following the religious ceremony, 
Széchenyi presented a special banner prepared for him by his Hun-
garian colleagues. Wife of the Austro-Hungarian Ambassador, Count 
Calice, was chosen as the honorary patron of the banner. The dele-
gation then presented a fully equipped, horse-drawn fire truck to its 
sister fire brigade in Istanbul.155 In addition, a party was organized in 
Büyükdere where Hegyei took to the piano and presented a musical 
feast for the guests:156

154	For more detailed information about the Society, see: György Csorba – Gá-
bor Fodor, “Magyarok a Kelet kapujában. A Konstantinápolyi Magyar Egylet 
története (1850 –1961)”. Pro Minoritate (Summer 2021), pp. 3 – 53.

155	Fővárosi Lapok, 14 July 1892, p. 1435. For more detailed information about 
the visit see: Miklós Chriszto, Konstantinápolyi emlékeim. Gyula, 1893.

156	Csorba, “İstanbullu Macarların Tarihine Dair Bir Kaynak” (see fn. 72), p. 109. 
Born in Nagyvárad in 1863, “professor of music” Gyula Székács died of a 
heart attack on 1 November 1906 at the German Hospital in Istanbul.



Evren Kutlay, Gábor Fodor ∙ A Hungarian Pianist at the Ottoman Court: Géza Hegyei 75

Istanbul’s largest store, Orosdy, was run by Hungarians, Back 
and its partner wholesale company. Mr. Back has a beautiful 
mansion on the shore of the Bosphorus in Büyükdere, where 
the socialites love to vacation. The host and his wife, who is 
considered one of the most beautiful ladies of Istanbul, or-
ganized a successful reception in honor of the Hungarians 
at their mansion with Hungarian hospitality. At the recep-
tion, two young Hungarian pianists, Géza Hegyei and Gyula 
Székács, who had both settled in Istanbul, gave a concert that 
was very well received.

It was most likely years later when Széchenyi, who was renowned for 
his warmth, met with the Count in the hall of the Hotel de Peste, sit-
uated next to the Russian embassy on the Grand Rue de Pera (İstik-
lal Caddesi) and loved by both. However, the third official rebirth of 
the Hungarian Society from its ashes took place in 1906 with Hegyei 
and Széchenyi both playing an active role in the organization.157 It 
followed that Count Széchenyi was elected honorary president of the 
Society and Hegyei was elected as one of the board members.158 It 
was in the years to follow and close to 15 March, which is a national 
holiday that memorializes the Hungarian Revolution of 1848, that 
the Hungarian Society hosted galas in the halls of the most spec-
tacular hotels of the city, including the Pera Palace and Tokatlıyan 
Hotel. During the festivities of a ball held on 21 March 1908, Hegyei 
and Count Széchenyi played a traditional Hungarian dance called the 
‘csárdás,’ after a trio concert featuring Santo (cello), Svetlof (violin) 
and Hegyei.159 The event was attended by Ambassador Johann von 
Pallavicini and eighty members of the crew of an Austro-Hungarian 
ship, the Taurus.

157	In 1906, a dream that had survived for decades finally came true: the bodies 
of Prince Ferenc Rákóczi II and his entourage that had been buried in the 
church of Saint Benoit in Galata were returned to Hungary. Demonstrations 
and commemorative events were held throughout the country in memory of 
those who fought for Hungarian freedom.

158	Pesti Hírlap, 23 August 1906, p. 7.
159	Budapesti Hírlap, 26 March 1908, p. 5; Pesti Hírlap, 26 March 1908, p. 8.
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In 1910, Hegyei performed a trio with Du Chastain (violin) and Tro-
jani (cello) in another ball held by the Hungarian Society.160 A few 
months before the start of the First World War, Hegyei gave a concert 
at the invitation of the Minister of Education Şükrü Bey and Governor 
Kiani Bey, maintaining the framework of the traditional ball program, 
with opera singer Szemere Emmi Dinorah, tenor Jozsef Szacchyn and 
violinist Laghos Marius.161

Following the proclamation of the Republic of Turkey, the Hungar-
ians who remained in Istanbul, along with their newly appointed 
diplomats, took action and succeeded in bringing the Hungarian 
Society back to life one last time. When the Philanthropic Hungar-
ian Society, which was officially founded on 12 April 1925, held its 
first ball on 2 May 1925 at the Tokatlıyan Hotel, Hegyei played the 
piano once again with an ensemble, representing his country and 
honoring those Hungarians who had gathered together in Istanbul 
for the occasion.162

The Musical Partnership between the Turkish Red  
Crescent (Hilâl-i Ahmer) and the Hungarian Red Cross

Géza Hegyei’s performances that took place during the First World War 
(1914 –1918) served to foster Ottoman-Hungarian relations and collect 
donations for the Turkish Red Crescent. Immediately after the estab-
lishment of the Vienna branch of the Ottoman Crescent Committee, a 
Turkish delegation paid a courtesy visit to Budapest in December 1914. 
Following the visit, a Hungarian national committee was formed to sup-
port the Red Crescent and Count Istvánné Károlyi and Count Károly  
Khuen-Héderváry were elected as co-chairs of the Committee.163

160	Budapesti Hírlap, 29 March 1911, p. 9; Pesti Hírlap, 30 March 1911, p. 12.
161	Budapesti Hírlap, 19 March 1914, p. 12; Stamboul, 17 March 1914, p. 2.
162	Pesti Hírlap, 14 May 1925, p. 4.
163	 Ahmet Altıntaş, “Birinci Dünya Savaşında Hilâl-i Ahmer’in Macaristan’daki 

Faaliyetleri.” Tarih Peşinde. Uluslararası Tarih ve Sosyal Araştırmalar Dergisi 
16 (2016), pp. 3 – 4; Pesti Napló, 16 December 1914, p. 9; Az Újság, 28 Decem-
ber 1914, p. 5.
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On 16 December 1914, a concert was organized in Budapest to cel-
ebrate the visit of the Turkish committee. It was this concert that 
brought Hegyei back to a city he had left nearly thirty years ago. An 
article in the Pester Lloyd paper of Budapest on Wednesday, 16 De-
cember 1914 announced that the Ottoman court pianist Géza Hegyei 
would be giving a concert to benefit the Turkish Red Crescent and the 
Hungarian Red Cross at the Music Academy in Budapest. The concert 
program listed Bach’s Italian Concerto, Scarlatti’s Pastorale and Capric-
cio, Beethoven’s Eroica Variations, Chopin’s Sonata in B minor, Liszt’s 
Etude in F minor and his Mephisto Waltz.164 This first concert shows us 
that Hegyei undertook a relief effort by taking his own step forward 
to forge a musical bridge between the Ottoman Empire and Hungary, 
preparing the ground for a large-scale concert in Budapest and op-
portunities for developing contacts. On the other hand, it is curious 
to note how the Hungarian press referred to him as “the Hungarian 
d’Albert of Istanbul” when they were announcing his concert, which is 
an interesting moniker165 The Scottish-born pianist-composer Eugène 
François Charles d’Albert (1864 –1932) was, like Hegyei, a student of 
Liszt, who went on to hold a position at the Court of Weimar, where 
he won much acclaim in Germany and felt a sense of belonging even 
though he was a foreigner; the compositions of his father, Charles Lou-
is Napoleon d’Albert (1809 –1886) – the Sultan’s Polka and the Con-
stantinople Quadrille – were dedicated to Sultan Abdülmecid after his 
son’s teacher Liszt gave a concert for the Sultan in 1847, compositions 
which were later printed by several different publishing houses in Lon-
don, Paris, and New York between 1855 and 1900. These works came 
to represent his passion for Istanabul, Capital of the East, as well as his 
ties to the Ottoman court. The reference to the d’Alberts is interest-
ing, as it refers not only to the son’s time as a student of Liszt, but also 
to the role that Hegyei played as a final piece in the triangular theme 
of Liszt – Istanbul – Sultan, reflected in his family history in Ottoman 

164	Quoted in Pester Lloyd, 13 December 1914, p. 17 and Pester Lloyd, 16 Decem-
ber 1914, p. 8, cited after İsmail Tosun Saral, Osmanlı Sarayında Bir Macar 
Piyanist – Geza von Hegyei (1863 –1926). 2020. http://www.turkmacar.org.tr/
osmanli-sarayinda-bir-macar-piyanist-gezavon-hegyei-1863-1926/ (last re-
trieved 13 August 2024).

165	Budapesti Hírlap, 15 December 1914, p. 9.
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lands, the depth of which the newspaper was no doubt familiar. On 
the other hand, Hungarian music critics have emphasized that Hegyei, 
although a pianist with a high level of technique, did not come across 
as an exemplary soloist but more as a chamber musician.166 Such criti-
cism can be read as an Orientalist take on Hegyei’s decision to continue 
his career in the Ottoman Empire. Similar articles underestimating the 
elements of Ottoman polyphonic music were also released in the Eu-
ropean press during Liszt’s visit to Istanbul.

A month after Hegyei’s concert, in January 1915, Hungarian Nation-
al Opera and National Theater artists once again gave performances 
for the benefit of the Ottoman Red Crescent (Hilâl-i Ahmer). After or-
ganizing solidarity concerts in various Hungarian cities, the Ottoman 
violinist Haïg Gudenian took to the stage in the Hungarian capital in 
November of that same year. In the summer of 1915, 3000 doses of 
cholera and typhoid serum were sent to the Turkish fraternal orga-
nization with the help of the National Committee established for the 
support of the Red Crescent and the Orientalist Gyula Germanus.167

166	Az Újság, 17 December 1914, p. 12.
167	Gyula Germanus, Hilal’in Solgun Işığında. Doğu’nun Büyüsü. Istanbul, 2019, 

Image 9. 1: Announcement of a 
concert given by Géza Hegyei 
in Budapest in 1914. 6 Decem-
ber 1914, p. 21
Image 9. 2: Cover of Charles 
D’Albert’s The Sultan’s Polka. 
Source: Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Library, Levy Sheet Music 
Collection.
Image 9. 3: Cover of Charles 
D’Albert’s Constantinople. 
Source: Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Library, Levy Sheet Music 
Collection.
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The donation concert organized by Besim Ömer Pasha in Istanbul 
also fell within the scope of these activities. In March 1916, two artists, 
opera singer Anna Medek and violin virtuoso Jenő Hubay, who first 
gave concerts in the Ottoman capital and then Sofia, took to the stage 
twice with the pianist Hegyei168 for two separate concerts at the Tepe-
başı Theater. From a correspondence between Hubay and Hegyei, it is 
clear that the idea of having Hungarian artists give concerts in Istan-
bul came from Hegyei, and that he even promised Hubay he would be 
able to give a concert in the presence of the Sultan.169

The first evening concert for the benefit of the Red Crescent, an af-
ternoon matinee was reserved only for ladies; those in attendance 

pp. 123 –155
168	Jenő Hubay is a violin professor at the Liszt Academy of Music. He became 

the violin teacher of Madame Amati, who settled in Izmir during the early 
years of the Republic. It seems that Hegyei and Hubay’s close relationship 
is rooted in Franz Liszt. For our discourse on Madame Amati, see Madame 
Amati. Epilogue.

169	Letter from Géza Hegyei to Jenő Hubay, dated 12 February 1916. OSZK Ké-
zirattár (Széchenyi National Library Manuscript Archive), Hubay’s unclassi-
fied archive. Kind statement by László Gombos.
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were Mehmed Burhaneddin Efendi170, one of the sons of Sultan Ab-
dülhamid II, Enver Pasha, Talat Pasha, Grand Vizier Said Halim Pa-
sha, Count Ödön Széchenyi, as well as German General August von 
Mackensen, who was in the city at the time.171 With the special re-
quest of Madame Semsey, wife of Count Semsey, who came up with 
the idea of a Hungarian Hospital in Constantinople, the same trio, 
performing a different repertoire, gave a successful concert one day 
later. This time it was for the benefit of the soon-to-be-opened Hun-
garian Hospital.172 The donation collected and the amount previously 
accumulated in Hungary would cover the costs of the hospital for six 
months. Hungarian artists were awarded the Silver Crescent Medal 
for their services.

In a document from the Ottoman State Archives dated 19 Septem-
ber 1917, the Vice President of the Ottoman Red Crescent Society, 
Doctor Besim Ömer, states that the awards of those persons whose 
aids and services were rendered during the concerts for the ben-
efit of the Red Crescent were decided at a meeting at their head-
quarters on 18 September 1917; their names were nominated for a 
Special Unmarked Red Crescent Medal. According to a document 
of 23 September 1917, by order and approval of Sultan Mehmed V 
Reşad, these five people were awarded the Special Unmarked Bronze 
Medal of the Red Crescent.173 Prominent names among those listed 
were district governor (Kaymakam) Lange Bey174, Commander of 

170	Prince Mehmed Burhaneddin Efendi was a cellist, pianist, and composer. The 
Navy March, which he composed at the age of nine, has survived to the pres-
ent day. He grew up in the same environment as Prince Abdülmecid Efendi. 
They had similar interests in painting and music.

171	Budapesti Hírlap, 4 April 1916, p. 10.
172	About the Hungarian hospital, see: Gábor Fodor, “A Hungarian Hospital in 

Constantinople – The Story Behind Taib Köpe’s Photographs”. Between Empires, 
Beyond Borders. The Late Ottoman Empire and the Early Republican Era through the 
Lens of the Köpe Family. Ed.: Gábor Fodor. Budapest, 2020, pp. 181– 201.

173	BOA, Dosya Usulü İrâde Tasnifi (İ.DUİT), 73 / 43 (6 Zilhicce 1335 [23 Sep-
tember 1917]).

174	Paul Lange from Germany was the conductor of the Ottoman Royal Navy 
Band as well as a court musician. He founded a conservatory in Beyoğlu. He 
was involved in many programs with Hegyei. For example, another common 
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the Maritime Ministry Bands, and the instructor and pianist Géza 
Hegyei Bey.

The fourth of these concerts that reinforced the partnership between 
Red Crescent and Red Cross was again held in Ottoman lands in 
March 1918, this time with a larger staff. Following four years of war, 
programs in Sofia were organized to raise the morale of the allied 
states, and the Hungarian Military Orchestra (Honvédzenekar), con-
ducted by Richárd Fricsay, came to Istanbul to give a concert in the 
presence of the Sultan, performing four times with Hegyei. The Hun-
garian orientalist Gyula Germanus, who accompanied the orchestra, 
summarized the visit in his memoirs:175

The concerts were extraordinarily successful. Our compatriot 
Géza Hegyei, who has lived in Constantinople for decades as 
piano teacher of the court, played Liszt’s Piano Concerto in E 
major. With his harp, Revere captivated the female audience at 
the concert, which was specially arranged. The orchestra gave 
a bayram concert to Sultan Mehmet Reşad at Dolmabahçe 
Palace. The elderly ruler was very appreciative and awarded 
Fricsay with the Mecidiye Order.

After the concert attended by Sultan Mehmed V Reşad, each member 
of the orchestra was awarded various medals, as quoted by Germanus. 
Hegyei was awarded the Gold Medal of Honor for this work.176

position within the scope of court musicians was the BOA MB.İ 149 /11 of 
18  December 1910 (15 Zilhijja 1328), identified in the Presidential Ottoman 
Archive (Başbakanlık Osmanlı Arşivi, BOA). The document states that “the 
orchestra consists of piano, violin, cello and flute, players from the Imperi-
al Music School (Muzıka-yı Hümâyûn) should work regularly every week to 
play in the presence of the sultan as he requests, either in the form of choir 
or solo music, and that piano accompaniment should be performed by Lange 
one week and Hegyei the next.” As we understand, a chamber orchestra is 
expected to give regular concerts in the presence of Sultan Mehmed V Reşad 
and will continue to work alternately with Lange and Hegyei as pianists.

175	Germanus, Hilal’in Solgun Işığında (see fn. 167), p. 149.
176	BOA Dosya Usulü İrâde Tasnifi (İ.DUİT) 70 / 57 / 1 (12 Recep 1336 [23 April 

1918]). As explained in the document, by the will of Sultan Mehmed V Reşad, 
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After giving concerts in the gardens of the Ministry of the Navy and 
Ministry of War (Bahriye ve Harbiye Nezareti) and collecting dona-
tions for the benefit of the Ottoman Auxiliary National Society (Os-
mani Muavenet-i Milliye Cemiyeti) as well as widows and orphans, 
and even for a mosque that was planned to be built in Budapest, the 
Hungarian Military Orchestra, which garnered great acclaim in Istan-
bul, returned to Hungary. During the years of the Great War, Hegyei 
not only organized these concerts for the benefit of the Red Crescent, 
but took part in the concerts as a performer himself, for which he was 
awarded a total of two medals by the Ottoman court.

The Repertoire of Hegyei’s Concerts in Istanbul

To present the repertoire of Hegyei’s concerts performed during his Is-
tanbul career in a rich visual archive, we prepared a second table with 
the headings: Composer (surnames in alphabetical order) – Compo-
sition – Format. In some cases, the opus number and / or key of the 

from the Hungarian music delegation district governor Monsieur Wirth Jean 
was awarded the Third Class of the Osmaniye Order, Captain Monsieur Er-
ber Edmond and conductor Monsieur Fricsay Richard with the Fourth Class 
of the Osmaniye Order, and the delegate of the Hungarian Red Crescent and 
secretary of the Gulbaba Mosque Committee, Professor Gyula Germanus, 
and the artillery lieutenant Monsieur Salaci (?) and the lieutenant Monsieur 
Klein with the Fourth Class of the Mecidiye Order, Pianist Monsieur Hegyei 
and non-commissioned officer Horváth József were awarded Gold Med-
al of Honor (Industry); Visor János, Zippel Márton, Somek József, György 
Stefáni, Győrgy Riedl, Géza Troppert, Ferencz Setina, Ernő Letfusz, Gyula 
Tubel, József Kroutil, Márton Müller, Miklós Fohsz, Venczel Hübner, Emanu-
el Pučelka, Antal Vendler, Péter Bouska, Ede Dvorzsák, József Kovacsik, Fer-
encz Divisek, Rudolf Hodek, Géza Zhorella, Sándor Kemény, Gyula Leicht-
ner, Gyula Kovács, László Novák, Artur Schwarzkopf, József Kiss, Boldizsár 
Bevder, Gyula Revere, Hugó Schwarz, Miklós Rózsa, Sándor Bálint, Salamon 
Spielmann, Rezső Ordelt, János Follner, János Csicsó, Gyula Bartha, Lipót 
Surányi, sergeant János Petschel, István Türr, Sándor Stark, Ferencz Arányi, 
Lajos Schuk, Kálmán Rev, Lőrincz Pet, József Főldvári, first class nefer Vilmos 
Moskovitz, Miklós Gróf, Károly Klein, Hugó Hirsch, Géza Kuttner, Gedeon 
Neuberger, Dezső Szenkár, Jenő Barthal, Lázár Hadzsics, János Langer and 
Laszló Szábó were awarded the Silver Medal of Honor (Industry).
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relevant work may not have been recorded; nevertheless, we have pro-
vided as much information as possible. Although some compositions 
appear only once in the table, they may have been performed on mul-
tiple occasions in different concerts.

Composer Composition Format

Bach Prelude and Fugue F minor solo piano

Italian Concerto solo piano

Chromatic Fantasy  
and Fugue solo piano

Beethoven Sonat Op. 53 solo piano

Eroica Variations Op. 35 solo piano

Bassani Studio Sinfonico solo piano

Brahms Scherzo Op. 4 solo piano

Chaminade Mazurk’ Suédoise solo piano

Pierette solo piano

Caprice Espagnol solo piano

Mazurka solo piano

Chopin Preludes Op. 28  
No. 16, 21, 23 solo piano

Etudes Op. 10, Op. 25 No. ? solo piano

Scherzo solo piano

Polonaise solo piano

Nocturne solo piano
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Composer Composition Format

Ballade Op. 47 No. 3 solo piano

Sonata Op. 58 solo piano

Valse (Rosenthal) solo piano

D’Albert Allemande solo piano

Gavotte solo piano

Debussy Reflets dans l’eau solo piano

Golliwogg’s Cake-Walk solo piano

Feux d’Artifice solo piano

Franck Variations Symphoniques with orchestra

Fuchs Serenade No. 3 for four hands

Goldmark Sonat for piano  
and violin

Graun Gigue solo piano

Grieg Marche solo piano

A minor Piano Concerto with orchestra

C minor Sonata for piano  
and violin

Handel Passacaille solo piano

Hegyei La Fileuse solo piano

Marche Persanne de Strauss solo piano

Fantasie Romantique for 2 pianos
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Composer Composition Format

Henselt Si ouseau j’étais solo piano

Liszt Napoli solo piano

Tannhauser Ouverture solo piano

Hungarian Rhapsody 
No. 6 and No. 11 solo piano

Rêve d’Amour solo piano

Rêve d’Amour solo piano

Waldesrauschen solo piano

Ronde des Lutins  
(Gnomenreigen) solo piano

Polonaise de Tchaikovsky solo piano

Le Rossignol solo piano

La Campanella solo piano

Mephisto Walzer solo piano

Ballade No. 2 solo piano

Tarantella solo piano

Paganini Capriccio solo piano

Au bord d’une source solo piano

Sonetto 123 solo piano

Schubert Soirée de Vienne solo piano

Danse Macabre Paraphrase 
sur Dies Irae with orchestra
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Composer Composition Format

Piano Concerto  
No. 1 and No. 2 with orchestra

Piano Concerto No. ? for 2 pianos

Rhapsodie Espagnole  
(arr. B. Busoni) with orchestra

Mendelssohn Piano Concerto No. 2 for 2 pianos177 

Grand Trio for violin, cello, 
and piano

Moszkowski Barcarolle solo piano

Tarantella? solo piano

Raff Rigodon solo piano

Rameau Gavotte variée solo piano

Rubinstein Prés du ruisseau solo piano

Sarasate Navarra (arr. Berthe  
Marx Goldschmidt) for 2 pianos

Scarlatti Capriccio Mi major solo piano

Sgambati Gavotte solo piano

Silas Gavotte solo piano

Stavenhagen Caprice solo piano

Tausig Fantasie “Halka” solo piano

177	He performed the work with his student Mme. Ketty Th. Zygomalas on two 
pianos at the Iranian Embassy on 4 January 1903. We see that his wife Katali-
na Zygomala was still a student at this time.
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Composer Composition Format

Tchaikovsky Romance solo piano

Polonaise solo piano

Volkmann Piano Trio Op. 3 No. 1 for violin, cello, 
and piano

Wagner Love scene from the  
2nd Act of Tristan & Isolde solo piano

Weber-Tausig Invitation à la valse solo piano

Weber Grande Sonata  
Op. 24 No. 1 C major solo piano

Allegro Moderato178 solo piano

Sonata Op. 39  No. 2 
A flat major solo piano

Sonata Op. 49 No. 3  
D minor

Westerhout Canzonetta solo piano

Andante patetico solo piano

Musette solo piano

Badinerie solo piano

Bal d’enfants solo piano

Ma belle qui danse solo piano

Ronde d’amour solo piano

Composer  
not cited Morceau solo piano

178	Most likely the First Movement of the Second Sonata.
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Based on these concert programs, we can say that Géza Hegyei per-
formed about a hundred compositions of thirty-five different West-
ern music composers. Of course, there could be more, but this is the 
extent of our research regarding the number and variety of concerts. 
As can be seen in the chart, the majority of the concert repertoire 
(twenty works: more than 20% of the total repertoire) consists of his 
teacher Franz Liszt’s compositions and those of his circle (Tausig, 
Rubinstein, Volkmann, etc.). It is also worthy of note that he chose 
repertoire that students of Liszt studied in their piano lessons, that 
is to say the works of Bach, Chopin and Mendelssohn, along with 
compositions by Raff, Henselt, and Moszkowski, composers rarely 
seen in the repertoire today,179 but works Liszt knew well. In studying 
Hegyei’s selection of repertoire it is possible to see him as a clear rep-
resentative of the Liszt School.

Another sign that he was a purveyor of the maestro’s legacy was his 
choice of repertoire for education, the kind of exercises he preferred 
to use with his students, and those studies he deemed important.180 
Hegyei also performed works by 19th-century composers, his con-
temporaries, or those of the recent past, as well as works by compos-
ers of the Baroque period. It is noteworthy that the works of classical 
composers such as Haydn and Mozart were not included in the con-
cert programs. Once again let us remind our readers that this evalu-
ation is limited to the data we have at hand. We can also observe that 
Chopin, who composed only piano music and presented innovations 
in his compositions that showcased technical developments of the 
piano, and that Hegyei prioritized Chopin’s oeuvre in Hegyei’s rep-
ertoire. The fact that Hegyei only indicated in his concert programs 
Chopin’s works with the opus number, without further specifying the 
exact work, makes it difficult to determine whether he performed 
only single pieces or the whole opus. In terms of variety, it is clear 
that Hegyei interpreted a wide range of works by Chopin. Creating 
a picture of his repertoire, we get a sense of changes in piano tech-
nique in the second half of the 19th century, via the new works of 

179	Derek Watson, Liszt. New York, 1989, p. 174.
180	Konstantin Zenkin, The Liszt Tradition (see fn.16), p. 100.
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composers who were active at the time. This is supported by the re-
views of Hegyei’s solo piano recital at the Union Française in regards 
to his performance of works by the French composer Debussy, born 
in 1862, who rose to prominence in the early 20th century with strik-
ing innovations. It was such that Hegyei’s masterful performance of 
Debussy revealed in startling fashion what lay hidden in his harmo-
nies, what the composer strove to express in his work, and those ele-
ments of early impressionism:181

The audience listened respectfully to the composer’s work. 
The success seen at Miss Hall’s Debussy concert last night 
convinced us that the audience here appreciated this tower-
ing French composer. Hegyei played Debussy’s Reflets dans 
l’eau, Golliwogg’s Cake-Walk and Feux d’Artifice Reflet. All 
three are incredibly original works. Hegyei grasped the bright 
features of these works, rendering them with a delicacy only 
masterful fingers can do. Reflet dans l’eau is truly a painter-
ly composition. For such a work to be successful, it requires 
a fine performance that will succeed in turning music into 
painting. As everyone could see, Hegyei’s brilliant execution 
gave us a true reflection of softly shimmering southern lights 
on the surface of water in a light breeze. The work of Debussy 
is terribly impressive, fascinating even. Hegyei’s performance 
made the music entirely clear, as he was able to give every-
thing he had in bringing to life these vibrant scenes. A true 
poem about raindrops, the reflection of light, bursting fire-
works–it all came out, nearly all of which could be distinctly 
heard through these mimetic harmonies. Hegyei succeeded 
in creating a true picture right before our eyes and in such 
bold fashion, an unrivalled work.

Hegyei’s representation of the Liszt School is evident in the acade-
my where he studied, beginning with his work on the compositions 
and transcriptions of his teacher, under the master’s supervisions, and 
the repertoire he would eventually master and carry to the stage. As 

181	The Karoly Aliotti Family Archive.
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Hegyei mentions in his memoirs, he seems to have also shown an in-
terest in the works of Liszt’s contemporaries, such as Tausig and Ru-
binstein, whose concert etudes he worked on in his lessons with Liszt. 
We also noticed that he performed the works of his teacher Henrik 
Gobbi and the works of others in Liszt’s circle in concerts he gave 
before coming to Istanbul. Another interesting point about Hegyei’s 
Istanbul concert repertoire is that these concerts present the works of 
composers not often represented in concert programs today: for exam-
ple, works by the Hungarian composer Karl Goldmark (1830 –1915), 
who had close relations with Richard Wagner, the son-in-law of Franz 
Liszt, Dutch composer and organist Edouard Silas (1827 –1909), or-
chestra conductor and composer, German pianist Bernhard Staven-
hagen (1862 –1914), who was, like Hegyei, a student of both Liszt and 
Kullak. These compositions found their way into the concert halls of 
Istanbul as they had an important place in Hegyei’s musical and intel-
lectual world, as they did for Liszt as well.

Press Releases about Hegyei’s Concerts182

Articles and reviews in Istanbul papers provide us with information 
about Hegyei’s Ottoman career, from concert venues to the range of 
his repertoire, descriptions of how he was received by listeners, his so-
cio-cultural identity, the trajectory of his career, and the kind of rela-
tionship he had with his teacher Franz Liszt. As can be seen in our his-
tory-venue-format table, Hegyei frequently performed in the Teutonia 
and the Union Française, becoming one of the indispensable names in 
performance–not only with his solo performances, but also with per-
manent ensembles of those groups and communities that maintained 
stages in Istanbul. The independent decisions he was able to make 
from the stage show the degree to which his reputation and profes-
sionalism was appreciated. For example, in a program announced at a 
concert with the German Choral Association at the Teutonia hall, he 
made a surprise last-minute change on the stage, choosing to perform 
182	The names and dates we cannot add from news reports in this section are 

clippings from newspapers in various languages in the Karoly Aliotti Family 
Archive.



Evren Kutlay, Gábor Fodor ∙ A Hungarian Pianist at the Ottoman Court: Géza Hegyei 91

two works of his teacher Liszt instead of Carl Maria von Weber’s Piano 
Sonata in A flat major.183

The inhabitants of Istanbul nearly had to give up hope for the 
second concert of the German choir because of a postpone-
ment due to the illness of the conductor Dethier184. The pro-
gram, which was announced to coincide with the carnival, was 
postponed, but was finally held in the Teutonia last Saturday. 
First came Mr. Hegyei, always full of surprises, playing two 
pieces by Liszt instead of a Weber Sonata.

These sudden changes made on the stage were, in fact, welcomed. 
Hegyei’s hands seemed to be an extension of the hands of Liszt, nur-
turing an appreciation for the passing on of this legacy in Istanbul, 
perpetuating the ideas of his teacher; indeed, in the following words 
you can understand the deep ties Hegyei maintained with his former 
teacher: “the more you know Hegyei the more you love him. His tal-
ent is most evident when he plays the works of Liszt.”185

Indeed, he was praised for referencing the traditions of the great mas-
ters Beethoven186 and Liszt187, along with Hegyei’s contemporaries of 
the same stance, rather than focusing on showing off:
183	La Turquie, 4 May 1889.
184	Oscar Dethier (1854 –1929), a German musician who lived in Istanbul, a dis-

ciplined teacher and choral conductor who taught piano and harmony and 
was appointed conductor of Tophane Music in place of Italo Selvelli, anoth-
er court musician of Italian origin born in Istanbul in 1885. The director of 
the Ottoman Imperial Museum was the son of Dr. Philipp Anton Dethier 
(1803–1881), a Cologne-born archaeologist. Dr. Dethier wrote a book called 
Boğaziçi ve İstanbul in which he describes the Istanbul of the second half 
of the 19th century. The family’s grave is in the Feriköy Catholic Cemetery. 
Evren Kutlay, “European Musicians of the Ottoman Empire.” Syllable Maga-
zine Art Special Issue (2021), p. 259.

185	La Turquie, 4 May 1889.
186	The link between Beethoven, Czerny, Liszt, and Hegyei is touched upon here 

in that Franz Liszt’s teacher was Carl Czerny, a student of Ludwig van Beetho-
ven; and thus, the transmission of a tradition meant the presence of a school 
(surely with principles of improvisation as well as performance).

187	“The Concert of Monsieur Géza Hegyei,” under the heading “Theatre news.”
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[…] Beethoven concurred. And with that the person in question 
mustered his self-confidence and sat down at the piano and began to 
play. It was then that all the difficulties of the instrument emerged en 
masse, one wave coming after another. Not one of these assaults was 
tied to one melody or another or softened another. Fifteen minutes 
later the young man got up, wiped the sweat off his brow and quietly 
waited for the critique of his master. Beethoven looked at me, pointed 
to the keyboard and said only this, “when would you like to start?” 
Liszt should not be equated with this vain, proud, so-called pianist. 
The work of Liszt is essential, at least it has benefited pianists, for he 
has done good by bestowing on them essentially “pianistic” composi-
tions.. […] As long as there are people on earth, artists who lack the 
basic qualities they must possess will try to fill gaps with other qual-
ities, supporting them with simple fanfare. This path is the easy one 
to take, and the advantages of the easy way are many. Yet with music 
you must put aside the shallow elitist fanfare and imitations for those 
who love what is great and glorious. In other words, for those who 
love music for music’s sake you must not bow to these traits. They 
would prefer to pay respect to those conscious, honest, humble and 
out-of-reach virtuosi who preserve both the creativity of their art and 
the tradition of the great masters. For example, here is to the Ysaye’s188, 
the Hugo Herrmann189’s, the Becker’s190 and the Risler’s191 of the world. 
It is precisely on this matter that we must congratulate and encourage 
Monsieur Hegyei […].

In another concert given by Géza Hegyei in the Teutonia 
with Baritone Alfred de Conti, the diplomatic personag-
es in attendance included Callisto Guatelli, a representative 
of the Ottoman court, Dethier, conductor of the German 

188	Eugène-Auguste Ysaÿe (1858 –1931), a Belgian violin virtuoso known as 
“The King of the Violin.”

189	Hugo Herrmann (1896 –1967), German composer, choral conductor, organist.
190	Albert Becker (1834 –1899), German composer and conductor.
191	Édouard Risler (1873 –1929), a French pianist who studied with Eugène 

Francis Charles d’Albert (1864 –1932), a student of Franz Liszt. As pre-
viously stated, d’Albert and Géza Hegyei were mentioned together in the 
Hungarian press.
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choir, Francesco Della Sudda Bey, and Devlet Efendi, who 
were also students of Franz Liszt in Istanbul. With news of 
this concert, we can say that those purveyors of Liszt in Is-
tanbul are in contact with each other, listening to each oth-
er from time to time, emphasizing their common ties with 
Liszt when they come together, although we cannot ascertain 
if they ever shared the same stage. Following the works of 
Schubert, Chopin and Rubinstein, Hegyei performed Liszt’s 
Rêve d’Amour and Venezia e Napoli (Gondoliera, Tarentella). 
In an article on a piano recital given at the Union Française, 
the French rival to the Teutonia, a driving force in the city, 
Hegyei was described as the “the best artist in Istanbul,” “a 
likeness with Liszt,” “Liszt’s greatest student,” “carrying on 
the glorious march of Liszt,” and “a timeless memory of Liszt, 
a master who fed him the art of music, leaving him with the 
greatest influence now and for the future, a representative 
of the school of Liszt.” The related story goes on to put into 
words the pianist’s impressive virtuosity: “How can we put 
this into words? Do his fingers soar over the ivory keys? Is 
his talent and style so extraordinarily light? Is it not easier 
to grasp in the mind than put into words? His artistic per-
formance is so bright and radiant, it draws the listener in. 
Could it be that his performance makes it easier to perceive 
the essence of a work?”

As I had the luxury of listening to him perform in public and 
in private, allow me to share my thoughts. Hegyei’s art lives 
on because he has every quality a true pianist should have. He 
dominates in performance because he can grasp a work, find-
ing the true character of a piece right down to the smallest de-
tails. He possesses a pureness of spirit that only one word can 
describe – illegible word in Latin – perhaps he was one of the 
grandsons of Attila. Here I would like to say that one can feel 
proud of oneself honoring an artist like Hegyei, who has the 
ability to spread perfect happiness in a performance, which is 
indeed the ultimate goal of existence.
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I will tell Mr. Hegyei that his concert, held every seven years, 
is far too rare and that he must organize his affairs so we can 
hear him more often in the future. Because the artist who has 
come to such a point in art is an artist that lives for music, and 
a little for his listener, too.

Hegyei has created an excellent program of the most beauti-
ful pieces of great composers. He performed Beethoven’s 15 
Variations and Fugues, Op. 58, a difficult sonata, and Chopin’s 
most complete and – arguably his most sublime – work, which 
is rarely played. It is difficult to perform this work in succes-
sion. The work was inspired by Chopin’s famous odi profanum 
vulgus et arceo. In the program, he presented three more jewels 
from Debussy.

And to end there were four great pieces from Liszt that would 
challenge even the bravest virtuosos. Hegyei chose and per-
formed these pieces well, as he learned them from the maestro 
himself. With these he wanted to pay homage to the timeless 
memory (of Liszt) on which the art of music is nurtured, on 
which his influence was and will be. Hegyei created a truly 
successful piano concert with all his talents on display. […] In 
short, we call Hegyei’s success a victory. With yesterday’s con-
cert, he continues to be a groundbreaking force in the musical 
programming of our country.

Another interesting aspect of the article is how it refers to the Turk-
ish-Hungarian friendship and kinship aroused by Géza Hegyei, who 
seems to have been adopted as an Ottoman citizen over the course of 
his life. Such descriptions as, “perhaps he is a grandson of Atilla,” and 
one “of our country” emphasize the idea of unity and partnership as 
they celebrate Hegyei and his success. Once again, there was a con-
cert held in the Union Française concert hall on 3 February 1902, which 
was organized by the Istanbul Music Association and accompanied by 
orchestra under the conductor Nava, whom the German court musi-
cian Paul Lange “did not like very much;” the night was marked by a 
display of Hegyei’s virtuosity, as well as a fine performance from the 
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orchestra. An article evaluated the pianist’s superior qualities and his 
performance:192

[…] Leaving his mark on the night, Maestro Hegyei played 
Liszt’s famous first concerto with an orchestra. The reputation 
of the maestro is so great that we need not describe at length 
this first-class artist and his superior qualities. To give an idea 
of the success he achieved last night, it would suffice to say 
that the influential amateurs who had the opportunity to lis-
ten to this concerto played by the famous pianist Rosenthal in 
Paris equally admired the ingenious style of Maestro Hegyei, 
who indeed surpassed Rosenthal. Critics are of the opinion 
that this piece is a fine composition for the piano, emphasizing 
a technical challenge for agile fingers, in other words a work 
aimed at superior virtuosos. Critics say the work devolves into 
a clamor of no value unless it is played by a virtuoso. But Mae-
stro Hegyei, as we know, performed the work with such pas-
sion, and with such soul on display, combining emotions with 
those superior techniques the concerto requires. The applause 
that erupted from the thrilled audience was so enthusiastic the 
performance was nothing short of a victory.

The sympathetic Maestro was called back to the stage several 
times to play again, including a Lied from Tausig, and he again 
received whole-hearted applause.

Hegyei’s sixth and final concert, performed in the same hall on 6 April 
1903, under the direction of Conductor Nava, was praised with words 
such as, “excellent virtuosity,” and, “a real victory,” in the following 
excerpt:

Under the baton of Maestro Nava, the orchestra played Bee-
thoven’s Egmont Overture. The piece was followed by a sym-
phonic variation by César Frank, which was adapted for piano 
and orchestra. Mr. Hegyei accompanied me on the piano, his 

192	 Moniteur Orientale, 4 February 1902
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stellar virtuosity on display. His agile fingers deftly ran through 
scales, finding every nuance. He received a tremendous round 
of applause. Norwegian E. Grieg’s Concerto in A minor also 
received a great reaction. Hegyei achieved a true victory. The 
concert ended with a performance of the first movement of 
Massenet’s Erynnies [Les Érinnyes]. Maestro Nava and Mr. 
Hegyei were awarded laurel wreaths. Ladies Rossolate, Melita 
Pellegrini, Botton and Moldovak, as well as the orchestra’s first 
violinists, were given large bouquets of flowers.

The success of Hegyei, who “made the keys sing with his nimble fin-
gers” with conductor Nava at the Union Française, is described in an-
other news article that refers to the pianist as a “towering musician”:

[…] We have had the opportunity to mention this great artist 
many times before, and so it would only be appropriate to re-
fer to our previous statements, especially our summary in La 
Musicale, about an event that was widely attended. But yes-
terday, Monsieur Hegyei displayed his superior talent to us 
even more magnificently than before; now we were no longer 
dealing with a concert artist struggling to be heard, but with 
a towering musician, an outstanding master of harmony and 
melody.

Furthermore, the entire audience was amazed at how this dis-
tinguished artist was able to blend his instrument with the or-
chestra. When it came to […] harmonies, the piano strings 
were seemingly intertwined with those of the orchestra, and it 
was as if the images running through the mind of the pianist 
were conveyed to the entire orchestra, resulting in a perfect 
sense of harmony.

An article on a piano recital in the same hall that closed with a work 
by Franz Liszt gave individual critical attention to all the other piec-
es on the program and confirmed that high-ranking diplomats and 
statesmen of various nations were among the audience, all of whom 
were witnesses to Hegyei’s bright career:
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Piano Recital

The first thing that must be said when talking about this virtu-
oso is that he is certainly admired and appreciated by the most 
elite group of Pera, who filled the hall of the Union Française 
last night. Among distinguished audience members who at-
tracted our attention were the Ambassador of France and Ma-
dame Constance, the Chargé d’Affaires of Germany Baron von 
Wangenheim, His Excellency Ibrahim Bey and ministers of 
Serbia and Romania.

Afterwards, we made a point of congratulating the artist for 
his performance, for a program that highlighted the brilliance 
of his high talent. It was such that each member of the audi-
ence took personal pleasure in experiencing the magical har-
monies of every composition.

Pianists often have a habit of playing without a distinct break 
between pieces, fearing the slightest pause might distract, 
causing a spectator unaware of the piece to wonder wheth-
er it might be a continuation of the previous one. But with 
Monsieur Hegyei, it was impossible for the audience to fall 
under this false impression. The artist arranged approxi-
mately five-minute interludes between each section in his 
program. But what pieces there were in a program made up 
of only four sections in total! The concert began with a Pre-
lude and Fugue in F minor, a work performed so flawlessly 
that this master Monsieur Hegyei gave those unfamiliar with 
a Bach Prelude and Fugue a vision of the perfect conception. 
Subsequently, Scarlatti’s Capriccio in E major and Rameau’s 
Gavotte variée in A minor were appreciated for the light and 
lively aspects of Monsieur Hegyei’s exquisite touch. Needless 
to say, the pieces were all applauded enthusiastically by all. 
Beethoven’s towering Sonata Op. 53 No. 2 began with that 
magnificent Allegro con brio and swelled into those beauti-
ful musical waves of the Introduzione and Rondo. The audi-
ence was overwhelmed by the performance of this tremen-
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dous piece, giving applause so loud and long that the artist 
had to come back to the stage to thank the audience. Then 
followed two Nocturnes, Op. 62 No. 2, Op. 72 No. 1 from the 
F minor Etude, and the famous Ballad of Chopin, Op. 47. 
Undoubtedly, the Ballad is a true masterpiece, appreciated 
for the expressive personal feelings of the interpreter and as 
refined as the composer himself. The pianist did not dwell 
on the deployment of legato to make his lines détaché, thus 
lending the piece clarity instead of a dwindling softness in 
his touch. Indeed, in Monsieur Hegyei’s art, qualities such as 
clarity and expression are the dominant features. The artist 
has continuously captivated audiences with the mastery and 
perfection of his interpretations. A piano master, Monsieur 
Hegyei proved this once again with Liszt’s rendition of the 
Tannhäuser Overture, the last piece in the program. Such a 
difficult and superior work left a deep mark on the audience, 
everyone left the hall deeply satisfied.

The superior position that Géza Hegyei’s held in his career as 
a pianist in Istanbul was described in dailies of different lan-
guages on various dates after his concerts: “Hegyei is a rare 
pianist in Istanbul,” “He doesn’t play the piano, he makes it 
speak,” “There is no more fame for him to win,” “A few words 
about Géza Hegyei suffices: “A first-class artist,” “Perhaps the 
best pianist we have heard recently in Istanbul,” “He has suc-
ceeded in proving that he is not only a master of the piano, but 
a master of music.”

Hegyei took part in an assorted concert at the Iranian Embassy in Is-
tanbul under the auspices of Mirza Reza Khan and organized a bene-
fit for the Iranian school and hospital, with the participation of many 
diplomats and prominent figures of the city. The account of the con-
cert explained that the ambassador personally welcomed his guests, 
uniformed officials in green gold leaf, confirming his support of these 
kinds of philanthropic events. Likewise, we know that he performed a 
benefit for the Saint Elizabethan Relief Society on 15 May 1914 and gave 
a benefit concert for L’Union Essayan Sanoutz de Pera on 12 April 1920.
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Hegyei as Composer and Music Critic

In addition to giving piano lessons and concerts promoting the leg-
acy of Liszt, Géza Hegyei, like his teacher, continued to develop his 
compositional studies. Compositions in various forms for solo piano, 
chamber music and piano and orchestra include:

·	 “Niçin mahzunsun?” [‘Why Are You So Sad?’] Berceuse dedi-
cated to Naciye Enver Pasha (for solo piano)193

·	 La Fileuse (for solo piano)194

·	 Marche de L’Independance Nationale (National Independence 
March), dedicated to Gazi Mustafa Kemal (for solo piano)195

·	 Macar-Türk İtfaiye Marşı [‘Hungarian-Turkish Fire Brigade 
March’]196

·	 Serenade for Sultan Mehmed V Reşad
·	 Fantasie Romantique (for two pianos)197

193	Yalman, Düne Bakınca (see fn. 95).
194	Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), p. 292. The earliest date the work was performed 

was 28 October 1890 at the Tepebaşı Municipal Theater Concert. It was then 
performed at an Opera Society concert on 7 March 1891. 

195	In this two-section work, Hegyei depicted the occupation of Istanbul and its 
liberation through his music, as seen from the title of relevant sections. With 
the concept of a National Independence Anthem in mind, he composed the 
work, a composition that emphasized Istanbul as a Capital city and its critical 
importance, with a focus on the current situation (liberation from occupa-
tion). In both sections of the work, the same melodic and rhythmic writing 
was used (as a reflection of Istanbul), the occupation and its aftermath ex-
pressed only via a key change: the first section was in G major, the second 
section G minor. Interestingly, the major tonality expresses the occupation 
while the minor key the liberation.

196	In July 1892, the celebration of the 30th anniversary of the Modern Fire Brigade 
was held in Istanbul, founded by Count Ödön Széchenyi under the auspices of 
Mr. Back, the partner of the Hungarian-run company Orosdy, Back and Part-
ner Wholesale Merchant and department store owner. For this program, Géza 
Hegyei composed the Macar-Türk İtfaiye Marşı [‘Hungarian-Turkish Fire Bri-
gade March’]. The sheet music of his work was put up for sale in both Hungary 
and Istanbul, with half the net income reserved for the benefit of Hungarian fire 
brigades. Csorba, “İstanbullu Macarların Tarihine Dair” (see fn. 71), p. 109.

197	See the Teutonia concert program for 16 April.
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·	 Piano Concert (for piano and orchestra)
·	 A piano arrangement of Johann Strauss’s Op. 289  

Marche Persanne198

On 9 May 1903, Hegyei was awarded the Order of the Silver Academ-
ic Palm (Palmes académiques – Officier de l’Academie) by the French 
government for his piano concerto.199 After receiving the award, his 
name was from then on listed in concert programs and on official 
documents as “Chevalier Geza de Hegyei.”200 

Although it is impossible to make a direct analysis of Hegyei’s compo-
sitional techniques without his notes, we can assume that Hegyei ad-
opted the same principles that Ottoman court musicians201 deployed 
in their work, which is to say an application of Western music tech-
niques to elements of Ottoman Western music. Indeed, the fact that 
the Sultan had commissioned the work, “Niçin mahzunsun?” [‘Why 
Are You So Sad?’], which Hegyei composed for his student Naciye 
Enver Pasha, a member of the dynasty (and which later was awarded 
a prize), seems to imply that he may have applied this local approach 
to his own work. Similarly, his National Anthem dedicated to Atatürk 
can be seen as a contribution to the repertoire of the Turkish National 
Music School from a local composer, drawing on an approach that 
lasted throughout the history of the Ottoman Empire. In the same 
way that his teacher Franz Liszt used elements of Hungarian folk mu-
sic in his rhapsodies and played an active role in the formation of 
the Hungarian National School of Music, Géza Hegyei applied similar 
principles and approaches in Ottoman lands; his works were contri-
butions to the polyphonic canon of the Ottoman Empire, as well as to 
Ottoman identity. Hegyei’s other effort that represented the holistic 
approach to music in the manner of Liszt was the reviews he wrote in 
newspaper columns as a music critic. As seen in our collection of clip-

198	Arranged and performed on 25 March 1888 for a concert at the Iranian Em-
bassy.

199	Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), p. 100.
200	See the philharmonic orchestra announcement of 1920 and his personally 

signed memoir.
201	See Callisto Guatelli, Enrico Henri Furlani, etc. works of court musicians.
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pings, Hegyei penned an article on Weber’s Invitation à la Valse for his 
column in the Chronique Musicale. Carl Maria von Weber composed 
the work for solo piano in the form of Rondo in 1819.

Hegyei has been awarded various decorations throughout his career 
for successful performances, composition, and for his wholehearted 
involvement in charitable activities. Along with those already men-
tioned, here is a list of what was verified from certificates and photo-
graphs in family archives:

1	 Mecidiye Order, 5th Class (1890) (1890)202

2	 Order of the Iranian Sun and Lion, 3rd Class (1902)203

3	 Osmaniye Order, 3rd Class (June 1902)204

202	He was awarded on the occasion of becoming a court pianist. The certificate 
of the order is available in the Guy de Rassenfosse Family Archive.

203	This decoration was probably awarded for his performance at the Mirza 
Khan’s fundraising concert for the benefit of the Persian Hospital and School 
on 20 February 1902. The certificate of the order is available in the Guy de 
Rassenfosse Family Archive.

204	Considering he was the teacher of the grandchildren of Sultan Abdülha-
mid II. The certificate of the order is kept in the Guy de Rassenfosse Family 
Archive.

Image 10. Cover of Géza 
Hegyei’s composition La  
Fileuse.
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4	 French Order of Academic Palm, Silver Palm (Palmes 
académiques – Officier de l’Academie) (9 May 1903)205

5	 French Order of Academic Palm, Golden Palm (Palmes aca-
démiques – Officier de l’Instruction Publique) (1 May 1908)206

6	 Order of the Crown of Italy, 5th Class  
(Cavaliere della Corona d’Italia) (8 March 1910)207

7	 Silver Order of Merit (9 August 1910)208

8	 Greek Order of the Redeemer (Jesus), 4th or 5th Class  
(Τάγμα του Σωτήρος – Χρυσούς Σταυρός or Αργυρούς 
Σταυρός (most likely before 1914)209

205	This award was given for the concerto he composed. The certificate of order 
is available in the Karoly Aliotti Family Archive.

206	Karoly Aliotti Family Archive.
207	Karoly Aliotti Family Archive.
208	Guy de Rassenfosse Family Archive.
209	Probably given as he often performed without a seal at fundraising concerts 

organized by Greek schools and societies in Istanbul. We could not deter-
mine his exact rank due to his lack of the certificate of the order.

Image 11: The certificate of the French Silver Academic Palms awarded to Géza Hegyei 
in 1903. Source: Karoly Aliotti Archive
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9	 Bulgarian Order of Civil Merit, 4th or 5th Class  
(Орден «За Гражданска Заслуга», IV–V Степен) (1916?)210

10	 Bronze Medal of the Red Crescent (23 September 1917)211

11	 Medal of Honor (Industry, Golden) (23 April 1918)212

Throughout his career, Géza Hegyei was awarded a total of eleven 
medals from six different countries. He received awards from the Ot-
toman court on five different occasions (twice by the French), and he 
received individual awards from the Iranians, the Italians, the Greeks 
and the Bulgarians. It is interesting to note that despite these awards, 
he never received any such recognition from his home country Aus-
tro-Hungary, or Germany.

210	This decoration was probably given in Sofia for a charity concert with Anna 
Medek and Jenö Hubay in March 1916. We could not determine his exact 
rank due to the lack of the certificate of the order.

211	Given on the occasion of the participation of the Red Crescent in its activities 
abroad and at home. The certificate of the order is available in the Guy de 
Rassenfosse Family Archive.

212	Given on the occasion of charity concerts with the Hungarian Military Or-
chestra. His certificate is missing.

Image 12: The newspaper article  
“Invitation to the Waltz”, written 
by Géza Hegyei. 
Source: Karoly Aliotti Archive
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Géza Hegyei in the World of the Poet Nigâr Hanım

Another text that reveals Hegyei’s intimate contacts with dynasty 
members and courtiers in Istanbul, as well as the intellectual commu-
nity of the city, is the diary213 of his student and friend, the poet Nigâr 
Hanım,214 which was kept between 1887 and 1918. From the topics 
covered in these entries, we are invited into a rich, deep cultural pan-
orama, including the names of those in their intimate inner circles, 
friends and acquaintances and their relationships. The names of those 
Nigâr Hanım recalls along with Hegyei, many of whom were visitors to 
her house at the same time include: Ekrem Bey, Hobe, Ohannes Han, 

213	The Poet Nigâr Hanım. Daily. 24 January 1887 – 14 April 1890, Volume 1. Ed. 
by Zeynep Berktaş. Istanbul, 2021, pp. 367, 376 – 377, 379 – 380, 385 – 387, 
389 – 393, 395 – 403, 405 – 408, 414, 420, 427, 436, 447. When Nigâr Hanım 
wrote Hegyei’s name in the Latin alphabet, she first used the spelling ‘Hae-
gyi’ then decided on the correct spelling Hegyei. In early entries she proba-
bly only knew how to pronounce his name and approximated its spelling as 
Haegyi, which is how it was noted in her diary. Occasionally it is written as 
“Hege” with its Ottoman equivalent in parentheses, also mentioned in oth-
er Ottoman Turkish sources. She sometimes wrote the names of the other 
people in parentheses and with Turkish pronunciation. Another name she 
wrote in this same way belongs to someone known as ‘Devlet.’ In her diary 
we see that he played four hands with Hegyei, which leads us to believe it 
was none other than Cosmi Devlett Efendi, who was known by the students 
of Liszt as simply Devlet. The fact that Hegyei and Devlett Efendi moved in 
the same circles, that they played four hands together, as well as Hungari-
an pieces strengthens our hypothesis that there was a bond between Devlett 
Efendi and Liszt. – Diary dates were noted at the end of each paragraph using 
both the Roman calendar and the Gregorian equivalent. – We could not have 
prepared this chapter without Nazan Bekiroğlu’s kind help. We would like to 
take this opportunity to express our endless gratitude.

214	Nigâr Hanım (1862 –1918) was an Ottoman poet born in Istanbul. Her fa-
ther was Osman Pasha, nicknamed “Macar” (‘the Hungarian’), of Hungarian 
origin, whose real name was Sándor Farkas, one of the refugees of the Hun-
garian Revolution of 1848 –1849. In 1905, he visited relatives in Hungary on 
a great journey (see Nazan Bekiroğlu, TDV İslâm Ansiklopedisi, Vol. 33. 2007, 
pp. 83 – 85). He is a figure who blended Eastern traditions into his lifestyle 
and his intellectual life, while maintaining elements of the West in his cultur-
al life. Shared Hungarian roots with Géza Hegyei must have been a key factor 
in bringing them together.
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Monsieur Mavrogordato, Madam Mavrogordato, Monsieur (Devlet), 
Münif Pasha, Doctor Kunos, Sâre Hanım and her daughter Eléonore, 
Refika Hanım, Madam (Rozental), Mademoiselle (Rozental), Mon-
sieur (Rozental), Madam Grosser, Monsieur Arnold, Cevad Han, Bar-
on Guillamme, Hacer Hanım, Muhsin Han, Monsieur Arnold, Mon-
sieur King, Mademoiselle (Pertev), Mademoiselle (Yanadi) and her 
brother Monsieur Huart, Monsieur (Çerkaski) and his fiancée (later 
known as Madam (Çerkaski)), Catina, Monsieur (Vondra), Madam 
(Vondra), Mademoiselle (Vondra), Nazîm Bey, Âsaf Bey, Doctor (Sar-
tinski), Madam (Sartinski), Mademoiselle (Sartinski) and her brother, 
Monsieur Bargi, Madam Mercier Pasha and her daughter, Madam (Jip-
si), Monsieur /Professor Lange, Madam and Mademoiselle (İstavri-
di / Stavridi), Monsieur (Döring), Monsieur (Konşild /Konşil), Madam 
Loebel, (Kont Ziçini), Madam and Monsieur (Van Ham), Monsieur 
Baumgarten, Monsieur (Goldberger), head chamberlain Tevfik Bey’s 
harem and his entourage, Madam Furlani215, his three nurses the Nak-
kaşyan’s, Fâik Âli Bey, Nazire Hanım, Reşid Bey, Adil Bey, Şevket Bey 
and his entourage, Naciye Hanım and the poet Naci Bey.

In addition to the list of those who played the piano with Hegyei were 
Nigâr Hanım, Monsieur (Devlet), Monsieur (Çerkaski), Monsieur 
Huart, Monsieur (Goldberger), Mademoiselle (Rozental) and Sabih 
Bey. Other musicians included court musician Wondra216 (violin), who 

215	Wife of court musician Enrico Henri Furlani. Although nothing in the dia-
ry pertaining to Hegyei tellls us that she played the piano in Nigâr Hanım’s 
home, she was indeed a pianist.

216	Henri Charles Wondra (1868 –1905?), one of the Hungarians who came to 
the fore in performance, teaching and composition in Ottoman Western mu-
sic studies, was born in Istanbul. His talent must have been discovered at an 
early age: at the age of five he gave a concert in the presence of the Queen of 
Romania. In this concert, the queen, who was a fine pianist, accompanied 
him on the piano. Wondra studied music at the Paris Conservatory with a 
scholarship from Sultan Abdülhamid II, whom we know had musical con-
tacts with the Queen (let us remember that Alessandro Voltan, known as 
Macar Tevfik, served in the court of the Queen of Romania before he went to 
the Ottoman court) and sent sheet music of Ottoman piano literature to the 
Queen of Romania as a gesture of cultural diplomacy. He became a student of 
the famous violinist Massart at the Conservatory, and in 1885 he won second 
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was a court musician like Hegyei, Nazîm Bey on the lağuta (from the 
context it is possible to deduce that it must have been a lute, an instru-
ment that was used in the performance of alaturka şarkıs), the young 

prize, and in 1887, at the age of 19, he was awarded the “Prix Premières.” Af-
ter completing his education, he returned to his native Istanbul. A piece in La 
Turquie discusses his education and the Gand violin he won in a competition 
on which they engraved his name in gilded letters:

This distinguished virtuoso, who won the first prize of the Paris 
Conservatoire, returned to Dersaâdet/Istanbul with the last Pos-
ta Ferry boat. In addition to his official certificate and medals of 
honor, Monsieur Wondra brought with him an important gift: a 
precious violin presented to him by Monsieur Gand, the famous 
string instrument maker and producer of the Conservatory. On 
the edges of the instrument are the name of the presenter, the 
name of the winner and the date of the competition, all in gilded 
letters; it was a prestigious honor for the artist.
Monsieur Wondra was able to stay in Paris for some time while 
he worked diligently to enhance his talents at the world’s num-
ber one musical institution, finally no longer needing another 
ornament on the crown of his art, all of which he owes to His 
Majesty the Sultan. The care, generosity and patronage of our 
Supreme Ruler contributed greatly to the success of this young 
artist from Istanbul, providing him with a very bright career in 
the near future.

In addition to the exceptional violin he was awarded, other sources suggest 
that a Stradivarius violin signed “1702 Cremona” was found at his residence 
on Büyükada, which was later sold to a company in Germany.
Wondra Bey served as the principal violinist in the Imperial Music School 
(Muzıka-yı Hümâyûn) orchestra for many years. According to the Eastern 
Trade Annals, he lived in Pera, enriching the city’s lively musical life with his 
public concerts of chamber music, orchestration and solo performances. As 
we see in our list of concerts, it is clear that he is a very popular artist as he is 
often presented as a surprise name in broadcast concert programs. Mr. Won-
dra has trained many students since 1891, when he started teaching. One of 
them was Osman Zeki Üngör (1878 –1958), composer, conductor and violin 
virtuoso. Another was diplomat Reşid Saffet Atabinen (1884 –1965), President 
of the Turkish Automobile and Touring Association. From the age of 6 to 22, 
he worked as a violinist in the Imperial Music School (Muzıka-yı Hümâyûn) 
orchestra like his father Saffet Bey and his teacher Wondra Bey. The close rela-
tionship between Mr. Wondra and Géza Hegyei is a result of their shared Hun-
garian descent, but also stems from working together in the same institutions. 
For more detailed reading, see Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), pp. 225 –230.
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Sartinski on guitar, also a court musician, pianist and orchestra con-
ductor, Lange, who was noted for his singing. Other musicians were 
kemanche players Kâmilzade and Hânende Civan Efendi, who were de-
scribed as pianists at these gatherings. It is clear that the musical affairs 
of the house were handled personally by Nigâr Hanım, in terms of both 
alaturka and alafranga music performances. From an entry dated 18 
March 1917, we read “whatever Hegyei could do in alafranga, he could 
do the same in the alaturka style.” Which tells us that he was indeed in 
command of both genres. Hegyei’s appearance in her diaries as both a 
pianist and teacher, as well as a master of improvisation, is notable as 
it supports our theory of Hegyei carrying the torch that was handed 
to him by Liszt. The first mention of Hegyei in the poet Nigâr’s diary is 
dated 17 March 1889. It was during Hegyei’s first few years in Istanbul 
that he became a frequent visitor to the home of the family of Hungari-
an descent by way of friends he had met in the city via General Klapka, 
the social circle afforded him via the Hungarian Ambassador Baron von 
Calice, and perhaps from new contacts at the Ottoman court.

Here we present in chronological order every entry where there is 
mention of Hegyei, which gives us a window into the lives of Ottoman 
intellectuals at the time, the sociocultural elements pervading their 
environment, and Heygei’s role in the musical scene.

This morning, I got out of bed early to receive the news that the famous 
pianist Hegyei had accepted my invitation to visit on Wednesday eve-
ning with a small group, including Ekrem Bey, the Hobe family, the 
Ohnnes family, / 33 / and the Mavrogordato’s, the Devlet’s, along with 
my father. I had invited Münif Pasha for Friday and he promised that 
he would come.. […]

17 March 1889.

After writing some in German and playing the piano for over an hour 
in the morning, I studied with my father, and after breakfast while 
I was writing in German again and reading, we were paid a visit by 
(Kunos)217; and (Hege) / 46 /; a little later on they were honored by 

217	Famous Hungarian Turkologist, Turkish folk literature scholar Ignác Kúnos.
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the presences of Sâre Hanım and Madam (Rozental). (Hege) played 
a great deal on the piano, Kunoş had brought a painting of Madam 
Grosser. I was pleased because even Mademoiselle (Rozental) brought 
something she had made for me as an heirloom. It was close to eleven 
when all of our guests departed.

18 April 1889.

Yesterday was an ordinary day for me. I had finished with my ablu-
tions and when I stepped into the living room Doctor Kunoş arrived 
followed by Monsieur Haegyi and a Hungarian gentleman who had 
just arrived in the city, later we were honored by Monsieur Arnold. 
Before supper, we had an especially good time, entertaining Cevad 
and the Ohannes family, Hegyei, too, and I would not be exaggerat-
ing if I were to say that Hegyei played the piano without stop until 
an hour after midnight / 48 /, and it was an ecstasy to listen to him. 
For it is impossible for me not to admire such playing, and when the 
maestro saw how much I enjoyed it, he promised to come and see me 
once a week with an opera piece for me to play. In a letter I received 
from Baron Guillamme during our evening meal last night, he said he 
would accept my proposal and come and see me with his entourage, 
and he asked me to appoint a day and time. I will reply to him today 
and invite him for Saturday.

Morning, 25 April 1889.

/ 50 / […] Although I replied positively when they told me that Hacer 
Hanım was coming, it was close to nine when we were paid a visit by 
Monsieur Hegyei, and thus we were unable to visit with Hacer Hanım 
for a short while. When she left Hegyei instructed me on finger tech-
nique in regard to what he had promised me last week and we went 
over several exercises on the piano. After a meal together, he asked me 
about the cause of my sadness due to my struggles on the piano even 
though I had already played several different times. There was the op-
era piece in question, Reine de Saba218, which he brought for me, and I 
presented him with a pair of slippers that I had made myself in return 
218	Reine de Saba (Queen of Sheba): An opera in four acts by Charles Gounod. 

The libretto written by Jules Barbier and Michel Carré, inspired by Gérard de 
Nerval’s Journey to the East.
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[…] Today I played Hegyei’s drills on the piano, stored my winter dress 
away in trunks and took out my summer clothes.

4 May 1889.219

At night, father and I went to the Ohannes Khan household. Mohsen 
and Javad Khans and Monsieur Hegyei were there. We entertained our-
selves until midnight.

6 May 1889.

Yesterday I idled the day away until nine o’clock when I took my les-
son with Monsieur Hegyei. Then I was able to spend a little time with 
Monsieur Arnold, as he frequently visits us. Towards midnight, Mon-
sieur King, who will be my father’s scribe on his trip to America, visited 
with father. When they sat down for dinner I was introduced to him, 
and after the meal the gentleman played some piano before they all left 
around midnight. Yesterday I received a proposal from Madame Mav-
rogordato, offering me to assign a day she could come and visit with 
her entourage. I wrote and said that I could receive her at 2. She came 
with Mademoiselle (Pertev), Mademoiselle (Yanadi), her father and 
brothers, as well as Monsieur Huart. After a great deal of conversation, 
I played two pieces on the piano despite an initial unwillingness, for 
Catina insisted that I play. Monsieur Huart played for some time on the 
piano, sitting for more than three hours. It was not long after Madam 
and Monsieur (Rozental) and their two daughters came for a visit along 
with Monsieur Çerkaski and his fiancee, and during our meal together 
and in the following hours we enjoyed ourselves highly with Mademoi-
selle (Rozental) playing a little piano; they left an hour before midnight.

9 May 1889.

It was close to noon when Doctor (Kunos), Monsieur Arnold, Nazîm 
Bey, Monsieur Hegyei, Monsieur Vondra and finally Muhsin and 
Cevad and Ohannes Hans honored us with a visit. It was after our 
meal that Nazîm Bey played a selection of songs on his lute and later 
Monsieur Hegyei and Monsieur Vondra played several lovely du-
219	As he took part in an assorted concert at the Teutonia that same evening, we 

can assume that Hegyei made this visit in the morning before his concert or 
in the evening after it.
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ets on the violin and piano. At one point they all expressed their 
desire to have me play alaturka piano with the lute. Truly we had 
an extraordinary time, our good mood lasting well into the night. 
On Thursday, I idled away my time until nine in the evening when 
I went out into the hall to pay tribute to Monsieur Hegyei. As there 
was an evening banquet on Wednesday, we postponed our lesson to 
Thursday. He came towards noon and we were busy until the break-
ing of the fast. After the meal, he played a little before leaving ear-
ly with my father for the theater. Today I practiced the piano until 
three then took measurements for my child’s clothes before reading 
for a couple hours.

17 May 1889.

I was expecting Monsieur Hegyei for a lesson Wednesday evening 
and I had spent all day making sure that everything was perfect for 
our guests, but he failed to arrive, and so after taking my ablutions I 
went upstairs and went to bed. While I was in the living room put-
ting on my gloves, we were honored by a visit from Doctor Sartinski, 
Monsieur Bargi, Madam Mercier Pasha and her graces, Madam Gip-
sy, Madam Mavrogordato and her husband, Monsieur (Yanadi), Ma-
demoiselle (Pertev), Monsieur Huart, Monsieur (Devlet) and young 
Sartinski.

31 May 1889.

In a letter I received from Hegyei in the morning, I read the news 
that he would be coming to see me with the renowned Professor 
Lange. Although I agreed to the visit to please him because I knew 
that he was keen to bring the greatest artists to entertain me, it is 
impossible for me to have a good time when I am in such a bad 
mood.

2 June 1889.

[…] Monsieur Hegyei and Monsieur Lange paid us a visit. As he pos-
sessed an excellent voice Lange sang several alafranga songs to us be-
fore dinner and then Hegyei and I played pieces for four hands on the 
piano. They left at midnight.

3 June 1889.
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After Monsieur Hegyei arrived on Wednesday, we were busy at the pi-
ano for more than two hours before I listened to him play after supper. 
As he is such a graceful individual, I was also able to avail myself of his 
fine art of conversation.

8 June 1889.

I went to see Madame (Rozental), but since she was not there, I had no 
desire to go anywhere else / 11/ so I went straight home when I heard 
that Monsieur Hegyei was there. We played four hands at the piano for 
a little while. After supper, father and I went to the piano room and 
listened to the maestro in the dark for an hour as he wanted to play in 
such an atmosphere. What beautiful improvisations! What a master-
ful artist! An hour later we played bezique and the maestro left close 
to midnight. In this fateful time, I am grateful to him for giving me the 
opportunity to forget my sorrows.

10 June 1889.

Yesterday afternoon, I was taking my German lesson when Hegyei 
honored us with a visit! After speaking for a little while we started 
our lesson and played for more than two hours. It was eleven thirty 
when Monsieur Devlet paid us a visit. Before dinner we were inspired 
to a light-hearted mood and after dinner we all watched him in great 
admiration. The two artists played the piano separately before playing 
several Hungarian airs for four hands. I was even inspired to make use 
of my voice which I had deemed lost for the past two years, and to my 
surprise I sang to the accompaniment on piano.

Thursday, 13 June 1889.

I had been writing for a couple hours when it was announced that 
Madam and Mademoiselle (İstavridi) had arrived with Monsieur 
Hegyei. In their wake came Monsieur Lange and Monsieur (Döring), 
then Mademoiselle (Vondra) and Monsieur (Vondra), then Monsieur 
(İstavridi), and finally Doctor (Sartinski).

18 June 1889.

It was close to nine o’clock when Monsieur Hegyei arrived and af-
ter a lesson that lasted an hour and a half we conversed for our re-
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maining time together. To liven our mood after dinner, he played 
piano, which was when I received a letter from a Doctor (Csatari) 
in Hungary. He congratulated me when he heard that I had received 
a proposal. This morning, after my habitual exercises on the piano, 
I wrote him a reply and made it clear that I was not worthy of such 
wonderful compliments and that the arrival of his letter was auspi-
cious.

20 June 1889.

[…] after being told that we would be having a jour dé reception 
on Tuesday we were honored by Monsieur Hegyei and Monsieur 
(Konşild). Close to eleven, I played the song of a young French girl 
that Princess Gika had loaned me after she left, then I went to bed 
a little early as I was feeling rather ill at ease. This morning, I played 
the piano until noon, and after lunch I studied German. For several 
hours my governess met with guests, and I was just beginning to write 
down my notes when Hegyei /18/ arrived. We took to the piano for 
nearly two hours then spent the rest of the time in idle conversation. 
This evening he really made me laugh again with his strange idiosyn-
cracies. After he left it was close to three, and I passionately played 
alaturka on the piano.

26 June 1889.

It was after twelve that Madame and Mademoiselle Wondra and 
Monsieur Sartinsky and Hegyei honored us with a visit. While we 
were having dinner, doctor Sartinski and his nephews visited, fol-
lowed a little later by Wondra. We made music together until an 
hour past midnight. Young (Stavridi) had also come. While I played 
four hands with Hegyei, Wondra played violin with the young Sar-
tinski on guitar.

28 June 1889.

On Monday […] my father and I received Monsieur Hegyei. After a 
light conversation, we had dinner and after the meal Münir Bey left 
early, leaving us with over two hours on the piano. The master stayed 
the night with us. When I went down to the salon in the morning, 
I found him with father, keen to learn how to make miniatures, and 
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after sitting with them for nearly half an hour, he left. I played pia-
no until noon. Two hours after the alafranga gathering on Tuesday, 
Madam and Mademoiselle Wondra, Mercier Pasha and Mademoi-
selle (Sartinski) and her brother paid us a visit.

4 July 1889.

Monsieur Hegyei honored us with his presence. After conversing 
for a while, we had our lesson and after our evening repaste, we 
played four hands on the piano. Hegyei is truly a very pleasant in-
dividual.

5 July 1889.

[…] The (Stavridi)s and (Hege) came for a visit. While I was in bed, 
we were honored by Madam Loebel, Madam and Monsieur (Çerkas-
ki), Madame and Monsieur (Van Ham).

Wednesday, 17 July 1889.

Although I was in bed all day yesterday, I spent two hours with Âsaf 
Bey and two hours with Monsieur (Hege).

Monday, 23 July 1889.

At nine o’clock Monsieur Hegyei came to see us, but as I was feeling 
weak, we could not take to the piano. Not long after he left, they gave 
the news that Âsaf Bey had arrived.

Friday, 27 July 1889.

Yesterday afternoon Monsieur Hegyei came and told my father that 
he would be going to Egypt for three weeks, news that truly upset me, 
for the fate of this person, who occasionally mitigates my mood and 
anger with his fine conversation, is very important for me.

Monday, 30 July 1889.

On Tuesday afternoon, we were first visited by Doctor Sartinski and 
after he left it was Monsieur Hegyei, Ohannes Han and his entourage. 
Only Hegyei stayed with us in the evening, and we dined together. 
When he refuted the rumor about his going to Egypt and said that 
he would come for his class the next day, I went down to my mother’s 
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room and met with my neighbor Refika Hanım for about two hours. I 
waited for Hegyei on Wednesday, but I was upset to see that he did not 
come and for having waited in vain on several other occasions.

Friday, 3 August 1889.

On Saturday we received Monsieur Hegyei in the afternoon. We con-
versed for a while and then took to the piano for two hours. In the eve-
ning Doctor Sartinski visited and we conversed together. After dinner, 
I played four hands with Hegyei and we conversed until midnight.

6 August 1889.

Close to eight news came of the visit of Sâre Hanım and her daughter 
Eléonore. After nearly an hour of conversation, Madam (Mavrogorda-
to) and her compatriots, (Count Széchenyi) and (Hege) paid us a visit! 
Until ten-thirty we all had a delightful conversation.

7 August 1889.

On the first day of Îdin,220 my father was busy with therapy. In the af-
ternoon, Loebel came, and after her visit, Hegyei came for a lesson. As 
father was feeling a little better, we were busy with the piano for a cou-
ple hours. We had dinner together and conversed at night. As father 
was feeling a little better on Thursday, I practiced the piano and after 
our meal I met with guests. I practiced piano for four hours on Fri-
day morning and in the afternoon I went to congratulate three of my 
neighbors. Not long after my return we were honored by a visit from 
Hegyei. We had a lovely chat and laughed a great deal until midnight. 
Our servant was not with us in the evening. And the maestro had to 
spend the evening with us. In the morning I met with him for half an 
hour and then practiced piano for three hours.

10 August 1889.

I received a letter from Hegyei telling me that he would not be coming.
17 August 1889.

This morning I wrote a card to Hegyei asking about his health. After 
the meal I played piano for an hour and after writing French for an 
220	The Eid Holiday is mentioned on this day.
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hour, he arrived, followed a little later by Doctor Mordtmann (who 
had been called for). As it seems that my illness is weakening me more 
and more with every passing day, my governess has warned me that 
I must not go out and tire myself or threaten myself with an over-
whelmingly negative mood, adding that she was surprised to even see 
me up on my feet considering my weak state... After the doctor pre-
scribed medicine for my mother and father, I was able to see Hegyei, 
and we spoke for nearly an hour. It was quite late when I wrote a letter 
to Doctor Sartinski after dinner as I had not seen him.

Monday, 19 August 1889.

[…] While meeting with my mother’s guests for a while, I was in-
formed of Hegyei’s arrival and I took something behind my back and 
went to the hall. Considering what has been ailing me, he advised me 
on countless occasions not to wallow as I continue with my therapy 
and until we reach some kind of clarity on the matter. When he spoke 
to me about piano, he offered that I try playing and so I did for a little 
while but lacking sufficient strength I had to stop. As everyone in the 
house was sick, he wanted to go, but I prevented him from leaving. 
Before dinner he drank a few glasses of rakı! And he made me laugh a 
lot throughout the meal.

Thursday, 22 August 1889.

Yesterday […] it was after nine when Monsieur Hegyei and his com-
panion had come to a little cafe near the mosque where he would write 
a line asking permission to come and see me. After giving word that I 
would receive them, I donned my alaturka clothes and went into the 
hall. They were ushered in at once, and the young man presented to 
me was a Hungarian gentleman of nobility by the name of Baumgar-
ten. We met for over an hour.

26 August 1889.

In the evening, we were honored by (Count Széchenyi, Hege, Konşil) (de 
Goldberger, de Baumgarten). We had a lovely time over dinner and after-
wards. As they were musicians, we played for a little while. I played four 
handed piano with (Hege) and a little alaturka. They left at midnight.

Saturday, 31 August 1889.
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In the morning, I was reading in my bedroom when they brought me 
Baumgarten’s card. He had come to say goodbye before his departure, 
but as it was early, and so he sent someone on his behalf. I donned my 
morning gown and went into the hall. He had come with Hegyei. We 
spoke for only five minutes, and he told me that he was going straight 
to Athens.

Monday, 2 September 1889.

While my aunt was at home, it was announced that a guest had ar-
rived. When I got home, I found an itinerant lady, Hegyei, and Kovaç. 
They left and when I was told that Hegyei would be coming back at 
five for an alafranga supper, I changed my clothes. In the evening, we 
were honored with a visit by Comte Széchenyi, Konşil, Goldberger, 
and Hegyei. We visited for over an hour. I did not go to the dinner ta-
ble in the evening, but rather had a quiet meal alone instead.

Tuesday, 3 September 1889.

In the late afternoon, while I was reading German with my father, 
Monsieur Hegyei came for a visit, and we spoke for a little while; in 
any event, I had already sent him a card the day before.

13 September 1889.

[…] During our conversation, M. and Melle (Kovac) and Monsieur 
Hegyei honored us again and we entertained ourselves until evening.

1 November 1889.

On Saturday they announced the arrival of Hegyei, and we spent some 
time together in the evening.

24 November 1889.

In the evening, we first honored Kunos, and then a little later Hegyei, 
/ 14 / de Goldberger (another person of high esteem), and finally 
Nazîm Bey, Münif Pasha and Arnold. Before dinner we first listened 
to Hegyei and Goldberger on the piano before listening to Nazîm play 
his lute. In the evening, even Lanzoni came and left the same night. 
[…] They all left at midnight.

31 December 1889.
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On Sunday, Doctor Kunos came over and we met with him, and it was 
then that I heard that Hegyei was the recipient of the Mecidiye Order 
and was granted fifty lira.

18 February 1890.

In the afternoon we honored Hegyei and a young Hungarian, and a 
little later we honored Kunos and three ladies who were among some 
tourists. We spent a few hours together. On Wednesday morning, Bar-
on Mızari / 54 / arrived among the group of tourists and a few others 
from his envoy, including Kunos.

10 April 1890.

The only record we have that indicates that Géza Hegyei and Nigâr 
Hanım met between 1890 and 1916 is a short monophonic melody in 
6/8 time entitled the Gondoliere by Géza Hegyei and dated 28 June 1893, 
which can be found in archives along with Nigâr Hanım’s memoirs, and 
which can be verified by Hegyei’s signature in the official guest book.

In the relevant book, it is noteworthy that each visitor provides his or 
her views and wishes along with a signature with a unique emblem. En-
glish, French, Hungarian, and Ottoman expressions are accompanied 
by the drawings of visitors and short melodies composed by musicians, 
such as Hegyei, written out by hand. The Gondolière is a popular form 
in Western music based on the Gondola songs of European composers. 
Franz Liszt also composed a piece for piano with the same title. It is an 
elegant, naïve, and humble melody signed by Hegyei that may be the 
main theme of a Gondolière he composed, or perhaps an excerpt from 
another composer’s work. After a conversation with Nigâr Hanım (for 
example, they may have discussed Italy or Liszt’s work of the same ti-
tle etc.221), Hegyei may have written a small theme from a piece of the 
same name that was popular at the time, and perhaps performed by 
either of the composers, indeed it may have been a reminder of an ear-
lier conversation in the day. This may be true of other musicians who 
signed the book, a tradition still adopted today by some musicians: 

221	Franz Liszt’s Gondolière is included in Hegyei’s concert repertoire, which he 
performed at the Teutonia concert of 4 May 1892 (Stamboul, 3 May 1892).
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that is, they note a melodic theme specific to someone with whom they 
have conversed, a signed dedication to that person, a reminder of the 
day inspired by music of the day. We might see the practice as a way 
for great pianists and composers to leave behind a mark of the time, a 
memento that tells us something about their views on music and their 
own means of self-expression. This use of a melodic memento in ded-
ication to a person or a situation supports the idea that Hegyei’s family 
members called each other at home with individually-assigned melo-
dies. A member of the Hegyei household would communicate to those 
within it by whistling a particular melody on the way home.

We can attribute the interruption of contact between Géza Hegyei and 
Nigâr Hanım for about twenty years, from 28 June 1893 to 29 July 
1916, verified in her diary, to the turbulence in Nigâr Hanım’s mar-
ried life, her health conditions, family loss and travels abroad between 
1905 and 1914. From the second half of 1916222, we have the following 
excerpts detailing the relationship between Hegyei and Nigâr Hanım 
until her death on 1 April 1918:

How strange! Monsieur Şoymer, whom I’d not seen in twenty years, 
came with Hegyei, and I was so very pleased; for nearly an hour the 
entirety of my past life was again embodied in my dreams, an exqui-
site time for the time it lasted.

Saturday, 29 July 1916.

I whiled away the day until two then got dressed and went down to 
the main quarters to take charge of affairs and visit with guests: there 
was Tevfik Bey and his wife and daughter, Madam Furlani, and her 
entourage, the Nakkaşyan’s, Fâik Âli Bey, Nazire Hanım, Reşid Bey, 
Monsieur Hegyei, Adil Bey.

Tuesday, 26 December 1916.

I had made a promise to Princess Şivekâr. […] It was after three-thirty 
when we arrived at the konak of the late former grand vizier Kamil 

222	While this part of the diary has not yet been published, we would like to 
thank Nazan Bekiroğlu once again for sharing these lines with us.
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Pasha in Saraçhanebaşı by taking the Istanbul tramway. There were 
quite a few guests, Hegyei played a little, Naci Bey recited a poem.

Friday, 29 December, 1916.

At noon Fahriye Hanım arrived after two other visitors. They were 
here until seven, and we had a pleasant time, so much the more with 
Hegyei present, enlivening the atmosphere.

Tuesday, 16 January 1917.

[…] I was quite sad. My heart taking me to all different places as I lent my 
ear to Sabih Bey at the piano, […] I left at three, and went to see Şevket 
Bey’s wife Naciye Hanımefendi […]. I invited Sabih to the piano, pianist 
Kâmilzade took to the kemanche, Hânende Civan Efendi sang. […] And 
Hegyei, as always, proved his mettle in both alafranga and alaturka styles.

Sunday, 18 March 1917.

Image 13: Géza Hegyei’s 
composition Gondolière. 
Source: Nigar Hanım’ın 
defteri (‘Nigar Hanım’s 
notebook’), Library of 
Rare Works, Istanbul Uni-
versity
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Other Indicators of Hegyei’s Role in the Sociocultural 
Life of Istanbul: Invitations, Business Cards, Letters,  
and Greeting Cards

As we have seen in the diaries and work of Abdülhak Şinasi Hisar, 
Nigâr Hanım, and others in their circles, Géza Hegyei was perceived 
as a reputable, prestigious, sought-after individual. He had won the 
admiration of independent institutions and the appreciation of a wide 
socio-cultural spectrum from many cosmopolitan communities of Is-
tanbul. Defining this social status is possible through records of his 
professional work, written / oral communiqués, invitations, letters, 
business cards, and congratulatory messages. As we have already not-
ed, his elegant, modest, generous, and helpful personality was part 
and parcel of his experience in the court. This can be confirmed by 
thank-you letters he received on behalf of the free concerts he gave, 
often with the words: “this kindness will never be forgotten.”

The business cards Hegyei kept show us that he had personal contacts 
with business owners, which also gives us clues about his social status 
in Istanbul and the society he kept. Identities and the countries223 rep-
resented (and note on the card, if any) are listed below:

Germany
German Ambassador Le Baron de Wangenheim  
Chairman of the General Staff Theodor Ritter von  
Hoffmann-Ostenhof 
Mr. and Mrs. Nadolny

Austria-Hungary
Le Marquis Jean Pallavicini224

223	The identities of the owners of the business cards can also be confirmed in the 
book Liste de Messieurs les Membres du Corps Diplomatique, Constantinople, 
1914 (in the ISAM Library with the catalogue number R25).

224	Marquis Jean Pallavicini (1848 –1941) was Austro-Hungarian ambassador to 
Constantinople from 1906 to 1918, also known as Johann Markgraf von Pal-
lavicini.
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Advisor to the Austro-Hungarian Embassy Le Chevalier  
de Loewenthal Linau
Austro-Hungarian Embassy Military Attaché Diplomat 
General Joseph Pomiankowsky 
Austrian Plenipotentiary Diplomat Auguste King
Austro-Hungarian Army Husaren Regiment N. 13 Lieutenant 
Baron Andreas Hatvany
Austro-Hungarian Embassy Legal Advisor Comte  
Ivan Csekonics
Mrs. (Madame) Lucy de Ürményi née Weidt225

America
U.S. Ambassador Henry Morgenthau226  
(with praise for the children)

France
French diplomat Henri Cambon227

Full Representative of the French Embassy Consultant  
Auguste Boppe 
Minister of Fine Arts Education Senator J. Chaumié228

Holland
Baronne de Welderen Rengers229, Baronne van Heemstra230 
(In German, ‘with our deepest regards’)

225	Lucy de Ürményi née Weidt (1876 –1940) was an opera singer who was born 
in Opava and who died in Vienna. Although of Czech descent, she had ties to 
Austria, her contact with Hegyei must have been through the Austro-Hun-
garian embassy.

226	German-born Henry Morgenthau (1856 –1946), American ambassador to 
the Ottoman Empire during the First World War, was also a lawyer and busi-
nessman.

227	The diplomat Henri Cambon (1876 –1953) was probably a relative of Paul 
Cambon, who served as the French Ambassador in Istanbul from 1891 to 1898.

228	Joseph Chaumié (1849 –1919), Minister of Fine Arts Education of France
229	Wife of the Dutch diplomat Theo van Welderen Rengers (1867 –1945).
230	Wife of diplomat Baron Aarnoud van Heemstra (1871–1957). The later Dutch 

politician was the grandfather of the famous actress Audrey Hepburn.
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England
British Ambassador231

Iran
Iranian Ambassador232

Italy
Italian Ambassador R. Tritonj
Mr. & Madame Guido Panfili233

Regno Senator and Ambassador of the Kingdom of Italy,  
March. Camillo Eugenio Garroni

Sweden
Diplomat C. d’Ancharswaerd,  Plenipotentiary and  
Ambassador of the Kingdom of Sweden

Ottoman
A. Medjid (Wedding Greeting, 5 July 1906)
Ferit Pasha (Please accept the invitation of Mr Bepat(?).  
Let us play music once again on another evening)
Mehmed Akif (a note of condolence for Katalina Hegyei, 
Géza Hegyei’s old friend)

Ottoman-Greek
Bayan (Madame) Caratheodory Efendi234

Romania
Diplomat Constantin Mano, Full Official of the  

231	No name is mentioned on the card.
232	Although no name on the invitation card, the ambassador’s name is given 

as Mirza Mahmoud Khan in the program of Hegyei’s concerts at the Iranian 
Embassy.

233	Consul of Italy.
234	Constantinos Caratheodory (1802 –1879) was an Edirne-born Ottoman Greek 

who served as the personal physician of Sultan Abdülmecid, one of the most fa-
mous teachers of the Imperial Medical School. He was married three times. His 
first two wives died giving birth. The card probably belongs to his third wife.
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Kingdom of Romania235 
Romanian Relations Officer Prince Emm. Rosetti Rosnovano

Russia
Mr. & Madame Michel de Giers236 
Mrs. (Madame) de Giers
Russian Embassy Advisor Constantin Goulkewich

Business cards with no listed country /unknown provenance
Bayan (Madame) d’Anckarswärd

We understand that Hegyei was in close contact with high-rank-
ing officials of European origin residing in Istanbul, especially those 
working in the Austro-Hungarian, French, Russian, and German Em-
bassies, and that he was held in high esteem, which is clear from the 
business cards237 he kept and the letters of invitation to dinners and 
concerts he received. Occasionally, he was even personally invited 
by an official messenger. He was also often consulted on professional 
matters, and his opinions were regarded highly. For example, he par-
ticipated as a guest artist in a concert for a group of young artists at the 
Chamber Music Evening, which was organized for the first time by 
the German Dürerbund in Istanbul238. As shown in a letter from the 
235	Constantin Mano sent cards to Hegyei several times on various occasions.
236	Michel Nikolaievitch de Giers (1856 –1932) was a Russian diplomat who  

served as the Tsar’s Ambassador and Plenipotentiary in Constantinople 
from 1911 to 1914. Upon the establishment of the Balkan Union in 1912, 
he tried to persuade the Turkish government to make concessions to Bul-
garia and Serbia to expand the rights of the Balkan people living near the 
border of the Ottoman Empire, hoping to prevent Turkey from entering the 
Second Balkan War in spite of the growing influence of the German Empire 
and the Central Powers on the Ottoman Empire. He left Istanbul shortly be-
fore the declaration of war and was appointed ambassador to Rome in 1915.

237	Business cards related to the Austro-Hungarian Empire were the most 
abundant. There was news that Hegyei did not cut ties with his country but 
that he was in contact with his community there while living in Istanbul, 
closely following the work of Hungarian papers in Istanbul, writing letters 
in Hungarian with sincere expressions from Budapest, using his first name 
“Géza.”

238	Founded in Germany in 1902, an organization of artists and writers who 
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institution dated 14 November 1915, his support was met with great 
appreciation and gratitude.

István Zádori, the Hungarian war painter who lived in Istanbul, de-
scribes in his memoir a memory he recorded in 1916. The anecdote 
shows that Hegyei and his wife were quite familiar with Ottoman so-
cial life, court etiquette, and local customs, and that they supported 
their Hungarian friends who came to the city for short visits, acting as 
mentors when necessary:239

I met the pianist Géza Hegyei, whose wife was from a promi-
nent Greek family; they have been living in Istanbul for decades. 
He was the conductor of the court music ensemble and the in-
structor of the Sultan’s children. He organized recitals in his sa-
lon where esteemed Turkish and European guests would come 
together. Mrs. Hegyei once organized a special party for my wife 
so that she could meet Turkish ladies. … At Hegyei’s home, I 
met Mehmet Reşad Bey, who was married to the Sultan’s daugh-
ter. He asked if I wanted to make a portrait of his wife. We spoke 
have had a strong influence on middle-class intellectual life in Austria and 
Switzerland.

239	István Zádori, Egy hadifestő emlékei, 1914 –1918. Budapest, 1933, pp. 69 – 82.

Image 14. 1 – 2: Calling cards presented to Géza 
Hegyei. Source: Karoly Aliotti Archive
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about it for days. I had to promise never to speak about it on the 
Ottoman lands, and that I would not start work on it for anoth-
er week; otherwise things could get extremely dangerous for us. 
He had a few more conditions and pointed out the rules I had to 
follow. The plan was this: In the evening I would visit the Hegyei 
couple. Around 10 o’clock, a curtained car would come and take 
me to a mansion on the shores of the Bosphorus, I had no idea 
where it was. Hegyei would travel with me. The ladies stayed at 
home. Hegyei, who knew local customs well, instructed his wife 
to inform the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy Embassy if we did 
not come home by 3 a. m. …240

In addition to these personal relationships, there were also his Euro-
pean students of the piano241, who came to visit Hegyei either for his 
mentorship or simply to perform for him. This shows the extent to 
which he changed the face of the Ottoman capital as he carried on the 
work of Liszt. In other words, Istanbul became a city highly-esteemed 
in the eyes of Europe; it became a city people wished to visit and a 
place where students could receive an education with Hegyei himself.

Hegyei’s Death in Istanbul and Katalina Hegyei

Over nearly forty years in Istanbul, Géza Hegyei went to innumerous 
concerts, trained many students, composed, and, as far as we can de-
termine, was awarded eleven medals. He was known in Europe and 
America as the student of Franz Liszt who lived in Istanbul and was 
often featured in the international press as a musician of the Sultan. 
He was the resident Hungarian representative of the Liszt School in 
Istanbul, which began in the Ottoman Empire and stretched into the 
Republic of Turkey, covering fields such as performance, repertoire, 
education, writing, and composition, all of which merged under the 
influence of Liszt. In 1906, he married the Ottoman-Greek Katali-

240	As a result, Zádori painted the portrait and, together with Hegyei, who was 
kept waiting in the hall of the mansion, arrived at the couple’s house at 3.15 pm. 
Zádori, Egy hadifestő emlékei (see fn. 239), pp. 81– 82.

241	Correspondence in the Karoly Aliotti Family Archive.
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Image 15: A letter sent to Géza Hegyei by the German Dürerbund organization. 
Source: Karoly Aliotti Archive
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na, and when Ödön Mihlovics offered him a teaching position at 
the Academy of Music in Hungary in 1916, he proudly rejected his 
offer242, choosing to live in Istanbul with his family where he would 
remain an Ottoman court musician of the Sultan and carry the flag 
of his teacher Liszt.

Not long before his death, Hegyei composed a national anthem which 
he dedicated to Mustafa Kemal, war veteran and founder of the Re-
public, for whom Hegyei had tremendous respect. On 26 February 
1926, Hegyei planned a trip to Ankara, although he was not very en-
thusiastic, as he had already scheduled to attend a tea party to be held 
at the Teutonia on 19 February 1926, hosted by a committee repre-
sented by D. Rabe, Rudolf Lindemann and Dr. Krümmer, along with a 
concert he would give at the German Embassy on 20 February 1926 at 
the invitation of German Ambassador Nadolny.

Hegyei had finished the last piece of a successful concert and was 
beginning to celebrate when he suddenly fell to the ground whilst 
242	His “proud rejection” of this historic offer, as reported, may have been an ex-

pression of his feeling that he had reached the pinnacle of his career, like the 
teacher he admired, and had achieved his own personal goal.

Image 16. 1: An invitation sent by German Ambassador 
Nadolny for the musical program organized on the day 
of Géza Hegyei’s death. Source: Karoly Aliotti Archive
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Image 16. 2: The program of the concert held on the day of Géza 
Hegyei’s death. Source: Karoly Aliotti Archive
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drinking champagne. He had suffered a heart attack, so he was taken 
to a back room in the building. Despite all the efforts of Dr. Bessim 
Ömer Pasha and Doctor Senni, who had both attended the concert, 
Hegyei passed away. For this concert at the German Embassy, Hegyei 
had performed with the Berlin State Opera singer Heinrich Schlunus, 
his wife Katalina Hegyei, violinist Albert Braun (who would later be-
come his grandson’s violin teacher), and the cellist Serge Barjanski. 
The opening piece he had chosen was Richard Volkmann’s Piano Trio 
in F major.

Hegyei told a diplomat at the German Embassy why he had chosen 
to perform Volkmann’s Trio: “Volkmann was my teacher. I was with 
him the moment he had a heart attack and died. At the time the Trio 
was being played.” It was thus a strange twist of fate that Hegyei would 
share with his teacher.243 Yet Hegyei had already performed the same 
work in Istanbul many years ago. The German, Robert Volkmann, 
had attracted the attention of Franz Liszt with his Piano Trio. In 1875, 
Volkmann founded the Academy of Music in Budapest together with 
Liszt. Therefore, he must have been one of Hegyei’s teachers at the 
academy. While Hegyei was still a young pianist, having recently 
graduated from the academy in Budapest with no idea what life had 
in store for him, Volkmann passed away.

The year must have been 1883. It was perhaps this last performance of 
this particular piece of music that brought Hegyei back to a starting 
point in his life, a moment when his fate was drawn by the composer 
who would shape his life. It was then that Géza Hegyei, the renowned 
musician of the Ottoman court, was able to say goodbye. Hegyei’s fu-
neral took place in the Saint Antoine Church in Istanbul with a large 
crowd in attendance. He was then buried in the Catholic Cemetery in 
Feriköy.244 Following his death, the Istanbul Conservatory organized 
a concert of mourning. In that concert, Nimet Vahid Hanım, the first 
Turkish woman to win first prize from the Berlin conservatory and 

243	Ismail Tosun Saral, Osmanlı Sarayında Bir Macar Piyanist – Geza von Hegyei 
(1863 –1926). 2020. http://www.turkmacar.org.tr/osmanli-sarayinda-bir- 
macar-piyanist-gezavon-hegyei-1863-1926/ (last retrieved 13 August 2024).

244	Pesti Hírlap, 28 February 1926, p. 12.
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granddaughter of the famous painter and museum founder, Osman 
Hamdi Bey, sang arias. A commemorative concert was then held at 
the German Embassy on 5 March 1926.

Another commemorative concert was held on 28 March 1926 at 
the Tepebaşı Theater under the patronage of Muhiddin Bey245. Géza 
Hegyei’s colleagues at the conservatory Cemal Reşid, the Asal broth-
ers Sezai and Seyfeddin, Ekrem Besim, Muhiddin Sadak, Ali Sezai, 
and Ali Hasan took part in the program.

Géza Hegyei’s wife, his former student and a concert pianist in her 
own right, Katalina Hegyei, filled her husband’s post at the conserva-
tory after his death, becoming an instructor who would also pass on 
the teachings of Liszt. From invitations she received from those insti-
tutions her husband represented and from press reports, it becomes 
clear that Katalina Hegyei was socially accepted as the pianist who 
would carry on the legacy of her husband.

In the same year, Katalina Hegyei gave a concert which was on the 
program of the fiftieth jubilee (1924) held for Ahmet Fehim, one of 
the great theater artists of the time. On “Master Ahmet Fehim Efendi 
Day,” which was held at the Odeon Theater on Saturday, 4 Decem-
ber 1926, Ekrem Besim Bey (violin) was accompanied by Madame 
Hegyei (piano), who was listed as ‘one of the teachers at the Istan-
bul Conservatory,’ performing Bach’s Aria on a G string and Dvořák’s 
Slavonic Dance.246 In an assorted concert program organized in hon-
or of Ahmet Fehim Efendi, “the doyen of Turkish theater,” who was 
born in Üsküdar in 1856, ‘conservatory teachers’ Madame Hegyei 
(piano), Seyfeddin Asal (violin), and Sezai Asal (cello), were the first 
to take the stag. They performed Tchaikovsky’s Trio. In these assort-
ed concerts, we can see that this concept of varied programs, which 
had been established in the Ottoman period, had become a lasting 
tradition. Along with the Trio, the program included, for example, 

245	Probably included in the program is a cello performance by Muhiddin Sadak, 
founder of the Istanbul City Theaters, director of the city orchestra and opera, 
and teacher at the Istanbul Conservatory.

246	Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), p. 110.
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Image 17: Poster for the concert by the German Embassy in memory of 
Géza Hegyei. Source: Karoly Aliotti Archive
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a comedy performance by Naşid Bey247 and his team, one of the im-
portant names in Turkish theater, and a solo drum performance by 
Mesut Cemil, who had already performed many times with his father 
Tanburi Cemil Bey and Géza Hegyei. Thus the partnership between 
the Hegyei and Cemil families would endure.

247	Theater actor and Master of Ceremonies Naşid Bey (Özcan) was born in Şeh-
zadebaşı in 1886. He is also known as Komik Naşid Efendi and Komik-i Şehir 
(Büyük Komedyen – ‘the Great Comedian’). He is the father of theater and 
film actors Adile Naşit and Selim Naşit Özcan and the grandfather of Naşit 
Özcan. In 1900, at the age of 14, he became a student of the puppeteer Halim 
Bey and the cellist Zeki Bey (Zeki Üngör) in the Imperial Music School (Muzı-
ka-yı Hümâyûn). Realizing his talent, he was sent to France with a scholarship 
from Sultan Abdülhamid II. After his return, he worked in the court and in the 
theaters in Istanbul. He died in Istanbul in 1943.

Image 18: Program of the concert organized by Istanbul Mayor Muhittin 
Memduh (Üstündağ) in memory of Géza Hegyei.
Source: Karoly Aliotti Archive
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Katalina Hegyei continued with an intensive concert program after 
the death of her husband; her last concert was held on 10 December 
1926 as part of an organization of the Union Française hall.

It was by the end of 1926 or January of 1927 that it became clear that 
she had forged a lasting musical partnership with the German Embas-
sy. In a letter addressed to Katalina Hegyei from the German Embassy 
dated 2 February 1927, Mr. Krummer thanked her for “last evening’s 
concert” and shared with her the contents of a letter from Mr. von 
Hornbostel, dated 17 February 1927, in which he expressed his heart-
felt gratitude for her acceptance to accompany the soprano Nimet Va-
hid Hanım at the next concert of the Philharmonic at the Teutonia. In 
welcoming this young and talented Turkish artist to share the stage 
with her, she must have wanted to show support to someone who also 
wanted to mourn her husband by means of a concert. Katalina Hegyei 
would continue to collaborate and perform with Nimet Vahid Hanım 
in the years to come.

We do not know the date of a performance Katalina Hegyei gave with 
an orchestra at the Teutonia in the Symphony Orchestra Concerts Se-
ries, but in a newspaper column of Musa Süreyya Bey, written after 
the language revolution of 1 November 1928, we have the following 
observations about a different concert:

Herr Yung248 conducted the orchestra with ability and insight. 
The second piece was a variation by Caesar Frank for piano 
and orchestra. This music contained pleasant harmonies and 
was met with fierce applause. The orchestra’s complete loy-
alty and care in its accompaniment to Madame Hegyei, who 
played the piano with deep tenderness, was admirable. The 
composition was a very finely-crafted work of art. The light 
of the stars flickered on the music that came from the piano. 

248	We understand from the collection images that this was Theo Jung, who con-
ducted the orchestra at the Teutonia Symphony Concerts. We have quoted 
the text as it appeared. The names of Katalina Hegyei and the composers are 
written with Turkish spelling. The text also shows the early use of Turkish 
words after the Alphabet Revolution
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Image 19: Program of the mixed concert held in honor of Ahmet Fehim 
Efendi. Source: Karoly Aliotti Archive
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These clear and crystalline sounds were embraced by the or-
chestra with soft, liquid harmonies. The third number was a 
Wagnerian composition, and the fourth was Brahms’s C minor 
Symphony, which was played with the same skill as everything 
else. At the end of the concert, the audience left the concert 
hall with their souls filled with the rich orchestral harmonies 
and with joyful emotions playing on their faces.

Following the death of Géza Hegyei, a Chamber Music Concert series 
was initiated and regularly held at the Teutonia, sponsored by the Ger-
man Embassy; from what we can understand from the second concert 
program, dated 15 January 1927, it featured Katalina Hegyei with Theo 
Jung directing the orchestra. From posters and programs that we were 
able to access, we can assume that Katalina Hegyei lent support to the 
German Embassy in a musical collaboration that lasted until 1930 in 
the wake of the tragic death of her husband. Katalina Hegyei also gave 
concerts at the Turkish Hearth (Bahri Baba), the Tepebaşı Winter The-
ater, the Galatasaray High School, as well as concerts in the city of Izmir 
on 6 and 7 January.249 In these concerts featuring Istanbul Conservato-
ry teachers Sezai and Seyfeddin Asal, Ekrem Besim, and Nimet Vahid 
Hanım, she performed mainly chamber music works and a duet for vi-
olin and piano with Mr. Braun, another conservatory teacher. Mehmed 
Ali Bey was also listed as a double bass player in the concert. Further-
more, in the Istanbul Conservatory students’ concert program of Fri-
day, 14 February 1930, she appeared as the piano teacher of Elizabet and 
A. Danailof, who played the works of Bach, Chopin, and Beethoven.

Two other teachers in the same program were Cemal Reşid (Rey) Bey 
and Nezihe Hanım. In an article from the Istanbul Conservatory about 
Katalina Hegyei’s assignment to a student concert, it was announced 
that after a year at the conservatory, Ms. Hegyei would be accompa-
nying Cemal Reşid and Nimet Vahid Hanım, along with a choir of a 
hundred-and-twenty people. They performed works of Mozart, Saint-
Saëns, Mendelssohn, and Beethoven at the Tepebaşı Theater.

249	The year is not listed. But from the Ottoman Turkish and French, we under-
stand it happened before 1 November 1928.
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Image 20: Document showing that Katalina Hegyei was granted a salary by 
the Istanbul Conservatory. Source: Karoly Aliotti Archive
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The fourth of the conservatory student concerts, which seem to have 
been organized every year, was also a great success. Ms. Hegyei was cel-
ebrated in the papers along with her colleagues. In the news, Turkish 
female students drew particular attention. Among them were Resmiye 
Hanım, Jülide Hanım, Kebuter Hanım, and Aranka Hüseyin Hanım.250

On 16 January 1933, Mrs. Hegyei gave a “Concert of Songs” at the 
Galatasaray Lycee with Ren M. Bahiddin Kemal, the Chief Female 
Singer of the National Gete-Lirik Theater and winner of the Op-
era-Buffa Grand Prize at the Paris Conservatory.251 The concert pro-
gram is the last document we have that attests to a stage performance. 
Thus, we can trace the musical career of Katalina Hegyei, who started 
performing immediately after the death of her husband Géza Hegyei, 
up to 16 January 1933. She gave concerts for a total of thirty-one years 
from 1902 to 1933, and these were held mainly in Istanbul and Izmir. 
Alongside leading figures of the early Republic of Turkey, such as Ce-
mal Reşid Rey, Sezai Asal, and Seyfeddin Asal, she was one of the key 
purveyors of the legacy of Liszt in the Republican years. She trained 
students at the conservatory, as she herself had been a student of her 
husband, Géza Hegyei.

The Hegyei Family in Istanbul

Some of the children and grandchildren of the Hegyeis continued 
to live in Istanbul. Some also continued to nurture a keen interest in 
music. The Hegyeis’ youngest daughter, Zsuzsi, first married a young 
Turkish man named Şeref Serdengeçti, and then married Remo Ali-
otti in 1953 before settling in Arnavutköy. Annabella, one of Zsuzsi’s 
grandchildren, studied piano as a child, showing both musical talent 
and determination; she was educated in Italy and Switzerland and 
died in Istanbul in 1993.252

250	We assume that the honorific ‘Hanım,’ following the first name in the news 
reports, refers to Muslim Turkish female students, as non-Muslim students 
are listed with the honorific ‘Mademoiselle’ preceding the surname.

251	“La Gaîté Lyrique.”
252	Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), p. 112.
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Their other daughter, Margit Christine Hegyei (1909 –1980), married 
Charles Edmond Djemil (Cemil) Rassenfosse (1903 –1978) in 1931. He 
was a merchant-accountant born in Constantinople, son of Edmond de 
Rassenfosse (1874 –1947), Secretary General of the Belgian Chamber of 
Commerce, grandson of Palace head chemist Charles (Stanislaw) B. Pa-
sha. Margit Hegyei was raised as a fine pianist by her father Géza Hegyei 
and her mother Katalina Hegyei after her father passed away.

Margit and Charles Edmond Rassenfosse had a child named Guy de 
Rassenfosse, who would go on to pursue a career in music. The violin 
he was given as a gift by his family on New Year’s Day when he was 
seven was more than an ordinary toy. He received his first violin les-
sons from Mr. Albert Braun, who taught violin at the Istanbul Con-
servatory with his grandmother Katalina Hegyei, who also performed 
with Mr. Braun.

During his studies at home, his mother Margit253 accompanied him on 
the piano, playing Beethoven Sonatas and Concertos.

As the family lived close to Guy’s grandmother in Beyoğlu, Katalina 
Hegyei occasionally accompanied her grandson Guy on the piano. 
Guy de Rassenfosse was instilled with an interest in music from an 
early age and was encouraged by his family to attend the Istanbul 
Municipal Conservatory, where both his grandfather Géza Hegyei 
and later his grandmother Katalina Hegyei taught; there he complet-
ed the ten-year curriculum in just two years under Orhan Borar, a 
graduate of the same school. He won prizes in important competi-
tions across Europe.254

253	Margit often performed the piano at home, and among her favorites works 
to play were pieces by Chopin, as well as concerto’s by Bach and Vivaldi, and 
many works of Beethoven, which is yet another sign of Liszt’s legacy. She also 
gave piano lessons at home. The piano at home was first rented and then later 
purchased. In those years, renting a piano for home use was common, and 
the supplier would provide all maintenance and tuning etc. Evren Kutlay’s 
interview notes with Guy de Rassenfosse on 2 February 2022.

254	Reşat Ekrem Koçu & Mehmet Ali Akbay, İstanbul Ansiklopedisi, 6. Vol. 6, Is-
tanbul,, 1963, p. 2962.
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Documents reveal that Katalina Hegyei and her daughter Margit 
Hegyei were Hungarian citizens and that they made an effort to sus-
tain that status with official authorities. Following the death of her 
husband, Katalina Hegyei probably requested a marriage certificate 
for citizenship proceedings. In this document, witnesses to her mar-
riage with Géza Hegyei are listed: Eduardo de Nari (Italian architect), 
Mizzi et Mongeri (probably the owner of the Mizzi Palace on Büyüka-
da), as well as leading Levantines of the city. The identities of Edgardo 
Bianchi? and Peter Somman? could not be identified.

On 7 August 1940, Katalina Hegyei declared that she wished to retain 
her Hungarian citizenship, and after a long correspondence with the 
embassy, she managed to officially remain a Hungarian citizen. Margit 
Hegyei was also registered as a resident of Budapest, like her father, 
Géza Hegyei, who hailed from that city.

It is possible to trace the history of the family after 1940 in a piece 
from Fikri Çiçekoğlu’s Art Realm column of the Vatan daily dated 28 
October 1952, entitled “On the Matter of a Conservatory Test,” which 
follows the story of Guy de Rassenfosse. The piece discusses Guy de 
Rassenfosse and his conservatory graduation. Çiçekoğlu describes 

Image 21: Margit Hegyei accom-
panying her son, the violinist 
Guy de Rassenfosse, on the pia-
no. On the wall is a prominent 
photograph of Géza Hegyei.
Source: Guy de Rassenfosse Ar-
chive
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how he was invited to the violin graduation exam of 1951–1952, 
which was held at the Istanbul Municipal Conservatory before a large 
jury and teachers.

It was there that he was able to watch the successful performance of 
Guy de Rassenfosse, student of Orhan Borar, who was just eighteen 
or nineteen years old, as well as to criticize the brutal and challenging 
format that exceeded the expectations of competition repertoire nor-
mally used for conservatory exams:

From the teacher’s brief explanation, we understood that Guy 
de Rassenfosse would be the first violinist to graduate from 
the Istanbul Conservatory after following the typical eight-
year track. This is not a student who started from the first class 
and took all courses until the end. After studying with various 
teachers, he was admitted to the Istanbul Conservatory after a 
successful entrance examination, and, after two years of study, 
he was allowed to take the graduation exam. First, he played J. 
S. Bach’s Partita in G minor in full (Adagio, Fuga, Siciliano, Pres-
to), Caprice No. 20 from J. Dont, Caprices 20, 19, 9, 13 of Pa-
ganini and finally the complete Violin Concerto in D major by 
Beethoven (Allegro ma non troppo, Larghetto, Rondo). So much 
power was on display for a student in a conservatory gradu-
ation exam, so allow me to use words that seem to flow from 
the tip of my pen. Such a grueling program was remarkable in 
two respects: 1. It speaks of the serious nature of the training 
offered in the conservatory and 2. It shows us a student who 
has placed his trust in such works, willing to risk the perils 
that come with performing them. The young violinist breezed 
through Bach’s Partita as we listened comfortably from our 
seats. After a two-minute break, he moved on to caprices from 
Dont and Paganini as we continued to listen with ease. Then, 
without even taking a few moments to catch his breath, Guy 
de Rassenfosse now began Beethoven’s concerto to the accom-
paniment of his teacher Ferdi Ştatzer on piano. He played it 
all in one go, and we vowed we would listen to the entirety 
of this towering piece … When such a heavy program finally 
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came to its end (and here we must note the art of this young 
violinist who had been put to the fire for now an hour and 
a half), we set out to look for flaws and weaknesses, as if we 
were attacking not a student taking his graduation exam, but 
a famous concert artist who was tasked with holding up the 
banner of high art in the concert hall. In my opinion, it was 
wrong that a senior student at a conservatory should be tasked 
with such a burdensome program which would break the back 
of any seasoned player from beginning to end. For example, it 
would have sufficed to play only the Adagio and Fugue from 
the Bach Partita. And I suppose the three Caprices of Pagani-
ni were showcased so either one or two would be chosen for 
future performance. And we could also say that only the Alle-
gro of Beethoven’s concerto would do, for after having listened 
through from the cadences of the Kreisler (enough!) […].

On Friday, 10 October 1952, the daily Zaman released news of Guy 
de Rassenfosse’s graduation concert performance with the headline 
“A Silent Bow Speaks after Eight Years of Silence.” His success was de-
scribed in the following words, “very few teachers have been bless-
ed with a student like this,” and “the price to pay for such a rigorous 
concert was high.” Muhiddin Sadak, who had given countless concerts 
with Rassenfosse’s paternal grandmother Katalina255, was on the list of 
thirty conservatory professors who critiqued the exam.

An article from the Dünya daily, dated 18 October 1852, explains 
how Guy de Rassenfosse was the first high level violinist to graduate 
from the Istanbul Conservatory in seven years, suggesting that his 
first concert should be broadcast on Istanbul Radio, indeed going so 
far as to suggest that the graduation performance should have been 
released on air and reproaching the student’s teacher Orhan Borar 
for missing an opportunity by not sending a note to Mesut Cemil 
explaining that this could have been a wonderful program for Istan-
bul Radio. Other members of the press who attended the graduation 
concert at the conservatory in Tepebaşı also spoke of Guy De Rass-

255	Vakit Gazetesi, 10 October 1952. Guy de Rassenfosse Family Archive
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enfosse’s performance in their columns. Conservatory director Eşref 
Antikacı, Istanbul Governor Gökay, Istanbul deputy Salih Fuat Keçe-
ci, Muhittin Sadak expressed their pride in all the young artists who 
graduated that year. That year three students received diplomas from 
the Western music department of the conservatory: Guy de Rassen-
fosse (violin), Ergican Saydam (piano) and Haluk Tarcan (piano).256 
Articles covering the graduation confirm Guy de Rassenfosse’s ex-
traordinary achievement, indirectly connecting his performance to 
his family’s musical and cultural background, and the role it played in 
his upbringing and early education. For we can clearly see from these 
reviews that the violinist was already in fine form when he arrived at 
the conservatory, meaning he would graduate well before finishing 
the usual compulsory education.

In an interview with Guy de Rassenfosse featured in the Son Saat 
daily, the artist was described as “the grandson of Hegyei, founder 
of the Conservatory,” who has a “deep musical culture and a beau-
tiful sensitivity,” and who “proves his power in music through his 
concerts and his various musical endeavors.” It also relayed how his 
successful solo and ‘shared’ concerts were drawing much attention, 
along with his popular radio concerts and his work at the Istanbul 
Opera and Conservatory. The piece spoke of his family’s role in 
shaping music, propagating the legacy of Liszt, as an “authority in 
Western music” since Ottoman times, and the undeniable contribu-
tion of his grandfather, who played a vital role in keeping Western 
music alive in Istanbul.

Being from a musical family helped to instill an interest in art 
from a young age. It was fortunate that I was born in Istanbul, 
where my father had been posted. You can no doubt appreci-
ate how attractive such city can be for a musician. While at-
tending Saint Benoit High School, I also began my studies at 
the conservatory. And after graduating from lycee with honor-
able mention, I continued my musical studies. As you know, I 
now continue to hold the post of first violinist at the City Op-

256	Burhanettin Ökte, Diploma Ceremony at the Conservatory. 1 June 1953. Guy 
de Rassenfosse Family Archive.
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era, while teaching at the conservatory. M. Hege was an expert 
in Western music and a student of the renowned artist Liszt, 
one of the founders of the Istanbul Conservatory.

The piece also describes how Rassenfosse managed to prove his mettle 
by completing the ten-year conservatory curriculum in just two years, 
drawing on his talent and his upbringing in a family with a strong mu-
sical culture. Other works of his discussed were radio and solo con-
certs with the Hamit Alacalıoğlu string orchestra, the Cemal Reşit Rey 
Orchestra and Orhan Borar; and his last concert on Istanbul radio257, 
which featured works by Bach, was reported as a great success. While 
he held the first violinist seat in the City Opera, his teacher Orhan 
Bora held a seat in the row just behind him.

In the same daily a piece dated 28 August 1963 announced his up-
coming concerts with the introduction: “Guy De Rassenfosse is the 
grandson of M. Hege258, a student of the great artist Liszt, one of the 
founders of the Istanbul Conservatory, a musician that we have come 
to know through his radio concerts.” Rassenfosse personally carried 
on the legacy of Liszt into the 1960s, an inheritance from his father 
Géza Hegyei that stretched back to Ottoman times.259 Like his mentor 
Franz Liszt, who was one of the founding members of the National 
Academy in Hungary and head of the piano department, Géza Hegyei 
became one of the founders of the Istanbul Conservatory and piano 
department head; his work with Turkish polyphonic music spanned 
from Ottoman times into the Republic of Turkey, providing an open 
education to the public while upholding the corporate side of the in-
stitution. His grandson, Guy de Rassenfosse, who was educated first 
by his father and later his mother Katalina, went on to hold a position 
in the same institution, a violin teacher who educated countless Turk-
ish violinists we still listen to today.

257	Halit Oğuz Kiper, “Guy de Rassenfosse, Grandson of the Founder of the Con-
servatory.” Son Saat. Guy de Rassenfosse Family Archive.

258	M. is an abbreviation of the French Monsieur, which means Mr. The Turkish 
pronunciation of Hegyei is also written.

259	Halit Oğuz Kiper, “Guy De Rassenfosse Konserine Hazırlanıyor.” Son Saat, 
28 August 1963. Guy de Rassenfosse Family Archive.
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At an event held at the British Consulate on 11 November 1965,260 Guy 
de Rassenfosse took the stage as a member of the Alacalıoğlu Cham-
ber Orchestra along with Erdoğan Saydam261 and Panayot Abacı262. As 
he was a violinist who was active in the cultural art life of Istanbul, we 
can follow him in press releases of the time. In addition to his duties 
at the Istanbul State Opera and Ballet Orchestra, Rassenfosse also par-
ticipated in the 2nd Annual Meeting of the Zekai Apaydın Orchestra 
and the Orhan Avşar Tango Orchestra where he performed as second 
violinist.263 He has recordings with the Modern Folk Trio. Guy de Ras-
senfosse also went by his Turkish name, Giray Rasenfos.264

260	Yeni Gazete, 13 November 1965. Guy de Rassenfosse Family Archive.
261	Brother of pianist Ergican Saydam, who graduated from the conservatory in 

the same year.
262	One of the founders of the Istanbul City Orchestra, cellist of the Istanbul State 

Opera and Ballet, he had a role in the Istanbul Philharmonic Association, and 
published the monthly music magazine Orkestra.

263	In the related report, it states that Guy de Rassenfosse is the brother-in-
law of Berkley jazz pianist Nejat Cendeli. See https://www.jazzdergisi.com/ 
hilton-rooftan-isvece-bir-hayati-kafe-60-yilin-tekmili-birden-hikayesi/ (last 
retrieved 13 August 2024).

264	Gökhan Akçura, “Müzik İnsanları: Piyanoda Aleks Keleci.” Popüler Tarih,  
8 January 2001, p. 58.
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Afterword

Géza Hegyei’s Ottoman career tells us about the cultural and artistic 
life in the Ottoman capital, the Ottoman court’s attitude towards the 
art of music and its musical policies, the musical dimension of Otto-
man-Hungarian relations, and the fact that Franz Liszt’s activities in 
Istanbul were not limited to giving concerts and dedicating works to 
the Sultan. It also tells us of a hundred-year-old school that followed 
from the students he trained to their own students, and the musical 
infrastructure that was then left to the newly-established Republic of 
Turkey. In other words, in the person of Hegyei, we can see through a 
historical slice of time his long-lasting influence on the field of Turkish 
polyphonic music, which took root in the last quarter of the 19th cen-
tury. It was in these artistic expressions of imperial music culture that 
spanned from East to West that the Ottoman Empire adopted diverse 
styles as it strove to modernize. Through this kind of music, knowledge 
from the West was interpreted. The Ottoman Empire protected this 
music’s leading representatives, such as Liszt and Hegyei, while con-
tinuing to preserve existing imperial music with its own unique iden-
tity and long history. Through this, a new musical language and ap-
proach was established, one that would add richness to culture and art 
overall and serve cultural diplomacy and strategy, from local to global 
solutions. At the same time, it gave rise to collaborations that would aid 
Ottoman policies and their contributions to society and culture.

Is this not also the story of multidimensional musical relationships be-
tween two countries and two empires, whose roots were consolidated 
by Liszt? It was the collaboration in Anatolia between the Hungarian 
musician Béla Bartok (1881–1945), a teacher of the Franz Liszt Acad-
emy and his student of István Thomán, who was invited by the Turk-
ish government to work on new polyphonic music of the Republic, 
another representative of the Liszt heritage who promoted his unique 
method of piano instruction; as well as Adnan Saygun, who was an-
other purveyor of the Franz Liszt School and student of Alessandro 
Voltan. These were key relationships in the field of Ottoman-Hungar-
ian musical relations.
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Regarding the ongoing legacy of Liszt, we should also mention Ma-
dame Marta Amati (1902 –1989), who received her training as a vi-
olinist in the same academy as Hegyei before going on to teach in 
the new Republic of Turkey, perpetuating some of the same models 
in education, becoming almost an institution herself. Madame Ama-
ti (Sadi) lived in Istanbul after she married a Turkish officer in 1938 
and later settled in Izmir in the 1950s; she was one of the founders of 
Dokuz Eylül University Conservatory, who went on to educate count-
less students, another musician who carried the same tradition into 
modern Turkey. In this study, we have taken a closer look at the less-
er known aspects of the life of Géza Hegyei, covering his influence 
during the transition from the Ottoman Empire to the early Republi-
can years; this was a school with deep roots and branches that are still 
growing today – a vital piece of our music history.

We have touched on the influence of nationalism during Ottoman 
modernization and the making of a new local musical identity. Here 
let us recall the Ottoman interest in Hungarian folk music from an 
interview entitled, “A Sultan’s Fondness For Music,” which was pub-
lished in the New York Times on 2 April 1877 and written by a court 
musician and music teacher since his princehood, Paul Dussap, the 
man who appointed Hegyei to his court.265

[…] Abdülhamid liked piano and string quartets. After play-
ing a few pieces composed for these instruments, he would 
ask me to sing and then we would discuss music. He loved 
that strange rawness of Turkish music that was so unique, and 
his slightly more civilized brother loved Hungarian music. At 
his request, I composed an anthem for him, combining the 
rhythm of the Marseillaise with the unique modulations of 
Turkish and Hungarian music. He asked that this anthem be 
as much in the style of his father’s anthem as possible.

Combining moments of history that are seemly disconnected but 
share some continuity, we can study the DNA of the actors of those 

265	Kutlay, Osmanlının (see fn. 1), p. 182
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times, both on a micro and macro level, with a particular view to the 
trends of their generations and physical world, as well as their legacy, 
which is immortalized in the arts and sciences.
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ry,” and “Géza Hegyei: A Hungarian Musician at the Ottoman Court.” 
Moreover, she has a solo piano CD recording, Dersaadette Avrupa 
Müziği (European Music in Ottoman Istanbul), which consists of an 
archival repertoire of Ottoman Western Music.

In 2011, she was awarded the WPTA (World Piano Teachers Associa-
tion) Diploma of Excellence Accredit, the highest esteemed accolade 
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at WPC (World Piano Conference) in Serbia for her paper titled “Ot-
toman Piano Literature”. In appreciation of her outstanding commit-
ment to introducing the rich heritage of Turkish Culture and History 
through her research and performances in the area of Music of the Ot-
toman Empire, she was awarded Special Recognition from the Amer-
ican Congress and commissioned as “Honorary Texan” by the State of 
Texas. Moreover, November 8, 2013 was proclaimed “Dr. Evren Kut-
lay Day” by the Mayor of Houston, Texas. In 2017, the Turkish Cultur-
al Foundation (TCF) awarded her the Fellowship in Turkish Culture 
and Arts to present her paper titled “Hints of Ottoman American Mu-
sical Interactions during Nineteenth to Early Twentieth Centuries” at 
the International Conference on Turkish Arts, Literature, and Culture 
in New York. She was a Visiting Scholar at Rutgers University Ameri-
can Studies Department in October 2019.

She has been one of the writers of contemporary classical music jour-
nals in Turkey, a column writer at the national newspaper Star, and 
an advisor of several documentary series for the Turkish National 
Broadcasting Channel TRT and various art institutions. She prepared 
a classical music radio program called “Müzik Evreninde Yolculuk (A 
travel in the music universe)” on TRT Radio 3 channel. She founded 
WPTA-Turkey and is a permanently authorized WPTA International 
Piano Competition judge.

Dr. Gábor Fodor

Dr. Gábor Fodor was born on 6 August 1984 in Budapest. His father, 
Ottoman historian Pál Fodor, is the former director general of the Re-
search Center for Humanities and Sciences of the Hungarian Acad-
emy of Sciences and an Honorary Member of the Turkish Historical 
Society. His mother is a retired French teacher.

After graduating from high school, Fodor went on to study Tur- 
kish Philology and History at Eötvös Loránd University (ELTE). Af-
ter working as an archaeology technician in excavations organized 
by the Budapest History Museum and National Museum during his 
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time at university, he was hired by the research group run by the late 
Turkologist György Hazai in 2009. He won a one-month scholarship 
at TÖMER in Ankara in 2006, and in 2009 he spent a semester at Bilgi 
University with an Erasmus scholarship. After graduating from uni-
versity in 2011, he started working at the Turkology Research Group 
of the Institute of Linguistics of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, 
and a year later, together with the Research Group, he started working 
at the Institute of Literature. He then joined the Young Researcher 
Fellowship Program of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences and con-
tinued his work at the same institution until 2014. From 2014 to 2015, 
he worked at the Ibn Sina Middle East Research Center, and in 2015 
he was appointed as director of the Liszt Institute – Istanbul Hungar-
ian Cultural Center. He started his Ph. D. in History at ELTE Univer-
sity in 2012 and completed his doctoral thesis with summa cum laude 
in 2018. He also worked as a part-time tourist guide with Hungarian 
tourists in Turkey until 2015, and from 2013 to 2015, he served as 
general secretary of the Hungarian-Turkish Friendship Society. After 
his return to Hungary in 2023, he took over the leadership of the Ot-
toman Studies Research Group of the ELTE-Research Centre for the 
Humanities, Institute of History.

Currently he is presiding the Hungarian-Turkish Friendship Society.

In addition to his work as a Hungarian cultural diplomat, Fodor has 
an interest in Turkish-Hungarian relations in the 19th and 20th centu-
ries, including the stories of Hungarians who lived in the Ottoman 
Empire, as well as their travel logs, diaries, and memoirs written in 
Hungarian. He has published three books, edited five volumes, trans-
lated two books, and featured more than fifty scientific articles in var-
ious languages, including Hungarian, Turkish, English, French and 
Italian.
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The Hungarian pianist, composer, and conductor Franz Liszt had taken 
an interest in Istanbul from the earliest years of Western music in 
the Ottoman Empire. In the summer of 1847, he travelled there to 
perform before Sultan Abdülmecid. During his five-week stay in the 
Ottoman capital, he continued his public performances and musical 
activities. Liszt’s concerts stimulated European musicians’ interest in 
Istanbul’s musical life, while contemporary reports of his visit acquainted  
contemporaries and later generations with the cultural and artistic 
milieu of the Ottoman Empire. His contacts with the Ottoman world 
proved enduring. Musicians who subsequently settled in Ottoman 
lands helped establish a tradition through their institutional positions, 
students, repertoire, and compositions – a tradition that continued into 
the Republican era. One of Liszt’s representatives in Istanbul was his 
student Géza Hegyei, who became a musician at the Ottoman court.
This book examines the relationship between Franz Liszt and Géza 
Hegyei against the background of Western music in the Ottoman 
Empire, which by the final quarter of the nineteenth century could draw 
on more than half a century of institutional history and infrastructure. It 
explores how this musical, political, and historical environment prepared 
the ground for Hegyei’s arrival in Istanbul and inspired his decision to 
pursue his career there. Through his work and students, Hegyei came to 
represent in Istanbul a Lisztian tradition that endured for generations.
The book seeks not only to reconstruct Géza Hegyei’s biography in 
detail, but also, through evidence associated with his life and career,  
to illuminate aspects of this period that have hitherto remained in  
the shadows.
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