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CHAPTER 13

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

MOVING EXPERIENCES

Blindness and the Performing Self in Imre
Ungdr’s Chopin

lllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllll

STEFAN SUNANDAN HONISCH

INTRODUCTION:
“PORTRAIT A SON PIANO ...”

In the holdings of the Bibliothéque Nationale de France, there are two black and white
photographs of a young man seated at a piano (see Figure 13.1). In the first image, the
stark illumination of the man’s face and hands establishes distance between his body and
the indistinct background, pushing the darkness away from the viewer’s attention, even
as the polarity between the pianist’s self and the wholly “other” environment paradoxi-
cally weakens the lines separating physical, bodily, and musical spaces. The keyboard on
which the man’s fingers rest, along with the music he makes, seems to be on the verge of
dissolving. In this ambiguous representation, the visual, the kinesthetic, and the sonic
dance together to an unfamiliar music of the body in the world.

In the second photograph, the relationship between the pianist and the space he
inhabits has been substantially demystified. The musician and his instrument are situ-
ated in a well-lit room, a bounded space in which the movements of body and of music,
contrasted by the stasis of the room, are drawn into unity by the light that floods the
image. Lightness dominates, ensuring that the boundaries of physical, bodily, and musi-
cal spaces are not, as in the first photograph, transgressed under the cover of darkness.

In both images, the man himself, elegantly attired in a suit and tie (complete with
pocket square), projects an air of serenity, his upper body oriented slightly toward
the camera. Hovering in the regions between sound and silence, lightness and dark-
ness, blindness and sightedness, these photographs capture a pianist in meditation—
absorbed, perhaps, by an inner music, fragments of which he seizes at the piano.!
The caption (identical for both photographs) tells us that the pianist is Imre Ungar, a
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MONEZES C g

FIGURE 13.1 Photographs dated 1932, of Imre Ungir. The caption reads: “Portrait & son piano
de Imre Ungidr, jeune pianist hongrois de 23 ans, aveugle de naissance, gagnant sur 92 con-
currents du Congrés International Chopin de Varsovie en mars 1932" ("Portrait at his piano
of Imre Ungar, a young twenty-three-year-old Hungarian pianist, blind since birth, winner

ahead of ninety-two competitors of the International Chopin Competition in Warsaw in
jated as MON 6335 and MON 6316, are

available in digitized format from the Bibliothéque Nationale de France: http://gallica.bnf.ir/

March 1932"). The photographs, consecutively fo

ark:/12148/btvibgosog82x.

twenty-three-year-old Hungarian pianist, “blind since birth” and a laureate of the 1932
Frédéric Chopin International Piano Competition in Warsaw.*

This caption gestures toward the historical significance of these portraits. As visual
artifacts, the images provide us with a contemporaneous glimpse of the first blind pia-
nist to secure a major prize at a prestigious international piano competition.” However,
the photographs also point toward the larger theoretical domains of the performance of
music and the performance of disability, which lie beyond the circumscribed context of
music competitions and which constitute the intersecting themes for this essay. In order
to understand how Imre Ungars life and career were shaped by the simultaneous per-
formance of music and disability (Straus 2011, 126), this essay begins with a biographi-
cal sketch that marks his position within the history of twentieth-century pianism and,
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FIGURE 13.1 Continued.

more narrowly, within a subhistory ofblind pianism.” Having secured this anchor point,
my study will turn to the question of how Ungir's playing was received and understood
by fellow musicians and critics. To these two "selves” of Imre Ungar, the “historical self”
and the “received self,” my essay adds the “performing self” (Cumming 2000), the emer-
gent musical subjectivity projected by Ungar through his translation of bodily move-
ment without sight into extraordinary musical performance.” This, then, is the path of
inquiry that stretches ahead, a path horizoned at every turn by the performance of dis-
ability and the performance of music.

This essay contemplates what it means to perform blindness as an embodied expe-
rience of movement through physical and musical space, rather than as an expression
of tragic loss, social isolation, and suffering. This shift in emphasis, from visual limi-
tation to kinesthetic possibility, raises the question of how navigating the world with-
out sight imprints the sensibilities of blind musicians in ways that transcend familiar
discourses about their heightened aural sensitivity and that dispel anxieties concern-
ing their reduced capacity for fluent movement (Ferguson 2007, Hollins 1936, Michalko
1998, Scott 1991). How might a blind pianist, for example, make music move in ways
that remake the relationship between the performance of music and the performance
of disability, between the musical space claimed by the performer and the physical
space inhabited by the performer’s body?” The focal point for this discussion is Ungar’s
recording of Frédéric Chopins Prelude in B Minor Op. 28 No. 6. Guided on the one
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expression” (80) (see also Angermiiller 2001); Alfred Hollins (1865-1942), who studied
with Hans von Biilow (Hollins 1936); Edward Baxter Perry (1855-1924), who counted
Clara Schumann and Franz Liszt among his teachers; and Edward Isaacs (1881-1953). The
history of international music competitions offers a rich terrain for studying the partici-
pation of disabled performers and in particular of blind pianists (Alink 1990), While the
intense media coverage of the blind pianist Nobuyuki Tsujii’s shared gold medal with the
sighted pianist Haochen Zhang at the 2009 Van Cliburn International Piano Competition
has, to a degree, brought the contours of this larger history into view, systematic excava-
tion of its sociocultural, political, and aesthetic levels awaits future study (Ivry 2009; Oda
2009; Tsujii 2009; Yoshihara 2009).

. The descriptnr "Extraur&innry“ in this context ncknuwledges Rosemarie

Garland-Thomson (1997), who describes “extraordinary bodies” as those defined through
“social relationships in which one group is legitimated by possessing valued physical char-
acteristics and maintains its ascendancy and its self-identity by systematically imposing
the role of cultural or corporeal inferiority on others” (7). In this essay, I argue that Ungir’s
interpretation of Chopin’s Prelude in B Minor, as well as his pianism more generally, is
“extraordinary” in the sense that his music-making must be understood in relation to and
in opposition against the social relationships that maintain sightedness as a privileged sen-
sory ability, relegating blind pianists to the status of disabled other. The ambiguity that
intersects historical and sociocultural narratives of blindness—on the one hand valorizing
blind people for their supposedly heightened powers of perception, while on the other
hand reducing them to the status of social outcasts enveloped in tragedy (Sacks 2007,
Straus 2011 )—plays out within a larger representational system in which disability serves
“as the master trope of human disqualification” ( Mitchell and Snyder 2000, 3).

. 'The idea that a blind person "makes” his or her own space has been explored in the context

of visual art. In their analysis of a painting by Susan Dorothea White titled “The Blind
Woman of Annandale” (1998), Patrick |. Devlieger and Hubert Froyen (2006) explain
that—in contrast to the artist’s own projections of blindness as a negative experience that
bars her subject from full participation in the world, restricting her movements "and ren-
dering her vulnerable” —this image suggests “the dynamism with which [the painting’s
subject] ‘makes space. ..." Movement, positioning, and tactile pointing make the space
real” (30).

Isolation from the external world and an aura of spirituality are two recurring motifs in the
reception of blindness throughout history, both presumed to be inevitable consequences
of an inability to see the external world. As Moshe Barasch (2001) explains, "So far as our
knowledge and imagination can reach back into past ages, we find that there was probably
no time and no society in which the blind were not tinged with some mystery. In many
cultures . .. they were believed to have some contact with other worlds, with a reality dif-
ferent from the one in which we regularly live and altogether beyond the reach of other
human beings” (7).

Rod Michalko (1998) discards the binary opposition between sightedness and blindness,
arguing that "blindness is not a shadow of sight but is, like sight itself, cast in the mystery of
the eve destined for the development of an imaginative relation to perception, to making
and remaking something of the world and to making and remaking its place in it” (152).
“Discourse,” as it is used here, follows the French philosopher Michel Foucault’s (1972)
definition. For Foucault, discourses are “practices that systematically form the objects
of which they speak.” In other words, discourses do not simply name phenomena that
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