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Franz Liszt was born on 22nd October 1811 in Doborján, Sopron County, in what was then part 
of Hungary but is now the small market town of Raiding in Austria. His father played several
instruments, was employed by the Esterházy family, and had known Haydn and Beethoven. 
At the age of seven Liszt began piano lessons with him, soon composed simple pieces, and within
two years was performing in concerts. Wealthy sponsors offered to finance Liszt’s further musical
studies in Vienna, where he was taught the piano by Czerny and composition by Salieri and Paer.
He made his Viennese debut in Hummel’s A minor Concerto in December 1822, inspiring one
journalist to write: ‘Again a young virtuoso has dropped from the clouds and compels us to the
highest admiration.’ By the following year (during which the young Liszt met the 52-year-old
Beethoven) foreign touring – throughout Germany, France and England – had become an inevitable
way of life. Liszt was widely acclaimed as a phenomenon. His father’s shaping of his career offers 
a parallel with Leopold Mozart’s management of his own child prodigy, but Adam Liszt, though
demanding, was less exploitative and overbearing, and a more skilful businessman. On the death 
of his father in 1827, Liszt settled in Paris with his mother. Traumatised by his bereavement, 
he abandoned his touring schedule and devoted himself to teaching piano and composition. 
When he fell in love with one of his piano pupils, the liaison was forbidden by the girl’s father. 
His own father had foreseen that women would ‘trouble and dominate his life’. Liszt suffered
depression and, sickened by the life and image of a virtuoso, turned to religion and literature.

Between 1830 and 1832 Liszt encountered three composers who profoundly influenced him in
different ways. Firstly, in December 1830, he met Berlioz, whose vivid orchestration and musical
evocation of the diabolic sparked Liszt’s own creative imagination. Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique,
epitomising both these characteristics, was premiered the following day – and brilliantly transcribed 
for piano by Liszt in 1833. A few months later Liszt heard Paganini play and was immediately inspired
to emulate his superhuman command of his instrument. As biographer Derek Watson has written: 
‘He strove like a madman to re-create on the piano the same degree of transcendental virtuosity …’.

In 1832 Liszt was present at Chopin’s Paris debut and a friendship quickly developed. By the 
age of 20 Liszt had already become involved with several women, but his meeting with Marie,
Comtesse d’Agoult in 1833 was the beginning of an intimate relationship which would last for 
more than ten years. Soon afterwards Liszt encountered a man who would influence him in a very
different way. The Christian philosopher, the Abbé Félicité de Lamennais, became Liszt’s spiritual
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mentor, inspiring him to write an essay ‘On the Future of Church Music’. In 1835 Marie d’Agoult
left her husband and family to live with Liszt. The first of their three children was Cosima, who
would become Wagner’s second wife. For eight more years Liszt toured Europe with such success
that Heinrich Heine coined the expression ‘Lisztomania’ to describe the hysteria which his playing
and charismatic personality inspired. Liszt was extremely generous with the fortune which he
earned from his career as a performer, giving much to charity and other humanitarian causes. 
There are numerous examples of his financial support for major projects such as the Beethoven
Monument in Bonn, the Hungarian National School of Music and the building fund of Cologne
Cathedral. Throughout his life he showed an equal generosity towards other composers, tirelessly
championing their music rather than his own.

In 1847 Liszt met the Polish Princess Carolyne zu Sayn-Wittgenstein, who was to become 
a profound influence for the remaining part of his life. (He and Marie d’Agoult had separated 
in 1844.) Carolyne persuaded Liszt to abandon his career as a virtuoso and devote himself to
composition. Thus Liszt gave up his performing career at the remarkably early age of 35. Most of
his major orchestral and choral works date from the period 1848–1860. Having been appointed
honorary Kapellmeister at Weimar in 1842, Liszt settled there six years later with Princess Carolyne,
who had left her husband. In 1859 and 1862 Liszt suffered two bereavements – the deaths of his
son Daniel, aged 20, and his 26-year-old daughter Blandine. Afterwards Liszt retreated to a
monastery near Rome, where the pope visited him and listened to him play. He received four 
minor orders two years later. His strong religious feelings date from his teens, when his mother had
dissuaded him from entering the Church. Deeply disillusioned by increasing public hostility towards
his compositions and criticism of the progressive faction with which he was associated, he had
resigned from his Weimar position.

In 1871 Liszt began another close relationship with a woman, the widowed Olga von Meyendorff.
She and the Princess were strongly contrasting characters. Both were intelligent women but it was
Olga in whom Liszt confided his deepest concerns, discussing even his relationship with Carolyne.

For the last 15 years of his life Liszt lived a threefold existence, dividing his time between
Weimar, Budapest (he gave master classes in both these cities) and Rome.

Liszt’s admiration of Wagner began in the mid-1840s and their subsequent close friendship was
undermined only when Liszt’s daughter Cosima, married to Hans von Bülow, had an affair with
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Wagner before becoming his second wife. Nevertheless, Liszt’s declining health (from 1884) did not
prevent him from attending performances of Parsifal and Tristan only a week before his death in
Bayreuth on 31st July 1886.

Though the contradictory aspects of Liszt’s character – both the sensuous and the spiritual – sit
uneasily together, his generosity of spirit, manifested in so many ways, must be balanced against his
failings. As early as 1837 Heine wrote: ‘What speaks most for Liszt is the respect with which even
his enemies recognise his personal merits. He is a man of unruly but noble character, unself-seeking
and without falseness.’

Liszt’s role in the development of piano composition

Liszt exerted a tremendous influence on the development of piano-writing. He not only extended
the instrument’s expressive range so that one may justifiably speak of ‘orchestral’ sonorities, but
also aspired to evoke natural sounds such as the wind, the sea, fountains or bells. Essential to these
experiments was his greater exploitation of both extremes of the piano keyboard, while his use of
colourful, impressionistic ‘washes of sound’ was equally original. Later composers – Debussy, Ravel,
Albéniz, Granados and others – learnt from Liszt’s example, using a much greater spectrum of
keyboard colours and textures.

Liszt’s piano works may be divided into several diverse categories. These include virtuoso showpieces
based on themes from operas; religious-inspired or devotional works such as the Two Legends;
the spare, enigmatic pieces from his last years; a ground-breaking sonata regarded as an iconic work
of the repertoire; and numerous piano transcriptions of other composers’ non-operatic works.

As Derek Watson has written: ‘The music reflects the man in its range from the ascetic to the
sumptuous, from the trivial and profane to the sublime and spiritual.’ Alfred Brendel has remarked:
‘For Liszt … the piano was an object to be transformed into an orchestra, turned into the elements,
lifted into the spheres.’ Heine, who had been less complimentary of Liszt’s dazzling performances
during his heyday, subsequently observed that ‘the piano vanishes and … music appears’.

Liszt generally gave masterclasses to between ten and twenty pupils simultaneously. He hated
being called a piano teacher and offered his students very little advice on technique, telling them to
‘wash their dirty linen at home’. Among the most celebrated of those pianists who studied with him
are Moriz Rosenthal, Emil Sauer, Eugène d’Albert and José Vianna da Motta.

Borodin visited the elderly Liszt on five occasions and wrote of his performing style: ‘… in spite
of all that I had heard about it, I was struck by the extreme simplicity, sobriety and discipline and
the complete absence of pretentiousness, affectation and any striving for extraneous effect’. He also
mentions ‘moderate tempi’; ‘in spite of his age the power, energy, passion, enthusiasm and fire are
boundless’; ‘tone round, full and firm’; ‘the clarity, richness and variety of nuance are amazing’.

The music

Liszt composed 19 Hungarian Rhapsodies, the first 15 dating from the late 1840’s and Nos. 16–19
from the last few years of his life. He was attracted to the indigenous music of his native country,
especially gypsy music, and from his late teens onwards he incorporated elements of the Hungarian
idiom into his own works. The sound of the cimbalom is sometimes evoked, while the augmented
second, a characteristic of the gypsy scale, is another obvious feature. However, modern scholarship
has shown that what Liszt understood as gypsy music actually originated in fashionable pieces
written by members of the Hungarian middle class of the late 18th and early 19th centuries. 
These pieces were adapted by the gypsies and often greatly embellished. Genuine ethnic Hungarian
music was an area of which Liszt had no knowledge. It was only when Bartók and Kodály carried
out their extensive research, about 20 years after Liszt’s death, that the ancient, orally transmitted
Magyar tradition was discovered. Naturally Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsodies were now scorned as
inauthentic, but Bartók himself wrote: ‘… the rhapsodies …. are perfect creations of their own kind.
The material … could not be treated with greater artistry and beauty.’ The Hungarian Rhapsody
No.2 is the most famous of the set and has been included in many films (from a Mickey Mouse
cartoon onwards). The Hungarian Rhapsody No.13 is among the less familiar, but is musically 
one of the finest. This piece has three sections rather than the usual lassú (slow) and friss (fast). 
The final section is based on a theme familiar from Sarasate’s violin showpiece Zigeunerweisen.
Hungarian Rhapsody No.15 is one of Liszt’s several versions of the famous Rákóczy March.

In 1835 Liszt and Marie d’Agoult travelled for several weeks through spectacular parts of
Switzerland. This trip inspired Liszt to compose a set of pieces which in their final revised form
(1848–54) are known as Book I of the Années de pèlerinage (Years of pilgrimage). In works either
pictorial or literary-inspired Liszt evokes with poetic imagination such subject-matter as The Chapel
of William Tell (encouraging Liszt’s sympathy with the theme of liberation), Lake Wallenstadt, 



the Bells of Geneva, a storm (headed by a quotation from Byron) and homesickness. ‘Vallée
d’Obermann’, influenced by Senancour’s novel Obermann, is the longest and greatest piece in this
Swiss book. As Humphrey Searle wrote: ‘The work has a most curious atmosphere, gloomy, sinister
and resigned by turns, but ending with a real paean of joy …. It is one of the pieces in which 
the subject really “possessed” the composer’.

Book II of the Années de pèlerinage was inspired by Liszt’s stay in Italy with Marie d’Agoult.
‘Sposalizio’, inspired by Raphael’s Betrothal of the Virgin, is followed by ‘Il penseroso’, based on 
a sculpture and poem by Michelangelo and harmonically anticipating Wagner. ‘Canzonetta del
Salvator Rosa’ (a Baroque painter) has an optimistic march-tune originally composed by Giovanni
Bononcini. Pieces 4, 5 and 6 are free transcriptions of songs based on Petrarch sonnets which Liszt
wrote during 1844–5. A master of transcription, Liszt reinvented these songs as impressive piano
works. Intensely poetic, harmonically and melodically rich, they reflect Petrarch’s ardent love for the
unattainable Laura, a married woman. The so-called ‘Dante’ Sonata is the biggest work in this
Italian volume, its episodic character much more in keeping with the ‘fantasia’ of the sub-title rather
than ‘sonata’. Liszt was not specific about which parts of Dante’s Divine Comedy – if any – are
directly represented in the piano composition, but the recurrent obsession with the interval of the
augmented fourth (often associated with the demonic) may well suggest the ‘strange tongues,
horrible cries, words of pain, tones of anger’ described in the Inferno.

Liszt completed his Piano Sonata, widely considered his masterpiece, in 1853. Its one continuous
movement approximates to a four-movement structure, with the exposition and recapitulation
equating to the first and last movements while the main development comprises a slow section 
and a fugal scherzo. A deeply influential work, the sonata is a perfect realisation of Liszt’s principles
of cyclic form and thematic metamorphosis.

Liszt’s numerous shorter works include the beguiling set of Valses-caprices de Vienne d’après
Schubert (1852). In his last years Liszt composed some spare, bleak pieces which are among the
most progressive of their time – such as the Bagatelle without tonality, Nuages gris and La lugubre
gondola (the first version, a premonition of Wagner’s death, is played here). En rêve is a charming
nocturne with mysterious elements.

Liszt’s 12 Transcendental Studies (‘in increasing degree of difficulty’) date from 1851, but were
developed from, firstly, the 12 Études which Liszt wrote when only 14, and secondly the Grandes
Études of 1837. This expressively wide-ranging group encompasses the rampaging ‘Mazeppa’
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(in expanded form, this became a symphonic poem), the calm landscape ‘Paysage’, the delicately
scintillating ‘Feux follets’, the turbulent ‘Wilde Jagd’ and the snowdrift vision ‘Chasse-Neige’. 
These twelve works make outlandish technical demands, but, like all the greatest studies, they are
above all richly satisfying musical entities.

Liszt composed his Grandes études de Paganini (five of the six are based on some of his 
24 Caprices for violin) in 1838–9. Performed here are Liszt’s later (less complex) versions from
1851. The dazzling third study (‘La Campanella’), the most familiar, is based on the rondo from
Paganini’s Second Violin Concerto. Both the polonaise and the ballade are genres perfected by
Chopin, but Liszt’s fine examples – two in each form – owe little to Chopin’s influence.

Published as a supplement to the Italian volume of Années de pèlerinage, the three pieces
grouped as Venezia e Napoli were composed in 1859. The final piece, ‘Tarantella (Presto)’ is based
on a ‘Canzone Napolitana’ attributed to Guillaume Louis Cottrau. Most of the seven pieces from
Book III of the Années de pèlerinage date from 1877. ‘Les jeux d’eaux à la Villa d’Este’ is the most
celebrated. Its impressionistic evocation of fountains greatly influenced later composers, but Liszt’s
transcendental quality achieves a more mystical dimension. At one point in the score Liszt quotes
from the Gospel of St John’s.

Of Liszt’s four separate Mephisto Waltzes, No.1 (originally for orchestra, subsequently transcribed
for piano) dates from 1859–62. Based on Faust by Lenau (not Goethe), this fantastically brilliant piece
is the most popular of the four and a standard repertoire work. No.3 is a much later work (1883) 
of advanced harmonic language which anticipates Scriabin. The three Liebesträume date from 1850,
when they appeared almost simultaneously as either lieder or piano transcriptions. No.3 is Liszt’s best
known work, but all three are rewarding. The exquisite Waldesrauschen (Forest Murmurs) and the
brilliantly mischievous Gnomenreigen (Dance of the Gnomes) were published in 1860 as Two Concert
Studies. Of Liszt’s 6 Consolations (1848, their title suggested by a cycle of poems by Saint-Beuve)
the deeply poetic No.3 is one of the most popular pieces in the Romantic repertoire.

Glanes (i.e. gleanings) de Woronince dates from 1847–8. Its first part – ‘Ballade Ukraine’ –
takes the national form of the Dumka as its basis. The Grosses Konzertsolo, written for an 1850
Paris Conservatoire competition, is a very substantial work which Liszt subsequently arranged for
piano and orchestra, then for two pianos as the Concerto pathétique. The Fantasy and Fugue on
B–A–C–H (1855 – originally for organ) is notable for its extreme chromaticism, at times to the
point of atonality. Similarly ambitious use of chromaticism is evident in a much earlier ‘fun’ piece



The earliest of Liszt’s transcriptions of music by Verdi, a composer in whom he consistently took
a keen interest, is ‘Salve Maria’ from Jérusalem (1848), but several pieces – based on music from 
Don Carlo, the Requiem, Simon Boccanegra and Aida respectively – date from his last few years.

Liszt’s piano transcriptions of large-scale works, including Beethoven’s symphonies and 
Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique are supremely accomplished re-workings. Liszt elevated the art 
of the transcriber to a new level, often casting new light on the original masterworks.

Liszt’s two piano concertos are securely established in the repertoire, but their familiarity 
should not prevent us from appreciating their originality. Here Liszt the virtuoso, at a time when
improvisation was far more central to the performer’s art than it is today, creates forms (especially 
in the episodic First Concerto) which seem spontaneous – as though improvised. The many little
cadenzas enhance this impression. Also Liszt employs the same technique of thematic transformation
which he developed in his Piano Sonata and symphonic poems.

Dating from the same year as the concertos, the sadly neglected Totentanz is tightly constructed,
boldly modern and powerfully effective. Liszt makes use of the ‘Dies Irae’ chant as the basis of a set
of free variations. On a similarly death-obsessed subject is Saint-Saëns’s Danse macabre, a piece
which Liszt transcribed for piano (with typical artistic freedom) in 1876.
� Philip Borg-Wheeler
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� 2017 Brilliant Classics
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of virtuoso writing – the Grand galop chromatique (1838). The Valse Impromptu is a delightful
miniature from around 1850, while the poetic ‘La leggierezza’ is the second of 3 Concert Studies
(c.1848). The colourful and virtuosic Rhapsodie espagnole of 1863 incorporates ‘La Folia’ and
‘Jota Aragonesa’.

Liszt’s religious-inspired or devotional piano works include ‘Bénédiction de Dieu dans la solitude’
and the Two Legends: ‘St Francis of Assisi preaching to the birds’ and ‘St Francis of Paola walking 
on the water’. The two legends are beautiful and inspired, ranking among Liszt’s most moving
works. ‘Bénédiction de Dieu dans la solitude’ (God’s blessing in the wilderness) is the third piece 
of the Harmonies poétiques et religieuses (Poetic and religious harmonies, a title borrowed from 
a collection of Lamartine poems), which Liszt compiled between 1847 and 1852 – a group of ten
pieces not to be confused with an individual piece of the same name dating from 1833. Completed
in 1847, ‘Bénédiction de Dieu dans la solitude’ is a magnificent work of wide expressive range.
Beginning in noble tranquillity, it encompasses passionate climaxes, contemplation and a serene
middle section.

Among Liszt’s Wagner transcriptions the most celebrated is the ‘Liebestod’ from Tristan and
Isolde, but there are more than a dozen other arrangements, including the Tannhäuser Overture
(requiring a phenomenal technique), ‘Senta’s Ballad’ from The Flying Dutchman and the ‘Solemn
March to the Holy Grail’ from Parsifal.

Among the most often derided of Liszt’s works are the virtuoso showpieces entitled operatic
paraphrases, fantasies or ‘reminiscences’. Far more than simple medleys of tunes, the finest of these
free fantasies amount to imaginative new compositions. Liszt often juxtaposes parts of the opera 
in new and revealing ways, while enhancing the themes with his own elegant embellishments or
counterpoint. Such works were invaluable for his own recitals (Liszt created the concept of the solo
recital), providing stimulating repertoire while also circulating some of the latest operatic music in
an age when travel to the nearest opera-house was for many a major expedition. One of the most
impressive of Liszt’s operatic fantasies is Réminiscences de Norma (1841), in which he captures 
the essence of the drama while enhancing the themes with grandeur and magnificence.

Hexaméron (1837) – variations on a march from Bellini’s I Puritani – is the work of six
composers, with one variation and other parts by Liszt.
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