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13Preface

Preface

Génie oblige.
– Franz Liszt

‘How is it possible for you not to be a pianist?’ In his mid-thirties Liszt effectively retired as a 
professional concert pianist, and from then on this question pursued him to the end of his life.  
A stream of concert promoters remained unable to understand how one of the greatest keyboard 
performers of all time could not be coaxed back onto the recital platform – or not, at least, for money. 
In 1874, well into his sixties, Liszt replied to one of these hapless queries in the wearily ironic tone 
that had by then become typical of him.

Dear Sir, Your friendly communication rests upon a harmless mistake. You do not seem to 
know that for twenty-six years past I have altogether ceased to be regarded as a pianist; hence 
I have for a long time not given any concerts, and have only very occasionally played the 
piano in public, for some very special reason, to aid some charity or to further some artistic 
object, and then only in Rome, Hungary (my native country), and in Vienna – nowhere else. 
And on these rare and very exceptional occasions no one has ever thought of offering me any 
remuneration in money. Excuse me therefore, dear Sir, that I cannot accept your invitation to 
the Liverpool Music Festival, inasmuch as I cannot in any way think of wearying the public 
with my ‘erstwhile’ piano-playing.
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14 Liszt: His Life and Music

By that time Liszt was used to being misunderstood. He probably would not have been surprised 
that the situation persisted for so long after his death. Even today, among the great composers, 
Liszt is one whose music it is still considered smart to despise (the word is not too strong) in many 
academic, critical and pianistic circles. Happily that view is not held by general listeners, who have 
avidly purchased the cascade of Liszt recordings that materialised with the advent of the CD era. But 
even allowing for arbitrary and conformist fashion, the anti-Liszt mood that prevails in much of the 
professional musical world is puzzling, even bizarre. How can it have come about?
 Liszt was a startlingly prolific composer, whose many original works were only one part of a 
much larger output. He was also an impulsive and brilliant arranger and transcriber of his own and of 
other composers’ music. Almost all his early piano music was later revised, some of it radically. And 
dozens of his own works exist in different arrangements. There are choral pieces arranged for piano 
(for example, in Harmonies poétiques et religieuses, or extracted from the Coronation Mass); piano 
works arranged for orchestra (some of the Hungarian Rhapsodies); orchestral works arranged for 
piano (From the Cradle to the Grave); a cantata overture revised as a symphonic poem (Les Préludes); 
many piano transcriptions of songs by Liszt himself (the Petrarch Sonnets) and others; alternative 
versions of choral works with organ or piano accompaniment (Via crucis); organ music recomposed 
for piano (the Prelude and Fugue on the Name B–A–C–H); complete works within complete works 
(the Christmas Oratorio and The Beatitudes, both incorporated into Christus); orchestral works 
by others transcribed for piano (Beethoven’s symphonies, Rossini’s William Tell overture, Berlioz’s 
Symphonie fantastique); piano music by others transcribed for piano and orchestra (Schubert’s 
Wanderer Fantasy); piano-duet arrangements of Liszt’s own orchestral works; and numerous 
virtuoso ‘paraphrases’ based on popular operas of the day.
 The first comprehensive catalogue of all this was compiled early in the last century by the German 
scholar Peter Raabe, curator of the Liszt Museum in Weimar. Raabe listed some 1,300 individual 
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items, and grouped these into 674 numbered works, ranging from two-minute piano pieces to the 
oratorio Christus, whose complete performance lasts just under three hours. Such a large output – or 
at least a good portion of it – must have been written quickly. And this in turn means that its level of 
inspiration is bound to be uneven. But critical opinion does not berate Haydn’s music, for instance, 
for displaying a similar deficiency. If the standing of other composers is rightly assessed on the basis 
of their finest music, one wonders why the same approach is not taken more readily with Liszt.
 Here was a composer who, like Bach or Mozart, really did live the lives of several great musicians 
rolled into one. The documentary consensus is that Liszt was one of the most astonishing piano-
playing prodigies ever. During his years as a touring virtuoso in his twenties and early thirties, 
he broke new ground in terms of what was possible at the piano keyboard; his achievements as a 
performer of the utmost power and brilliance, one graced also with a uniquely magical musicianship, 
remain legendary. At the age of thirty-five he chose to settle down (relatively speaking) in the 
Thuringian town of Weimar. There he composed orchestral and piano music, conducted, and taught 
his piano pupils, but without resuming his own career as a pianist. In his fifties he lived for several 
years in Rome, where he took minor orders in the Roman Catholic Church, and consolidated his 
position as one of the nineteenth century’s great composers of choral music. Increasing old age saw 
him living a wandering life (Liszt never owned his own home) as a teacher and conductor; he played 
the piano in public for charitable purposes only, and helped to set up a new musical conservatory in 
Budapest in his beloved Hungary. Meanwhile he was composing in an idiom so advanced that the 
results bewildered later generations as much as his own.
 These later generations, failing to understand the magnitude of the Liszt phenomenon, seem 
to have responded by trying to cut it down to size. The composer is supposed first of all to have 
sold out his high ideals to the applause of his listening public, and then to have sold out that same 
public by abandoning the concert platform and entering the Church. The facts offer a different 
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perspective. Liszt found his religious faith during childhood, and it never left him during his years as 
the Romantic era’s musical hero par excellence: even among his early works, secular barnstorming 
rubs shoulders with religious subject matter. Decades later, the Abbé Liszt’s output was continuing 
to present devotional choral works alongside some of the most hedonistic and brilliant piano music 
ever written. If a composer defies the categories into which his work is supposed to fit, then the 
reasonable assertion has to be made that there is something wrong with the categories themselves.
 In any case it is hard to understand why attempts to pigeonhole this supremely free spirit among 
composers should be thought necessary at all. The process seems to relate to an underlying sense that 
somehow Liszt ‘had it too easy’. It is considered intellectually respectable for a composer to struggle 
for most of his life – as Wagner did, for instance – to achieve his ultimate artistic goals. Liszt had 
already achieved some of his by his mid-thirties; and (a greater heresy, perhaps) he had earned a lot 
of money in the process. Fortunate in his multiple talents, he also had the gift of being able to handle 
those talents so that they enhanced rather than diminished one another. For all his image – self-styled 
to some extent – of the definitive wild Romantic artist, a kind of musical Byron, Liszt had a sane and 
balanced personality, at least by the standards of genius. Until his physical health began to decline, 
he was on the whole free of the destabilising manias that brought such unhappiness to, for instance, 
Schumann or Tchaikovsky. From his earliest days as a prodigy to his journey in old age through the 
early stages of musical modernism, Liszt the composer seems always to have known and understood 
(perhaps with momentary exceptions) exactly what he was doing. 
 There is room here only to scratch the surface of the achievements of such an extraordinary artist 
– Liszt the Romantic dreamer and lover, the prophetic composer, literary connoisseur, Hungarian 
patriot and unofficial musical ambassador, pianistic magician, devout Catholic, untiring teacher, 
gifted writer, and the exceptionally dedicated supporter of musical causes besides his own (as Berlioz 
and Wagner, to name just two of his fellow composers, would have warmly attested if caught in the 
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right mood). Such individuals are always ahead of everybody else. It is a lonely position, but one that 
Liszt knew how to come to terms with. He also remains the only great composer to have written a 
book about another. His Life of Chopin is one of the first and most sympathetic studies of the friend 
and contemporary whose music and artistic values he deeply admired, despite the temperamental 
differences that later forced them apart, and which might yet have been bridged if Chopin had not 
died at the age of thirty-nine. The words with which Liszt introduced his fellow artist to his readers 
could apply equally to himself.

If it has been often proved that ‘no one is a prophet in his own country’, is it not equally 
true that the prophets, the men of the future, who feel its life in advance, and prefigure it in 
their works, are never recognised as prophets in their own times? It would be presumptuous 
to assert that it can ever be otherwise. In vain may the young generations of artists protest 
against the ‘Anti-Progressives’, whose invariable custom it is to assault and beat down the 
living with the dead. Time alone can test the real value, or reveal the hidden beauties, either 
of musical compositions, or of kindred efforts in the sister arts.

∑

Liszt’s life and work present a challenge when it comes to a project of this kind. The narrative of the 
life of most composers usually gets into its stride only when the subject has reached early adulthood. 
Like Mozart and Mendelssohn, however, Liszt was already a widely travelled celebrity in his teenage 
years. Other areas of his life, too, such as his epic concert-giving tours, are as significant in musical 
and historical terms as his legacy of works. These in turn are so numerous that unbroken discussion 
of even a reasonable selection risks becoming a non-stop worklist. In the pages that follow, therefore, 
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I have chosen to interleave the four main ‘chapters’ of Liszt’s life with a parallel survey of his music.
 Given such an immense and variegated output, trying to decide what constitutes ‘the essential 
Liszt’ is difficult. So I have not gone into excessive detail regarding the multiple reincarnations of 
many of his works, if it is sufficiently clear (as it usually is) which version represents Liszt’s final 
thoughts. Then again, some of the preliminary versions of the piano music are more than interesting 
and important enough to deserve attention.
   There are two widely accepted catalogues of Liszt’s works: the first one by Peter Raabe 
(mentioned above) and the second one compiled by Humphrey Searle for his entry on the composer 
in the 1954 edition of Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians. Both of these have since been 
revised and updated in the light of further discoveries and, with that proviso, both are accurate and 
valuable. Instead of classifying everything along chronological lines, as in Ludwig Köchel’s catalogue 
of Mozart’s works, Raabe followed the procedure of the BWV (Bach-Werke-Verzeichnis) numbers for 
Bach’s music: Liszt’s works are grouped by genre – piano solo, orchestra, piano and orchestra, sacred 
choral, secular choral, opera, and so on – and are listed more or less chronologically within those 
groups. Searle takes a similar approach, but his organisation is more consistent and logical, with 
the groups more clearly subdivided by genre (as in the piano music). Almost every work by Liszt, 
however, has a unique title, so I have only used catalogue numbers in the course of the text where 
necessary, for instance when referring to one of Liszt’s several Ave Maria or Pater noster settings. 
The CD Track Lists and Annotations of CD Tracks, however, give both the S (Searle) and R (Raabe) 
numbers after each work.
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The Life, 1811–1847
From Prodigy to Travelling Virtuoso
 

8.558214−15 Liszt-Life and Music booklet text 30-9-10.indd   19 05/10/2010   15:52



20 Liszt: His Life and Music

The Life, 1811–1847
From Prodigy to Travelling Virtuoso

Franz Liszt was born on 22 October 1811 in a village cottage in Raiding, in the eastern Austrian 
province of Burgenland. The geographical heart of Europe is an appropriate birthplace for the 
composer whose life and work were to encompass the entire world of nineteenth-century classical 
music. Raiding (the Hungarian name of which is Doborján) lies where the gentle hills of lower 
Austria give way to the flatlands stretching away past the Neusiedlersee lake and its surrounding 
marshes, towards the wide spaces of the Hungarian plain to the north and east. The border between 
the present-day nation states of Hungary and Austria is as arbitrary, however, as any that are not 
conveniently demarcated by seas, rivers or mountain ranges, and in Liszt’s time the dividing-line 
between the two lands was much less distinct than it is today. Ruled over by the Habsburg dynasty, 
the predominantly Roman Catholic Austrian empire in 1811 extended from Italian Lombardy to 
Romanian Transylvania, and, on a north–south axis, from Czech Bohemia to the Balkan lands of 
Croatia and Dalmatia. 
 At the time that a Liszt mythology was developing during his lifetime, its subject (himself not 
always averse to this process, or at least not enough to stand in its way) liked to believe that he 
had aristocratic ancestry. It is now known that, on the contrary, Liszt’s family was of a humble 
background. And in spite of his genuine sense of identity with his Hungarian roots, these did not in 
fact reach as far back as he would have liked. His earliest identified ancestor is his great-grandfather 
Sebastian List, one of an eighteenth-century generation of German-speaking serfs who migrated 
from Lower Austria to look for work on the feudal estates of the Hungarian lands. Sebastian became 
a small tenant farmer in the village of Ragendorf, north-east of the Neusiedlersee. One of his three 
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children was his son Georg List, born in 1755. Georg’s long life brought him three wives, twenty-five 
children, and a varied career in the service of the local aristocratic dynasty, the Esterházy family.
 The Esterházy estates covered large stretches of Burgenland, including the scattering of villages 
where Georg List began his twenty-five years as a schoolteacher. A natural musician, he played the 
piano, violin and organ, combining his teaching duties with those of a local choirmaster. Removed 
from the last of his teaching posts in Pottersdorf on account of his headstrong character, he had 
avoided destitution by securing a job in the Esterházy timber yard at Marz. Georg’s son Adam – 
Liszt’s father – was born in 1776 in Edelsthal. Aged only fourteen when his father lost his Pottersdorf 
teaching post, Adam left home to get himself an education at school in Pressburg (now the Slovakian 
capital Bratislava). He was already signing his family name in its Magyarised form of Liszt, thus 
emphasising his naturalised Hungarian ancestry. After graduating from school Adam became 
a novice at the nearby Franciscan monasteries of Malacka and Tyrnavia, but having entered the 
priesthood he became restless under its restrictions and left the order. 
 After a year as a philosophy student at Pressburg University, Adam secured himself a post as 
a clerk at the Esterházy estate of Forchtenau. But what he most wanted was to move to Eisenstadt, 
where the Esterházy palace had its own orchestra. In 1801 he composed a Te Deum setting for chorus 
and small orchestra, submitting it to the current Esterházy ruler, Prince Nicolaus II. Four more years 
passed before he was granted his longed-for transfer to Eisenstadt, where he managed to combine 
his estate management duties with the position of second cellist in the Prince’s orchestra. Thanks to 
Nicolaus II’s father, the musical life presided over by the Esterházys had impressive credentials: in the 
preceding decades Prince Nicolaus Joseph had assembled a private orchestra at the family’s second 
palace at the village of Eszterháza, and engaged Franz Joseph Haydn as court Kapellmeister. Nicolaus 
II, to whom the title passed in 1790, was much less interested in music, and closed down operations 
at Eszterháza. But the orchestra in Eisenstadt was allowed to continue.
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 Adam Liszt’s four years in the town were probably the happiest of his life – before his expertise 
as an estate manager proved his musical undoing. Prince Nicolaus, needing a reliable overseer to 
superintend the Esterházy sheep flocks at Raiding, transferred his orchestral cellist to this village 
thirty miles south of Eisenstadt. Anna Lager, a chambermaid from Vienna, had recently moved 
nearby to be with her soapmaker brother. Adam and Anna were married near Raiding on 11 January 
1811. Their only child, born on 22 October, was on the next day christened Franciscus Liszt, in 
honour of Adam’s former colleagues in the Franciscan order.
 Anna’s pregnancy had given her a deep belief that hers was to be a special child. Soon after 
her son’s conception, the Great Comet of 1811 had appeared, trailing a spectacular double tail that 
stretched far across the European sky. Comets were then considered to be omens, and when Anna 
heard that some Hungarian gypsies encamped near Raiding had proclaimed the imminent birth 
of a great man, she was convinced that her forthcoming child had been chosen by destiny. Liszt’s 
birth was trouble-free, but Anna never conceived again – a situation so unusual, in that era of large 
families, that she remained all the more sure of Franz’s uniqueness. 
 Although Liszt was taught to read and write by the local schoolteacher, his early education could 
not be other than rudimentary, with more than sixty children crammed into a single small classroom. 
The education that mattered took place at home. Adam Liszt had kept in touch with the Esterházy 
palace musicians, who would come down from Eisenstadt to play chamber music in the modest 
family home. From the cradle, therefore, Liszt was familiar with the sound of music-making. He was 
six years old when, having heard his father playing the piano part of a concerto, he suddenly sang it 
back to him from memory later in the day. Adam was impressed, and piano lessons for Franz then 
seem to have begun in earnest. Adam encouraged him to play from memory, to improvise, and to 
read music at sight, a range of skills which Liszt quickly developed to an astonishing level. 
 Young Franz had a capacity for total absorption in whatever interested him, a quality which 
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derived from his father. So did the mystical religious sense that emerged when Liszt began to be taken 
to services in the small local Catholic churches. And there was another key influence. Unlike the 
persecuted gypsy communities elsewhere in eastern Europe, the Hungarian Tziganes had managed 
to thrive, relatively speaking. Their colourful nomadic communities, complete with caravans, 
fortune-tellers and camp-fires, were a regular presence around Raiding. Franz was soon fascinated 
by their music, with its exotic, improvised ensemble-playing, so different from the classical world of 
Bach, Mozart and Beethoven to which Adam had already introduced him. 
 By now it was clear to Adam that his son had the makings of a sensational piano-playing prodigy. 
Then as now, Eastern Europe’s great musical centre was Vienna, fifty miles away. Clearly Franz had 
to study there. Adam managed to persuade a reluctant Prince Nicolaus to interrupt a local hunting 
trip to come and hear his son play. Nicolaus appeared to be impressed, but did not respond to Adam’s 
request for a transfer to work on Esterházy business in Vienna. With remarkable determination 
Adam then simply set off for Vienna, taking his son with him, to call on the city’s most celebrated 
piano teacher, Carl Czerny.
 Their meeting has long since been shrouded in exaggerated mythology, with stories of a kneeling 
Adam imploring the great teacher to accept his tearful child as a pupil. Many years later the equable 
Czerny wrote down his own memories of the occasion.

One morning in 1819… a man with an eight-year-old boy came to me, asking me to let him 
play me something. He was a pale and unhealthy-looking child, and lurched about on the 
piano stool so much that he looked as if he might be drunk; sometimes I wondered if he would 
fall off and land on the floor. His playing was also quite disorganised, and he flung his fingers 
haphazardly across the keyboard. Even so, I was amazed at his talent, and at its naturalness. 
When I gave him something to sightread, it was clear that Nature itself had created a pianist. 
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The same was true when, as his father asked me, I showed him a theme, on which he then 
improvised… His father asked me if I would take on his ‘Franzi’ as pupil, should they return 
to Vienna next year. I replied I would be happy to; and for now, I gave him some firm advice, 
along the lines of how he himself could best continue his son’s musical education.

Liszt was exceptionally fortunate in his parents – the intelligent, gifted, self-sufficient, self-respecting 
Adam, and the kind-hearted, practical, and by-no-means-pampering Anna. For all his artist’s 
headstrong streak, Liszt was not at all an unduly arrogant child, let alone ‘spoiled’. Now he was to be 
fortunate also in his main teacher.
 Czerny’s style was not in the tradition of the harsh, domineering taskmaster. He was able to 
assess exactly what each individual pupil needed, and to induce the required hard work with firm 
persuasion. Born in Vienna, he too had been a child prodigy; then, disliking the life of a travelling 
virtuoso, he had set himself up as a lucratively paid teacher of the local nobility, routinely working 
twelve-hour days while somehow also finding the time to compose prolifically. Czerny offered to 
teach Franz free of charge, although the Liszt family’s living expenses in Vienna would still have  
to be met. 
 When back in Raiding, therefore, Adam Liszt arranged Franz’s first-ever public concert – which 
took place in October 1820, at the nearby village of Ödenburg. As was often the case in the years 
to come, Liszt was nervous and emotionally overwrought before playing. But once seated at the 
keyboard his confidence was immediate and total. The next month brought further success. Adam 
had timed Franz’s concert in Pressburg to coincide with a meeting of the Diet, the Hungarian national 
assembly. The result was an audience full of individuals with power, influence and money, who would 
have been impressed from the start by Franzi’s appearance in Hungarian national costume. (Adam 
was not one to miss a trick.) Sure enough, this formidable assembly was even more impressed by the 
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young boy’s playing, and particularly by his ability to sightread, at a demanding technical level, with 
a fluency and command that defied belief. A group of prominent aristocrats agreed to fund Liszt’s 
studies for the next six years. And so, early in 1822, Adam, Anna and their son moved to Vienna.
 Czerny began by putting Liszt through several months of rigorous technical exercises to the 
exclusion of anything else, insisting on strict rhythmic control, the strengthening and absolute 
independence of each finger, and evenness of tone to match. Liszt felt rebellious, but stuck to his task. 
Then Czerny, again shrewdly judging the situation, allowed his young pupil to return to the works of 
Bach, Beethoven and Hummel, besides some of Czerny’s own. Liszt was made to learn everything 
as quickly as possible, so that his sightreading and memorising skills became even more remarkable. 
Meanwhile he was also studying music theory with the venerable Antonio Salieri. This Italian-born 
composer’s posthumous notoriety as the jealous rival who poisoned Mozart (there is no evidence 
of this ever having happened) has since obscured much of his own talent and generosity. He too 
taught Liszt without charge, concentrating on the wider musical skills beyond keyboard technique 
– particularly the art of reading full orchestral scores, and the requisite knowledge of harmony, 
counterpoint and instrumentation. 
 A sequence of public concerts by Liszt in Vienna, which Czerny now permitted, brought 
astonished acclaim. In addition, the boy was taken to meet his revered idol, Beethoven. The great 
composer, plagued by his deafness and its accompanying tinnitus, was notoriously resistant to child 
prodigies being paraded before him, but after much persuasion he agreed to make an exception. Liszt 
described the occasion to one of his own pupils half a century later. 

We went into the rooms in the house where Beethoven lived. I felt rather shy, while Czerny 
kindly encouraged me. Beethoven was composing at a table by the window. He stared at us for 
a while, spoke briefly to Czerny, and said nothing as my teacher signalled to me to go to the 
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piano. First I played something by [Ferdinand] Ries. Then Beethoven asked me if I was able 
to play a fugue by Bach. I chose one of the two in C minor, from The Well-Tempered Clavier. 
Then Beethoven asked me: ‘Can you transpose that into another key?’ I am glad to say that I 
could. I looked up. The great master was gazing steadily at me. Then his sombre, yet glowing 
expression lightened with a smile, and he came up to me, bent down, placed his hand on 
my head, and stroked my hair a few times. ‘A remarkable young fellow,’ he whispered, ‘a real 
young Turk!’ I felt rather brave. ‘Can I play something by you now?’ I asked. Beethoven smiled, 
and nodded his approval. I played him the first movement of his Piano Concerto [No. 1] in 
C major. After I had finished Beethoven took me in his two hands, kissed me on the forehead, 
and said in a gentle voice: ‘Off you go! You are one of the lucky ones. Because you will bring 
happiness and joy to so many!’

The prodigy’s meteoric rise continued. Adam Liszt was well aware of the legendary success achieved 
sixty years previously by the young Mozart and his sister, Nannerl, when their father Leopold took 
them on concert tours all over Europe. Adam wanted the same success for his son, who in any case 
was now the only proper earner for the family. First they returned to Hungary for a concert in the 
capital city of Pest (now the southern half of Budapest), where Liszt once again dazzled his listeners 
with a sequence of improvisations on themes submitted by members of the audience. Adam also took 
his son along to play to the Franciscan monks at the monastery in Pest, an occasion which deeply 
impressed Franz.
 But the city on which Adam had set his sights was Paris, Europe’s other leading musical 
centre. Replicating a tour taken by the Mozart family, Liszt gave a series of concerts in Munich, 
Augsburg, Stuttgart and Strasbourg. The twelve-year-old boy was already regarded as an unofficial 
imperial ambassador: a letter of recommendation was sent to leading Habsburg Empire diplomats 
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in Paris and London at the behest of Prince Metternich, Austria’s chancellor. Adam, Anna and 
Franz reached Paris in December 1823. A stellar succession of concerts reached a pinnacle at the 
Théâtre Italien the following March, before an audience packed with society figures. The young 
prodigy was commissioned by the Théâtre Italien to compose an opera, Don Sanche, ou le Château 
d’Amour (‘Don Sancho, or the Castle of Love’). The family then crossed the English Channel for 
concerts in London (where the Morning Post wrote ‘To do justice to the performance of Master 
Liszt… is totally out of our power’) and in Manchester. Then back the family threesome went to 
Paris, for more concerts, and for work on Don Sanche and on the piano music that Liszt was already  
creating.
 It is difficult to grasp the full immensity of the Liszt phenomenon. Child prodigies were not such 
a rare species. Just what was it that made Liszt’s playing so mesmerising that to hear it even once 
was, evidently, a life-changing experience? Of course the tumultuous virtuosity thrilled. Meanwhile 
some intangible quality relating to his broader musicianship – the even, singing tone so insisted 
upon by Czerny, the sense of fantasy that graced the improvisations – made Liszt’s performances 
unforgettable. More wonderfully still, young Franz was not to be one of those performers in whom 
an excess of talent, coupled with too much early exposure, leads to what we now call ‘burn-out’. His 
playing was still generating the same emotional charge among his listeners half a century later. 
 His early years also coincided with significant developments in the construction of the piano 
itself. The arrival of the full-sized, full-length grand piano familiar on today’s concert platforms can be 
dated back to the Paris International Exhibition of 1867, when the Hamburg firm of Steinway unveiled 
a new cross-strung, metal-framed design, of a type broadly adhered to ever since by Steinway and its 
competitors. The instrument with which Liszt had grown up was the less powerful fortepiano, whose 
elegant sound offered nothing like the dynamic or tonal range of its modern pianoforte counterpart. 
In Mozart’s time, fortepiano design was still ‘square’ or, more accurately, rectangular. The ensuing 
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era of Beethoven and Schubert saw the development of extra power through the lengthening of the 
bass strings, which brought about the lyre-shaped design of today’s concert instrument. Next, a cast-
iron frame for the strings was gradually introduced; although this was much heavier than a wooden 
one, it allowed much greater string tension, and therefore a far wider range of sonority at both quiet 
and loud ends of the spectrum. Cross-stringing – the deployment of the strings in two diagonally 
overlapping layers, enhancing tonal richness and resonance even further – proved to be the decisive 
final breakthrough in modern piano design.
 These developments were still at a fairly early stage of evolution when Liszt and his parents, 
arriving in Paris in December 1823, found that the piano-manufacturing firm of Érard was located 
just across the street from their hotel. Sébastien Érard had recently invented the piano’s double 
escapement, a mechanism which allowed trills and repeated notes to be played with much greater 
speed and brilliance than before. Presented with one of the new instruments, Liszt took it with him 
on tour in exchange for his billing as an ‘Érard artist’. 
 In October 1825 Don Sanche was premiered at the Théâtre Italien with lukewarm success. It 
was taken off after just four performances, its fate largely sealed by the mediocre libretto penned 
by two local writers – a mock-Spanish tale of medieval chivalric romance, spiced with sorcery and 
swordplay. While Liszt never entirely abandoned the idea of writing another opera, his Étude en 
douze exercices, completed in 1826, was far more prophetic of his future direction. He envisaged this 
set of twelve piano studies as part of a larger group of forty-eight, consisting of two each in a major 
and minor key (perhaps modelled on Bach’s set of Forty-Eight Preludes and Fugues). Although 
the plan proceeded no further, these twelve pieces were later to be reworked as the Vingt-quatre 
Grandes Études of 1837, which are among the most difficult piano works ever composed.
 Liszt’s constant touring was by now taking its toll on what remained of normal family life, and 
in 1824 Anna went back to Austria, to live with her sister in the city of Graz. Liszt naturally missed 
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his mother. Her absence seems to have pushed him further into an intense phase of religious mania: 
there was much solitary reading of the medieval priest and theologian Thomas Aquinas. Liszt also 
developed a longing, like his father before him, to become a priest himself. In August 1827 Adam 
took his tired and withdrawn son for a cure in the spa town of Boulogne. There Adam caught typhoid. 
Between periods of delirium, he asked his son to summon Anna from Austria. Liszt wrote to his 
mother at once, but Adam died four days later, before Anna could reach them.
 Suddenly Liszt’s life had been turned upside down. He now had to support himself and his 
mother in Paris; and he had temporarily grown tired of being, as he later put it, a circus animal 
for the gratification of fashionable society. Setting himself up as a teacher, he secured a plentiful 
number of upmarket young pupils. But he found it difficult (as would any unsettled adolescent) to 
organise his life as Adam had organised it before. He then compounded matters by falling in love 
with one of his pupils. She was Caroline de Saint-Cricq, the daughter of the French trade minister in 
Charles X’s imperial government. The romance at first proceeded happily, with the cautious approval 
of Caroline’s mother – who then fell ill and died, leaving her daughter distraught. Caroline’s father 
had disapproved of Liszt, and he banned the young lovers from meeting. Liszt withdrew further into 
himself, teaching only intermittently, immersing himself in his religious yearning, and ceasing to 
compose altogether. 
 Helped by the patient Anna’s devotion, Liszt gradually rescued himself from this morbid phase of 
his adolescence. He began to read more widely, savouring the exotic worlds charted by the Romantic 
poets François Chateaubriand, Alphonse de Lamartine and Victor Hugo. These new literary interests 
helped to draw him back to the world of opera, this time as its imaginative transcriber. An elaborately 
decorated parapahrase on Daniel-François-Esprit Auber’s La Fiancée marked a return to composing 
after a two-year break. What truly jolted Liszt awake, however, was another of France’s revolutions. 
These were a Parisian speciality: the rest of the country was a more conservative society than the 
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teeming metropolis, where political resentment at the restored and reactionary monarchy and its 
government had been smouldering for some time.
 The fighting broke out in July 1830, with serious bloodshed between the army and the 
revolutionaries. Liszt, like most of the city’s artistic community, passionately supported the 
insurgency. He was as disappointed as anyone at the replacement of the banished Charles X by the 
compromise figure of Louis-Philippe, the self-styled ‘citizen king’. But the episode had spurred Paris 
into a new cultural era. Writers, painters and musicians from all over Europe were drawn to the 
city like a magnet. Among them was a sizeable Polish community fleeing in outrage from Russia’s 
occupation of their country. Their number included a young pianist called Fryderyk Chopin, who like 
Liszt was to become one of the supreme composer−pianists of his time.
 A thriving part of the artistic scene was the salon society hosted by the Parisian aristocracy, 
whose members were no doubt astonished to find that the latest French revolution had come and 
gone without their being guillotined or drummed out of town. Liszt’s mesmerising pianism made 
him a desired presence at these gatherings, heavily populated as they were with swooning female 
admirers, plenty of whom happened to be bored in their arranged marriages to older men. With his 
long hair, slender figure, and charismatic manner at the keyboard, Liszt was a wildly attractive figure; 
he knew this, and found that amorous liaisons could happen to him with ridiculous ease. A more 
extended dalliance than the others was with the Countess Adèle Laprunarède. This developed with 
the unwitting help of Adèle’s older and deluded husband, who asked Liszt to join them on a visit to 
their castle in the Swiss Alps. Adèle and Liszt found themselves snowed in by the winter weather, and 
their passionate idyll was obliged to continue until the spring thaw.
 But there was much more to Liszt at this time than being just another ambitious and amorous 
pianist ‘on the make’, as his support for Chopin showed. Whereas Liszt was soon to rediscover his 
relish for dazzling the concert-going public, Chopin’s much greater reserve made him increasingly 
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resistant to such a career path: indeed he only ever gave about thirty concerts in his short life, most 
of them early on when he needed to make his name. Liszt had at once recognised Chopin’s talent, 
and used his own connections to help his Polish colleague make his way in the salon society which, 
for different reasons, suited them both: Liszt basked in the surrounding adulation, and Chopin felt at 
home in what he perceived to be a refined atmosphere suited to his own kind of poetic musicianship.
 The two young musicians were genuinely able to relax in each other’s company. This is happily 
clear from a letter the friends wrote together in the summer of 1832 to one of their circle, the 
composer and pianist Ferdinand Hiller, whose father’s death had just called him back to his native 
Frankfurt. Chopin’s contributions are shown in square brackets.

This is the twentieth time, at least, that we have tried to meet, first at my house, then here, with 
the intention of writing to you, and always some visit, or some other unforeseen hindrance, 
has occurred. I don’t know whether Chopin will be strong enough to make excuses to you; for 
my part, it seems to me that we have been so unmannerly and impertinent that no excuses 
are now permissable or possible.
 We sympathised most deeply in your bereavement, and more deeply did we wish that 
we could be with you in order to soften, as far as possible, the grief of your heart.
 [He has said it all so well that I have nothing to add to excuse me specially for my 
negligence and idleness, or whim or distraction, or – or – or – You know that I can explain 
myself better in person, and this autumn, when I take you home late by the boulevards to your 
mother, I shall try to obtain your pardon. I am writing to you not knowing what my pen is 
scribbling, as Liszt is at this moment playing my Studies, and transporting me away from all 
suitable ideas. I wish I could steal his manner of rendering my own works…]
 Do you know Chopin’s wonderful Studies? – [They are admirable! and moreover they 
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will last only until yours appear] = an author’s little piece of modesty!!! [A little piece of 
rudeness on the part of the regent, for – to explain the matter properly – he is correcting my 
spelling]… You will come back in the month of [September, isn’t it?] – try to let us know the 
day; we have determined to give you a serenade… The responsible editors,
F. Liszt
[F. Chopin]
[By the way… Berlioz sends greetings.]

Sadly, the sense of fun which the letter radiates – penned by two gifted young artists with everything 
to live for, in a city which for them was exactly the right place at the right time – was not to endure. 
Liszt and Chopin did not consciously choose to grow apart in the years to come. Their artistic natures 
were so different, however, and the personality clashes between their associates so strong, that a 
mutual distancing was almost bound to happen. Liszt seldom chose to ‘fall out’ with anyone. But 
reining in the partisanship of one’s excessively ardent admirers can be difficult, even if one wants to 
try. As the years passed, Liszt’s exasperation at such situations meant that, increasingly, he did not 
want to try.
   At the time, however, the waves were rolling high, and Liszt was enjoying himself. His letter 
with Chopin to Hiller casually mentions Hector Berlioz, whose bold, literature-inspired composing 
talent made him and Liszt natural comrades-in-arms. The first performance of Berlioz’s Symphonie 
fantastique, before a bewildered audience in the Paris Conservatoire on 5 December 1830, had 
already rewritten musical history by effectively inventing the modern orchestra at a single stroke. The 
unprecedented vividness of Berlioz’s orchestration, tied to an unconventional narrative design in five 
movements, was an astonishing feat to have achieved just three years after the death of Beethoven. 
Liszt, who was in that first audience, responded by making his own piano transcription of the work.
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 And there was another radical influence on the young composer–pianist. In 1831 the Italian 
violinist Nicolò Paganini had astonished Paris with a solo concert; the virtuosity of his playing was so 
extreme that strange stories began to circulate. Since Paganini always dressed in black, the maestro 
was supposed somehow to be in league with the Devil (long enshrined in popular memory as playing 
the violin). There were lurid tales of Paganini’s addiction to gambling (true), to alcohol and cigars 
(also true), and of how one of his violin strings had been made from the intestine of a murdered 
mistress (less true).
 Liszt was not present at that first Paganini concert in Paris. But he made sure to be at the Paris 
Opéra in April 1832 when the violinist made a return appearance, in a benefit concert for the victims 
of a cholera epidemic which was then gripping the city. Like everyone else in the audience, Liszt 
was astounded. Realising that even the brilliant Parisian scene had not quite produced a ‘Paganini of 
the piano’, he resolved to become that artist himself. Putting himself through a course of fearsomely 
difficult technical exercises, he practised these several hours a day for weeks on end. He also arranged 
Paganini’s unaccompanied violin Caprices for piano – an exceptionally demanding sequence, later to 
be revised and simplified – and composed a set of studies of his own, including the near-unplayable 
Grand Fantaisie de bravoure sur La Clochette (‘The Little Bell’) in A minor, based on a traditional 
Italian theme which Paganini had quoted in his Second Violin Concerto. 
 Liszt’s growing self-discovery as an artist was deepened further by his friendship with Abbé 
Lamennais. The radical polemics of this former Catholic priest – centred on the need for a clear 
separation of the roles of Church and state – had antagonised the Papacy to the extent that 
Lamennais had been forced to leave the Church. He retired to his country home in Brittany, where 
he continued to expound his ideas to his admiring followers. Liszt spent much of the summer of 
1834 in retreat on Lamennais’s estate. The effect on his music was immediate and enriching: the 
three Apparitions for piano – in which Liszt’s mature composing voice, by turns broodingly soulful 
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and incisively scintillating, begins to emerge unmistakably – date from this summer. So do the first 
stirrings of what would become, many years later, the great cycle Harmonies poétiques et religieuses.
 It was in January 1833, however, when the most life-changing encounter of all came about. Liszt 
first met the Countess Marie d’Agoult at the salon of one of her aristocratic friends. The attraction 
between them seems to have been immediate: one observer noticed that as soon as they were 
introduced, they appeared to be talking to each other like old friends. Aged twenty-eight, Marie was 
seven years older than Liszt, and her loveless marriage to a husband fifteen years older than herself 
had produced two young children. With long blond hair and striking looks, she was considered a 
great beauty. Less well known was her family’s history of mental instability, and the depressive streak 
in Marie’s nature relating to this. She had been born in Germany, the daughter of an émigré royalist 
French officer whose literary interests influenced her deeply. Her desire for success as a writer was a 
difficult quest for a woman in the early nineteenth century. But this shared literary interest made for 
an instant bond between the unlikely couple.
 The romance developed rapidly, with secret meetings taking place either at the Comte d’Agoult’s 
palatial Château de Croissy outside Paris or at Liszt’s mother’s apartment. By the summer of 1834 
Franz and Marie had probably become lovers. Marie then came across some of Liszt’s earlier letters 
to Countess Adèle Laprunarède. These precipitated an outburst of enraged jealousy; Liszt decamped 
to Brittany for his retreat with the Abbé Lamennais, while Marie brooded in the family château. In 
the winter of that year her little daughter Louise became ill and soon afterwards died of meningitis, 
and Marie was reduced to near-suicidal despair. Although Liszt was by then back in Paris, she 
refused to see him, and did not answer his letters. But he persisted, eventually writing to tell her 
(perhaps as a tactical ploy) that he was about to leave France, and wanted to see her one last time. 
Marie relented. By March 1835, she was pregnant with their first child.
 Whatever difficulties lay ahead, the unlikely lovers had decided that they needed to be with 
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each other. However, even by the exotic standards of the Romantic era, openly living together 
would almost certainly have been too much for Parisian society. Marie was therefore faced with 
abandoning her home, husband and surviving daughter. The couple made plans to leave for a new 
life in Switzerland – a refuge for exiles of every variety, as it is today. The strain of their situation 
told on them both: during one of his recitals Liszt fainted into the arms of his page-turner and 
had to be carried off the platform. In May Abbé Lamennais came to Paris to try, unsuccessfully, to 
prevent Marie from taking such a drastic step. Undeterred, she set off for Basel, where Liszt arrived 
separately a few days later. The couple decided to settle in Geneva, which Liszt knew from two 
earlier concert-giving visits. On the journey there from Basel they stopped off at the local sights, 
including the Lac de Wallenstadt, which Liszt was shortly to make famous in his music. Arriving 
in Geneva, they began a life together that was as stable as the situation permitted. Their daughter, 
Blandine, was born there in December.
 They had not moved to Switzerland purely out of expediency (to be beyond the legal reach of 
Marie’s husband) or escapism. One of the fixations of the Romantic movement was a near-religious 
belief in the mind-altering powers of nature, and of spectacular mountain landscapes in particular. 
Half a century earlier, the great German writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe had immortalised in 
poetry the Staubbach Falls which cascade down into the Lauterbrunnen valley in the snow-clad 
Jungfrau region. In 1816 Lord Byron had fled to Switzerland to escape a scandal of his own (he 
had been accused of incest with his half-sister). Having met up in Geneva with the eloped lovers 
Percy Bysshe Shelley and Mary Godwin, Byron went on to Lauterbrunnen, where he wrote much 
of his dramatic poem Manfred. Liszt and Marie would therefore have been well aware that their 
newly adopted country offered marketable source material to a composer and an aspiring writer. 
During their Swiss idyll they both read voraciously; Liszt’s response to the soaring Romantic flights 
of Byron’s poetry was to be especially fruitful.
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 These encounters with the Swiss landscape now propelled Liszt’s composing towards a new 
maturity. By 1836 he had already planned and written many of the piano pieces which together 
would be published as Album d’un voyageur and then revised, years later, to create the first book of 
the cycle Années de pèlerinage (‘Years of Pilgrimage’), subtitled Suisse. He also worked on what would 
become the cycle Harmonies poétiques et religieuses, and on the monstrously demanding Vingt-
quatre Grandes Études which he now conjured from his earlier Étude in douze exercices.
  The couple increasingly missed Paris, however, and when Liszt began to ask around among his 
and Marie’s friends as to how wise it would be to return, the response was surprisingly positive. So 
back they went in October 1836, and were soon surrounded by a familiar circle of colleagues: Berlioz, 
Chopin, Victor Hugo, and the cigar-smoking, cross-dressing writer George Sand (the pseudonym of 
Baroness Aurore Dudevant), who had been one of their more colourful visitors in Switzerland. Marie 
now took a hand in encouraging the budding relationship between Sand and Chopin, a bizarrely 
mismatched liaison that would become as famous as that of her and Liszt.
 News had reached Liszt of the burgeoning reputation in Paris of Sigismond Thalberg, already 
proclaimed as one of the great pianists of the age – perhaps the greatest of all. Liszt could not stand 
idly by and allow his status to be eclipsed. The prospect of a ‘duel’ between the two titans of the 
keyboard was eagerly built up in the press before the encounter, which took place in the salon of 
Princess Cristina Belgiojoso-Trivulzio. Thalberg played his operatic fantasy on Rossini’s Mosè in 
Egitto (‘Moses in Egypt’). Liszt countered with his own fantasy on Giovanni Pacini’s Niobe. Given 
the partisan atmosphere beforehand, the general response was remarkably even-handed: both 
artists were considered to have excelled themselves. Meanwhile the Princess had commissioned 
Hexaméron – a set of six toweringly difficult variations on a theme from Bellini’s opera I puritani, 
each written by a different composer, among them Liszt, Thalberg, Czerny (who had recently moved 
to Paris) and Chopin.
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 With his pianistic honour re-established, Liszt went with Marie to stay at the country home 
of George Sand at Nohant, before setting off on another cultural journey, this time to Italy. He and 
Marie stayed first at Lake Maggiore, then in Bellagio on the shore of Lake Como. Again they read 
widely, and Liszt worked hard at his latest compositions, which included an early version of what 
later became his ‘Dante’ Sonata (the major achievement of the second book of Années de pèlerinage, 
subtitled Italie). Marie was pregnant again, and their second daughter, Cosima, was born in Como 
in December 1837. The couple’s artistic travels then took in Milan, where Liszt would be inspired 
by Raphael’s painting Lo sposalizio della Vergine (‘The Marriage of the Virgin’); after Milan came 
Verona, Vicenza and Padua.
 They arrived in Venice in March 1838, and had one of the bitter quarrels that now increasingly 
clouded their relationship. Liszt loved Venice; Marie loathed it, much as she seemed to be hating 
almost everything about her life. The evidence is that she was experiencing some kind of breakdown, 
which neither she nor Liszt knew how to cope with. There was also the ever-growing difficulty of 
Liszt’s extravagant musical genius having to co-exist with Marie’s possessive brand of domesticity. 
Restless for new challenges, Liszt wrote to Abbé Lamennais: ‘Will my life be for ever tainted with this 
idle uselessness which weighs upon me? Am I condemned without respite… to amuse in drawing-
rooms? Will the hour of devotion and of manly action never come?’
 It came like a bolt from the blue. As the River Danube in Hungary thawed after a harsh winter, 
flooding inundated much of the region, including the capital city of Pest, and the Hungarian 
government appealed for aid. Liszt rushed to Vienna, where he gave a series of benefit concerts for 
this new-found patriotic cause. There a letter arrived from Marie, painting a grim picture of her 
psychosomatically depressed state. Liszt returned to Venice and to another furious row, with Marie 
accusing him of needing the public’s adulation more than her company. Eventually the storm calmed, 
and the couple’s travels continued: to Genoa, Lugano, Florence, Milan again, and finally Rome. Liszt 
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was enthralled by his first encounter with the ‘Eternal City’, and by the fabulous artistic treasures of 
St Peter’s Cathedral and the Vatican.
  His third child, Daniel, was born in Rome in May 1839. A month later Liszt wrote to his fellow 
composer Robert Schumann:

The ‘Fantasie’ [in C major, Op. 17] dedicated to me is a work of the highest kind – and I am 
really proud of the honour you have done me in dedicating to me so grand a composition… I 
mean, therefore, to work at it and penetrate it through and through, so as to make the utmost 
possible effect with it. As to the ‘Kinderszenen’ [‘Scenes from Childhood’], I owe to them one of 
the greatest pleasures of my life.
 You know, or you don’t know, that I have a little girl of three years old, whom 
everybody agrees in considering angelic (did you ever hear such a commonplace?). Her name 
is Blandine-Rachel, and her surname Moucheron [‘Little Fly’]. It goes without saying that she 
has a complexion of roses and milk, and that her fair golden hair reaches to her feet just like 
a savage. She is, however, a most silent child, the most sweetly grave, the most philosophically 
gay in the world. I have every reason to hope that she will not be a musician, from which may 
Heaven preserve her!
 Well, my dear Monsieur Schumann, two or three times a week (on fine and good days!) 
I play your ‘Kinderszenen’ to her in the evening; this enchants her, and me still more, as you 
may imagine, so that I often go over the first repeat twenty times without going any further. 
Really I think you would be satisfied with this success if you could be witness of it!

Marie, not sharing this mood of domestic happiness, wrote to George Sand a few days later: ‘Liszt is 
gloomy at being the father of three small children.’ His ‘gloom’ in fact was for different reasons. Liszt 
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liked his children; it was life with Marie herself, and the sense of thwarted artistic expression that went 
with it, which was becoming intolerable. To escape the Roman summer heat the family now moved 
north, first to Lucca on the Mediterranean coast, then to the nearby fishing village of San Rossore.
 Once again, outside events intervened. Liszt heard that a plan by the city of Bonn to erect a 
memorial statue to Beethoven, its most famous son, had folded for lack of interest and money. 
Outraged at this perceived slight to the composer he revered above all others, Liszt resolved to raise 
the necessary funds – which, of course, he could only do by returning to the concert platform. In the 
autumn of 1839 he announced that he would give six more fundraising concerts in Vienna. Marie, 
realising that she could not restrain him, agreed to return with their children to Paris. It was not yet 
the end of their relationship. But both parties were beginning to realise that the end was one day 
inevitable.
 Liszt’s Viennese concerts in aid of the Beethoven Memorial Fund were a lucrative triumph. A 
Hungarian deputation arrived, full of gratitude for his fundraising efforts earlier in the year, and 
invited him back to the country which he had begun to regard as his true native land. The concert 
tour to Hungary that resulted was a sensation. Greeted as a national hero, Liszt responded by 
playing his virtuoso arrangement of the ‘Rákóczy March’ at every opportunity, knowing quite well 
that the Austrian Empire had banned this unofficial Hungarian national anthem. At a concert at 
the Hungarian National Theatre, a group of nobles presented Liszt with a diamond-studded sabre, 
inscribed to him in praise of both his artistry and his proudly manifested patriotism. Liszt broke 
down in tears, recovered, and delivered in French (he could not yet speak any Magyar) an off-the-
cuff speech the contents of which were close to insurrectionary. Later, alone at last, he wrote a long 
letter to Marie describing the day’s heady events, finishing it at half-past one in the morning. The 
closing words were: ‘My head burns, my heart is brimming with sadness and love. Wherever you are 
at this moment, whatever your dreams, I am yours, and yours alone.’
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 Recalling his boyhood visit to the Franciscan monastery, Liszt returned there, remembering 
many of the brothers by name, and spending a happy evening in their company. He also took himself 
off to a Tzigane gypsy encampment, reawakening his interest in their music, which he was soon to 
recreate in his sequence of Hungarian Rhapsodies. On the way back to Vienna, he made a detour to 
his birthplace. The whole of Raiding turned out to greet him. The house in which he was born, now 
lived in by a gamekeeper, was otherwise the same; Adam Liszt’s old piano was still there. Liszt met 
his old schoolteacher, left a sum of money for him, and made another sizeable donation to the poor 
of the village. He then went on to nearby Pottendorf to find his grandfather Georg, now eighty-five 
years old and still conducting the local church choir.
 Back in Vienna, Liszt began to plan the first of the series of concert tours which would make his 
name the legend it has remained ever since. After Prague he performed in Dresden, where Robert 
Schumann was in the audience to review the event for his periodical Neue Zeitschrift für Musik (‘New 
Musical Journal’). Schumann was overwhelmed by what he described as Liszt’s ‘eagle-like’ mastery, 
and also by his performance of the entire programme himself. Before then, concerts of this kind had 
traditionally involved multiple soloists. Liszt was breaking new ground with his idea of a single player 
performing a sequence of works by different composers: he was inventing the modern piano recital, 
with programmes ranging from Bach and Handel to his own contemporaries.
 Liszt travelled on with Schumann to Leipzig. There he had one of his pre-concert feverish 
attacks, and for once his playing was not at its best; but a second concert largely overcame the 
resistance of his conservatively minded audience. In April he was back in Paris with Marie, who was 
planning a serious writing career under the pseudonym of ‘Daniel Stern’. The reunion was happy 
enough, but Liszt was in no mood to give up his newly energised life as a travelling virtuoso. There 
followed chaotic and colourful tours of England, Ireland and Scotland, plagued by travel delays and 
lack of organisation. Liszt and his party arrived in the small Irish town of Clonmel to find that no one 
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there knew anything about his concert. Undeterred, he gave an impromptu recital in the hotel foyer, 
playing on a small fortepiano which somehow managed to stand up to his thunderous arrangement 
of Rossini’s William Tell overture without disintegrating. 
 After all this even Liszt needed a holiday, albeit a working one. In mid-1841 he discovered the 
island of Nonnenwerth in the River Rhine; its only buildings were a chapel, a former nunnery run 
as a hotel, and some fishermen’s huts. For the next three years this became a summer retreat for 
the composer, Marie, and the three young children; Liszt’s song Die Zelle in Nonnenwerth (‘The 
Cell in Nonnenwerth’) dates from this first stay which, despite the couple’s difficulties, evidently had 
its happy moments. To the end of his life Liszt continued to make new and increasingly beautiful 
versions of this song, as if haunted by memories of his relationship’s slow death.
 Then in October 1841 came the next tour, to Cologne, Kassel, Leipzig, Dresden – and Weimar. 
The ruling dynasty of the state of Sachsen-Weimar was headed by Grand Duke Carl Friedrich and 
his wife, Grand Duchess Maria Pavlovna, sister of Tsar Nicholas I of Russia. Their son, Grand Duke 
Apparent Carl Alexander, dreamed of restoring the town’s golden age of half a century earlier, when 
his grandfather Carl August had invited Germany’s two greatest writers, Goethe and Friedrich 
Schiller, to live there as the central figures in a thriving cultural community. When Liszt returned the 
next year, Carl Alexander created for him the post of Court Kapellmeister in Extraordinary, which 
meant that he need only spend a short amount of time in Weimar each year while otherwise being 
free to travel as he wished. Several years later this appointment turned out to be providential.
 For now, however, the frenetic touring continued. In the course of a ten-week stay in Berlin, Liszt 
played a total of eighty works in twenty-one concerts, almost all of them from memory, his repertory 
besides his own music ranging from Bach and Scarlatti to Beethoven, Chopin and Mendelssohn. 
Even at this ultra-virtuoso stage of his career, what he chose to play of his own works made a 
point of offering more than the keyboard fireworks naturally expected of him. Besides a number 
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of spectacular creations, including his operatic paraphrases on Mozart’s Don Giovanni, Bellini’s 
Norma, Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor and Meyerbeer’s Les Huguenots, and the study Mazeppa 
(the 1840 version), Liszt also played two gracefully lyrical pieces from Album d’un voyageur, and 
his first two Hungarian Rhapsodies. The adulation reached near-hysterical proportions, with the 
poet Heinrich Heine coining the term ‘Lisztomania’. In St Petersburg, surrounded by an audience 
of 3,000, Liszt performed alternately on two different pianos, one facing in either direction. ‘None 
of us had ever heard something like this,’ wrote the eminent critic Vladimir Stasov. ‘Liszt’s playing 
was utterly amazing… Afterwards, we were raving like lunatics.’ Tsar Nicholas I presented Liszt with 
surely the strangest gift ever acquired by a travelling virtuoso: a pair of performing bears. Recalling 
his St Petersburg triumph to a female friend forty years later, Liszt wrote:

I will just quote to you a mot which was rather widely spread on the sly in St Petersburg. A 
fair lady of my acquaintance told me that Tsar Nicholas had said to her of me: ‘As to his hair 
and his political opinions, they displease me.’ I begged the same lady to transmit my reply, 
which was as follows: His Majesty has every right in the world to judge me as seems well to 
him, nevertheless I venture to beg him not to think that I am an idiot. Now it would be idiocy 
on my part to proclaim political opinions. The Emperor shall know them when he deigns to 
put 300,000 soldiers at my disposal.

Visiting Dresden in 1844, Liszt managed to get himself into a bizarre not-quite-liaison with Lola 
Montez, a self-styled ‘Spanish dancer’ (she was in fact Eliza Gilbert, from Limerick in Ireland) 
whose exhibitionist self-publicising and near-total lack of talent had already gained her a legendary 
reputation. Lola latched onto Liszt, who took her along to a performance of Rienzi; this was the new 
opera by the rising young composer Richard Wagner, whom they met backstage during the interval. 
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Liszt managed to shake off Lola before he was back in Paris, but the press had already got wind of the 
story, and so had Marie. Another sequence of tearing rows ensued. Marie had been writing her novel 
Nélida – a thinly disguised chronicle of her life with Liszt, with herself as heroine of the title and Liszt 
represented by the weak-willed painter Guermann, who fails in his artistic ambitions and eventually 
dies in Nélida’s arms. The book became a bestseller when it was published in 1846: everyone, after all, 
knew on whom it was based. By then the end of Liszt and Marie’s relationship had been brought nearer 
by bitter quarrels over the children’s upbringing and education, with neither party able to avoid using 
their offspring as emotional pawns. When Marie had returned to Paris late in 1839, her otherwise 
welcoming mother had flatly refused to recognise the existence of Marie’s three scandalously 
illegitimate children. Instead they were brought up in Paris by their kind-hearted grandmother, Anna 
Liszt, to whom Liszt regularly sent large amounts of money for their care and education.
 Subsequent commentators have not reached a consensus as to how much either Liszt or Marie 
was to blame for the increasingly unbridgeable rift between them. Part of the problem is that some 
of those commentators approach the issue with an agenda of their own. For instance Charlotte 
Haldane’s The Galley-Slaves of Love (the title is a phrase of George Sand’s) is a spirited defence of 
Marie, and a sympathetic assessment of the difficulties that she faced – all presented, however, in 
terms so preposterously dismissive of Liszt and his music that the book’s premise becomes worthless. 
Why attempt to attach a balance of ‘blame’ to one party or the other? Even well-matched couples 
can find themselves growing apart through no fault of their own; and in terms of temperament Liszt 
and Marie were never well-matched. But if Marie simply did not have Liszt’s measure as an artist, 
in other respects she emerges with much credit. Having abandoned her home and family for Liszt, 
she committed herself to him and, in her unsubtle and crusading way, to his talent. She bore him his 
three children, of whom he always remained fond. And she encouraged and deepened the range of 
his reading, with wonderfully fruitful consequences for his music.
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 But Liszt’s life had moved on from Marie. The concert-giving trail next took in Portugal, Spain 
and Gibraltar. In August 1845 Liszt arrived in Bonn for the pantomime-like chaos of the festival 
in which the Beethoven Memorial was unveiled, and conducted his Festival Cantata, specially 
composed for the occasion. Temporarily drained by his years on the road, he spent the next few 
months recovering in the spa town of Baden-Baden while he planned a tour of eastern Europe. His 
determination to push back the boundaries of what was possible as a pianist – at the risk of working 
himself to exhaustion – now saw him embarking on the last and greatest of his concert-giving epics.
 He had become used to sustaining himself on these gruelling tours with cigars and brandy, 
sometimes also with opium and quinine. The constant strain manifested itself alarmingly at a 
banquet given in Berlioz’s honour in Prague in April 1846. Liszt drank far too much, and at two 
o’clock in the morning tried to challenge a fellow diner to a duel; Berlioz was among those who 
managed to separate the opponents. Liszt was still asleep at half past eleven the next morning, half 
an hour before his concert was due to begin. Somehow he was propelled to the hall on time – ‘and 
played,’ wrote Berlioz in his Memoirs, ‘as I cannot imagine that even he has ever played. Truly there 
is a God – at least, for pianists.’
 Liszt’s itinerary then took him to Hungary, Burgenland (where he revisited his birthplace in 
Raiding), Transylvania and Ukraine. In February 1847 he gave a concert in the Great Hall of Kiev 
University. He could not know that a chapter of his life was about to close, and that another had 
already begun. Among the packed audience was the Princess Carolyne Sayn-Wittgenstein.
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The Music, 1822–1847
The Lion of the Keyboard

Original piano works

Liszt was an improviser. Even as a small child he had a remarkable gift for composing his music as 
he was playing it. The phenomenon is not in itself rare. For jazz and blues musicians improvisation 
is fundamental – as it is for exponents of Scottish pibroch on the bagpipes, or for Indian classical 
musicians (on the sitar and other instruments). The idea on which the improvisation is based is 
memorised, and the performing skills required to compose with it are passed from one artist to 
another, mostly by ear.
 Western classical music tends to operate differently. While there is scope for some degree of 
improvisation in certain styles (for example, continuo keyboard accompaniment in Baroque music), 
on the whole the written notation is fixed, so that the music can be propagated and learned in that 
way. This makes practical sense in opera or orchestral music, where the number of performers 
playing and singing different parts together can be very large, with an intricate musical idiom to 
match. But with a solo pianist there is not the same self-evident need for written notation – in the 
moment of the music’s inception, at least. Liszt may well have been creating music at the piano even 
before he could read notation fluently. It was an ability which determined how he composed for the 
rest of his life.
 No manuscripts from Liszt’s early childhood have survived; he probably felt no need to write 
down these first, improvised attempts. His earliest known work is also his earliest to have appeared 
in print. In 1822 the Vienna-based publisher Anton Diabelli invited a number of different composers 
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to contribute to a set of variations on a little waltz for piano that he had written. (Among those 
approached was Beethoven, who at first derisively turned down the idea and then, to his surprise, 
found himself creating his own monumental Thirty-three Variations on Diabelli’s trite little tune.) 
Liszt came up with a brisk and busy little item in the Beethoven-like manner of the time, but with 
an athletic keyboard brilliance derived from his study with Carl Czerny. The age of ten was still a 
little early for signs of Liszt’s mature style to be showing through; there is greater evidence of it in 
the bolder harmonic adventures and more intricate virtuosity of the set of Eight Variations he wrote 
two years later for one of his London concerts in 1824. These are dedicated to Sébastien Érard, whose 
piano-manufacturing firm had just patented the double-escapement mechanism that Liszt’s new 
work exploits, with its cascade of high-speed repeated notes.
 The first true stirrings of the Romantic master-composer of the future can be sensed in the 
Étude en douze exercices  of 1826. While this set was to provide a rich store of material for 
Liszt to develop in years to come (in the Vingt-quatre Grandes Études and the Études d’exécution 
transcendante), the studies are convincing creations in their own right. The song-like wistfulness 
of No. 7 in A flat major might seem to recall Chopin, except that the sixteen-year-old Chopin 
was then still quite unknown outside his native Poland: Liszt was inventing this kind of Romantic 
musical dream-world for himself. Nos. 1, 2 and 10 proclaim the speed and supple brilliance with 
which his fingers could already range across the piano keyboard, with a freedom unknown to earlier 
generations – again a development relating to parallel advances in the instrument itself. And in the 
upward-flowing figuration of Exercice No. 4 in D minor CD 1  8   we can recognise the musical kernel 
which was later to generate the formidable Mazeppa, from the Études d’exécution transcendante 

CD 1  9   .
 As Liszt’s fantastic keyboard prowess became the talk of 1830s Paris, it was natural that he 
should want to show it off in his theatrical transcriptions and operatic paraphrases, with the result 
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that the more reflective side of his talent took a back seat for some years. It re-emerged strikingly 
in the set of three Apparitions that he composed in the summer of 1834, while on retreat with his 
spiritual mentor, Abbé Lamennais. Among the best of his early piano pieces, these are also some of 
the very few that Liszt did not later feel the need to revise. The flickering, scherzo-like manner of the 
second Apparition points decades ahead towards the Mephisto Waltz No. 1. And the opening of the 
first piece sets up a sustained lyrical span announcing, unmistakably, the darkly searching manner of 
the future composer of Vallée d’Obermann.
 The first version of Vallée d’Obermann – a mighty creation evoking the melancholy, fatalistic 
atmosphere of the novel Obermann by Étienne Pivert de Senancour – appears in Album d’un voyageur. 
Liszt began work on this collection during his stay in Switzerland after his elopement with Marie 
d’Agoult, assembling it for publication by 1838. Its contents, much culled and reworked, eventually 
became the first book of Années de pèlerinage (‘Years of Pilgrimage’), subtitled Suisse. But at this stage 
Liszt’s Album d’un voyageur anthology was divided into three books, entitled Impressions et poésies 
(much the most impressive and substantial selection), Fleurs mélodiques des Alpes and Paraphrases 
(based on popular Swiss tunes of the time). He later rejected and tried to suppress all these, to the 
extent of buying back some of the original printing plates, although he did republish revised versions 
of the three Paraphrases as Trois Morceaux suisses in 1877. While the original Vallée d’Obermann 
from Impressions et poésies does not attain the heights of its magnificent reincarnation in Années de 
pèlerinage, it shows that Liszt could already create a brooding Romantic statement on the grandest scale. 
The first version of Les Cloches de Genève (‘The Bells of Geneva’), dedicated to Liszt’s baby daughter 
Blandine, is as beautiful in its own, long-breathed way as its more concise successor. And Psaume, the 
sixth and last piece of Impressions et poésies, takes the hymn-like setting of Psalm 42 from the Geneva 
Psalter, makes a straight transcription of it, and then extends it into a luminous postlude. The result, at 
once austere and haunting, already has the manner of Liszt’s late pieces of the 1870s and beyond.
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 While he was with Marie in Switzerland, Liszt also worked on his toweringly difficult Vingt-
quatre Grandes Études, completing twelve studies of a projected set of twenty-four in 1837, and 
dedicating them to his former teacher Carl Czerny. The earlier Étude en douze exercices was the 
prototype of this collection that pushed out the boundaries of keyboard technique to unprecedented 
limits, with the dimensions of most of the individual pieces also much expanded; all but one of these 
twelve new incarnations are based directly on their much simpler counterparts in the earlier set. 
(Confusingly, Liszt had the new collection published as Vingt-quatre Grandes Études, although it 
contained only twelve of its proclaimed ‘twenty-four’ studies. Two volumes must have been planned, 
but only this first one ever appeared – a situation which has sometimes led to its unofficial renaming 
as Douze Grandes Études. While impeccably logical, this new title was neither chosen nor sanctioned 
by Liszt; the original one is therefore retained here, in line with Peter Raabe’s and Humphrey Searle’s 
catalogues of Liszt’s works.) 
 The piano of the 1830s had not yet developed the full power of the modern concert grand, so 
the thickets of notes in Vingt-quatre Grandes Études would have sounded less overwritten than they 
do on today’s instrument (whose heavier action in any case makes some of this music’s figuration 
particularly difficult to articulate). Besides, sheer extragavance of notes and manner was not the 
main point. The technical mastery of Liszt the pianist was already so vast that Liszt the composer had 
become less interested in the thrill of virtuosity as such. The pursuit of a creative world beyond such 
mundane considerations now led to a new ideal of ‘transcendental’ pianism, in which the supposed 
difficulties of mere keyboard athleticism were no longer relevant: instead, the instrument and its 
performer were perceived as being fused together as one, in their visionary pursuit of a higher level of 
Romantic art. Much of the twelve studies’ material is so impressive that later generations of pianists 
breathed a sigh of comparative relief when Liszt made the set more playable, revising it in 1851 as the 
marginally less demanding Études d’exécution transcendante.
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 Liszt’s second and more troubled idyll with Marie d’Agoult, in Italy in the late 1830s, saw him 
working on the pieces that would later make up the second book of Années de pèlerinage, subtitled 
Italie. Again, some of these went through several different stages. The collection’s crowning 
achievement, usually referred to as the ‘Dante’ Sonata, first took shape as a Fragment nach Dante 
(‘Fragment after Dante’) and then as Paralipomènes à la Divina Commedia – a storming depiction of 
the Inferno from The Divine Comedy, with a haunted final glimpse of a distant Paradise never to be 
attained by the damned souls in Dante’s vision of Hell. The two-part Paralipomènes (‘Supplements’) 
then became the fairly similar Prolégomènes, before ending up in 1849 as the quite radically changed 
single-movement Après une lecture du Dante (‘After Reading Dante’), subtitled fantasia quasi sonata. 
This degree of trial and error was not always needed, however: Sposalizio (‘Wedding’) stayed almost 
the same in its early and later versions.
 Versions, versions: why were there so many? The answer relates to the instincts of Liszt the 
composer−improviser, who took the same spontaneous approach to creating either the shortest and 
simplest of musical statements, or one as ambitious as the ‘Dante’ Sonata. The contrast with Chopin’s 
method is interesting. He, like Liszt, also worked in improvised stages towards the final shape of 
each design. But Chopin detested what he regarded as the mundane chore of having to write his 
music down, and preferred not to do this until he was sure that a particular piece had reached its 
final state. For Liszt, on the contrary, the process of writing out his music was almost as quick as that 
of composing it, with the result that manuscripts of multiple versions of a work would duly pile up; 
and sometimes he would return to a particular project after a break of several years. It is therefore no 
surprise that the genesis of the ‘Dante’ Sonata, for instance, was so complex.
 The Paralipomènes and Prolégomènes show how Liszt in his early works was developing a musical 
language more radical even than that of Berlioz, whose daring exploration of new worlds of harmony 
and orchestration in his Symphonie fantastique of 1830 had already startled its earliest audiences. 
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The first half of the ‘Dante’ Sonata’s final version, which is dominated by the chromatic interval 
of the tritone (since medieval times a symbol of diabolus in musica, ‘the devil in music’), has only 
quite minor changes compared to the first part of Paralipomènes (the ‘Dante’ Sonata in its earliest 
version): this means that Liszt had been coming up with such startling ideas in 1839, just twelve 
years after the death of Beethoven. The passage of time has made Liszt’s radical streak, in particular 
his interest in exploratory harmony, seem part and parcel of the musical idiom of the Romantic era; 
to contemporary listeners, however, passages like the tritonal opening of Paralipomènes and its later 
versions must have sounded alarmingly, even violently, dissonant. The second part of Paralipomènes 
then introduced a completely new theme, which was developed along with the earlier ones. 
 Liszt’s problems with the work were not due to an inability to measure up to Dante’s titanic 
conception. On the contrary, he was if anything too inventive in his response, so that this second 
batch of material, on top of the torrent of ideas already unleashed in the first part, overloaded the 
whole design. Reworking Prolégomènes ten years later as Après une lecture du Dante, he removed the 
second theme and instead developed the earlier material further, to the work’s decisive advantage. He 
had learned one of the artist’s necessary skills: the ability not only to create, but also to reject.
 Not everything Liszt tried at this time caused him as much trouble as wrestling with Dante’s 
Commedia. In 1846 he composed the first of his Hungarian Rhapsodies , setting out to 
recreate in pianistic terms what he felt to be his country’s traditional music. It is now known that his 
concept of this was coloured by the Magyar gypsies’ flair for co-opting new and far-from-traditional 
tunes into their freewheeling improvisations. But Liszt excelled in transferring to the piano both 
this music’s sound – dominated by solo violin, clarinet, and the pungent percussive twanging of 
the cimbalom – and its characteristic verbunkos form, with a slow opening lassan section followed 
by a whirling friska. All this is already fully present in the rather grand and serious First Rhapsody. 
The Hungarian Rhapsody No. 2 CD 1  4  , composed only a year later, is a major advance on its 
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predecessor: the music’s dancing is defter and speedier, and the Hungarian-inflected material much 
more individual, with its deployment, sonority and pacing all brilliantly judged.

Operatic paraphrases and transcriptions

In Liszt’s time original works were only part of what was expected of a virtuoso composer−pianist. 
The concept of ‘originality’ itself was considered less important than it is today – which was just as 
well, since there was no copyright protection to prevent composers and performers from cheerfully 
plundering the work of others. Audiences loved a good tune, and one of the best places to hear 
a good tune was at the opera. All these factors had a hand in the rise of the operatic paraphrase, 
as composed by Liszt and his virtuoso colleagues and competitors on the Parisian musical scene 
– among them Sigismond Thalberg, Ferdinand Hiller, Friedrich Kalkbrenner and Johann Baptist 
Cramer. The idea was to take a selection of ideas from a popular opera of the day and work them 
up into a self-contained musical statement of crowd-pleasing flamboyance. For a pianist with Liszt’s 
fabulous improvising skills this was a golden opportunity. Moreover, many of his listeners could not 
afford a night at the opera, and he liked the fact that the paraphrase could bring the best of this music 
to a wider audience.
 Liszt’s earliest attempts at the paraphrase date back to his adolescent years. In the mid-1830s his 
first highly virtuosic compositions of this kind began to emerge, spurred on by his need to match, 
and preferably to dominate, the pianism of his rivals. (This was the time of his famous ‘contest’ 
with Thalberg.) The year 1836 alone saw the creation of Réminiscences des Puritains (on Bellini’s I 
puritani), Réminiscences de Lucia di Lammermoor (after Donizetti), and the Grande Fantaisie sur 
des thèmes de l’opéra Les Huguenots, in which Liszt drew on a sequence of ideas from Giacomo 
Meyerbeer’s wildly successful opera about the Massacre of St Bartholomew’s Eve in Paris in 1572. 
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Liszt’s image may be that of the quintessential Romantic artist-as-hero, but there was also a genuinely 
selfless side to his musicianship. His instinct was not to appropriate other composers’ music as if it 
were his own: to that extent, each of his operatic paraphrases is a tribute (admittedly of a high-flown, 
attention-seeking kind) to a fellow composer working in a musical genre often quite different from 
that which Liszt knew to be his own territory. He nonetheless relished the compositional challenge 
of assembling a choice of themes and ideas from someone else’s opera into a self-sufficient keyboard 
work. And the process of transcribing those ideas, either simply or with elaborate virtuosity, helped 
to enrich his own style: the mature Liszt’s gift for long-breathed Romantic melody owed much to the 
expansive manner of the arias in nineteenth-century grand opera. 
 Other Lisztian warhorses of this sort were the Fantaisie sur des motifs favoris de l’opéra La 
sonnambula, again after Bellini, and the paraphrase of Weber’s masterpiece Der Freischütz (‘The 
Sharpshooter’). As with the Vingt-quatre Grandes Études, the sheer density of notes in some of these 
outpourings can make for difficult listening on a modern piano: the operatic paraphrase, like the less 
powerful instrument of the 1830s, was very much a creation of its time.
 Réminiscences de Norma of 1841, however, gave Liszt the scope to create something artistically 
more interesting. Bellini’s Norma had shown how the bel canto Italian style of the day, with its 
emphasis on intricate and sustained melody, could also generate serious dramatic power. Liszt’s 
paraphrase concentrates on the themes associated with the opera’s heroine, so that, as over-the-top 
virtuoso entertainments go, this one is coherent and satisfying. Its composer was not drawn into 
taking the end result too seriously, however, as was clear from an entertaining letter he wrote in 
1844 to the work’s dedicatee – the gifted pianist Marie Pleyel, who was already being proclaimed 
as ‘the female Liszt’. The letter was printed, without Liszt’s permission, in the published score, and 
soon afterwards reappeared (again without his permission) in the pages of a Paris newspaper. In 
this therefore entirely unofficial and unsanctioned dedication, Liszt apologised roguishly to his ‘dear 
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and ravishing colleague’ for ‘not knowing how better to pass my time than by writing this kind of 
triviality’.
 The best of Liszt’s early paraphrases, however, is surely Réminiscences de Don Juan, based 
on Mozart’s Don Giovanni. For all its spectacular and monstrous technical difficulty, its use of 
original material finds Liszt at his most economical. He takes just three ideas from the opera – the 
Commendatore’s music first heard in the overture, the duet Là ci darem la mano (‘There You’ll 
Take my Hand’) for Don Giovanni and Zerlina, and the Don’s ‘champagne aria’ Fin ch’han dal vino 
(‘Until the Wine Makes Heads Reel’) – and out of these grows a musical trajectory combining drama, 
virtuosity and invention in scintillating style. 
 Besides the semi-original operatic paraphrase, audiences of the time had a constant appetite for 
transcriptions of orchestral works. The birth of the recording industry lay almost a century ahead, 
and with orchestral concerts rarer than they are today, piano arrangements were a way of making this 
quite seldom-performed music better known. In 1833, three years after its first performance, Liszt 
made his transcription of Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique. The result, while scrupulously faithful to 
the original score, also proved a brilliant vehicle for Liszt’s own dazzling technique, which he here 
deployed towards a cause he believed in. Determined to promote Berlioz’s masterpiece, which was 
considered wildly avant-garde and therefore uncommercial, Liszt paid for the cost of publishing his 
transcription himself. Soon afterwards he made two more arrangements of works by Berlioz: Harold 
en Italie (a radical blend of symphony and viola concerto) and the Shakespeare-inspired overture 
King Lear.
 Another of Liszt’s party pieces, and short enough to make it a regular presence in his concerts, 
was his Ouverture de l’opéra Guillaume Tell CD 1  1  . Rossini’s grand opera about the heroic anti-
imperial exploits of Switzerland’s national hero was one of the huge hits of the day, and its overture 
has immortalised William Tell for subsequent generations. It also chimed in with Liszt’s own political 
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stance, which in its idealistic way had been much coloured by the 1830 revolution in Paris. When 
Liszt played his devastatingly difficult transcription in London in 1840, The Times reported:

 
Though this composition is probably one of the fullest scores that Rossini ever wrote, yet the 
most complete orchestra by which we have ever heard it performed never produced a more 
powerful effect... How all this is accomplished with ten fingers we confess ourselves unable 
to guess; and even could description convey any idea of Liszt’s performance, its possibility 
would still appear incredible, except to those who heard it. 

The same kind of wonderment had already been widely expressed at Paganini’s violin-playing, which 
several years earlier had so amazed Liszt himself. Five of his six Études d’exécution transcendante 
d’après Paganini, completed in 1839, are piano transcriptions of some of Paganini’s solo Caprices, 
Op.  1, recreating these displays of violinistic devilry on a technical level demanding enough to 
rival that of the Vingt-quatre Grandes Études of two years earlier. No. 3 in A flat minor, however, 
is a different idea: a set of variations on the traditional Italian theme from Paganini’s Second 
Violin Concerto, rearranged with some revisions from the earlier Grand Fantaisie de bravoure sur 
La Clochette (‘The Little Bell’). In this reworking it was marginally less tricky to play, since Liszt’s 
transposing of the key from A minor to A flat minor meant that its wide skips for the right hand were 
mostly transferred from the piano’s white keys to the raised, and therefore easier-to-target, black 
ones. (When these studies were further revised in 1851 as the six Grandes Études de Paganini, the A 
flat minor study – now in G sharp minor – was further simplified, and its French subtitle changed to 
the Italian ‘La campanella’.)
 Not everything from these years was subjected to the revision process, however. During his time 
in Italy with Marie d’Agoult, Liszt was approached by one of his publishers with a request to transcribe 
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some of Schubert’s Lieder. Strongly attracted to Schubert’s lyrical gift, which had a spontaneity so 
close to his own, Liszt responded to this new challenge with sensitivity as well as virtuoso ingenuity. 
Of course a song like the celebrated Erlkönig (‘Erl-King’) was an obvious opportunity to expand 
Schubert’s furiously galloping accompaniment in a storm of left-hand octaves. Liszt’s thoughtful 
side also emerged, however, in transcriptions like Auf dem Wasser zu singen (‘To Be Sung on the 
Water’) CD 1  2  , in which, with much imagination, he fused together the vocal and accompanying 
parts of one of Schubert’s loveliest songs. For once, quite a lot of these arrangements were within 
the technical range of good amateur players, and Liszt was soon asked for more. He obliged with a 
number of examples from two of Schubert’s great song cycles, Schwanengesang (‘Swan-Song’) and 
Winterreise (‘Winter Journey’), and also a selection of Lieder by Mendelssohn, including the popular 
Auf Flügeln des Gesanges (‘On Wings of Song’).

Choral works, songs, opera

Although the piano naturally dominated the music written during Liszt’s years as a travelling virtuoso, 
he was by no means exclusively tied to it. Again, the comparison with Chopin is illuminating. Almost 
all the music of Liszt’s Polish contemporary was written for solo piano, and the instrument is always 
present in his other works too (the two piano concertos, the songs and the chamber music). Liszt 
from the start was interested in a wider range of genres. His religious faith gave him familiarity very 
early on with the sound of choral music, and this would become a major area of his work in the 
ensuing decades. Two short choral works were to resurface in his output in different ways. The first 
of his Pater noster settings (S21/1, R518a) was sung in Kiev Cathedral during Liszt’s visit to the city 
on his final concert tour in 1847; Princess Carolyne Sayn-Wittgenstein heard it, and her recognition 
of a religious faith in its composer that matched her own would have momentous consequences for 
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their two lives. By then Liszt had also composed a setting of the Catholic prayer Ave Maria (S20/1, 
R496a), CD 1  3   which, like the Pater noster, was one of the first of several that he made at intervals 
throughout his life. This beautifully imaginative and expressive piece was to reappear in the piano 
cycle Harmonies poétiques et religieuses, in an expanded version that nevertheless keeps closely to 
the material of the choral original. Liszt’s appreciation of the riches of French and German literature 
led to some choral settings of secular poetry too, including one for male-voice choir of Goethe’s 
classic and much-loved ‘Wanderer’s Night-Song’, Über allen Gipfeln ist Ruh (‘Over Every Peak Is 
Peace’), made in 1842. 
 At this time Liszt also maintained a steady output of songs for voice and piano, mostly on French 
and German texts. His first known song, however, is in Italian: Angiolin dal biondo crin (‘Little Angel 
with the Blonde Hair’) was written in 1839 for his four-year-old daughter Blandine, in a charming 
and elegant manner that gives little hint of what he was soon to achieve in the medium. In 1845 he 
produced three settings of sonnets by Francesca Petrarca (Petrarch), the great Italian poet, chronicler 
and scholar−diplomat of the early Renaissance. Addressed to the poet’s beloved Laura (the Petrarchian 
counterpart in some ways to Dante’s Beatrice), the sonnets are expressions of idealised devotion 
that appealed deeply to the artists of the Romantic era. They drew from Liszt some supremely 
lyrical word-setting – restless and impulsive in the first song, passionate and demonstrative in the 
second, and raptly ecstatic in the third. Bold harmonic sidesteps convey the lover’s impulsive mood 
swings, while surges of melody conjure his alternating moods of confessional ardour and trance-
like rapture. Compared to his fellow Romantics Chopin, Schumann and Mendelssohn at this time, 
Liszt’s willingness to search out extremes of expressive intensity, with advanced chromatic harmony 
to match, is more daring – even than the no-less-radically minded Berlioz. Similar developments in 
Wagner’s music at this point lay in the future: Wagner did not begin composing his tetralogy Der 
Ring des Nibelungen until 1853, and Tristan und Isolde three years after that. Liszt’s Petrarch Sonnets 
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indicate that he substantially discovered the sound-world of quintessential high Romanticism by 
himself, with only his ear and a piano keyboard to guide him. In the same year of 1845, responding to 
the expansiveness implicit in the music, Liszt transcribed all three songs in extended versions for solo 
piano; later revisions of these were to be included in the second book of Années de pèlerinage (Italie).
 O lieb, so lang du lieben kannst (‘O Love, for as Long as You Can’), again from 1845, was 
transcribed five years later for piano as the third of the Liebesträume (‘Dreams of Love’). The music 
subverts the accepted notion that its soulful loveliness is typical of Liszt’s Weimar period: the later 
piano version, extended by a short central section, is otherwise an almost literal transcription of the 
earlier, pre-Weimar song. Ich möchte hingehn (‘I Wish I Might Pass Away’), not so much a mere song 
as an extended and dramatic outpouring of thwarted love, was also written in 1845, in memory of 
Liszt’s now distant romance with Caroline de Saint-Cricq, whom he had visited the year before at her 
home in the south of France during one of his concert tours. 
 The piano’s yearning postlude to the published score of Ich möchte hingehn contains a motif 
which, apart from one note (a D natural instead of a D sharp), is identical to the chromatic figure 
that begins and then dominates Wagner’s opera Tristan und Isolde, begun about ten years later. 
The subject of Tristan, too, is unattainable fulfilment in love; and it was long believed that Wagner 
had devised his opera’s signature motif by adapting the equivalent idea in Liszt’s song. The reality is 
almost certainly the other way round. Three further manuscript copies of Ich möchte hingehn exist 
besides the first one dating from 1845, and only one of them contains the Tristan-like motif – as a 
pasted-on alteration, of the kind that Liszt often made when revising an earlier work or draft. He 
prepared Ich möchte hingehn and several more of his songs for publication in 1858, and it is beyond 
reasonable doubt that he added the Tristan paste-on at that point and not before. Wagner began 
serious work on Tristan und Isolde in 1857, and is known to have written down the Prelude’s opening 
idea earlier than that; each completed act of the opera was then printed and published separately, 
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and Liszt was sent the full score of the Prelude and Act I in 1858. But if, in this case, Liszt did indeed 
borrow an idea directly from Wagner, this does not diminish the deeper extent to which his music 
had already prefigured Wagner’s in many respects, and would continue to do so.
 Mention should also be made of the Festkantate zur Enthüllung des Beethoven-Denkmals in 
Bonn, the cantata composed for the unveiling in 1845 of the Beethoven Memorial in Bonn, a cause 
which Liszt had supported with his fundraising recitals in Vienna. The cantata’s performance was the 
first major occasion at which Liszt appeared as a conductor, and he found himself learning this aspect 
of his trade the hard way. The start of the performance was delayed by the non-appearance of the 
royal party, headed by King Wilhelm IV of Prussia and his cousin, Queen Victoria. Indeed they were 
so late that Liszt, mindful of the audience’s increasing restlessness, decided to begin anyway. The 
closing bars of the cantata had just been reached when the monarchs arrived with their respective 
entourages, so Liszt was obliged to conduct the whole work again – and, after that, to play his 
scheduled performance of Beethoven’s ‘Emperor’ Piano Concerto later in the concert programme. 
Given his subsequent achievements as a conductor, posterity can be grateful that he was not put off 
this area of performance for life.
 He was, however, to abandon the composing of opera almost completely after the premiere 
of Don Sanche in Paris in 1825. In some respects the work was a phenomenon as remarkable as 
anything by Liszt. Here was a composer aged only thirteen who was able to absorb the example 
of existing operatic models with such skill that, at the time, the result was widely and maliciously 
assumed to have been written by Liszt’s composition teacher in Paris, Ferdinando Paer. Although 
no score of Don Sanche in Liszt’s own hand has yet come to light, the surrounding documentary 
evidence indicates comprehensively that the opera was indeed his own work. Perhaps surprisingly, 
the opera springs no surprises. The conventional romantic plot and the music’s engagingly tuneful, 
accomplished, but not-very-dramatic idiom are what was expected from the countless other opera 
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composers of the time whose works have not survived in the repertory. There is hardly a single bar 
in Don Sanche that suggests authorship by the soaring Romantic artist of future decades. It would be 
unfair to draw too many conclusions from this lack of individuality. The teenage Mozart’s Mitridate 
and Lucio Silla, too, show both a total mastery of the contemporary idiom (in their case, Italian opera 
seria) and an anonymity of style when compared to later masterpieces such as Le nozze di Figaro and 
Don Giovanni. 
 Nonetheless, apart from work on Sardanapale, a project he then abandoned, Liszt from this 
time on detained himself little with operatic projects. The legacy of the Weimar years was to be rich 
enough in any case.
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The Life, 1847–1861
Weimar 

Princess Carolyne Sayn-Wittgenstein was one of the richest landowners of the province of Podolia 
in western Ukraine, then part of the Russian empire. The devoutly religious only child of separated 
Polish Catholic parents, Carolyne Iwanowska had learned early the hard-nosed practicalities of 
trading the grain output of the family estates. She grew up spending much of her time either riding 
on horseback across the vast expanses of the Iwanowsky lands, or sitting up and talking late into 
the night with her literature-loving, cigar-smoking father (who bequeathed both these interests to  
his daughter).
 Photographs of Carolyne in later years show that her looks were not at all as off-puttingly plain 
as most Liszt biographers have made out, but she was evidently no beauty either. In April 1836, aged 
seventeen, she became the wife of Prince Nicholas Sayn-Wittgenstein, the youngest son of an army 
family with an interest in raising its profile by marrying into money. A daughter, Princess Marie, was 
born less than a year later. It was not long before husband and wife were living apart and pursuing 
separate lives. When Carolyne’s father died in 1844, she inherited all his fourteen estates. Some of 
her Iwanowsky cousins at once concocted a false will, with themselves as the beneficiaries. Carolyne 
may have been unsubtle and eccentric, but she was far from stupid, and she spotted that the will 
document had a watermark that postdated her father’s death. This early experience of inter-family 
civil war was an ominous foretaste of the years ahead.
 Carolyne was in Kiev on business when she heard two of Liszt’s recitals there in February 1847. 
What seems to have impressed her at least as much as his playing was hearing his choral Pater noster 
sung in the city’s cathedral. She sent a donation to the charity fund which Liszt had asked that his 
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concerts should benefit, and he insisted on paying her a call in Kiev to thank her. As with Marie 
d’Agoult thirteen years before, there seems to have been an immediate attraction between Liszt and 
Carolyne, based on the mutual perception that they were fated to be soulmates. Carolyne invited 
Liszt to the family home in Woronince, 150 miles away, where he stayed for ten days before his 
travelling continued.
 On this final virtuoso tour Liszt gave more concerts in Ukraine and visited Constantinople (now 
Istanbul), where he arrived in June and stayed for a month, playing two concerts in the Sultan’s palace 
and several more at the Russian Embassy. Returning to Russian Ukraine, he gave ten recitals in six 
weeks in Odessa. It was September 1847 before he gave his last ever concert as a travelling virtuoso, 
in the Ukrainian town of Elizabetgrad. He then stayed for several weeks with Carolyne at Woronince, 
where he worked productively at his music: Bénédiction de Dieu dans la solitude (‘God’s Blessing in 
Solitude’), the great masterpiece of the cycle Harmonies poétiques et religieuses, was completed there. 
Over a period of years Liszt had had an ever stronger desire to compose, but the demands of touring 
had restricted him greatly. He now arranged to take up – on a more permanent basis – his post of 
Kapellmeister in Extraordinary in Weimar. The extremely unlikely couple of Liszt and Carolyne had 
decided that they were determined to build a life there together, in the hope of eventually being  
able to marry.
 Liszt’s appeal to Carolyne had everything to do with the attention and appreciation suddenly 
given to her by a handsome, charismatic, brilliant artist who, like her, was a devout Catholic. The 
more surprising side of the equation is Carolyne’s appeal to Liszt – beyond their shared religion. 
With his earnings from his years of touring (carefully invested with the Rothschild banking family in 
Paris), he did not need her money. And with beautiful and intelligent women throughout Europe only 
too ready to fall at his feet, what did Carolyne have to offer that they did not? There is a telling clue in 
a letter of April 1848 written to Franz von Schober, an old friend from previous visits to Vienna and 
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now Austria’s diplomatic representative in Weimar. ‘I should be so pleased,’ Liszt wrote, ‘if you had an 
opportunity of getting to know the P[rincess] W[ittgenstein]. She is without doubt an uncommonly 
and thoroughly brilliant example of soul and mind and understanding (with immense esprit as well).’
 Carolyne did indeed have spirit – and courage, and resilience, and her own rather possessive 
brand of devoted loyalty. While Marie d’Agoult had next to no sense of humour, Carolyne in 
her sunnier moods exuded a freewheeling bonhomie which appealed to Liszt’s ever-present, if 
understated, roguish streak. She had the measure of his huge artistic talent (much more so than did 
Marie), and of his personal strengths and weaknesses. Her voluble hyperactivity and her streak of 
near-fundamentalist Catholic intolerance were qualities that would prove more difficult to deal with. 
She was a garrulous talker, and such a relentless correspondent that Liszt was soon asking her not to 
send him yet another twenty-page letter merely because they had been apart for a few hours. But for 
many years this was a relationship which, in its own singular way, worked.
 The requirements of the second secret elopement of Liszt’s life were even more dramatic than 
those of the first. The couple left Ukraine by separate routes and at different times. Deciding to sell 
off some of her estates, Carolyne faced the major problem of how to channel the proceeds through 
the slow and bureaucratic international banking system without alerting her family. In the end she 
appears to have decided to take much of her money with her on the journey, in the form of jewels and 
cash. Saying goodbye to the family home at Woronince, which, as she may have sensed, she was never 
to see again, she set off for central Germany with her ten-year-old daughter, bribing customs officials 
and border guards along the way. Carolyne and Liszt met up inside the Austrian Empire’s frontier and 
travelled on to Vienna together, by way of Liszt’s birthplace in Raiding. The year 1848 saw throughout 
Europe a succession of nationalist uprisings against the conservative imperial governments that 
had dominated the post-Napoleonic era. The latest French revolution, though already crushed, had 
inspired another in Vienna. Liszt, admired as a patriotic Hungarian and therefore perceived to be 
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a supporter of national self-determination, found himself being serenaded by republican students 
below his Viennese hotel window.
 He and Carolyne then made their way to Weimar. There they set up house in the Altenburg, a 
spacious four-storey building set on a little hill in its own grounds just outside the town centre. Besides 
being their home for the next thirteen years, the Altenburg soon became a magnet for progressively 
minded young musicians from all over Europe. It was not long before Liszt had assembled around 
him a remarkable group of pupils, disciples and assistants, helping him to bring about the rebirth of 
Weimar as a cultural centre that would match the legendary era of Schiller and Goethe. The project’s 
principal sponsor, Grand Duke Apparent Carl Alexander, was often not as financially generous 
towards these endeavours as Liszt would have liked. But Carl Alexander did offer consistent moral 
support to his Kapellmeister in Extraordinary, who now began to try to raise the court orchestra’s 
musical standards beyond the mediocre level he had inherited.
 Early on the difficulty of their new situation became clear to Liszt and Carolyne. Her husband 
refused to countenance a divorce, which would have meant abandoning his designs on Carolyne’s 
money and inheritance. She had asked Weimar’s music-loving Grand Duchess Maria Pavlovna 
(Carl Alexander’s mother and a supporter of Liszt) to intercede on her behalf with Tsar Nicholas 
I, the Grand Duchess’s brother. The Tsar, on the contrary, refused to consider an annulment of the 
marriage, rejecting her petition in the autumn of 1848. Over the years the wrangling continued. In 
the mid-1850s, upon Carolyne’s refusal to return to Ukraine, he declared her an exile, stripped her of 
her Russian citizenship, and sequestered her Ukrainian estates. Her unmarried, refugee status duly 
made Carolyne a non-person in Weimar, a conservative and provincial town. Its citizens in any case 
disliked what they regarded as her bluestocking persona – a resentment which she bore with much 
fortitude, based on the hope that her eventual marriage would bring with it a minimum of respect. 
Nor did the couple’s Catholic faith help their situation in Protestant Weimar. Liszt meanwhile was 
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in an ambivalent position. While the town and the ducal court were happy to bask in his reflected 
prestige, he was constantly thwarted and exasperated by the intrigues of reactionary officialdom, 
many of them relating to the prevailing anti-Carolyne feeling. The couple soon found themselves 
needing to get away from Weimar as often as they reasonably could – Liszt on his musical travels as 
a composer and conductor, and Carolyne in a long litany of spa-town water cures to try to counter 
her tendency towards stress-related, psychosomatic illness. 
 At this time Weimar was something of a conservative island in a raging European sea of 
revolutionary upheaval. A tragic story unfolded in Hungary, where the insurrectionary spirit 
of the times was spurred on by the parallel civil unrest in Vienna. Feelings ran high, with the 
uncompromising, pro-independence views of nationalist leader Lajos Kossuth winning out over the 
more moderate aims of greater autonomy favoured by other leading Hungarians. A house divided 
within itself inevitably falls, and by October 1849 the revolutionary forces had been defeated by 
the Habsburg government, with opportunist assistance from Imperial Russia. The re-establishment 
of Austrian rule was accompanied by brutal reprisals, which shocked Liszt and his compatriots 
even more than the tragedy of the war itself. His darkly magnificent Funérailles, later included in 
Harmonies poétiques et religieuses, was written as an elegy for the Hungarian fallen.
 In spite of difficulties at home and national tragedy abroad, Liszt achieved a remarkable 
amount in his first few years in Weimar – both on behalf of the grudgingly admiring town and 
in terms of his unselfish set of musical values, which related to his philosophy of ‘génie oblige’ 
(genius has obligations). A prominent example of the latter was his staging of the first performance 
of Wagner’s Lohengrin. Since hearing Rienzi in Dresden in 1844, Liszt had made himself familiar 
with that opera’s more mature and individual successors, Der fliegende Holländer (‘The Flying 
Dutchman’) and Tannhäuser. From then on he believed unerringly in the driven and egomaniac  
Wagner’s genius.
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 The Dresden uprising of 1849 had found Wagner siding with the revolution there. When 
this too was defeated, he had somehow managed to avoid being shot or arrested, escaping with 
a price on his head. At some risk to the Weimar government and to himself, Liszt had persuaded 
Carl Alexander to shelter Wagner on his way to exile in neutral Switzerland. With the marooned 
composer unable to do anything to secure the premiere of his latest opera, Lohengrin, Liszt took 
on the task himself. Undaunted by the Weimar theatre’s limited resources for mounting such a 
large and demanding work, he put the chorus, orchestra and a local cast of singers through forty-
six rehearsals. The performances in August 1850 attracted audiences from across Germany and 
made Liszt’s name as a conductor of stirring musicianship and dedicated idealism. In the years that 
followed, he continued to offer Wagner selfless and dedicated support, to which Wagner would 
typically respond by asking for more of the same (particularly if the support was financial). 
 One of Liszt’s visits to Wagner in Zürich, in July 1853, was to be hugely important. Wagner, 
having written no music since Lohengrin, was trying to make up his mind to begin composing his 
epic cycle of music dramas Der Ring des Nibelungen (‘The Ring of the Nibelung’), which he had been 
planning for several years. Liszt’s presence brought some inspiring days of conversation and music-
making, and eighteen months later the draft sketches and much of the orchestration of the Ring 
cycle’s first two instalments, Das Rheingold (‘The Rhine-Gold’) and Die Walküre (‘The Valkyrie’), were 
substantially complete.
 The Lohengrin premiere had also helped Liszt to make it known that he was now a composer−
conductor rather than a composer−pianist. After the final concert of his Ukrainian tour in 1847, he 
stopped playing the piano in public for money, unless funds were being raised for a charitable cause. 
The volte-face was so complete that it bewildered the musical world, but Liszt remained undeflected 
from his self-imposed moratorium. There was evidently no decline of any kind in his keyboard 
mastery; on the contrary, reports of Liszt’s performances after 1847, at least until his old age, insist 
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that his playing remained astounding in both musical and technical terms – and this now without his 
needing to practise.
 While his powers as a composer for the piano were growing ever more remarkable, the 
challenge for Liszt of conducting and composing for the orchestra was substantially a new one. 
At Weimar Liszt built up a large and impressive orchestral repertory. Major undertakings were 
operas by Wagner, Berlioz (Benvenuto Cellini), Beethoven (Fidelio), Gluck, Donizetti, Meyerbeer 
and Verdi. Liszt’s orchestral concert programmes were similarly non-partisan, with Baroque- and 
Classical-era composers (from Handel to Beethoven) and their more traditionalist successors (such 
as Mendelssohn) rubbing shoulders with dangerously modern spirits; the latter included Berlioz, 
Wagner and Liszt himself, who was in the fortunate position of being able to try out his new works 
with the Weimar orchestra before presenting them to the concert-going public. For Wagner and 
Berlioz, Liszt’s presence at Weimar was a godsend. It was thanks to his persistence that their music, 
considered commercially unappealing and alarmingly difficult to perform, gained much of a hearing 
at all at this time. On one of his visits to Weimar, Berlioz struck up a warm friendship with Princess 
Carolyne, who managed to penetrate the composer’s smokescreen of morbid self-pity (Berlioz was a 
great believer in his own melodramatic propaganda) to engage with the artist of genius that lay behind 
it. She encouraged him to take on the challenge of composing his epic five-act opera Les Troyens (‘The 
Trojans’). When Berlioz completed his masterpiece in 1858, he dedicated it to Carolyne.
 With these favourable performing conditions to hand, Liszt’s own output of symphonic and 
choral works during these years was impressive. The experience of conducting in Weimar’s Court 
Theatre turned his thoughts to composing another opera, but work on Sardanapale, based on the 
play by Byron, eventually came to a halt in 1849 after a hundred-odd pages of sketches. In orchestral 
music he was much more productive. Besides the twelve symphonic poems, he produced the larger 
statements of the four-movement Eine Faust-Symphonie and the two-movement ‘Dante’ Symphony. 
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All these affirmed Liszt’s ideal – quintessential to the Romantic age – that music and poetry were 
related aspects of a single, greater artistic vision. Their raison d’être was to fertilise each other, in the 
new, programmatic (descriptive) musical forms which had been invented almost single-handedly by 
Berlioz in his Symphonie fantastique two decades earlier. The inspiration of Liszt’s orchestral music 
at this time was largely secular, but he also came into his own as a composer of sacred choral works. 
The major achievement here was the Missa solemnis, which was commissioned for the consecration 
of the new basilica in the cathedral town then known by its Austro-German name of Gran (today 
Esztergom) on the Danube, some fifty miles up-river from the city of Pest. Rightly considering that 
such a prestigious commission confirmed his status as Hungary’s leading composer (if in absentia for 
most of the time), Liszt was proud to have been chosen for the task. Quoting from the Mass’s Credo 
section, he wrote to a friend: 

You may be sure… that I did not compose my work as one might put on a church vestment 
instead of a paletot [cloak], but that it has sprung from the truly fervent faith of my heart, 
such as I have felt it from my childhood. Genitum, non factum [begotten, not made] – and 
therefore I can truly say that my Mass has been more prayed than composed.

The first performance of the ‘Gran’ Mass (its usual name today), conducted in the cathedral in August 
1856 by Liszt himself, was an event of national importance that reconfirmed his proud sense of 
kinship with the Hungarian people.
 The contemporary response to Liszt’s conducting tended to vary with the attitude towards him 
of the commentator in question. His future biographer, Lina Ramann, summed up the view of his 
supporters: ‘Liszt, at the head of an orchestra, is a continuation of Liszt at the piano.’ The art of 
conducting had come a long way since Louis XIV’s court composer Jean-Baptiste Lully directed 
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the orchestra at Versailles by beating out the music’s rhythms on the floorboards with an ornately 
decorated pole (with which he one day punctured his foot, dying some weeks later of septicaemia). 
Even so, in the generation before Liszt’s, conducting still meant an emphasis on simply beating time. 
Liszt disliked such practitioners, referring to them as ‘the windmills’. For him, the conductor was an 
agent in the process of leading the audience into the spiritual heart of the music. This meant a new, 
much more expressive approach to interpretation.
 Like Wagner, Liszt was a pioneer of the art of using the baton to indicate phrasing as much 
as rhythm, and of co-opting the whole body into the musical cause – stooping low to induce the 
orchestra to play quietly, raising both arms high to encourage a louder fortissimo. Naturally he was 
denounced in conservative quarters as a flashy contriver of effects. But Liszt believed that the visual 
means did not much matter if the desired musical ends were achieved – as he explained in a letter 
of 1853 to the Weimar-based writer and music critic Richard Pohl, concerning the late music of 
Beethoven. 

These works, to my thinking, exact from executants and orchestras a progression… in the 
style of the execution itself. They establish, between the musicians of the desks [rank-and-
file players] and the musician chief [conductor] who directs them, a link of a nature other 
than that which is cemented by an imperturbable beating of the time. In many cases even 
the rough, literal maintenance of the time and of each continuous bar – |1,2,3,4|1,2,3,4| 
– clashes with the sense and expression. There as elsewhere, ‘the letter killeth the spirit’, a 
thing to which I will never subscribe, however specious in their hypocritical impartiality 
may be the attacks to which I am exposed…
 Where it is a question of understanding and feeling, of expressing oneself with 
intelligence, of kindling hearts with a sort of communion of the beautiful, the grand, and 
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the true in Art and Poetry, the sufficiency and the old routine of usual conductors no 
longer suffice, and are even contrary to the sublime liberty of the art… Whatever esteem 
therefore I may profess for many of my colleagues… I do not think myself on that account 
obliged to follow their example in every particular – neither in the choice of works to be 
performed, nor in the manner of conceiving and conducting them. I think I have already 
said to you that the real task of a conductor, according to my opinion, consists in making 
himself ostensibly quasi-useless. We are pilots, and not mechanics.

The ruefully embattled tone was to be increasingly typical of Liszt in the years to come. He was already 
finding that his musical idealism amounted to an ongoing struggle with an often uncomprehending 
provincial public, and with the hostile elements of a partisan press. Liszt found himself in the front 
line of the nineteenth century’s ‘War of the Romantics’ – in the progressive camp that identified 
with his own music and Wagner’s, and against the supporters of the more conservative brand of 
Romanticism represented by Mendelssohn, Schumann and Brahms.
 The situation was summed up in Robert Schumann’s relationship with Liszt. Schumann had at 
first strongly supported the dazzling pianist to whom he had dedicated his own Fantasy in C major, 
but this was to change. One reason was his marriage in 1840 to the brilliant young pianist Clara 
Wieck, whom Liszt already knew, and to whom he had written some admiring and supportive letters 
from Italy. But Clara too, despite her earlier respect for Liszt as a pianist, gradually came to dislike 
both his music and his playing, and as time went on this resistance grew stronger. Then Schumann 
himself took exception to the ‘Lisztomania’ which swept Europe in the 1840s: in his view, the great 
composer−pianist was prostituting his talent by selling out to all the adulation. Having founded 
the influential periodical Neue Zeitschrift für Musik in 1834, Schumann resigned as its editor ten 
years later. The post then passed to Franz Brendel, a powerful and outspoken supporter of Liszt who 
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proceeded to attack Schumann and his circle in a way that drove Schumann and Liszt further apart, 
despite neither having had a hand in Brendel’s appointment.
 True to form, the rift did not prevent Liszt from programming Schumann’s music in Weimar. By 
October 1854, Schumann’s growing mental instability meant that he needed permanent care in an 
asylum. Clara, now having to earn a living to bring up their eight children, asked Liszt if she could 
come and play in Weimar. Liszt agreed, conducted their concert together, and soon afterwards put 
his name to an article warmly approving of Clara in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik. But Clara never 
mellowed in her attitude to Liszt, mentioning more than once to others that she ‘despised’ him. After 
Schumann died in 1856, Clara’s embitterment at the world around her can be understood. But her 
view of Liszt was an indication of the burden by which he found himself increasingly beset – that the 
more generous he was towards certain colleagues, the less generous, consciously or otherwise, was 
liable to be the response.
 The controversial atmosphere that was seen to surround Liszt’s work at Weimar was in fact 
generated far more by his supporters than by himself, although he was sometimes less firm than he 
might have been in reining in those supporters’ polemical excesses. Their preferred buzz-word was 
Zukunftsmusik, ‘Music of the Future’ – a term already coined by Wagner in relation to the new form 
of integrated music drama which he was pioneering (as he made sure the surrounding world knew) 
in Der Ring des Nibelungen. Liszt’s consistent and very public support of Wagner’s embattled genius, 
together with the similarly radical, harmonically adventurous sounds of his own music, meant that 
he was seen as being on Wagner’s side in the ongoing ‘War of the Romantics’ being waged in the 
German musical press. Ironically it was Franz Brendel, the Liszt- and Wagner-supporting editor of 
the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik, who some years later was to take the initiative in trying to establish 
a more harmonious tone of musical debate. In June 1859, at a festival in Leipzig celebrating the 
twenty-fifth anniversary of Schumann’s founding of the publication, Brendel held out an olive branch 
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to the conservatives: he conceded that the controversial associations of Zukunftsmusik had much 
to do with Wagner’s excessively strident way of promoting his own musical cause and proposed 
instead the less confrontational term Neudeutsche Schule (‘New German School’) to encompass 
the progressive musical trends of the day. What then happened, however, was that the conservative 
opprobrium attaching to the exponents of Zukunftsmusik simply transferred to the ‘New German 
School’. However much Liszt wanted his work in Weimar to be seen – and with reason – as that of an 
ideologically unbiased idealist, he was never able to escape his image as one of the most contentious 
musical figures of his time.
 Liszt’s years in Weimar were nevertheless a time of productivity. He set about using his more 
settled life to give his composing the attention he felt it had lacked during his Glanzzeit, the ‘time 
of brilliance’ when his piano-playing had enthralled all Europe. During those years of slow and 
exhausting travelling in the pre-railway era, it is remarkable how he had managed to compose at all. 
In fact he had written a considerable amount of piano music, particularly during his stay with Marie 
d’Agoult in Italy. His early years in Weimar were much taken up with getting these early works into 
their final shape. Then, with these successful revisions out of the way, he was able to concentrate on 
creating new works – for piano, of course, and increasingly for orchestra too.
 A working day at the Altenburg would follow a fairly relaxed routine. Besides the main reception 
rooms, where Liszt and Carolyne kept something close to ‘open house’, they had set aside parts of the 
building for their own use. The bedroom in Carolyne’s quarters was dominated by the huge wooden 
crucifix which had hung in her bedroom in Woronince. Liszt’s study, the Blue Room overlooking 
the garden, contained the essentials for work: a piano, a writing-desk, and a table and chairs. An 
early riser, he would have breakfast there and then compose until lunchtime, while Carolyne and her 
daughter Marie were welcome to wander in and out. Carolyne would often stay, either to work at 
her literary writings and correspondence or, when required, to take down any articles or essays Liszt 
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wanted to dictate (although he always wrote his own letters, in the huge quantities typical before the 
invention of the telephone).
 At around lunchtime the dramatis personae of Liszt’s Weimar circle begin to gather; plans for 
musical projects would be drawn up, concert and opera programmes discussed, passionate views 
exchanged. The afternoons were occupied by teaching (a task Liszt undertook without asking for 
payment) or by more composing. Evenings often took the form of chamber-music gatherings, with 
Liszt joining in and sometimes, when the mood was right, playing something of his own. The setting 
for these occasions was the ground-floor reception room, which was lined with Liszt’s books and 
scores, including manuscripts by Mozart, Beethoven, Chopin and Schumann. Dominating the room 
were Liszt’s Érard concert grand piano and an earlier Broadwood grand which had belonged to 
Beethoven. Upstairs was another music room, containing a spinet once owned by Mozart and a 
formidable, specially designed ‘piano-organ’ that combined the features of both instruments.
 The circle of supporters, disciples and assistants around Liszt in Weimar was remarkable for 
its collegiate spirit. Naturally Liszt expected respect from his younger supporters, and naturally it 
was forthcoming. But the tone of daily life and work at the Altenburg was very different from the 
egocentric idolatry that later came to surround Wagner in his adopted town of Bayreuth. There could 
be bad days, but on the whole Liszt’s nature was likeably un-pompous, and was often lit up by his wry 
sense of humour. He had neither the need nor the wish to domineer, regarding his young supporters 
more as working colleagues and friends. They were a highly talented assembly. Among them were 
Hans von Bülow, the brilliant pianist and future master-conductor, with whom Liszt’s family life was 
later to be deeply entwined; Joachim Raff, a headstrong, seriously industrious composer and pro-
Liszt polemicist; Peter Cornelius, a gifted multilingual composer and writer; and the very young Carl 
Tausig, whose phenomenal pianistic skills resembled Liszt’s at the same age. 
 Another of Liszt’s piano pupils was William Mason, with whom Liszt kept up an entertaining 
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correspondence after Mason’s return home to America. One of these letters gives a colourful 
snapshot of life in and around the Altenburg. There is news of the Berlioz festival, one of Liszt’s major 
projects in Weimar (although he does not mention the imminent first performance of his own First 
Piano Concerto, with himself as soloist and Berlioz conducting). Liszt also refers to Clara Schumann’s 
recent concert, to the creation of his own Eine Faust-Symphonie (at that time only three movements 
were completed), and to the alcohol-fuelled sessions with which he liked to unwind after work with 
his young companions. He wrote the last two words of the letter in English.

My dear Mason,
Although I do not know at what stage of your brilliant artistic peregrinations these lines 
will find you, yet I want you to know that I am most sincerely and affectionately obliged 
to you for the kind remembrance you keep of me… Now you know, my dear Mason, 
that I have no other pride than to serve, as far as in me lies, the good cause of Art… A 
propos of concerts, I will send you in a few days the programme of a series of Symphonic 
performances which ought to have been established here some years ago, and to which I 
consider myself bound, in honour as in duty, to give a definite impetus at the beginning 
of the year 1855. – Toward the end of January I expect Berlioz. We shall then hear his 
[oratorio] trilogy of ‘L’Enfance du Christ’… His dramatic symphony of [The Damnation 
of ] Faust (in four parts, with solos and chorus) will also be given entire while he is here.
 As regards visits of artists last month which were a pleasure to me personally, I must 
mention Clara Schumann… In Brendel’s paper (Neue Zeitschrift) you will find an article 
signed with my name on Clara Schumann, whom I have again heard with that sympathy 
and thoroughly admiring esteem which her talent commands…
 Do you still continue your intimate relations with old Cognac in the New World, my 
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dear Mason? – Allow me again to recommend that you measure, which is an essential 
quality for musicians. In truth, I am not very much qualified to preach to you the quantity 
of this quantity; for, if I remember rightly, I employed a good deal of Tempo rubato in 
the times when I was giving my concerts (a business I would not begin again for anything 
in the world). And again, quite lately, I have written a long Symphony in three parts 
entitled ‘Faust’ (without text or vocal parts), in which the horrible measures of 7/8, 7/4, 
5/4 alternate with C major and 3/4. – In virtue of which I conclude that you ought to limit 
yourself to 7/8ths of a small bottle of old Cognac in the evening, and never to go beyond 
five quarters!
 Raff, in his first volume of the ‘Wagner-Frage’ [‘Wagner Questions’, Raff ’s latest group 
of polemical essays], has realised something like five quarters of doctrinal sufficiency; but 
that is an example that can hardly be recommended for imitation in a critical matter, and 
especially in Cognac and other spirituous matters.
 Pardon me, my dear Mason, for these bad jokes, which however my good intentions 
justify, and try to bear yourself valiantly both morally and physically, which is the heartfelt 
wish of
Your very affectionate
F. Liszt
Cornelius, Pohl, Raff, Pruckner… and all the new school of new Weimar send you their best 
remembrances, to which I add a cordial shake hand.

Liszt’s relaxation after-hours often involved playing rounds of whist with his colleagues in the 
Erbprinz Hotel, the town’s magnet for those with a penchant for ‘spirituous matters’. There was 
nothing morbid or self-dramatising about Liszt’s liking for a drink or two, or more: like much of 
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male Europe past and present, this awesome musical genius simply enjoyed getting inebriated in the 
company of friends. During one Erbprinz session he decided that a combination of schnapps and 
beer would be suitable refreshment. The results were predictably lethal, and the evening wound up 
with the card-playing party being propelled homewards with some difficulty. Next morning, with 
Liszt due to conduct a rehearsal of Wagner’s Tannhäuser, a message was relayed from the Altenburg 
that the Master was ‘ill’. Carolyne’s response to the incident is not on record.
 There were times, too, when the mood at the Altenburg could go awry for different reasons. 
William Mason recorded a visit by the young composer−pianist Johannes Brahms, who was 
accompanying the exiled Hungarian violinist Ede Reményi on a concert tour. When the pair arrived 
at the Altenburg, Brahms deposited some of his notoriously illegible manuscripts on the table in 
the reception room. Liszt appeared, politely asked Brahms if he would like to play, and on receiving 
a negative response, picked up Brahms’s Scherzo in E flat minor and sightread it perfectly. Midway 
through performing his own newly composed Sonata in B minor, Liszt then looked round at the 
otherwise attentive gathering, and saw that Brahms had nodded off. He finished playing and left 
the room without a word. Brahms had probably been travelling for most of the night before; and his 
tendency throughout his life to doze off, either during concerts or in mid-conversation, suggests some 
chronic physical condition. This frosty first encounter did not prevent Liszt from inviting Brahms 
and Reményi to stay on as guests at the Altenburg for the next few weeks. But for the rest of his life 
Brahms maintained his evident dislike of Liszt’s music. The anti-Brahms politics of many supporters 
of the pro-Lisztian ‘New German School’ must have had much to do with this – a situation no doubt 
compounded by Brahms’s personal and professional devotion to Clara Schumann.
 The years of musical achievement saw increasing difficulties and tensions, however, in Liszt’s 
unresolved personal life. Resistance on the part of Russian officialdom to the annulment of Carolyne’s 
marriage was kept alive by the intrigues of her husband Prince Nicholas and his relatives, none of 

8.558214−15 Liszt-Life and Music booklet text 30-9-10.indd   77 05/10/2010   15:52



78 Liszt: His Life and Music

whom intended to release their partial hold on her fortune. Attempted blackmail was part of the 
strategy: at one point a bungled attempt was made to kidnap Carolyne’s daughter, Princess Marie, and 
take her back to Russia. To complicate his and Carolyne’s situation even more, Liszt now found himself 
falling in love with one of his piano pupils, the beautiful and intelligent Agnès Street-Klindworth.
 Agnès was twenty-eight and married but separated when she arrived in Weimar in October 
1853. She came partly to study with Liszt and partly to use this study as cover for spying on behalf of 
her father, George Klindworth, a political agent working for the imperial governments of Austria and 
Russia. (Weimar was a focus for exiled musicians and artists in the aftermath of the revolutionary 
1840s, and Princess Carolyne, herself a prominent exile, was famously sympathetic to their cause.) It 
seems to have been a surprise both to Liszt and to Agnès when, late in 1854, they became romantically 
involved. By the summer of 1855 she had left Weimar to set herself up as a piano teacher in Brussels. 
Over the next few years they managed to meet during Liszt’s out-of-town conducting visits, keeping 
the relationship alive until eventually Carolyne came across some of Agnès’s letters to him. Carolyne 
does not seem to have thought of leaving Liszt over the affair, and by the early 1860s his romance 
with Agnès had mellowed into a friendship, free of recrimination or bitterness, which both parties 
were happy to maintain by correspondence. Contrary to Romantic mythology, Liszt – after his early 
Parisian flings – was no compulsive philanderer. His affair with Agnès may suggest, however, that his 
relationship with Carolyne was by then not a physical one, and perhaps never had been for long.
 But as he was discovering, the problems engendered by his own relationships were as nothing 
compared to those of family life. Due to his separation from Marie d’Agoult and the increasing 
bitterness between them in the years that followed, Liszt had seen little of his children. Blandine, 
Cosima and Daniel had been kept away from Marie’s influence, a situation made possible by their 
illegitimate births outside France, which meant that Marie had no legal rights over them. They had 
been brought up in Paris first by their grandmother, Anna Liszt, and then – when the children had 
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begun to break loose, and started visiting Marie for themselves – by Princess Carolyne’s former 
governess, who was despatched from Russia to take charge of the situation. Liszt paid for his children’s 
upkeep (with the interest earned on the proceeds of his piano tours), and had always written to them 
on his travels and from Weimar. In October 1853 he arrived with Carolyne in Paris to see them for 
the first time in nearly ten years – the bright, spirited and attractive Blandine (the most like her 
father), the thin and intense Cosima (who had unfortunately inherited her mother’s humourlessness), 
and the quiet, intelligent, academically brilliant Daniel, who was being educated at a prestigious 
boarding school.
 When the children encountered their mother again at a concert in Paris a few months later, Liszt 
and Carolyne decided that Blandine and Cosima should be brought to the Altenburg, well away from 
Marie d’Agoult’s presence. The immediate cause of the move was the increasing decrepitude of the 
girls’ once formidable Russian governess. Liszt’s idea was then to place them in Berlin with Hans von 
Bülow’s mother, to prevent their reputations being harmed by association with his and Carolyne’s 
unmarried relationship. The summer of 1855 was one of the Altenburg’s happiest, with Liszt much 
enjoying the good-natured disruption of routine caused by his children’s presence. However, despite 
stiff resistance from the children and a predictable series of family rows, the move to the Bülow 
household in Berlin went ahead. Here events took an unexpected turn. Hans von Bülow had emerged 
as a highly talented conductor; he and Cosima fell in love and, undeterred by the concern of both sets 
of parents over Bülow’s unstable temperament, they married in August 1857.
 Blandine – not relishing the prospect of life in Berlin without her sister’s company (they had 
been inseparable) – had insisted on being allowed to return to Paris, where she moved back in with 
her grandmother. In her mother Marie’s salon she met the rising young lawyer Émile Ollivier. The 
romance was encouraged by Marie, who took the young couple on a trip to Italy, and Blandine and 
Émile married in Florence Cathedral in October 1857. To his surprise Liszt had been relieved, within 

8.558214−15 Liszt-Life and Music booklet text 30-9-10.indd   79 05/10/2010   15:52



80 Liszt: His Life and Music

a few months, of personal and financial responsibility towards either of his daughters. Meanwhile his 
son Daniel, now a law student in Vienna, had been a regular summer-holiday visitor to the Altenburg, 
and a close bond had grown up between father and son.
 Princess Carolyne, too, had problems concerning her own child. The terms of her exile from 
Russia were that, unless she returned, her sequestered estates would legally pass to her daughter, 
Princess Marie, when she reached her twenty-first birthday in February 1858. Although Carolyne’s 
now former husband, Prince Nicholas, had remarried (having secured a Protestant divorce), he 
and his relatives continued to be obsessed with keeping as much influence as possible over the 
fate of Carolyne’s fortune. In 1859 Carolyne agreed to her daughter’s engagement and marriage to 
Prince Konstantin Hohenlohe-Schillingsfürst, an aide-de-camp to Austria’s Emperor Franz Joseph. 
Carolyne knew that the German Hohenlohe family was distantly related to her husband’s family, the 
Wittgensteins, and that Konstantin – and therefore by extension her ex-husband, Prince Nicholas – 
would now have control over Marie’s inheritance. Her reason for nonetheless accepting the situation 
relates to her dealings with a shady Russian lawyer from her former estates. This individual had 
convinced Carolyne that, for an extremely large fee, he could secure the Russian Catholic Church’s 
annulment of her marriage to Nicholas and therefore make possible her longed-for marriage to Liszt 
within the Catholic Church (which did not formally recognise Carolyne’s divorce from Nicholas). 
Carolyne therefore needed to have Marie, Prince Konstantin and the Wittgenstein relatives onside. 
 Besides these personal difficulties, Liszt’s professional life offered its generous share of 
disappointment and disillusion, particularly regarding the vagaries of public and critical reception 
of his music. The Sonata in B minor, today long accepted as one of the towering masterpieces of 
the solo piano repertory, waited until four years after its completion for its public premiere. This 
was given in Berlin in January 1857 by Hans von Bülow, whose evidently superlative playing (which 
for once satisfied even the ferociously self-critical Bülow himself ) did not prevent the Sonata from 
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meeting with critical derision: one reviewer wrote that, with the music’s total absence of beauty and 
structural logic, ‘it is hardly possible that a work can be further distanced from lawful principles’. 
(Twenty-four years later, when Bülow played the Sonata in Vienna, the city’s all-powerful  Eduard 
Hanslick described himself as being first puzzled, then finally reduced to laughter: ‘Whoever has 
heard this work, and finds it has beauty, is beyond helping.’) Sometimes, however, the music was 
not helped by its composer. In Liszt’s preface to his collected symphonic poems, he insisted that 
performances of his orchestral music had always to be properly rehearsed. Yet when he conducted 
the premiere of his ‘Dante’ Symphony, in Dresden in November 1857, the work had had only one 
rehearsal; the performance was predictably poor, the audience applause lukewarm, and the press 
reaction dismissive. 
 Liszt’s work in Weimar had brought fame to the town, but he had increasing professional 
problems there also. There were outward displays of civic support, but in many quarters he was 
still seen as a dangerous moderniser. The flash-point came when Liszt conducted Peter Cornelius’s 
comic opera The Barber of Baghdad in December 1858. The director of Weimar’s theatre, Franz von 
Dingelstedt, who was no supporter of Liszt, had deliberately done nothing to discourage the assembly 
of an audience claque, which tried noisily to interrupt the performance. When that ploy failed, the 
composer’s and the conductor’s curtain calls were greeted with a storm of whistling and abuse. Liszt 
knew that the protests were aimed more at himself than at Cornelius’s opera. A discussion the next 
day with his longstanding sponsor, Grand Duke Carl Alexander, was outwardly positive. But Liszt 
was not convinced, and he resigned his position as Kapellmeister in Extraordinary in February 1859. 
 Liszt and Carolyne were able to go on living in the Altenburg, largely because Carl Alexander 
seems to have believed that Liszt could soon be persuaded to change his mind. Given the cumulative 
effect on him of the years of artistic struggle, this was always an unlikely prospect. And worse was 
to come. When a clearly unwell Daniel Liszt arrived in Berlin to spend his summer holidays with 
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Cosima and her husband, he was diagnosed with tuberculosis in both lungs. Although Cosima 
nursed him for weeks, she left it very late to tell their father the true situation. When at last she did 
so, in December, Liszt left at once for Berlin – in time to witness Daniel’s death two days later.
 Besides the depth of his private sadness, Liszt had yet another professional difficulty on his 
hands. Earlier in the year his book Des Bohémiens et de leur musique en Hongrie (‘The Gypsies and 
their Music in Hungary’) had been published. This was the fruit of many years’ study of the music 
which had enthralled him ever since, as a small boy, he had first heard it sung and played. By now 
he had completed fifteen of his nineteen Hungarian Rhapsodies for piano. Despite his imaginative 
recreations of the gypsies’ music, however, Liszt was no musicologist. He had always understood 
Hungarian gypsy music to have been spontaneously created by its performers, and improvised from 
traditional themes. What he had underestimated was the gypsies’ magpie-like flair for conjuring 
musical ‘tradition’ from wherever they found it. Some of what they played was indeed traditionally 
based – but much of the rest was a stylised reworking of popular tunes of the day by living 
Hungarian composers, who were outraged at Liszt’s assertion that ‘Hungarian music belongs not to 
the Hungarians, but to the Gypsies’. His confusion of Hungarian popular music with ethnic Magyar 
folk music landed him in a controversy that endured for decades and never ceased to upset him, 
emanating as it did from within his beloved Hungary itself. 
 The winter in Weimar after Daniel’s death was bleak indeed. At last, in March 1860, came 
happier news: Carolyne learned that the Catholic Church in Russia had granted the annulment of 
her marriage. The prospect of her and Liszt’s marriage at last seemed possible. Then their hopes 
were dashed again. The annulment was not recognised by the Catholic bishop of the diocese of 
Fulda, which included Weimar. The bishop’s decision was supported by the papal nuncio in Vienna, 
and since Liszt was an Austrian citizen, this meant that his own marriageable status was proscribed 
as well. When the annulment was duly suspended by the Catholic authorities in Rome, Liszt and 
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Carolyne decided that she would have to travel to the city to petition the Pope himself. Liszt stayed 
on in the Altenburg, and disciplined himself into concentrating on composing. The result was the 
creation of one of his supreme piano masterworks, the Mephisto Waltz No. 1, which he transcribed 
from its original orchestral version.  
 Carolyne’s intricate negotiations with the Vatican in Rome eventually began to produce results. 
She had befriended Cardinal Gustav Hohenlohe-Schillingsfürst, the brother of her son-in-law Prince 
Konstantin. As the apparently sympathetic cardinal discussed Carolyne’s case with her, she appears to 
have been blind to an obvious possibility – that Hohenlohe was secretly working for his brother’s and 
the Sayn-Wittgenstein family’s cause, not Carolyne’s, and that he desired the permanent suspension 
of her annulment as much as they did. In September she secured, through Hohenlohe, a personal 
audience with Pope Pius IX. In the next month, when a College of Cardinals convened and upheld 
the annulment, the Pope ratified their decision and issued a formal reprimand to the Bishop of Fulda. 
Then a deputation of Carolyne’s relatives turned up in Rome, and made a secret submission to the 
Vatican (with Hohenlohe again playing a duplicitous role), maintaining that she had obtained her 
annulment by perjury. This led to a reconvening of the College of Cardinals in January 1861. Once 
again they ruled in Carolyne’s favour.
 With apparently no obstacles left in their way, Liszt and Carolyne planned to marry in Rome, 
and to spend some time there while deciding where to live. Before then, however, Liszt had arranged 
a trip to Paris to make financial arrangements for his now infirm mother, Anna, and to visit Blandine 
and her husband. Once again lionised as a celebrity, he dined with the Emperor Napoleon III, whose 
entourage he enthralled with his piano-playing. He also called on Marie d’Agoult, and the former 
lovers found that Daniel’s death had brought them at least a little closer together, and that some of 
their mutual bitterness had eased with the passage of time. Returning to Weimar, Liszt closed down 
the Altenburg, sealed its doors, and set off for Rome and the promise of a new life.
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The Music, 1847–1861
Art and Poetry

Piano: the revisions

To revise one’s own music many years after its initial composition is to take a creative risk. With 
hindsight and experience, it can be easy to see what might be improved. The risk element lies 
in how the music’s own character may be undermined by the greater sophistication of the later 
changes made to it. Most composers confine alterations to those which arise from a score’s early 
performances, which usually spotlight any adjustments that need to be made. More radical second 
thoughts, or those made at a much later date, can come at a dangerous price – as happened to 
Wagner, for instance, when he expanded much of the ‘Venusberg’ music of his opera Tannhäuser, 
first staged in Dresden in 1845, for a lavish Paris production in 1861. While the music he added 
is remarkable for its sensual brilliance, its style is so different from that of the original score that 
not even Wagner’s magicianship could conjure the new version into a coherent whole, and the 
production was a spectacular failure. In his old age Wagner also considered revising the score of his 
early Der fliegende Holländer, but decided against it.
 When Liszt decided to begin his new life in Weimar by revising the more significant of his 
early piano works, he was therefore stepping on treacherous ground – or would have been, if 
his approach had not been so sure-footed. In fact the outcome was an artistic triumph. The final 
assembly of Liszt’s four great piano cycles transformed him from a composer of whom it was widely 
and accurately muttered that he ‘could do better’ into one of the nineteenth century’s creative giants. 
The comparison with Chopin is, again, illuminating. Liszt’s former friend died in 1849 at the age of 

8.558214−15 Liszt-Life and Music booklet text 30-9-10.indd   85 05/10/2010   15:52



86 Liszt: His Life and Music

thirty-nine, leaving a quite sizeable output that was also exceptionally consistent. If Liszt had died at 
the same age, he would not be thought of as the ‘finished article’ among composers to anywhere near 
the same extent. And yet only five years later, by the mid-1850s, the creator of Harmonies poétiques 
et religieuses, the Études d’exécution transcendante and the first two books of Années de pèlerinage 
was able to stand alongside Chopin as a true master of his art. 
 Années de pèlerinage, première année: Suisse  was revised and assembled between 1848 
and 1854. Liszt here transformed Vallée d’Obermann from its early version in Album d’un voyageur 
into an epic masterpiece, realising also that a work of such power demanded that the other pieces 
in the cycle had to be reworked or, where necessary, created from scratch to fit around it. Its two 
immediate neighbours, Orage (‘Storm’) and Eglogue (‘Eclogue’), were entirely new, with no earlier 
counterparts in Album d’un voyageur or elsewhere. And while some of the other pieces in the new 
set of nine, like Au Lac de Wallenstadt, were only slightly altered, others were extensively rethought.
 The original version of Au bord d’une source (‘By a Stream’) CD 1  5  , sonorously beautiful as it is, 
was marvellously transformed by shifting the music’s register several degrees higher and thinning out 
its figuration, so that the piano sound achieves a new and dancing lightness. Les Cloches de Genève 
(‘The Bells of Geneva’) CD 1  6   demanded a different approach due to its new position at the end 
of the cycle; it also needed to be shortened so that the original version’s expansiveness would not 
compete with Vallée d’Obermann. Liszt left the opening, lullaby-like paragraph almost unchanged. 
Then, at the point where the first version extends this at length, he introduced an entirely new tune, 
poignantly beautiful, with different rhythm and figuration; fragments of the opening lullaby are 
recalled only in the final bars. It is difficult to assert which version is ‘better’, since the later one is 
substantially a different work with a different agenda. But there is something near-miraculous in how 
the old and new ideas in Liszt’s revision, although imagined many years apart, fit alongside each other 
as if this interval of time had not existed.
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 Senancour’s novel Obermann contains several episodes set among the hills of the Swiss canton 
of Jura, where the fatalistic broodings of the novel’s hero are expressed in stretches of heady prose 
that lifted Liszt’s musical imagination to spectacular heights. His revision of his earlier version 
of Vallée d’Obermann involved jettisoning its introduction and pruning some excessive textural 
growth, while leaving the overall design largely intact, with quite large stretches of music almost 
unaltered. An additional masterstroke was the small but telling chromatic change made to 
the minor-key main theme (which at once becomes much more intense); also masterful is the 
transformation of the major-key variant of this into a simpler, shimmering version in the piano’s 
upper register, suggesting the final redemption of Senancour’s hero. This luminously offsets the 
music’s dark imaginings elsewhere, and is itself superbly developed, lifting and soaring with the 
freedom of an eagle in flight.
 The technical sleight of hand that achieves this impressive design is at once so skilled and so 
simple that it is easy not to notice it. The whole of Vallée d’Obermann is built from a single musical 
motif of just three notes falling in sequence; the motif is heard at the very start, in its sombre minor-
key version, and later in its upper-register, major-key counterpart. The two ideas could not be 
more similar in outline, and more different in mood. This technique of thematic transformation 
was a central structural device of Liszt’s mature works (above all in the Sonata in B minor), and 
it unquestionably influenced the Leitmotiv (leading motif ) method that proved able to sustain the 
fourteen hours of Wagner’s Ring cycle.
 Années de pèlerinage, deuxième année: Italie  took shape rather earlier than its Swiss 
counterpart, and was completed in 1849. The focus here is on art rather than nature, although the 
distinction is not absolute, given Vallée d’Obermann’s exalted fusion of literature and landscape. (The 
first book’s Orage, too, is a Byronic storm of the Romantic mind rather than a piece of genuine 
nature-description.) Italie’s opening and closing items are Sposalizio (‘Wedding’) CD 1  7   – Liszt’s 
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tender and winsomely beautiful response to Raphael’s painting Lo sposalizio della Vergine – and the 
mighty Après une lecture du Dante, fantasia quasi sonata (‘After Reading Dante’; the title is taken 
from a poem by Victor Hugo). The ‘Dante’ Sonata’s complex evolution has already been discussed, 
as have Liszt’s transcriptions, from his original song-settings, of Petrarch’s Sonnets Nos. 47, 104 and 
123 – which form Nos. 4, 5 and 6 of Italie. Before these three passionate lyrical outpourings come 
two very different pieces. The sombre, almost Mussorgsky-like severity of Il penseroso (‘The Thinker’) 
was inspired by Michelangelo’s sculpted tomb of one of the Medici family dynasty in their chapel 
in Florence; and Canzonetta del Salvator Rosa (‘Salvator Rosa’s Little Song’) commemorates the 
seventeenth-century painter, with a poker-faced transcription of the song composed in his honour 
by Giovanni Bononcini.
 These six pieces, while substantial and richly varied in themselves, can hardly avoid sounding 
like a collective introduction to the last of the book, the formidable ‘Dante’ Sonata, with its harsh, 
tritone-suffused harmonic world and its turbulent depiction of the Inferno from Dante’s Commedia. 
Those pianists prepared to confront its fearsome challenges tend to take the reasonable view that in 
a concert programme the work should not be followed by anything – which leaves the three pieces 
which constitute Venezia e Napoli in a lonely situation, since Liszt originally attached them as a 
postscript to the second book of Années de pèlerinage. Their lighter style is very different, however, 
and can be traced back to a set of earlier versions dating from around 1840, whose intractable 
difficulties Liszt fortunately reconsidered when revising the pieces. Tarantella’s cascade of speedy 
repeated notes is so cannily laid out for the keyboard in its new incarnation that the result is a shade 
less difficult to play than it actually sounds. Gondoliera (‘Gondolier’s Song’), too, no longer needing 
an octopus-like stretch in the right hand, is particularly attractive in its lilting rhythm and luminous 
sonorities. (Liszt’s hands were not much larger than normal, but his fingers had exceptional lateral 
suppleness and stretch, partly because there was unusually little webbing between them. Many years 
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later a pupil asked his advice on whether to have the webbing on his own hands surgically cut, in an 
operation that was then alarmingly on the increase among eager young pianists. Liszt wrote back 
angrily to dissuade him.)
 All these masterly exercises in revision had the dual objective of bringing Liszt’s earlier ideas, 
so strong in themselves, into tighter musical focus, and also of recasting them for an instrument 
that was itself changing. As the piano gradually evolved towards the modern concert grand, with 
its cross-strung metal frame and huge string tension, the range of tone and sonority was much 
increased. But in the 1850s the instrument for which Liszt was composing had a gentler, rounder 
upper register compared to the glittering brilliance that came later; reports of his playing in his old 
age describe how he managed to draw the same sound from the new pianos, insisting that his pupils 
do the same. The roaring power of the modern bass register, too, was not yet fully possible on the 
pianos of the mid-nineteenth century. In addition, the brilliance of the new piano needed a keyboard 
action of greater weight and deeper travel – a marginal difference, but enough to make some of 
Liszt’s most difficult earlier piano music now close to unplayable, or at least not playable with the 
required degree of precision.
 The case history of these developments in the piano is charted in the evolution of the Étude 
en douze exercices  of 1826 into the Vingt-quatre Grandes Études of 1837, and then in the 
decisive revision of these as the Études d’exécution transcendante , completed in 1851. The 
result was a magnificent sequence of pieces that seem to encompass the entire world of nineteenth-
century Romanticism, with its themes of literary heroism, ecstatic nature-worship, poetic nostalgia, 
and transcendental pianistic virtuosity. Again the process of technical rationalisation was paralleled 
in musical terms, with Liszt curbing his earlier tendency to allow excessively rampaging episodes to 
develop in the more lyrical studies. Although the connection between this new set and the Vingt-
quatre Grandes Études is very close, it was only at this final stage that Liszt gave most of the pieces 

8.558214−15 Liszt-Life and Music booklet text 30-9-10.indd   89 05/10/2010   15:52



90 Liszt: His Life and Music

descriptive titles. These are so appropriate – the delicate, flickering fingerwork of the notoriously 
demanding Feux follets (‘Will-o’-the-Wisp’), the brooding Vision, the evocative scene-painting of 
Paysage (‘Landscape’), Harmonies du soir (‘Evening Harmonies’) and Chasse-neige (‘Snowstorm’) – 
that it is hard to understand why Liszt had not included them earlier.
 That they were indeed in his mind from much earlier than 1851 is evident in the complex 
evolution of the fourth study, from its embryonic beginnings as Étude en douze exercices: No. 4 
in D minor CD 1  8   to its final incarnation as Études d’exécution transcendante: No. 4 in D minor 
‘Mazeppa’ CD 1  9  . And there is an additional earlier version – sketched out in 1829 and completed 
in 1840 – which already has the Mazeppa title, but is otherwise closely related to No. 4 of the untitled 
Vingt-quatre Grandes Études. Liszt probably knew the legend of Mazeppa from the paintings by 
Géricault and Delacroix; and he would certainly have read Byron’s eponymous poem about the 
Ukrainian Cossack’s passionate affair with a young and beautiful countess, whose husband then 
punishes him by tying him naked to a horse which is set loose to gallop across the surrounding 
plains. Liszt’s portrayal of Mazeppa as the archetypal pre-Romantic hero encompasses both the 
horse’s furious progress and, in a superb central section (again deploying Vallée d’Obermann’s device 
of thematic transformation), the courageous suffering and endurance of its unwilling rider. The huge 
power of the piano writing is matched elsewhere in the studies by Wilde Jagd (‘Wild Hunt’), whose 
surging grandeur marks it out as a masterwork in the same class.
 Liszt’s reflective side again came to the fore in Harmonies poétiques et religieuses , a set 
on which he worked for many years before completing it in 1852. The music’s central inspiration was 
the collection of poems of the same name by Alphonse de Lamartine, from which also came some 
of the titles of the individual pieces. Three of these were arrangements of earlier choral works: the 
Ave Maria (S20/1, R496), Pater noster (S21/2, 518b) and Miserere, d’après Palestrina, which Liszt 
transcribed after hearing the music sung by a choir in Rome in 1839 (unaware that it was not in fact 

8.558214−15 Liszt-Life and Music booklet text 30-9-10.indd   90 05/10/2010   15:52



91The Music, 1847–1861: Art and Poetry

by Palestrina at all). Interspersed with these and other shorter items are three of Liszt’s greatest piano 
works. Bénédiction de Dieu dans la solitude (‘God’s Blessing in Solitude’) CD 1  10  , written in 1847 in 
Woronince soon after his meeting with Princess Carolyne, is perhaps the loveliest of Liszt’s sustained 
flights of lyrical imagination – a meditation on divine and romantic love that absorbs the composer’s 
transcendental virtuosity into a world of contemplative ecstasy, on a level of inspiration that even he 
was never to surpass.
 Bénédiction de Dieu is followed in the cycle by its spiritual opposite, Pensée des morts (‘Thoughts 
of the Dead’). One of Liszt’s most daring creations, this also exists in an earlier version dating from 
1835 (itself confusingly entitled Harmonies poétiques et religieuses before the name was given to 
the whole cycle). Pensée des morts evolved out of a conflation of this earlier work and De profundis, 
an unfinished ‘instrumental psalm’ for piano and orchestra sketched out in 1834–5 and dedicated 
to Liszt’s spiritual mentor, Abbé Lammenais. While the music’s desolate drama connects with the 
‘Dante’ Sonata, its radicalism extends even further. At one point the rhythm of the Latin words ‘De 
profundis clamavi ad te, Domine’ (‘Out of the deep I cried unto thee, O Lord’) is hammered out 
in ferocious bass-register chords, as if subverting any traditional concept of pianistic style; this is 
then answered by a long, lyrical, prayer-like passage, recalling the first movement of Beethoven’s 
‘Moonlight’ Sonata but opening out on a much grander scale. The final result has the structure of an 
open-ended sketch, yet it also carries the emotional weight and sense of completeness that denotes 
a major statement. The cycle’s other sombre epic is Funérailles: October 1849, Liszt’s tribute to those 
killed in battle or subsequently executed in the ill-fated Hungarian war of independence. At once a 
musical cry of protest and a dignified elegy for the dead, Funérailles co-opts thunderous virtuoso 
fury (the central section’s torrent of left-hand octaves is a famous technical challenge) into its grimly 
sustained funeral march, complete with drumbeats and mournful fanfares.
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Piano: original works

Liszt’s revision of his early piano cycles took place alongside the creation of a similarly impressive 
group of original works. Larger statements included the two Ballades in D flat major and B minor; 
the ballade form was borrowed from Chopin, with finer results in the second case than in the 
first. Another was the Grosses Konzertsolo (‘Grand Concert-Solo’), written for a competition at the 
Paris Conservatoire in 1850, in a predictably barnstorming manner which concealed a sophisticated 
approach to construction: this was Liszt’s first attempt at a large, single-movement sonata form, and 
therefore a forerunner of the great Sonata in B minor. Among the shorter works were the six slight 
but charming Consolations and the Trois Études de concert, of which the third study, Un sospiro (‘A 
Sigh’), is a masterly example of the ‘three-hands’ technique favoured by pianists in Paris in the 1830s. 
The effect was created by a mid-register melody whose component notes alternate between each 
hand while surrounded above and below by additional figuration; marking his theme languendo 
(yearning), Liszt here raised the idea to a pinnacle of lyrical Romanticism.
 On the same level of artistry – and, for once, within the realistic scope of good amateur pianists 
– are the three Liebesträume (‘Dreams of Love’) of 1850, transcribed from some of Liszt’s own 
earlier song-settings (as discussed earlier), and the Berceuse (‘Lullaby’) of 1854. Chopin’s Berceuse of 
1844 was to some extent the model here, and the key of D flat major is the same; but the music itself, 
recalling Les Cloches de Genève (which was revised at about this time), is Liszt at his most individual 
and haunting. In 1862 he rewrote the Berceuse but here, unusually, his first musical thoughts were 
not improved by the revision process: the new incarnation is more prolix and, with its added filigree 
decoration, more obviously derivative of Chopin’s example.
 If these works constituted a summing-up of the immediate musical past, the Sonata in B minor 

CD 2  1    , completed in 1853, was a pianistic leap into the future. The Italian term ‘sonata’ 
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means ‘something sounded’ (an instrumental work), as distinct from ‘cantata’, ‘something sung’. In 
the Classical era of Mozart and Beethoven the sonata concept had come to designate a work in 
several movements, each of contrasting tempi and (usually) containing different musical material. 
From the start, however, Liszt’s B minor Sonata was imagined as a large-scale statement that would 
encompass all the elements of the Classical multi-movement sonata in a single, unbroken musical 
span, held together by the process of thematic transformation. ‘Sonata form’ traditionally describes 
an individual movement deploying passages of closely worked development and contrast, within 
the overall multi-movement design; Liszt’s sonata, however, is a much-expanded ‘sonata form’ 
within a single, stand-alone movement. The idea was not quite unprecedented. An ancestor was 
the Wanderer Fantasy for piano, created by Franz Schubert in 1822 from his song of that name. 
Schubert’s ground-breaking conception derived all the work’s main themes from the song’s melody, 
deploying shifts of pace and rhythmic emphasis to make them sound distinct, while linking all 
four movements in a continuous flow. The Wanderer Fantasy is extremely demanding to play, and 
remained almost unknown until Liszt performed it on his concert tours. It is no coincidence that 
while working on his Sonata in B minor in 1852 he was also arranging Schubert’s piece for piano 
and orchestra.
 While difficult to play really well, the sonata is generally not as exacting technically as, for 
instance, the more fearsome of the Études d’exécution transcendante. For all its scintillating bravura 
passagework and volleys of double octaves, the music is written with remarkable economy in 
relation to the firepower it generates in performance. And in no work did Liszt come up with 
consistently finer material. Here he drew on every kind of idiom known to him – Romantic lyrical 
beauty, thunderous rhetoric, complex contrapuntal development along Classical lines, Hungarian-
style passages of shimmering fantasy – while deploying his method of thematic transformation to 
assemble all these elements into the sonata’s thirty-minute design. In analytical terms the single-
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movement form is so complex that pundits continue to debate its finer points. Meanwhile the 
music’s direction is so purposeful, and its material so vividly argued, that this is never a difficult 
work to follow on its long and continuous journey. The sonata’s quiet final bars – a sequence of three 
luminous chords, and a single closing note in the deepest bass register – have an understated power 
that masterfully completes the whole structure. Yet they were an afterthought: Liszt had written 
down yet another of his grandstanding finales before realising that a creation of this magnitude 
deserved something finer.
 While the B minor Sonata was to remain unique in Liszt’s output, the prolific sequence of 
Hungarian Rhapsodies continued during his Weimar years. By 1853 he had added another thirteen 
to the two earlier ones, constantly finding ways of varying the basic lassan-and-friska, slow-
then-fast form of Hungarian gypsy improvisations. Alongside a number of close relatives of the 
Rhapsodies Nos. 1 and 2 are others that are quite different. No. 5 in E minor, subtitled Héroïde-
élégiaque (‘Elegiac Heroism’), alludes to Chopin’s ‘Revolutionary’ Étude in C minor and to the slow 
movement, a funeral march, of Chopin’s Sonata in B flat minor; it may therefore have been written 
in response to the composer’s death in 1849. And while Rhapsody No. 15 in A minor is more often 
played in its revised form from 1871, the 1851 original is likewise based on the rousing and, at the 
time, subversive ‘Rákóczy March’, composed by Michael Barna in honour of Prince Ferenc Rákóczy 
II, one of Hungary’s eighteenth-century national heroes. 
 The death of Liszt’s son Daniel in 1859 drew from him two piano works of a much more 
personal kind. That year he composed his Prelude on ‘Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, Zeigen’ (‘Weeping, 
Wailing, Mourning, Trembling’), an introspective chromatic theme from Bach’s Cantata BWV 12. 
The theme is developed and extended in a mood of mournful tragedy whose depth of feeling is all 
the greater for its underlying restraint. Similar emotional territory was then explored in Les Morts 
(‘The Dead’) of 1860, which Liszt based on a poem by Abbé Lamennais; its later orchestral version, 
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with an optional male chorus declaiming the words, became the first of the Three Funeral Odes of 
1866. The many moments of rare beauty in Les Morts culminate in the quiet chords of the final bars, 
hauntingly suggesting the soul’s transfiguration after death. However, the work’s one-off form – a 
very Lisztian amalgam of sacred lament and secular Romantic elegy – seems to defy categorisation 
to an extent that has kept it virtually unperformed even today.
 Compared to this, another contender for the supreme piano masterpiece of Liszt’s Weimar 
years could not be more different in tone and subject-matter. The Mephisto Waltz No. 1 of 1861 
is a transcription of Der Tanz in Dorfschenke (‘The Dance in the Village Inn’), the second of the 
orchestral Two Episodes from Lenau’s Faust from earlier in the same year. But the celebrity of the 
piano version has long since given it the status of an original work. Nikolaus Lenau’s poetic retelling 
of the Faust legend differs from Goethe’s more famous version in a number of respects, including 
this particular episode. The devilish master-manipulator Mephistopheles, despising Faust’s amorous 
waltzing with the landlord’s daughter, snatches a violin from one of the village band; his playing 
whips the dancers into a wild dance of sexual abandon, and they all go whirling off into the calm 
moonlit night outside.
 Liszt’s music is more an evocation of mood and character than a descriptive narrative, and 
this approach allows him to assemble his ideas into a brilliantly devised three-part design, with 
two hyperactive outer sections enclosing a central one (Espressivo amoroso) which is slower, and 
lingeringly phrased. In keyboard terms the result is thrilling and, once again, written with remarkable 
economy: in the exact reverse of Liszt’s ‘transcendental’ idiom of twenty years earlier, there now 
seem to be twice as many notes being played as in fact there are. This is just as well, since a very fast 
tempo is specified for the outer sections – a headlong Presto or something verging on it. From start 
to finish the presence of Liszt’s roguish streak is unmistakable, in a pianistic display whose sparkling 
wit is as insistent as its flirtation with the darker side of nineteenth-century Romanticism.
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Piano: transcriptions and paraphrases

After Liszt abandoned his career as a pianist, it was natural that crowd-pleasing transcriptions 
and paraphrases featured less in his output. But the genre’s possibilities could still interest him. 
His earlier set of Études d’exécution transcendante d’après Paganini, dating from 1839, was not the 
kind of project he would now undertake from scratch, but he still felt enough of an affinity with 
Paganini to revise his transcriptions of the master-violinist’s solo Caprices. The outcome was the 
lean-textured élan of the renamed Grandes Études de Paganini of 1851, two of which have become 
individually famous. No. 3 in G sharp minor was renamed ‘La campanella’ after the traditional tune 
on which it is based and which was used by Paganini in his Second Violin Concerto. It exploits 
right-hand skips and repeated-note figures requiring extreme dexterity. (It is not entirely clear why 
Liszt changed its notation to G sharp minor from the 1839 version’s A flat minor, since the pitch of 
the two keys is the same: G sharp minor requires slightly less ink on the page, and for that reason 
can be considered marginally easier to read.) No. 6 in A minor is a set of variations on a theme that 
has been much exploited by other composers, notably Rachmaninov in his ‘Paganini’ Rhapsody. 
 Other transcriptions from this time include a warmly expressive paraphrase of Schumann’s 
song Widmung (‘Dedication’), dating from 1848, and a set of arrangements of Schubert waltzes 
assembled in 1852 as Soirées de Vienne (‘Evenings in Vienna’). Liszt remained fond of these 
unpretentious and charming valses caprices, often playing them in his old age, when public displays 
of anything more spectacular had long since come to bore him. The few operatic paraphrases 
that he wrote at this time, too, generally show more interest in the original music’s character 
than in opportunities for extended display. Salve Maria de ‘Jérusalem’, written in 1848, draws on 
a single idea from Verdi’s revision of his earlier I Lombardi; it is the prayer sung by the opera’s 
heroine. This is the basis of a paraphrase that is shorter than many of its predecessors, with the 
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accompanying tremolo of the orchestral strings luminously transformed into a parallel effect on  
the piano.
 The year 1859 found Liszt savouring the driven, fate-haunted atmosphere of two of Verdi’s 
dramas which have a Spanish setting. Ernani: paraphrase de concert, begun in around 1849 and 
now revised, is largely a throwback to Liszt’s earlier paraphrase manner. Miserere du Trovatore 
concentrates more strikingly on the multiple musical perspectives of Il trovatore’s climactic scene, 
where the hero and heroine proclaim their mutual anguish against the background of a choral 
Miserere sung from a nearby tower. Liszt’s approach to Rigoletto: paraphrase de concert CD 2  3   , 
also from 1859, is similar, and the work is one of his most successful achievements in the genre. 
Again there is a single main source, the Duke of Mantua’s self-admiring aria ‘Bella figlia dell’amore’ 
(‘Beautiful Daughter of Love’), which is overheard by the chattering Maddalena, startled Gilda and 
vengeful Rigoletto; this set of parallel, differently paced musical strands is transcribed and decorated 
with roguish delight. Meanwhile Liszt had begun his sequence of Wagner transcriptions in 1848 
with a rousing arrangement of the Tannhäuser overture. In 1860 came a technically demanding 
arrangement of the ‘Spinning Chorus’ from Der fliegende Holländer, with the orchestral strings’ 
depiction of whirring spinning-wheels deftly reinvented in keyboard terms.

Piano and orchestra

A virtuoso of Liszt’s class was bound to have been drawn to the piano concerto, and it is no surprise 
to find him drafting ideas for one as far back as his teenage years. Although no completed concerto 
emerged during his time as a travelling pianist, there were some prototypes – including De profundis, 
the unfinished ‘instrumental psalm’ mentioned previously, and Malédiction for piano and strings, 
composed in 1833, which is rather more symphonic than concerto-like. These show that Liszt was 
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already searching for a new approach to an all-too-conventional genre. Once Liszt’s career as a soloist 
was over, he produced two highly original concertos within two years of each other, in 1855 and 1857. 
Both works were cast in a single movement, thus reflecting one of the main creative preoccupations 
of his Weimar years.
 Liszt had begun the First Piano Concerto in E flat major in 1832, and its final version was preceded 
by two complete earlier ones, the first of them in three separate movements. Its successor, dating 
from 1839, evolved into the First Piano Concerto’s one-movement design of four linked sections. But 
it was not until 1855, when Liszt gave the first performance at Weimar (with Berlioz conducting), 
that he was satisfied with its final form. Thematic transformation is again prominent, as for example 
when a supporting idea in the concerto’s opening Allegro maestoso becomes the slowed-down, raptly 
soaring main theme of the Quasi adagio that follows. In the same way, and even more ingeniously, 
the work’s closing pages draw together thematically transformed ideas from earlier sections in a 
grand finale. Another radical idea is the Scherzo section’s dialogue between the piano and a tinkling 
triangle in the orchestra’s percussion department.
 At around eighteen minutes long, the First Piano Concerto’s design is very concise, and the 
idiom of much of the music is strikingly lean and pared-down. It is today a much-played work, a 
situation that in no way camouflages its exceptional difficulty. It is a rare performance that truly 
captures the rapier-like combination of velocity and incisiveness on which the music insists, which 
Liszt himself could obviously achieve without effort, and which is so difficult with the heavier action 
of the modern grand piano.
 The Second Piano Concerto in A major gave Liszt much less trouble, largely because it was 
planned from the start in a single movement. Some genuinely spectacular passages notwithstanding, 
it is a more reflective and lyrical work than the First, and its form is more seamlessly conceived 
(this time across six distinct sections and sixteen tempo changes). The solo part now leads the 
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musical dialogue from within rather than from in front, as it were: it shares the thematic material 
(for example, at the dreamily beautiful opening, then in the march-like passage that follows) rather 
than dominating it. It is interesting that Liszt was the conductor of the Second Piano Concerto’s first 
performance in 1857, giving the solo part to his pupil, Hans von Bronsart – interesting also that the 
manuscript describes the work as a concerto symphonique. Perhaps no work sums up Liszt’s Weimar 
years more completely than this one, with its boldly original vision, its balance of poetic sensibility 
and heroic aspiration, and its sureness of form all brought together in the combined sound-world of 
the orchestra and the piano.  

Orchestra

The genre of the ‘symphonic poem’, as coined by Liszt, was rather newer than the idea behind it. The 
underlying concept of ‘programme music’ was about co-opting poetry, literature, art or history into a 
musical work in a new and more direct way. It also suggested a possible new direction for orchestral 
composition, beyond the pinnacle of abstract thought attained by Beethoven in his intimidatingly 
dominant symphonies. Felix Mendelssohn had already composed orchestral masterpieces that are 
at once descriptive, and something more than that: The Hebrides of 1832 drew on memories of his 
travels among the West Coast islands of Scotland, with hauntingly lovely results; Calm Sea and 
Prosperous Voyage turned the imagery of Goethe’s two poems of that name into a vivid orchestral 
narrative. Mendelssohn designated both these beautifully constructed works ‘overtures’ because that 
was the appropriate term available to him at the time. But with their self-contained, single-movement 
forms and extra-musical inspiration, they are symphonic poems in all but name.
 For Liszt, the symphonic poem stood for something aspirational and exalted, linked to the radical 
musical language that he, Wagner, Berlioz and other similarly adventurous spirits were exploring. He 
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was not only pioneering a new(ish) art form, however, but also testing his own ability to engage with 
its technical demands. During his earlier career he had seldom had the opportunity to compose for 
the orchestra. Now he had one to hand in Weimar, but at first felt unsure how best to master the 
art of orchestration. He was to achieve this with the help, at least to start with, of one of his Weimar 
circle of colleagues.
 The long-held view that some of Liszt’s symphonic poems were in fact orchestrated by Joachim 
Raff owes much to the claim later made along these lines by Raff himself. Certainly he had a substantial 
hand in the orchestration of some of them, but the evidence of the manuscripts presents a different 
overall picture. It was not unusual, in a musical age less obsessed with the concept of ‘originality’ than 
today’s, for this kind of collaboration to make practical sense. Indeed it is fairly standard practice in 
theatre and popular music even now. Liszt’s procedure in his earliest symphonic poems was first to 
compose the music in a piano score, of which Raff made a draft orchestral version. Liszt would then 
go over this and, either before or after one or more performances, would make his own alterations 
with or without Raff’s help, until a final version was arrived at – which Liszt then signed as approved 
by him.
 Although expert commentators continue to debate the precise extent of Liszt’s or Raff ’s 
contribution to each score, something similar to the above description is what happened with Ce 
qu’on entend sur la montagne (‘What One Hears on the Mountainside’), Tasso: lamento e trionfo 
(‘Tasso: Lament and Triumph’), Prometheus, Mazeppa (in its orchestral version) and Héroïde funèbre 
(‘Heroic Funeral March’). There is no proof that Raff ‘orchestrated’ these five works in the sense that 
he took the final responsibility for their sound out of Liszt’s hands. However, Liszt’s progress as an 
orchestral composer would surely have been more fitful without his colleague’s initial help. In the 
same way, Liszt’s writings at this time – his Life of Chopin, and his articles in the Neue Zeitschrift 
für Musik and elsewhere – were generally dictated to Princess Carolyne, who was therefore long 
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presumed to have been their real ‘author’. Again, however, enough manuscript evidence has come to 
light to show that the situation was not clear-cut and that Liszt’s method seems to have been much 
the same as with Raff’s orchestrations: he would revise and amend Carolyne’s manuscripts in his own 
hand, and when satisfied he would sign them as finished. 
 Liszt’s symphonic poems are not evenly successful, however, which suggests that his initial 
uncertainty with orchestral sound was not the only cause of difficulties. A strange feature of several 
of them is their excessive and repetitious length. Repetition is not a vice in itself: indeed musical 
structure to some extent is repetition, since this is what sets up the interplay of moment-to-moment 
hearing and the process of memory, allowing the sense of a ‘form’ to take shape in the listener’s mind. 
Liszt’s way of working through several different versions of his piano works, arriving at their final 
shape by trial and error, had proved very successful over time. Why then did he find it so difficult to 
achieve the same mastery of orchestral form? Perhaps because orchestral music needs to be worked 
on in the mind, in a different way from the piano improvising that came so instinctively to Liszt. 
Somehow the necessary distinction between the two approaches affected his judgement of orchestral 
design, giving him problems that he never consistently solved.
 Another issue arises when music intended for the orchestra is composed at the piano. Finland’s 
Jean Sibelius, one of the greatest and most individual masters of the twentieth-century orchestra, 
once said that his personal problem with Liszt’s orchestral works was that one could not hear 
the effect of the piano’s pedal. Pedal, giving an extra dimension of enveloping sonic resonance, 
compensates for the decay in the sound of the instrument’s hammer-struck notes. No such device 
applies to an ensemble of orchestral instruments, whose sound is sustained either by breath-control 
(woodwind and brass) or the motion of the bow (strings). Sibelius’s acute observation was that Liszt, 
when working out his orchestral ideas at the piano keyboard, relied on the sustaining pedal’s capacity 
to fill out the music’s sonority, but failed to transfer this to the orchestral scores themselves. The 
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pedal’s effect cannot of course literally be replicated, but either an intuitive equivalent has to be 
found, or (a better option) the music itself has to be imagined from the start in non-pianistic terms. 
Since Liszt did not always bear the resonance issue in mind, the result could be a strangely ‘pedal-less’ 
orchestral sound, which often comes across as two-dimensional in a way that his piano music never 
does. The problem can be acute in indifferent performances, or in concert halls whose acoustic is on 
the dry side.
 In other respects, too, Liszt’s symphonic poems are a mixed bag. Although he eventually 
assembled and published them as a set of twelve (dedicated to Carolyne Sayn-Wittgenstein), they 
originated in various ways. While most were new and self-contained works for the orchestral concert 
platform, several were not. Mazeppa had been originally devised as a piano work, with powerfully 
idiomatic results which sound platitudinous when transferred to the final orchestral version of 1856. 
Les Préludes (1854) first took shape as the overture to a cantata, Les Quatres Élémens (‘The Four 
Elements’), which was composed many years earlier and set Joseph Autran’s poems for male chorus, 
piano and orchestra. When Liszt recast the overture as a symphonic poem in 1854, the result was 
sometimes appealing, sometimes bombastic – and he gave it the new title of an essentially unrelated 
poem by Alphonse de Lamartine. Given the piece’s musical unevenness, it is curious that in the 
English-speaking world Les Préludes remains among the most popular of Liszt’s orchestral works. 
Its design is excellently purposeful and concise, however, relative to many of Liszt’s other symphonic 
poems.
 Orpheus CD 2  2   was written as an overture to Christoph Gluck’s opera Orfeo ed Euridice 
of 1762, which Liszt conducted at the Weimar Court Theatre in 1854; the result was one of his 
most successful orchestral statements, beautifully imagined and constructed. In the same year he 
completed another of his finest achievements in the genre, Héroïde funèbre, a work which for once 
is not at all undermined by its substantial, twenty-five-minute length. Liszt derived Héroïde funèbre 

8.558214−15 Liszt-Life and Music booklet text 30-9-10.indd   102 05/10/2010   15:52



103The Music, 1847–1861: Art and Poetry

from some sketches for an unfinished ‘Revolutionary’ Symphony, a project first inspired by the 1830 
Paris revolution, revived by the wider European political upheavals of 1848 and 1849, and then again 
abandoned. The march and its accompanying memorial chorale are developed and sustained with 
impressive grip and command: Berlioz’s orchestral mastery comes to mind, particularly that of his 
monumental Grande Symphonie funèbre et triomphale of 1840. Here Liszt was able to match Berlioz’s 
example, evidently conceiving Héroïde funèbre in orchestral terms from the outset.
 Excessive and prolix length does, however, work against the other two large-scale symphonic 
poems. Ce qu’on entend sur la montagne, completed in 1854 after multiple drafts and based on a poem 
by Victor Hugo, has an atmospheric opening whose promise is not sustained throughout the work’s 
half-hour duration. But it offers some fine moments, such as the closing chorale and its prominent 
trumpet solo; these connect evocatively with the poem’s reference to the ‘hymne heureux!’ (‘hymn 
of happiness’) which is imagined as being sung by nature itself. Die Ideale (‘Ideals’) of 1857, based 
on Schiller’s ode to the timeless values of Art, contains some magnificent material, including horn 
solos that are among the finest of the Romantic era. But again it is puzzling that Liszt seems not to 
have realised how much more impressive the work would be if it had been at least one-third shorter. 
The more concise Festklänge (‘Festival Sounds’), written in 1853 in excited anticipation of Liszt’s 
hoped-for marriage, is a piece that aimed to please Carolyne, and its rather banal material is not of 
Liszt’s best. Hungaria, based partly on Hungarian tunes, would have sounded at home in the heady 
atmosphere of its premiere in Pest in 1856, on which occasion the music’s unevenness would have 
been cheerfully glossed over. There are memorable passages, however, such as the darkly coloured 
lament that precedes the rousing and triumphant ending.
 Art and literature provided further source material. In 1858 Liszt saw a performance of 
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, and his own symphonic poem of the same title paints a fine and convincing 
portrait of the anguished anti-hero. Tasso, lamento e trionfo, completed in 1851, was based on 

8.558214−15 Liszt-Life and Music booklet text 30-9-10.indd   103 05/10/2010   15:52



104 Liszt: His Life and Music

Goethe’s play about the great sixteenth-century Italian poet whose talents and aspirations (like Liszt’s 
three centuries later) were regularly thwarted by court intrigues. Although the soulful opening string 
theme, representing Torquato Tasso himself, is one of Liszt’s best inspirations, it is not matched by 
his subsequent attempt to caricature the court life of Ferrara in musical terms. Prometheus, the final 
version of which dates from 1854, was another work originally written as an overture, this time to 
music for a staging in Weimar in 1850 of Johann Herder’s Prometheus Unbound: this told the story of 
the mythological Greek hero who defied the all-powerful gods and suffered grievously for doing so. 
Again, the promising intensity of the opening is let down by some weaker material that follows it.
 Fortunately there are no such musical uncertainties in Hunnenschlacht (‘The Battle of the 
Huns’), completed in 1857. At the Catalaunian Fields in AD 451, the Roman army of the Christian 
Emperor Theodoric saved the city from the pagan forces of Attila the Hun; Wilhelm von Kaulbach’s 
painting of the battle depicted the legend that during the fighting the souls of the dead soldiers rose 
into the sky above, where they continued to attack each other. This visual image drew from Liszt 
one of his most advanced musical conceptions, in which two different compositions appear to be 
happening at once: the instruments intoning the Christian hymn Crux fidelis super omnes (‘Faithful 
Cross above All Others’) seem to rise imposingly above the rest of the orchestra, whose agitated and 
driving chromaticism portrays the battle taking place down below. The final triumphant peroration, 
complete with organ, is the kind of idea which must have sounded rather finer when Liszt devised it 
on the piano, but, even so, it crowns his symphonic poem in impressive style.
 The orchestral works of which Liszt was deservedly most proud, however, were his two very 
unorthodox symphonies. Although both were planned as far back as 1839, they took many years to 
reach their final form. The first three movements of Eine Faust-Symphonie in drei Charakterbilder 
(‘A Faust Symphony in Three Character-pictures’), after Goethe, were written down in 1854 and 
dedicated to Berlioz (whose dramatic symphony Roméo et Juliette Liszt had conducted in Weimar 
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two years previously); the choral finale followed three years later. The symphony does not set out to 
follow the narrative of Goethe’s dramatic poem, which portrays the rational scientist−philosopher 
hero’s relentless degradation at the behest of the devilish Mephistopheles. Instead, each of the three 
instrumental movements is a portrait of one of the main characters: Faust himself, Gretchen (the 
love-smitten girl whom he callously seduces and then abandons) and Mephistopheles. The choral 
finale then takes us to Faust’s eventual redemption in the poem’s closing scene (later to be set, on a 
much greater scale, by Gustav Mahler in his Eighth Symphony).
 The symphony’s long first movement, itself a formidable tour de force, mirrors the self-
destructive complexities of Faust’s mind in some of Liszt’s most insistently chromatic music yet. 
After a tender slow movement portraying the trusting and vulnerable Gretchen, Mephistopheles 
is given a large-scale scherzo, each of whose themes is a distorted parody of those associated with 
Faust – a brilliantly devised musical image of Mephistopheles’ character as the essence of negation. 
The finale, which adds the chorus and a solo tenor, is set in a much more straightforward style, 
resolving the symphony’s psychological intricacies in radiant waves of C major tonality; this effect is 
surprisingly simple, yet it successfully captures the exalted radiance of the poem’s closing scene.
 Eine Symphonie zu Dantes Divina Commedia (‘A Symphony on Dante’s Divine Comedy’) was 
completed in 1856. It has only two movements, Inferno and Purgatorio, named after the first two parts 
of Dante’s Commedia, and Liszt is supposed to have been dissuaded from attempting a concluding 
Paradiso by Wagner, the work’s dedicatee, who apparently thought that to represent Paradise in music 
was both presumptuous and impossible. But the evidence of this story is ambiguous, and the decision 
may well have been Liszt’s own. The ‘Dante’ Sonata, too, had restricted itself to only a brief musical 
glimpse of Paradise, before the dark clouds of Hell once again close around the souls of the damned. 
 Liszt shared the Romantic age’s perception that, for the purposes of artistic creation at least, the 
idea of perpetual damnation was exotic and fruitful territory. In harmonic terms the symphony’s 
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depiction of Inferno is rather less radical than that in the ‘Dante’ Sonata. Even so, impressive and 
highly dramatic mileage is extracted from the music’s waves of chromatic orchestral sound, swirling 
unchangingly around the benighted souls of those condemned by their self-willed denial of God. 
The musical antidote to this image of timeless negation is then portrayed in Purgatorio, where those 
spirits destined for Paradise must first purge their earthly sins, for however long the process may 
take. Patience is a difficult concept to convey in music, let alone as appealingly as Liszt achieves here. 
The symphony also has a choral finale: a female ‘choir of angels’, placed high above the orchestra, 
sings an ethereal setting of the Magnificat – an image of radiant eternity to come.

Choral, organ and songs

In some ways the work composed in Weimar that had more bearing on Liszt’s future creativity than 
any other was his Missa solemnis (‘Gran’ Mass) of 1855. The achievement of the Mass is all the 
more remarkable because, unlike all the other musical genres that Liszt had mastered, it had no 
true predecessor in his output. His only previous Mass-setting had been a much simpler one for 
unaccompanied male-voice choir, composed in 1848, and later revised in 1869 as the Szekszárd 
Mass, the Hungarian town where the first performance was planned (the premiere in the end took 
place in Jena). And none of Liszt’s earlier excursions into choral music with soloists and orchestra – 
with the possible exception of the Beethoven Festival Cantata written for Bonn in 1845 – had been 
on anything like such an ambitious scale.
 The music has a shining grandeur that brings to mind a similar quality in the Mass-settings of 
Anton Bruckner – and Bruckner’s own mature style lay some ten years into the future. Other features 
of Liszt’s Mass, such as the elemental, space-generating interval of the perfect 5th near the start of 
the opening Kyrie movement, relate back to the Ninth Symphony of Beethoven, whose own Missa 
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solemnis lies behind the interplay of high drama and celestial loveliness of the Credo. Liszt’s response 
to the Latin text is the reverse of routine: when the mezzo-soprano soloist’s Benedictus is followed by 
the chorus’s Hosanna, this is far from the obvious loud cry of praise; instead, the music is quiet and 
serene. And in line with Liszt’s ongoing quest to unify the thematic material of his larger structures, 
the final choral plea of ‘Dona nobis pacem’ (‘Grant us peace’) in the concluding Agnus Dei rounds out 
the whole multi-movement design by recalling the opening bars of the Kyrie.
 Three more very different works stand as examples of Liszt’s exploration of other musical 
genres in these extremely productive Weimar years. The creative possibilities of the organ drew 
him to compose, in 1855, his monumental Prelude and Fugue on the Name B–A–C–H (which he 
also transcribed for piano in 1871). The idea here, first taken up by Bach himself, was to develop 
thematically the four notes outlined in the German musical notation of the composer’s name (the 
English equivalent is B flat, A, C and B natural). But whereas Bach’s own style tended to sidestep the 
chromatic implications of this motif, Liszt seized on them in radical style. The result was a formidable 
two-part structure, the dense chromatic harmony of which points towards the sound-world of 
Wagner’s opera Tristan und Isolde and beyond. 
 Meanwhile Liszt’s output of songs for voice and piano was also connecting both with tradition 
and with an unknown future. His 1859 revision of an earlier version of Goethe’s ‘Wanderer’s Night-
Song’ Über allen Gipfeln ist Ruh is a small masterwork, able to stand alongside Schubert’s immortal 
setting in its technical economy and evocation of calm surrounding space. At the opposite extreme is 
Der traurige Mönch (‘The Sad Monk’), in which Nikolaus Lenau’s spooky nocturnal poem is set as a 
swift-moving melodrama for speaker and piano. Here Liszt, in 1860, is composing passages of music 
which can only be defined as atonal (in the sense that its sequences of augmented triads cannot be 
related to any musical key) – and doing so nearly fifty years before the arrival of twentieth-century 
modernism, in the early works of Arnold Schoenberg.
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The Life, 1861–1868
Rome

Leaving Weimar, Liszt travelled to Rome for his planned wedding to Princess Carolyne in October 
1861 by a long and roundabout route. This was Carolyne’s idea: all too aware of the depths of 
subterfuge to which her ex-husband, Prince Nicholas Wittgenstein, and his relatives could descend in 
their intrigues against the Catholic annulment of her marriage to the Prince and the prospect of her 
new one with Liszt, she had encouraged him to make the journey in a way that would give the least 
hint of his final destination. So he stopped off in the Silesian town of Löwenberg, staying with Prince 
Constantin von Hohenzollern-Hechingen, whose music-loving interests extended to maintaining a 
small private orchestra. For the first time in many years, Liszt enjoyed a few weeks of relaxed leisure, 
playing and reading, the burden of musical politics at Weimar being lifted at last from his shoulders. 
He went on to Berlin to visit Cosima and Hans von Bülow, and then travelled on through Frankfurt 
into France, finally catching a steamer from Marseilles to Rome.
 Liszt had not seen Carolyne for nearly eighteen months. He arrived in Rome just two days 
before their wedding; this was to be on the morning of 22 October in the church of San Carlo al 
Corso, where Carolyne was one of the priest’s parishioners. Then, literally at the eleventh hour, their 
world fell in. At eleven o’clock in the evening of 21 October, a message was delivered to Carolyne 
at her apartment. It was from her priest, telling her that the Pope had withdrawn his sanction of  
the marriage.
 The malevolence of Carolyne’s ex-husband and his extended family related to their deepest 
fear of all: if Liszt and Carolyne had a child after their marriage, then that child might become the 
legal heir to Carolyne’s Ukrainian estates; Carolyne’s daughter Princess Marie, now married to a 
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Wittgenstein relative, could therefore successfully be disinherited. Once again, Carolyne’s relatives 
had intervened – this time through the same Cardinal Caterini who had headed his colleagues’ two 
earlier examinations of Carolyne’s annulled marriage to Prince Nicholas. Again the relatives insisted 
that there were legal reasons why the annulment might not be valid. And again a prime mover in the 
plot seems to have been Cardinal Hohenlohe, the brother of Carolyne’s son-in-law, Prince Konstantin 
Hohenlohe-Schillingsfürst. Even at this stage, it seems that neither Liszt nor Carolyne suspected 
Hohenlohe’s double-dealing. The argument over the annulment this time revolved around the extent 
to which Carolyne’s marriage to Prince Nicholas had in legal terms been ‘forced’ (as she claimed it 
had). Fearing a scandal, and prompted by Hohenlohe, Cardinal Caterini had now recommended to 
the Pope that Carolyne’s marriage to Liszt must wait until her case had been re-examined yet again.
 After all that Carolyne had been through, this was devastating news. Her relatives do not appear 
to have presented to the Vatican any new evidence, so it was almost certain that the Cardinals 
once again would have upheld their earlier decision in her favour. But it seems to have been at this 
point that Carolyne’s resolve was at last broken. If, as before, she had refuted these latest charges 
against her case, she would surely have been successful. She chose not to. In the years to come, the 
annulment was never suspended by the Pope; but Carolyne could not have ruled out that this might 
happen. The ultimate tragedy of the situation was to become clear when Prince Nicholas died three 
years later in 1864. From then on, Carolyne was a widow whose marriage to Liszt could not possibly 
have been prevented by any legal or ecclesiastical authority, let alone by any of her scheming relatives. 
But by then, in her own mind, it was too late. Nor did she feel she could resume her former live-in 
relationship with Liszt, almost literally within the shadow of the Vatican. From that time on she lived 
by herself in her Rome apartment, where her capacity for religious mania and literary eccentricity 
steadily took over the rest of her life.
 Knowing Carolyne as he did, Liszt seems to have realised quite soon that her abandonment of all 
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hope of their marriage was a cast of mind that would not change. Rome itself held happy memories 
for him – of his son Daniel’s birth, and of his visits with Marie d’Agoult to St Peter’s Cathedral and the 
surrounding campagna. But in terms of its musical life, Rome was a backwater. There was of course 
the magnificence of its classical ruins and the decorative beauty of its hundreds of churches, but the 
city’s population during Liszt’s time there was a mere 200,000. The political movement for Italian 
unification had achieved its goal of a single national state by 1860, but Rome was still controlled 
by the self-contained Papal States (at that time a French protectorate), and the city did not become 
the new Italian nation’s capital until 1870. Local music-making, apart from the patronage of a few 
enthusiasts, related almost entirely to the requirements of the Church and the opera house. The 
Eternal City had no symphony orchestras, no proper concert halls, no regular concert series, and 
little interest in the kind of musical activity that Liszt was used to in the major northern European 
cities or had created around himself in Weimar.
 He seems to have decided to stay on in Rome largely because, at first, he had no idea what else 
to do. Liszt’s nature had a vacillating streak that contrasted oddly with the focus and drive of his 
musical genius. But it is understandable that, at this time, he felt himself to be in limbo. The point 
towards which his and Carolyne’s lives had been moving for all of their thirteen years together had 
suddenly vanished before their eyes. And he would not have relished a prompt return to his familiar 
haunts in Paris, Berlin or Budapest to find himself surrounded by embarrassing questions about 
the marriage that never was. For the next few months he visited Carolyne every day. Meanwhile 
in his own apartment, not far from hers, he installed an upright piano and set about restoring his 
sense of purpose in life by composing. A surge of creativity over the next few months produced 
two masterly concert studies, Waldesrauschen (‘Forest Murmurs’) and Gnomenreigen (‘Round-Dance 
of the Gnomes’); and regular visits to St Peter’s Cathedral and the Sistine Chapel brought about 
Évocation à la Chapelle Sixtine, a radically conceived juxtaposition of two choral motets, Gregorio 
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Allegri’s Miserere (exclusive to the Sistine Chapel itself ) and Mozart’s Ave verum corpus. As at every 
stage of Liszt’s development, sacred and profane inspiration flowered alongside each other.
 As if the recent years had not brought enough sadness, another tragedy now struck. With the 
help of her father’s marriage dowry, Liszt’s daughter Blandine and her husband, the lawyer and 
aspiring politician Émile Ollivier, had bought a run-down château near St Tropez on the south coast 
of France, which they planned to restore and use as a country home. In July 1862 Blandine gave 
birth there to a son, named Daniel-Émile after her dead brother. Soon afterwards she developed 
an inflammation of the breast which made feeding the baby difficult; inept medical treatment of 
the condition led to an abscess, after which a botched operation left Blandine with septicaemia. 
She died in mid-September, before Liszt had had time to respond to Ollivier’s urgent summons. 
Losing the second of his three children within three years was a shock that desolated Liszt. His son-
in-law came to see him in Rome, where their shared grief drew them together in a mutual rapport 
that was to last for the rest of their lives. And once again Liszt found an emotional release in his 
work, composing a formidable set of piano variations on ‘Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen’ (‘Weeping, 
Wailing, Mourning, Trembling’) from Bach’s Cantata BWV 12. Two years earlier he had written a 
piano prelude on the same theme, with introspectively brooding results. Now, in this new set of 
variations, he worked up Bach’s material into an outpouring of raging virtuosity.
 Princess Carolyne had reacted to the trauma of her thwarted marriage by shutting herself in her 
apartment and writing, endlessly and obsessively, on the intricacies of Catholic theology and canon 
law. Liszt, too, found his religious feelings deepening, but with very different results. One day he and 
a priest friend visited Madonna del Rosario, a Dominican monastery on a hill outside the city. There 
a few monks lived a spare existence, growing their food in the monastery grounds, retiring to their 
bedroom cells at night, and rising at dawn to celebrate Mass in the little church of Santa Maria next 
door. The view looked across the ochre-brown tiled roofs of the city’s outskirts towards the far-off 
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dome and white marble columns of St Peter’s. In the other direction, the green fields and hills of the 
Roman campagna stretched away into the distance. Liszt asked if he could stay, and was given a small 
cell like that of the monks, containing just a bed, a bookcase, a table and a chair – soon added to, in 
his case, by an upright piano. This became his home for the next five years.
 The contrast with his spacious, comfortable Altenburg surroundings and his non-stop 
professional activity in Weimar could not have been greater. But Liszt did not approach his new life 
of austere retreat in a mood of escapism or denial. He had an instinct for reorientating his life at each 
of its major turning-points: he had known when his years with Marie d’Agoult needed to give way 
to his urge to travel the length and breadth of Europe as the master-pianist of his era; he had known, 
too, when this phase of his life had run its course, and a more settled time with Carolyne in Weimar 
had beckoned. Now, once again, he found a way of renewing himself. And again as before, while one 
area of his composing reached back into the past, another pointed towards the future.
 Since the 1830s Liszt had been working on a complete set of piano transcriptions of Beethoven’s 
symphonies, in tribute to the composer he revered above all others. (When a guest at the Liszt family’s 
cottage in Raiding had asked the eight-year-old Franzi what he wanted to be when he grew up, the 
boy pointed to the picture of Beethoven on the wall and said: ‘Like him’.) Now he completed the set, 
recreating the music’s sound and manner in idiomatic and self-effacing terms. But if his Beethoven 
transcriptions were intended for as many pianists as possible, Liszt’s Franciscan Legends could only be 
for the few. Composed in his monastic cell overlooking Rome, St François d’Assise: la prédication aux 
oiseaux (‘St Francis of Assisi: the Sermon to the Birds’) radiates an inner peace relating unmistakably 
to these new surroundings; and the musical storytelling of St François de Paule marchant sur les 
flots (‘St Francis of Paola Walking on the Waters’) unleashed Liszt’s trademark virtuosity at its most 
powerful. Also written at this time was Urbi et orbi, with its remarkable recreation in pianistic terms 
of the Pope’s intoned blessing to the Christmas and Easter crowds assembled before St Peter’s.
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 For three years after moving into Madonna del Rosario, Liszt did not travel more than a few 
miles outside Rome. This was so unlike his way of living before, and indeed afterwards, that some 
have been tempted to look for a deeper reason behind his change in lifestyle than a hermit-like desire 
for the simple life. Did Liszt have some kind of breakdown? Those who knew him at this time noticed 
that he seemed suddenly to have aged. Within a few years the musical lion of Weimar, remarkably 
slim and lithe for a man in his late forties, had become worn-looking and grey-haired; prominent 
warts appeared on his face, and his legendary energy appeared becalmed. But the personal and 
professional attrition of the previous years would surely have changed anyone. If Liszt for a while 
did suffer from emotional exhaustion, the finest music of his Rome years shows that his subsequent 
self-renewal was all the more impressive. Once he had recovered, as much as anyone could, from the 
deaths of two children and the marriage debacle with Carolyne, he seems simply to have rediscovered 
how to be happy. This is the tone of a letter he wrote from Madonna del Rosario to a friend in Jena, 
near Weimar.

I trust you will forgive my long silence… Unless some definite object demands it of me, I 
do not write to anyone in Germany, with the exception of [Hans von] Bülow, my cousin 
[uncle] Eduard [Liszt] in Vienna, and [Franz] Brendel, to whom I am very grateful for the 
kindness with which he looks after the more important details connected with my musical 
affairs. As regards my Weimar friends, my inclination to communicate with them is spoilt 
by my imagining that they would as gladly see me among them as I should feel at home 
among them. And as I cannot write to them and say: ‘I am coming to remain with you’, I 
get more and more silent.
 My stay in Rome is not an accidental one; it denotes, as it were, the third part – 
(probably the close) – of my life, which is often troubled, but ever industrious and striving 
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upwards. Hence I require ample time to bring various long works and myself to a good 
ending. This requisite I find in my retirement here, which will probably become even more 
emphatic; and my present monastic abode provides me not only with the most glorious 
view over all Rome, the Campagna and the mountains, but also what I longed for: quiet 
from without, and peacefulness. – Enclosed is a photograph of the ‘Madonna del Rosario’, 
as an illustration to the notices that have lately appeared in the newspapers in connection 
with the Holy Father’s visit here.

Even in his new, solitary life, Liszt had found that he could not entirely escape the attention that 
comes with celebrity. Soon after moving into the monastery, he had been called on by Pope Pius 
IX, among whose entourage was Cardinal Hohenlohe – a meeting which, as Liszt mentioned, had 
been reported in the German press. On this occasion he played to his visitors the newly composed 
St Francis of Assisi: the Sermon to the Birds and then, at papal special request, the great soprano aria 
‘Casta diva’ (‘Chaste Goddess’) from Bellini’s opera Norma – with which the Pope joined in, singing 
from memory.
 Liszt’s life of retreat did not prevent him from regularly spending time in Rome itself. His presence 
had, as usual, attracted an assortment of aspiring piano pupils, whom he would teach without charge 
in a friendly Vatican cleric’s apartment. There were musical evenings here, too, and on occasion he 
could be prevailed upon to play. Sometimes he played the harmonium at Mass in the neighbouring 
church of Santa Maria. And he was not beyond being persuaded to perform in public, although 
this would not involve payment. Charitable occasions were considered acceptable, particularly 
those raising funds for church matters. In the summer of 1864 Liszt accepted an invitation to stay 
at the papal summer palace in Castelgandolfo, where he gave several concerts for the Pope and his 
entourage.
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 He then set off on his first trip beyond Rome for three years. His first stop was Karlsruhe, since 
he was the nominal head of the city’s music festival. To his surprise he found some of his orchestral 
music being acclaimed in the closing concert, and he wrote afterwards to Carolyne: ‘This is almost 
the first occasion that such an accident has happened to me!’ Part of the reason for his journey was 
that the festival was to have been directed by Hans von Bülow. But Bülow had been laid low by one 
of the psychosomatic illnesses to which his overwrought temperament constantly reduced him. With 
her fraught husband hotel-bound in Munich, Cosima came to see her father in Karlsruhe. She had 
startling news for him about her personal life.
 Despite Wagner’s partial amnesty following his political exile in Switzerland, the German 
composer’s career was still floundering. In Lucerne in 1859 he had completed Tristan und Isolde, 
which was a masterpiece of incandescent inspiration but considered unperformable; and work on his 
new comic opera Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg (‘The Mastersingers of Nuremberg’) had stalled. 
In November 1863 Wagner had met up with the Bülows in Berlin, and much to his own surprise 
found that he and Cosima, twenty-four years his junior, were falling in love. During the next year, 
on the run from debt-collectors, he had an astonishing stroke of luck. The young King Ludwig II, 
newly ascended to the Bavarian throne, was a smitten admirer of Wagner’s music. He summoned 
the composer to Munich, installed him in a handsome villa on the shore of the Starnberger See, and 
began to make plans with him to stage his new operas.
 For works like Tristan and his Ring cycle (by then half completed) to be performed successfully, 
Wagner knew that he needed the very finest performers. One of those was the irascible, neurotic, 
indisputably brilliant Hans von Bülow, so Wagner had him and Cosima brought to Munich. Soon 
afterwards Wagner and Cosima became lovers (their first child was born in April 1865). It remains 
unclear how soon Bülow knew about this. But it was in the interest of all three parties to keep the 
situation secret, particularly from the Munich treasury which was bankrolling Wagner’s extravagant 
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operatic plans and equally extravagant lifestyle. Cosima was confused about the situation. She was the 
only surviving child of one of the world’s greatest musicians, was married to another great musician 
(with whom she had two small children), and was now in love with an egomaniac master-composer 
more than twice her age who was still married to his first wife, Minna.
 Liszt found himself having to try to sort out yet another family trauma. His support for Wagner’s 
artistic genius had never blinded him to his friend’s ruthlessly manipulative and self-centred streak. 
Arriving at Wagner’s Bavarian villa with Cosima, he made his disapproval of his fellow composer’s 
behaviour formidably clear. The situation mellowed when music took over, and each composer 
presented his current work-in-progress: Wagner played some of Die Meistersinger, and Liszt part of 
his new oratorio, Christus. But the scene had been set for a domestic drama of epic proportions. 
 Cosima travelled back to Berlin with her marginally recovered husband, while Liszt went on to 
Weimar. As if his years of run-ins with the town’s dignitaries had never happened, he was greeted 
with genuine warmth as a returning hero. He and Cosima next went to Paris to see his mother, Anna, 
now a bedridden invalid in Émile Ollivier’s home, before travelling on to the Ollivier château on the 
south coast of France. Émile met them, and the party paid a sad visit to Blandine’s grave. Liszt then 
took the steamer from Marseilles back to Rome. It soon became clear that the summer’s events had 
deepened his determination to take what he felt to be the major decision of his life.
 Controversy still surges around Liszt’s entry into the priesthood. His relationship with the 
great musical centres of Germany, Austria and France had always been problematical: one of the 
reasons why Liszt liked his Hungarian visits so much was that straightforward appreciation of his 
achievements was more forthcoming there than anywhere else. But the transformation, in April 
1865, of the Byronic lion of the piano into the black-cassocked Abbé Liszt was something more 
than a rejection of the fickle cultural world of northern Europe. Liszt’s religious faith stretched back 
to his Catholic upbringing in Raiding. In the aftermath of his young love for Caroline de Saint-
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Cricq, he had seriously considered becoming a priest. There was never a time, however, when the 
tension between the sacred and profane sides of his nature became artistically destructive. It was no 
problem for Liszt’s music to encompass within a few years the choral and orchestral exaltation of the 
‘Gran’ Mass and the pianistic devilry of the Mephisto Waltz No. 1 (a juxtaposition which some later 
commentators have found hard to understand).
 A number of his closest friends and admirers, to say nothing of his army of detractors, responded 
negatively to his decision to join the priesthood: even his son-in-law Émile was bewildered. Those 
looking for a subtext, however, continue to be disappointed by the biographical facts. This was not a 
delayed and resigned reaction to the ruined wedding plans of more than three years earlier: Carolyne’s 
husband had died in March 1864, so for some time there had been no obstacle to the marriage if she 
and Liszt had still wanted this. He took only minor orders, which unlike the full priesthood he could 
straightforwardly renounce at any time; he was not required to take monastic vows; and while he 
was not permitted to celebrate Mass or hear confession, he would have been allowed (an interesting 
prospect) to perform an exorcism.
 Liszt’s induction was presided over by Cardinal Hohenlohe – the same Hohenlohe who had 
earlier intrigued ceaselessly, and all too successfully, against Carolyne’s marriage to Liszt. What, one 
wonders, were the inscrutable cleric’s motives in officiating at Liszt’s entry into the minor orders of 
the priesthood? Perhaps he enjoyed the illusion that he had this titanically free artistic spirit under his 
control. It may also have been yet another device in his plot to keep Carolyne and Liszt unmarried, 
and therefore to help ensure that Carolyne’s Ukrainian fortune remained effectively controlled by her 
son-in-law (and Hohenlohe’s brother), Prince Konstantin. With Carolyne a widow, Liszt was still free 
to marry; if, after further devoted persuasion by Hohenlohe, Liszt were to enter the full priesthood, 
the marriage would once again be impossible. Yet Liszt never wavered from his appreciation of 
Hohenlohe’s outward support for him. Neither he nor Carolyne seems ever to have learned of the 
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Cardinal’s secret duplicity. One suspects that Hohenlohe was blind to the deeper sadness of the 
couple’s situation: Liszt knew that even though Carolyne wouldn’t marry him, such was the bond 
between them that it was psychologically impossible for him or her to marry anyone else.
 Whatever Hohenlohe’s role in Liszt’s taking orders, there is no firm evidence of a plan, either 
on Liszt’s part or the Vatican’s, to involve him officially in the city’s music-making, for instance 
as maestro di cappella at St Peter’s or the Sistine Chapel. After Weimar, Liszt had had more than 
enough of the politics that went with musical administration. And although Pope Pius appreciated 
his Abbé’s sublime musicianship, Liszt’s composing style was too radical to suit the Vatican’s liturgical 
requirements. His move from the austerity of Madonna del Rosario to Hohenlohe’s sumptuous 
Vatican apartments is a neat image of the pendulum-like swings of the sacred and secular within 
Liszt’s nature – but it was not part of a wider musical plot. Liszt took holy orders in outward 
recognition of the inward self that he knew himself to be. Writing in rather lofty style to his music-
loving friend Prince Constantin von Hohenzollern-Hechingen in May 1865, one month after arriving 
at the Vatican, he explained his decision. 

Monseigneur,
…On Tuesday 25th April, the festival of St Mark the Evangelist, I entered into the 
ecclesiastical state on receiving minor orders in the chapel of H.S.H. [His Serene Highness] 
Monseigneur Hohenlohe at the Vatican. Convinced as I was that this act would strengthen 
me in the right road, I accomplished it without effort, in all simplicity and uprightness 
of intention. Moreover it agrees with the antecedents of my youth, as well as with the 
development that my work of musical composition has taken during these last four years, 
– a work which I propose to pursue with fresh vigour, as I consider it the least defective 
form of my nature. –  To speak familiarly: if ‘the cloak does not make the monk’ it also does 
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not prevent him from being one; and, in certain cases, when the monk is already formed 
within, why not appropriate the outer garment of one? – But I am forgetting that I do not 
intend in the least to become a monk, in the severest sense of the word. For this I have no 
vocation, and it is enough for me to belong to the hierarchy of the Church to such a degree 
as the minor orders allow me to do. It is therefore not the frock, but the cassock that I have 
donned. And on this subject Your Highness will pardon me the small vanity of mentioning 
to you that they pay me the compliment of saying that I wear my cassock as though I had 
worn it all my life.
 I am now living at the Vatican with Monseigneur Hohenlohe, whose apartment is on 
the same floor as the Stanze [fresco-decorated rooms] of Raphael. My lodging is not at all 
like a prison cell, and the kind hospitality that Monseigneur H. shows me exempts me from 
all painful constraints. So I shall leave it but rarely and for a short time only, as removals 
and especially journeys have become very burdensome to me for many reasons… It is 
better to work in peace at home than to go abroad into the world, – except in important 
cases. One of these is awaiting me in August, and I shall fulfil my promise of going to 
Pest at the time of the celebration of the musical fêtes that are being got up for the 25th 
anniversary of the establishment of the Conservatoire. My Oratorio ‘Saint Elisabeth’ and 
the Symphony of the ‘Divina Commedia’ form part of the programme.  

Liszt’s Die Legende von der heiligen Elisabeth (‘The Legend of St Elisabeth’) had been the major choral 
project of Liszt’s last years in Weimar. Soon after his arrival in Rome he had finished setting these 
scenes from the life of the much-loved Hungarian-born saint, to a text devised by Princess Carolyne, 
and the first performance had always been intended for Hungary. The premiere, which took place in 
the atmosphere of surging patriotism that always surrounded Liszt’s appearances in his native land, 
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was a major success. Meanwhile a less agreeable side of his visit related to the presence of Cosima and 
Bülow. Bülow’s masterly conducting of the first performances of Tristan und Isolde, at the Bavarian 
Court Opera in Munich earlier in the summer of 1865, had sealed his reputation as an exceptional 
musician. This of course made him all the more essential to Wagner’s future plans – as, for different 
reasons, Bülow’s wife was also. Liszt’s purpose in inviting the Bülows to Pest seems to have been to 
keep Cosima away from Wagner for as long as possible, so that she and her husband might be able 
to start rebuilding their marriage. All of them appear still to have been pretending, consciously or 
otherwise, that Cosima’s daughter Isolde, born three months earlier, was Bülow’s and not Wagner’s. 
Liszt had wanted the disenchanted young couple to join him on his visit to Venice on his way back to 
Rome. But they returned to Munich, and to Wagner.
 In February 1866 Anna Liszt died in Paris, aged seventy-seven. Liszt had hoped that his mother 
would live long enough for him to see her during his next visit, planned for March; instead it was 
his son-in-law Émile who presided over the funeral. When Liszt arrived, he at once went alone to 
Anna’s grave. Then he attended the rehearsals of a charitable performance of his ‘Gran’ Mass in the 
church of St Eustache. Ill-advisedly conducted by the church’s director of music and not by Liszt 
himself, the outcome was a famous debacle. The inadequacy of the performance did not help – nor 
did the enthusiastic rattling of charity collection-boxes during it, or the bizarre presence of a military 
detachment which started parading noisily inside the church. The Parisian press had a field-day, 
expressing the cynicism that prevailed towards Liszt’s priestly attire and supposedly opportunist 
‘conversion’. All too much in tune with this unhappy visit were Liszt’s three meetings with Marie 
d’Agoult, which were set up by the well-intentioned Émile. However, the old acrimony between the 
former lovers resurfaced once more, never to be resolved. After Liszt returned to Rome in May, he 
and Marie never saw each other again.
 Later that year, with work on his huge oratorio Christus substantially completed, Liszt changed 
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his Roman accommodation yet again, moving into another monastery with relatively luxurious 
surroundings very different from the austere calm of Madonna del Rosario. Overlooking the ruins 
of the ancient Roman forum, Santa Francesca Romana soon became the focus of a busier life for 
Liszt. His group of regular piano pupils encountered an Abbé with an unorthodox lifestyle: Liszt 
liked his brandy and cigars as much as ever. Meanwhile the disastrous experience of the Parisian 
performance of the ‘Gran’ Mass had done nothing to diminish Liszt’s reputation in Hungary itself. 
He now completed another commission connected to his people’s burgeoning sense of nationhood: 
his Hungarian Coronation Mass.
 As the Habsburg Empire’s central grip on its lands began to loosen, a political solution had been 
reached that kept its two largest component parts officially unified. The Ausgleich (Compromise) 
of 1867 decreed that in the ancient fortress city of Buda, opposite Pest across the River Danube, 
Austria’s Emperor Franz Joseph would be crowned King of Hungary. The counterpart to this 
stratagem of a dual monarchy was that Hungary would be granted much wider control over its own 
political affairs (at the expense of the Empire’s Czech and Balkan communities). Liszt arrived in 
time for the ceremony in June – to which, by some astonishing oversight, he had not been officially 
invited – and heard the first performance of his Coronation Mass from the choir loft of the Matthias 
Church in Buda Castle. Afterwards, walking back across the river to his guest apartment in Pest, he 
was recognised by some of the huge crowd lining the streets for the coronation parade. As news of 
his presence swept among them, he was cheered with wild enthusiasm. Hurrying back to Rome for 
the premiere of his Christmas Oratorio, the first of the three parts of Christus, Liszt then set off for 
another major event, a performance of The Legend of St Elisabeth in Weimar.
 Meanwhile the entanglement of his daughter Cosima’s life with Wagner’s persisted. In 
December 1865 King Ludwig II, egged on by exasperated government officials, had refused to 
continue bankrolling his composer-hero’s sumptuous lifestyle. Effectively banished from Bavaria, 

8.558214−15 Liszt-Life and Music booklet text 30-9-10.indd   122 05/10/2010   15:52



123The Life, 1861–1868: Rome

Wagner retreated once again to Switzerland. There he discovered Tribschen, a large villa exquisitely 
situated on the shore of Lake Lucerne; this, he decided, would be a suitable location to complete Die 
Meistersinger von Nürnberg and then the rest of the Ring cycle. Ludwig nonetheless agreed to finance 
this new residency, from which Wagner continued to orchestrate the not-quite ménage-à-trois of 
himself, Cosima and Hans von Bülow. By the autumn of 1867, when Liszt visited the distressed Bülow 
in Munich, Cosima – now the mother of two of Wagner’s children (a second daughter Eva had been 
born in 1867) besides her two with her husband – was effectively commuting between there and 
Tribschen.
  As the father in whom Cosima still confided to some extent, Liszt had a clearer picture of the 
situation than most. With Wagner keeping well clear of Munich, Liszt set off for Tribschen himself. 
The day he spent there in October 1867 included a long and private conversation with Wagner, the 
contents of which were never disclosed by either of them, although the tone seems to have been 
amicable enough. Liszt never visited Tribschen again, however, and he and Wagner were not to see 
each other for another five years. But even with a family situation as intractable as this, music could 
not be put aside for too long. Wagner produced the enormous and almost-complete full score of Die 
Meistersinger von Nürnberg – which Liszt proceeded to sightread, flawlessly, while Wagner stood 
behind him and sang all the voice parts in turn. 
 Back in Rome, Liszt completed his Requiem Mass setting for male-voice choir and organ. But 
he was finding it ever more difficult to concentrate on his work in the far-from-quiet surroundings 
of Santa Francesca Romana. In June 1868 he was persuaded by his former theology tutor, Father 
Antonio Solfanelli, to join him for a holiday. They crossed Italy together by an ancient pilgrim route 
through Spoleto and Assisi and stayed for two months on the coast of the Adriatic Sea, in the fishing 
village of Grottammare. It was not in Liszt’s nature to ‘do nothing’, even on holiday, but this time he 
did try to relax, at least by his own standards. When not swimming in the Adriatic he took long walks 
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with Father Solfanelli, interspersing their conversations with his study of the Latin breviary. And, 
finding a way of composing that amounted to a form of therapy, he began writing down the first of 
his twelve books of Technical Studies for the piano.
 On his return to Rome, Liszt took his accommodation problems firmly in hand. In November 
Cardinal Hohenlohe invited him to stay at the Villa d’Este near the town of Tivoli, twenty miles 
inland from the city. Set among green encircling hills, the large and ornate sixteenth-century villa was 
surrounded by its gardens and their intricate layout of hundreds of fountains. Liszt stayed in a small 
suite of rooms on the first floor, from which he could see across the countryside as far as the distant 
dome of St Peter’s. Here, he realised, was the perfect place to compose in peace – near, but not too 
near, to Carolyne, and to the Eternal (but noisy) City that he loved. By Christmas, however, he was 
back at Santa Francesca Romana, preparing himself for what was to be the first of a succession of 
longer visits to Weimar. His vie trifurquée, the ‘trifurcated life’ of his old age, was about to begin.
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The Music, 1861–1868
Urbi et orbi

Piano: original works

Although Liszt’s output of music during his years in Rome amounted to a wonderful surge of creative 
self-renewal, it began in unhappy circumstances. Finding himself marking time in the city where 
his and Princess Carolyne’s marriage plans remained stalled (for ever, as it turned out), he turned to 
composing as a kind of necessary therapy. The first new piano music he completed in Rome sounded 
like a throwback to his Weimar manner – understandably, since he had only just departed from the 
German musical scene, and did not yet know that it would be many years before he returned to it. So 
while the warm Italian light beat down on the streets outside his Roman apartment, Liszt’s creation 
of the Two Concert Studies of 1862 explored the sound-world of German Romanticism, with its 
allusions to green, sun-dappled forests and the imaginary beings that inhabit them.
 Waldesrauschen (‘Forest Murmurs’) unfolds a long, singing melody in the piano’s baritone 
register beneath a murmuring ripple of right-hand figuration – a familiar enough device, here 
transformed into something more exceptional by the vast technical mastery which Liszt had long 
since made his own. There is an unmistakable sense of something larger than the piece’s own 
dimensions pushing outwards from within: Waldesrauschen lasts less than five minutes, but has the 
amplitude and seeming timelessness of a musical statement twice as long. If the first of the studies 
is all lines and washes of sound, the second is all needlepoint rhythms. Gnomenreigen (‘Round-
Dance of the Gnomes’) has its forest spirits darting and flickering across the keyboard in a benign 
and friendly manner (although this is not what pianists tend to say about its exacting technical 
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demands). Again, it is a short piece , but the two studies taken together present a musical statement 
of satisfying fullness.
 Évocation à la Chapelle Sixtine makes it clear that Liszt’s creative self had caught up with his 
bodily self and had arrived in Rome. The idea for this rather bizarre work came to him in 1862, 
after he had retraced the steps of a visit made with Marie d’Agoult more than twenty years earlier, 
to the Sistine Chapel in the Vatican. Once again he heard Gregorio Allegri’s Miserere in the only 
place where this unaccompanied choral motet was allowed to be sung, since the Vatican authorities 
fiercely guarded the unpublished score and parts. Remembering the story of how Mozart, at the age 
of  fourteen, had written down the Miserere perfectly after hearing it just once, Liszt conceived the 
idea of juxtaposing this music and Mozart’s own setting of Ave verum corpus in the same piano work. 
(He also made a version for orchestra and one for organ.) The result is a strangely troubled creation, 
part transcription and part original composition; Allegri’s music emerges from the piano’s darkest 
bass register and builds to an angry climax, to be answered by the serenity of Mozart’s motet-setting.
 In the Variations on ‘Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen’ (the chorus from Bach’s Cantata BWV 12) 
written later in the same year, there is every reason for the anguish and rage that surge through the 
music, punctuated by passages of quiet mourning. This was Liszt’s private musical response to the 
death of his daughter Blandine, which along with the collapse of his marriage plans reduced him to 
a state of inner desolation from which he needed years to recover. As in the piano prelude of three 
years earlier, based on the same darkly descending sequence of chromatic notes, and composed after 
the death of his son Daniel, Liszt was able to draw strength from the title of the chorale ‘Was Gott 
tut, das ist wohlgetan’ (‘What God does, surely that is right’), the seventh movement of the cantata. 
This chorale tune is quoted at the end of the work, bringing to the music at least a measure of peace 
and redemption. Something of the serenity that Liszt’s faith brought to him after Blandine’s death is 
also conveyed in his Ave Maria (S182/R67) of 1862. Not to be confused with Liszt’s other pieces of 
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the same title, this one is subtitled ‘The Bells of Rome’; the booming, benedictory sounds of the bells 
are sonorously conjured from the depths of the piano’s bass register, accompanying the calm joy of 
the prayer itself.
 It was Liszt’s stay in the monastery of Madonna del Rosario, however, that brought about in 
1863 Two Legends − the piano masterpiece of his years in Rome. Comprising two pieces based on 
Franciscan legends, the work was dedicated to his only surviving child, his daughter Cosima. The 
flowery inscription in the published score appears to be a glow of straightforward paternal affection, 
but unfortunately it is improbable that Cosima herself saw it that way. Always the most emotionally 
distanced from Liszt of his three children, she was soon to rebel against her Catholic upbringing in 
the course of her troubled divorce from Hans von Bülow, and her subsequent (Protestant) marriage 
to Wagner. One wonders whether she had in fact resented Liszt’s faith. Whether or not this was the 
case, Liszt was less in touch with his daughter’s affections, at this stage of their two lives, than he 
thought he was.
 Liszt felt that he had made an inadequate musical response to the subject of the first of the 
legends, St François d’Assise: la prédication aux oiseaux (‘St Francis of Assisi: the Sermon to the 
Birds’) CD 2 4  . He had long known the story from the much-loved chronicle Fioretti di San 
Francesco (‘Little Flowers of St Francis’), which described how the Saint ‘went into the field, and 
began to preach to the birds on the ground; and the ones in the trees gathered round him, and none 
of them moved throughout the sermon; and they would not fly away again until the Saint had blessed 
them’. In his dedication to Cosima, Liszt wrote: ‘I beseech the “glorious poor servant of Christ” (Il 
glorioso poverello di Cristo) to forgive me for having myself so impoverished him.’ Perhaps Liszt was 
concerned that the flickering activity in the piano’s high treble register to depict the birds’ singing, 
or the quiet mid-register melody to suggest the Saint’s words, were devices that were too obvious. In 
themselves they are, but their consummate handling could only have been achieved by a master at 
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the height of his powers. Given the personal sadness which must still have weighed on Liszt at this 
time, the music’s loveliness is poignant indeed. The Sermon to the Birds is also a prophetic work: the 
concentration on the piano’s upper register, with little or no bass for much of the time, looks ahead 
to similar effects explored in the music of Debussy, Ravel and Messiaen in the next century.
 Ever the master of large-scale musical contrasts, Liszt then countered the ethereal trilling 
of the first Legend with the bass-heavy power and forward momentum of the second, St François 
de Paule marchant sur les flots (‘St Francis of Paola Walking on the Waters’) CD 2  5  . Italy’s other 
much-loved St Francis was Liszt’s patron saint, and one of the composer’s most cherished possessions 
was a picture (a present from Princess Carolyne) which had hung in his study in the Altenburg, and 
which went with him wherever he lived afterwards. It depicted the Saint on the waters of the Straits 
of Messina between Italy and Sicily: when St Francis and his fellow monks could not afford the fare 
for the ferry, and the boatman mockingly refused to let him on board, the Saint spread his cloak on 
the water and, with his companions, sailed across instead on the cloak, for good measure arriving at 
the other side before the ferry and its now contrite boatman. Again the musical ideas might seem 
predictable – the bass-register rumbling and roaring to represent the increasingly turbulent sea, the 
steady chorale-like theme signifying the Saint’s rock-like faith, and the triumphant peroration as he 
approaches the far shore. Liszt’s command of his material is so sure, however, and the musical story so 
vividly told, that a fine performance of St Francis of Paola can be overwhelming. This was a work that 
Liszt particularly liked to play in his few public appearances as a pianist. He was still prepared to treat 
his audiences to a virtuoso display if he felt it to be justified by the spiritual message behind the music.
 Once again his ability to inhabit two different composing worlds at the same time – meditative 
and flamboyant, sacred and secular – had him producing a work the character of which is the Legends’ 
polar opposite. The Rhapsodie espagnole of 1863, subtitled Folies d’Espagne e Jota aragonesa, shows 
that Liszt could still sparkle as roguishly as ever. Of the two themes of the work’s subtitle, ‘La folia’ has 
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a curious history. It is a traditional classical melody derived from an Iberian folk-tune, and was used 
by the Italian Baroque composer Arcangelo Corelli. (It was therefore assumed, wrongly, to have been 
composed by him – hence Rachmaninov’s use of it as the basis of his Variations on a Theme of Corelli, 
in 1931.) The Jota aragonesa, a folk-tune from Aragon in north-eastern Spain, is familiar in another 
unexpected way. Doubtless subconsciously, Mahler quoted it in his Third Symphony (1893–6) as part 
of the offstage melody played by a bugle-like posthorn. This – imagined as sounding distantly from 
a coach passing through the countryside – sheds interesting light on how exquisitely and genuinely 
‘Austrian’ Mahler’s tune is always taken to be.
 Liszt, as ever, was less interested in the precise origin of his musical sources than in the brilliant 
things he could do with them. His way of constructing Rhapsodie espagnole was similar to his 
operatic paraphrases designed for 1830s Paris: in this case a spectacular introductory flourish, a 
set of cheerfully free variations on the two themes, and an over-the-top conclusion. His concert 
tour of southern Spain had taken place two decades earlier, but such is the music’s joie de vivre that 
he might have returned just a day or two before composing it; the outrageousness of Rhapsodie 
espagnole’s wilder passages has you catching yourself grinning in delight, exactly as Liszt meant it to. 
His tribute to an exotic landscape populated by ‘the fiery men and women of the turbulent south’, as 
his Romantic imagination saw it, moves across a musical spectrum ranging from the authentically 
‘dark sounds’ of Spain to a dazzling evocation of the region’s sunlit warmth. 
 Again veering from one musical extreme to another, Liszt in 1864 then completed his Totentanz 
(‘Dance of Death’). He had sketched his first ideas for this twenty-five years earlier, in response to 
the thirteenth-century fresco Il trionfo della morte (‘The Triumph of Death’), which he saw in Pisa 
during his years in Italy with Marie d’Agoult. This depicts an angel of death wielding a scythe at 
her earthly victims, with assorted angels and devils converging on the bodies and fighting over the 
newly dead souls. Liszt drew a parallel between this disturbing vision and the German artist Hans 
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Holbein’s macabre series of Totentanz woodcuts; in these an army of skeletal figures avenges the sins 
of humanity by propelling the living to their deserved and inevitable end. It was many years before 
Liszt was satisfied with the musical outcome of these two dark sources of inspiration. As often with 
his way of working, there are two different and equally ‘final’ versions: one for solo piano and another 
for piano and orchestra which is slightly less rarely performed.
 Totentanz is a set of free variations on two main ideas: the ‘Dies irae’ plainchant from the Catholic 
Requiem Mass (also quoted by Berlioz in ‘Dream of a Witches’ Sabbath’, the finale of his Symphonie 
fantastique), and a theme from Mozart’s Requiem. Liszt’s treatment of this material is alarmingly 
unsettling. The opening, with its relentless, hammered low piano chords and the ‘Dies irae’ chant 
balefully sounded on the orchestra’s low horns, sounds like a deliberate assault on Western musical 
tradition itself; the music’s anti-lyrical harshness and ferocious decibel level bring to mind the 
experiments of the radical avant garde of the mid-twentieth century (Iannis Xenakis, for instance). 
The following variations then explore such extremes of violence and uneasy stillness that the work as 
a whole barely hangs together in performance. It is as if Liszt is deliberately confronting the serenity 
achieved in the two Legends with their dark nemesis: a vision of Christian love and faith followed by 
an image of the Antichrist.
 Urbi et orbi (‘To the City [of Rome] and to the World’) CD 2  6   also turns the normal reference 
points of Western classical music on their head, but in a different way, and with a spiritual message 
that is overwhelmingly positive. On each Christmas Day and Easter Day the Pope appears on the main 
balcony of the basilica of St Peter’s in Rome to give the Catholic Church’s blessing to the crowd in the 
great piazza below, and to the wider world itself. Today’s television cameras have turned this into yet 
another mass-media event, but it has always been a memorable occasion, and in 1864 it set Liszt’s 
imagination working with astonishing power. The piece’s early stages, impressive in themselves, are 
an extended upbeat to its spiritual heart – a transcription of the Pope’s blessing intoned quietly in 
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the piano’s baritone register, against a huge chord sustained by the pedal as a resonant backdrop. The 
effect is of something bolder and more startling than mere quotation. Liszt’s device of incorporating 
a ‘found object’ from the surrounding world into a musical work, with this degree of radicalism at 
least, was unprecedented.

Piano: transcriptions

As in his Weimar years, piano transcriptions and paraphrases were not now a major part of Liszt’s 
output, since he had lost interest in appearing in the kind of public concerts where they were 
demanded. And again as before, there could be exceptions to this if the musical cause deserved it. 
Not long after he arrived in Rome, Liszt was prevailed upon by one of his publishers to complete the 
series of transcriptions of Beethoven’s nine symphonies which he had begun in Paris almost thirty 
years earlier, and from which he had broken off due to more crowd-pleasing pianistic commitments. 
Resuming work on the project in 1863, within a year he had finished the set, transcribing the first four 
symphonies and then the last two. As before, these were designed more for home consumption (and 
associated lucrative publication) than for public performance.
 The transcriptions are rightly admired for their skilled faithfulness to the original scores as much 
as their effectiveness on the piano. The biggest challenge was the Ninth Symphony, with its highly 
developed thematic workings and its incorporation of solo and choral voices. Liszt had previously 
regarded all this as needing the resources of two pianos, as in his earlier transcription of 1851; now, 
however, he was able to encompass the work’s musical immensities to his satisfaction in a reduction 
for a single instrument. He found himself relishing this direct engagement with some of Beethoven’s 
greatest music. And the process seems to have done much to speed his recovery from the depths of 
his personal depression in the years beforehand.
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 The main artistic achievement among the transcriptions during Liszt’s time in Rome, however, 
was Isoldens Liebestod (‘Isolde’s Love-Death’), written in 1867. He had admired from a distance the 
amazing turnaround in Wagner’s fortunes from 1864 onwards, when the despairing composer had 
been summoned from debt-ridden semi-obscurity by King Ludwig II to Munich; Tristan und Isolde 
was at last given its first performance there, conducted in the Court Theatre in 1865 by Hans von 
Bülow. Since then, Liszt had become embroiled in the ramifications of Cosima’s secret affair with 
Wagner while she was still married to Bülow. But paternal disapproval and unease did not prevent 
him from continuing to admire Wagner’s genius as deeply as ever, and of responding to it with one of 
his finest piano transcriptions. 
 The legend of Sir Tristram of Lyonesse in Brittany and his fateful love for the Irish princess Iseult, 
who was married to King Mark of Cornwall, was known to Wagner from English, French and German 
sources. Out of these he evolved his portrayal of a love too all-encompassing for mere mortals, and 
only capable of fulfilment in death – the parallel world articulated in the extraordinarily intense 
and moving music of Wagner’s score. This begins with a prelude – developing from its opening 
chromatic progression, with the yearning ‘Tristan chord’ – whose harmonic anguish is as unresolved 
as the emotions of the lovers themselves. That anguish remains unresolved until the opera’s final 
scene, where the dying Isolde sings of her imminent reunion with the soul of Tristan, and the music 
at last attains the serenity it has been seeking. In drawing together these two passages into a single 
pianistic statement, Liszt helped to give the impression that Wagner’s term Liebestod (Love-Death) 
related to Isolde’s closing scene, whereas Wagner had applied this to only the prelude, designating 
the final scene instead as Isolde’s Verklärung (Transfiguration). The transcription’s title is a minor 
issue, however, compared to its success in recreating on the piano the rapturously intertwined lines 
of Wagner’s orchestral score, and the way in which these seem to reach ever further into the vast 
cosmic spaces around them.
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Choral music

Liszt’s years in Rome saw the completion of what he felt to be his two most important achievements 
as a composer. Each was a choral oratorio, a form that can encompass a wide range of drama and 
narrative while sidestepping the demands of the operatic stage (an area which, after his abortive 
work on Sardanapale in Weimar, Liszt evidently did not want to explore further). The first of these 
large-scale statements, Die Legende von der heiligen Elisabeth (‘The Legend of St Elisabeth’), was 
finished in 1862, although work had begun on it in 1857 and its creation therefore truly belongs to 
Liszt’s Weimar years. Nonetheless, he came to be proud that his oratorio symbolised the three cities 
that were now the cornerstones of his musical life: the story of St Elisabeth is set in and around the 
medieval fortress of the Wartburg, not far from Weimar; the work was completed in Rome, the 
spiritual home of the Saint herself, and also of Liszt; and since Elisabeth herself was from Hungary, 
the first performance was always intended for Budapest, where it took place in August 1865.
 Perched on a cliff above the town of Eisenach in Thuringia, the Wartburg is a much-loved 
national symbol of the German soul. In 1207 it was the meeting-place for a famous courtly singing 
competition, the Sängerkrieg (singers’ contest), in which Minnesänger (bardic minstrels) from all 
over the German-speaking world appeared in the higher pursuit of Art. (A fictionalised version of 
the event is the basis of Wagner’s opera Tannhäuser.) As part of the crumbling castle’s restoration by 
Grand Duke Carl Alexander, the Austrian painter Moritz von Schwind in 1855 completed his set of 
frescoes portraying both the Sängerkrieg and, in a cycle of six pictures, the life of St Elisabeth (1207–
1231). Liszt had already visited the Wartburg many times, and the new frescoes were a decisive factor 
in his plan to compose an oratorio about the much-loved local Saint. 
 In the scenario drafted by Carolyne Sayn-Wittgenstein and developed into a libretto by Otto 
Roquette, Elisabeth at the age of four was taken from her native Hungary to live in the Wartburg as 
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the intended bride of Ludwig IV, the future Landgrave of Thuringia. After his marriage to Elisabeth, 
Ludwig IV left to fight in the Sixth Crusade of 1228–9, which he did not survive. His scheming 
and jealous widowed mother, Landgravine Sophie, then evicted her daughter-in-law from the castle. 
Elisabeth, who was already known and loved for her charitable works, went to live in nearby Marburg, 
where she dedicated her life to helping the poor until her death at the age of twenty-four.
 Liszt’s links to his three chosen cities are reflected in the oratorio’s music. St Elisabeth 
encompassed the elements of the symphonic orchestral style he had developed in Weimar, with its 
unifying thematic links between different movements. The story also offered scope for the expression 
of Hungarian national elements in his music, here naturally associated with Elisabeth herself. Finally, 
Liszt’s quest to renew the tradition of sacred composition, in St Elisabeth and in other works of the 
1860s, was symbolised by the city of Rome, in which he had chosen to live. The work’s two parts 
alternate between passages of semi-operatic monologue or dialogue for the soloists, and solo or 
choral set-pieces to express the longer thoughts of the individual characters and of the people of 
Thuringia. It must be said that Liszt’s touch is on the whole much surer in the latter case, although it 
is difficult to pin down, in analytical terms at least, why the soloists’ narrative passages tend to come 
across as stilted when Liszt evidently took much trouble to prevent them from doing so. They ‘do 
the job’ required of them by the oratorio’s design, but little more, and they are certainly not at the 
memorable musical level of much of the rest of the work. Perhaps Liszt’s inconclusive struggles a few 
years earlier with Sardanapale had related to his growing awareness of his difficulty in composing 
convincingly for solo voices representing characters who are there to tell a story – whether on the 
orchestral concert platform or the operatic stage. 
 Fortunately the music of St Elisabeth’s set-piece numbers is more than strong enough to sustain 
such a large design. The orchestral introduction, with its trio of silvery flutes initiating one of Liszt’s 
most beautiful movements, immediately establishes an atmosphere of mystical exaltation, combined 
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with an appealing, homespun unpretentiousness that keeps any hint of bombast at arm’s length. 
(Why, one wonders, did Liszt find this wonderful level of imagination so difficult to sustain in 
many of his symphonic poems?) Another memorable passage is ‘The Miracle of the Roses’, in which 
Elisabeth’s gifts of wine and bread are mysteriously transformed on her way to visit the local poor, 
with flutes, harp and muted strings suggesting the entranced and magical mood of the moment.
 The dialogue of Elisabeth and the departing Ludwig then unfolds against a choral background 
of alarmingly gung-ho Crusaders; and the supernatural orchestral storm that breaks around the 
Wartburg, as the wicked Sophie expels her daughter-in-law from the castle, is even more impressive 
than its counterpart in the ‘Dante’ Symphony. After Elisabeth’s death, her solemn burial is attended 
by a chorus of angels, Hungarian and German bishops, the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II of 
Hohenstaufen, the returning Crusaders, and the Thuringian people – a collective finale whose tone, 
if a touch cloying to northern Protestant ears, nonetheless sums up the music’s mood of devotional 
loveliness. Given the oratorio’s rather-too-regular lapses of inspiration in its narrative sections, it 
would be tendentious to describe it as a masterpiece. But its cumulative effect is genuinely moving, 
and explains why, for Liszt and Lisztians alike, St Elisabeth was and is a special work.
 The same is true of Christus. Liszt worked on the bulk of this huge three-part oratorio, lasting 
well over three hours including its two intervals, in Rome between 1862 and 1866, although two of 
its movements, Die Seligkeiten (‘The Beatitudes’) and Pater noster, were completed and performed 
separately before then. For many years Liszt had thought about composing a work based on the life 
of Christ, and when plans for Carolyne to write a libretto failed to work out he compiled his own 
selection of Latin texts from the Bible and from Catholic liturgical sources. Christus is therefore 
not a true narrative oratorio (unlike St Elisabeth); it proceeds instead in a sequence of independent 
movements, several of them for orchestra only, some for choir and organ, and only a few of the 
largest ones bringing together all the vocal and instrumental resources. This design eliminated the 
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need for the semi-operatic solo passages with which Liszt had had little success in St Elisabeth, and 
freed him up to concentrate on the set-pieces that he did best.
 Sizeable sections of Christus are based on Gregorian plainchant – partly for symbolic reasons, 
and partly to develop a resource that had been the spiritual and technical foundation of Western 
music. Other movements explore a chromatic harmonic language as advanced as anything in the  
nineteenth century. Since these movements are more prominent in the oratorio’s later stages, the 
entire work gradually unfolds as a life-story of Western classical music itself, from its birth to its latest 
point of development. One of the more remarkable qualities of Christus is how its immense design 
holds together so strongly when the presence of such disparate styles would seem to risk splitting it 
apart.
 Liszt conducted the premiere of the Christmas Oratorio, the first part of Christus, as a self-
contained work in Rome in 1867. The effect of hearing this first part without the other two, however, 
is rather unbalanced, for three of its five movements are written for orchestra alone. The opening 
movement is an orchestral prelude based on the plainchant Rorate coeli, whose text – ‘Drop down 
dew, you heavens from above, and let the skies pour down righteousness’ – is mirrored in the celestial 
tone of the music, with its intertwined lines of muted strings and high woodwind. More woodwind 
instruments join in, depicting the piping of the shepherds who witnessed the first Christmas; this 
is heard again in the Pastorale fourth movement, while the fifth, Et ecce stella (‘Behold a Star’), 
is a jaunty march describing the arrival of the three kings from the east, and opening out into an 
orchestral song of praise. The Christmas Oratorio’s spiritual centre is the setting of the Stabat mater 
speciosa, a nativity scene originally for chorus alone, although Liszt added an organ accompaniment 
after the first performance. The text is a reverse image of the Stabat mater dolorosa, which describes 
the Virgin Mary weeping at the foot of the Cross and dominates the third and final part of Christus. 
While the metre and design of the two poems are the same, the mood of this idyllic centrepiece of 

8.558214−15 Liszt-Life and Music booklet text 30-9-10.indd   137 05/10/2010   15:52



138 Liszt: His Life and Music

the oratorio’s first part is far away from such tragedy, and Liszt sets the words in a relatively simple, 
affectingly beautiful hymn-like style.
 Post Epiphanium (‘After Epiphany’), the second part of Christus, concerns the Church and its 
foundation. It begins with The Beatitudes, set for baritone solo, chorus and organ, with the solo and 
choral voices alternating as they work through the verses of the Latin text, until they converge on 
the final word, ‘Beati’ (‘Blessed’). The Pater noster (S29/R519) that follows is different from Liszt’s 
setting of the Lord’s Prayer that Princess Carolyne heard sung in Kiev in 1847: this one was composed 
sometime before 1861, and was first performed in 1865 separately from Christus. Tu es Petrus is an 
impressively severe setting of Christ’s command to his disciples to found the Church, with gentler, 
pastoral sounds at his words to Simon: ‘Feed my sheep’. After this comes the orchestral turbulence 
of Et ecce motus magnus (‘Behold a great storm’), describing the terror of the disciples who fear 
their ship is about to founder: in response to the choral cry of ‘Lord, save us’ the solo baritone sings 
Jesus’ quiet rebuke as he calms the waves around them. Hosanna, benedictus qui venit then portrays 
Christ’s entry into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, in a busy large-scale tableau involving all the vocal and 
orchestral forces. This section, with the mezzo-soprano soloist leading the chorus and orchestra, is 
one of the most radiantly lovely passages in all of Liszt’s music.
 The final part of Christus – Passio et Resurrectio – is the most dramatic of the three and, given 
the extremity of the events described, the most harmonically advanced. The first movement, Tristis 
est anima mea (‘My soul is exceeding sorrowful’), sets Christ’s words in the garden of Gethsemane 
for the baritone soloist and orchestra; the searching chromaticism of its idiom looks ahead to the 
similar world of anguished suffering explored by Wagner in his last opera, Parsifal, completed 
in 1882. (At the first complete performance of Christus, in Weimar in 1873, Wagner was in the 
audience.) After the long and sombre setting of the Stabat mater dolorosa comes a moment of 
wonderful spiritual and musical release, as a distant chorus of women’s voices sings a medieval-style 
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setting of O filii et filiae (‘O sons and daughters’), the Easter Hymn proclaiming Christ’s resurrection 
after death. This cornerstone of the Christian faith is then celebrated in Resurrexit – a mighty finale 
which, by recalling the opening Rorate coeli plainchant, brings the vast musical panoply of Christus  
full circle.
 Compared to this, Liszt’s magnum opus, the dimensions of the other choral works of his Roman 
years are fairly modest, although their musical riches are on the same exalted level. The Coronation 
Mass was commissioned for the crowning of Austria’s Emperor Franz Joseph in the ancient 
Hungarian city of Buda in 1867. Only six weeks before the occasion, the Habsburg authorities let 
it be known that the official ceremony needed a work that was not too long or complex, but Liszt 
had cannily anticipated their requirements, and had by then already finished the original, shorter 
version of the score (he later added further sections, including the Offertorio). The Mass’s crisp, 
incisive idiom makes it one of Liszt’s most reliably successful works in performance, and the level of 
inspiration is high at every point. Nor did the official conditions restrict Liszt’s streak of originality. 
The ‘Qui tollis’ section of the Gloria movement, for instance, deploys the chromatic intervals of the 
so-called ‘Hungarian scale’ of Magyar folk-music, here sounding quite idiomatic in this new context.
 The torrent of words in the Credo is always a conundrum for composers who need to look for 
an effective way to fit them all in. Liszt here had the idea of incorporating the Credo movement of a 
Messe royale by the seventeenth-century Netherlands composer Henri Dumont; to this plainchant-
setting with organ Liszt added a beautifully harmonised Amen. The result is a swift, vivid, highly 
effective contrast with the surrounding movements. The Credo is followed by the Offertorio (here 
co-opted from the ‘Proper’ Mass into the ‘Ordinary’), in which Liszt leaves out the voices altogether, 
supplying instead an orchestral movement in an attractively straightforward, folk-like idiom. The 
remarkable piled-up choral harmony that opens the Sanctus leads towards a moment where the 
solo soprano’s voice is left hanging in mid-air; her line is then transformed into the serene violin solo 
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that introduces the Benedictus – an image of celestial grace which Liszt borrowed from Beethoven’s 
Missa solemnis, and here exquisitely rethought.
 During his Roman years the music that Liszt composed for smaller choral forces, besides several 
psalm-settings, includes two other works of significance. He apparently intended to dedicate his 
Missa choralis of 1865 to Pope Pius IX, but the published score has no such inscription. The relatively 
simple and non-chromatic writing, for mixed chorus and organ only, marks this out as music written 
with the practicalities of church performance in mind – a situation which does not preclude moments 
of great beauty, such as the haunting ‘Hosanna in excelsis’ chord-sequences that close the Sanctus 
and Benedictus movements. Liszt’s Requiem was largely complete by 1868, with the final ‘Libera 
me’ movement following four years later. The scoring here is for the similarly austere forces of male 
chorus and organ, with optional brass instruments and timpani in two of the movements. But that is 
the work’s only resemblance to the Missa choralis. In every other respect the music of the Requiem is 
some of Liszt’s strangest – highly chromatic, relentessly austere, and containing harmonic adventures 
of such daring that it is no surprise that performances are rare even today. Liszt explained to his 
French publisher that he had ‘tried to give to the feeling of death a character of sweet Christian hope’. 
Either he was deluding himself, or he meant something other than his words imply, since they appear 
to relate hardly at all to this darkest and most anguished of Requiem-settings. This is music that looks 
directly ahead to the sombre, unsettling sound-world of Liszt’s late piano works.
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The Life, 1869–1886
‘Une vie trifurquée’

Liszt himself coined the description of ‘a trifurcated life’ that summed up his final years. As in his 
earlier Glanzzeit (time of brilliance), when he and his Érard grand piano had together criss-crossed 
Europe on one sensational concert tour after another, his old age was a time of wandering. But 
this now orientated itself around the three cities most important to him. Rome was the nearest to 
a spiritual home that he had found; the nearest to a national one was Budapest (Hungary’s capital 
when the cities of Buda and Pest, on opposite sides of the River Danube, were unified in 1873); 
and the Thuringian town of Weimar that Liszt liked to called the ‘Athens of the elms’ had never 
quite relinquished its hold on him. Weimar’s ruler, the Grand Duke Carl Alexander, had quietly 
persisted in trying to secure the return of his former Kapellmeister in Extraordinary. He knew as well 
as anyone that Liszt’s restless nature would be unlikely to let him settle for long in Rome or anywhere 
else – and indeed in January 1869 Liszt arrived back in Weimar, to continue his piano teaching on a  
regular basis.
 The Altenburg house had since acquired other tenants; besides, Liszt would not have wanted to 
return to the home he had once shared with the now increasingly eccentric and religiously fixated 
Princess Carolyne. Instead the Grand Duke had set aside for Liszt the Hofgärtnerei (court gardener’s 
cottage), a comfortable two-storey house next to the town’s Goethe Park. On the upper floor was a 
large central music room, with a bedroom and a dining-room on either side. Liszt was here looked 
after by his housekeeper, Pauline Apel, a former servant of Carolyne’s at the Altenburg and a benign 
presence whose organisational and culinary skills helped to sustain the Hofgärtnerei’s generally 
happy atmosphere, for all its emphasis on hard work. Liszt’s routine was his usual one: up at dawn to 
attend Mass, then a light breakfast (until his very old age he never let himself become overweight), 
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followed by work on his compositions until lunchtime. His teaching sessions usually took place on 
three afternoons each week. And every so often there would be informal chamber-music evenings, 
which would end with Pauline Apel distributing iced tea and her famously tasty little cakes.
 As soon as it was known that Liszt was teaching regularly again, pupils from across the world 
began to arrive in Weimar. The atmosphere they found at the Hofgärtnerei was not quite as relaxed 
as that at the Altenburg had been: Liszt was now older and crustier, his sense of humour not as 
reliable, and, more than before, he needed his brandy and cigars to help his ageing physical frame get 
through the day. But, as before, he did not attempt to work up the reverential aura around him into 
a self-centred cult of personality. He still insisted on taking no fees for his teaching. And, allowing 
for the age gap between himself and his pupils, the mood during the sessions was very much one of 
colleagueship among fellow artists.
 Several decades earlier, Liszt had effectively invented the piano recital. Now he effectively invented 
the piano masterclass. Unlike most teachers before or since, he was not interested in instructing his 
pupils with a technical method; you were expected to turn up at the Hofgärtnerei with a fluent 
technique as a matter of course. The emphasis was on artistic values, and finding the means to convey 
them. The upstairs music room had two pianos (a concert grand and a smaller, upright one); and 
there, in mid-afternoon, an assortment of pupils and disciples would assemble. The procedure was 
to place one’s choice of repertoire on the grand piano and await the Master’s appearance. Sweeping 
in impressively in his cassock, Liszt would begin by shaking hands with everyone present. Then he 
would look through the pile of music on the piano until he came across something that particularly 
interested him. The pupil would then play the piece through, while Liszt sat at the upright piano 
and listened. Usually he waited until the end before making suggestions and demonstrating what he 
meant; sometimes he would intervene midway through. If sufficiently exasperated he would stride 
across to the grand piano, move the pupil to one side, and take over the performance himself.
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 Liszt had neither bothered nor needed to practise for years. Yet his playing had lost none of its 
ability to transport his listeners into a parallel musical world, wonderful and disturbing, that they had 
not known was there. One of his American pupils, Amy Fay, later wrote a memoir of her time at the 
Hofgärtnerei, including this description of the first masterclass she attended.

He is rather tall and narrow, and wears a long Abbé’s coat reaching down nearly to his feet. 
He made me think of an old-time magician more than anything… Anything so perfectly 
beautiful as he looks when he sits at the piano I never saw, and yet he is an old man now. 
His personal magnetism is immense, and I can scarcely bear it when he plays. He can 
make me cry all he chooses… He always fixes his eye on some one of us when he plays, and 
I believe that he tries to wring our hearts.

An observation agreed on by many who heard Liszt in his later years was how still he sat while 
he played. The perception disappeared that this was an intricate mechanical instrument, with 247 
high-tension steel wires struck by a row of 88 felt-covered hammers. Instead, imagination and 
technique were so perfectly channelled that the piano in some miraculous way seemed to be playing 
itself. During his spectacular touring days Liszt had not been averse to a flamboyant manner at the 
keyboard if he felt it suited the music in question. Now he insisted that each pupil should keep any 
physical movement beyond hands and arms to a minimum. Sometimes he would sit by one of his 
young colleagues, under whose chin he would place the back of one hand, so that there was no choice 
but to learn how to sit still and upright as he demanded. Only crude or slovenly playing, or of course 
technical ineptitude, would make him angry, and bring from him the dreaded comment: ‘We don’t 
wash our dirty linen here’.
 Interested as always in helping composers as well as pianists, Liszt had been impressed by a 
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violin sonata sent to him in 1868 by Norway’s young Edvard Grieg, who had written to ask for a 
recommendation for a travel grant to study abroad. Two years later, in February, Grieg appeared 
at Santa Francesca Romana in Rome with a new violin sonata, which Liszt liked even more; and in 
April that year, the young Norwegian brought along the manuscript full score of his Piano Concerto. 
Grieg, himself an excellent pianist, was reluctant to play his work in such company. So Liszt sightread 
it instead, commenting warmly to his assembled pupils as he went along. He also suggested a small 
but very effective modification to the work’s final peroration, to which Grieg agreed. As he handed 
back the score to its composer, Liszt said to him: ‘Keep going. I assure you that you have what it takes 
to succeed. Don’t be deterred.’
 Not every young visitor to Santa Francesca Romana, however, was as personable as Grieg. 
Liszt’s attitude to the self-styled ‘Cossack Countess’ Olga Janina was a strange blend of laissez-
faire forbearance and wilful self-delusion. Olga joined Liszt’s piano class in Rome in May 1869. She 
was twenty-four, the married and separated mother of a baby daughter, a pianist good enough to 
have performed successfully in Paris and her native Poland, and she had no Cossack or aristocratic 
connections. Her personality was a parody of the worst qualities of both Marie d’Agoult and 
Carolyne Sayn-Wittgenstein, with a touch of George Sand thrown in – all of which, perversely, may 
have been what intrigued Liszt about her. Olga cropped her hair, wore trousers, smoked cigars, took 
opium, carried a dagger and revolver, and showed obvious signs of mental instability. She latched 
onto Liszt with alarming speed; and he, ignoring her troublesome behaviour in favour of her talent 
as a pianist, took her with him on several of his European journeys, giving a platform to her playing 
in the process.
 Olga’s erratic temperament soon began to take its toll on her performances, and, after an 
especially disastrous exhibition, Liszt began to try to distance himself from her. When she threatened 
suicide, he persuaded her to travel to America and pursue a piano career there. He also commissioned 
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her to sell one of his recently composed sets of Technical Studies to a New York music publisher. Olga 
did so, pocketed the proceeds herself, and cabled Liszt to say that she was coming back to kill him. In 
November 1871 she tracked him down to his Budapest apartment and confronted him, brandishing 
her revolver. Insisting on handling the situation himself, Liszt asked two of his Hungarian colleagues 
to leave, and after several hours he managed to talk Olga out of her threat.
 Olga decamped to Paris, set herself up as a piano teacher, and proceeded to write a sequence of 
thinly veiled autobiographical novels, the anti-Lisztian bile of which made Marie d’Agoult’s similarly 
vengeful Nélida seem almost benign by comparison. Published under the pseudonym of the German 
song-composer Robert Franz, one of Liszt’s oldest friends and supporters, Olga’s Souvenirs d’une 
cosaque told of a passionate relationship between a young female pianist and an ‘Abbé X’. The sequel, 
Souvenirs d’un pianiste, masqueraded as the Abbé’s reply. Outside the attention-seeking workings of 
Olga’s mind, there is no evidence that she and Liszt were lovers, as the books made out. Liszt reacted 
to the scandal by keeping a dignified public silence.
 From the safe distance of Rome, Princess Carolyne let him know that she was not impressed 
by his readiness to allow Olga’s obsession to have developed so far, rebuking him in a letter whose 
sanctimonious tone was by now typical. Carolyne had become a recluse, filling her days with her 
obsessive literary activity, and her magnum opus was Causes intérieures de la faiblesse extérieure de 
l’Église en 1870 (‘Interior Causes of the Church’s Exterior Weakness in 1870’). This refutation of the 
edicts of the 1869–70 Vatican Council eventually extended to a staggering twenty-four volumes, some 
of them around 1,000 pages long. All these were published anonymously at Carolyne’s expense, along 
with twenty-four further titles that included Buddhism and Christianity and the eight-volume Petits 
Entretiens pratiques à l’usage des femmes du grand monde pour la durée d’une retraite spirituelle, 
a compendium of advice for women on spiritual retreat. The curtains in Carolyne’s apartment 
remained permanently drawn against the Italian sunlight outside as she smoked her cigars, worked 
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endlessly at her writing, and pored over the shelves of books on canon law that lined the walls.
 Although Carolyne resented Liszt’s long absences from Rome in the years of his vie trifurquée, a 
piano in her apartment was kept with its lid and keyboard open for whenever he called. While their 
lives had grown apart, there was still a shared bond of mutual loyalty, based on their years together in 
Weimar when they had defied the conventions of the world around them. It is impossible not to feel 
sympathy for the emotional isolation and loneliness of their two ageing lives as the years passed. How 
was it that Liszt, one of the most gifted and charismatic figures in all Europe, had failed to find lasting 
happiness in his personal life? His was a nature too life-aware to be able to lose itself in Carolyne’s or 
Marie d’Agoult’s brand of dedicated self-absorption. But why was he so drawn to women who were 
already married, and in that sense unattainable? The same had been true regarding the one known 
liaison of his Weimar years, with Agnès Street-Klindworth. Liszt seems to have gained no particular 
frisson from the illicit nature of these relationships. Perhaps they related to his Promethean view of 
the artist’s life – the need to seek out and confront the greatest challenges, including romantic ones. 
This is one thing when the artist is young, and quite another when life’s shadows are beginning to 
lengthen.
 The sixteen-year-old Liszt’s first love, Caroline de Saint-Cricq, has usually been remarked on 
only in passing by biographers. Much later, in the 1850s, she and Liszt are known to have written to 
each other, with Princess Carolyne joining in the correspondence. And in Liszt’s will, drawn up in 
Weimar in September 1860 before he left for Rome, he had included in a list of bequests his wish for 
Carolyne (named as his executor) to send one of his signet rings to ‘Madame Caroline d’Artigaux, née 
Countess de Saint-Cricq (in Pau in France)’. Caroline, however, died in 1872, predeceasing Liszt, and 
never received this token of a now distant love. Perhaps their teenage romance in Paris might have 
grown into something more than that, if different circumstances and the passage of time had given it 
a chance?
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 In 1870 Liszt stayed in Weimar until the summer, and then went on to Munich to hear Das 
Rheingold (first performed there the year before) and Die Walküre, the first two instalments of 
Wagner’s Ring cycle. Wagner had wanted both premieres to wait until the cycle was complete, and 
he had only just finished its third part, Siegfried. He and Liszt’s daughter Cosima, who was now 
openly separated from Hans von Bülow, had recently had a third child, a son named (of course) 
Siegfried. From his base in Lucerne Wagner was making plans to build, in the Franconian town 
of Bayreuth, a festival theatre which would be capable of staging his Ring cycle to his satisfaction. 
He had chosen Bayreuth because Franconia was part of Ludwig II’s Bavaria, which meant that 
the king – still devoted to Wagner – could underwrite the project’s huge financial demands. In 
return for this, Ludwig had insisted that Das Rheingold and Die Walküre should be premiered  
in Munich.
 Wagner had engaged in intrigues against this as much as he dared, but to no avail, and, as in 
the previous year, he did not attend any of the performances in July 1870. Liszt heard each work 
twice, but also kept away from Wagner and Cosima at this time. The embittered Bülow, recognising 
at last that Cosima’s commitment to Wagner was immovable, granted her a divorce; a few weeks 
later Wagner and Cosima were married in a Protestant ceremony in Lucerne. Liszt’s distress at his 
son-in-law’s humiliation was compounded by Cosima’s abandonment of her Catholic faith. It was to 
be several years before father and daughter were able to overcome the estrangement that now came 
between them.
 Planning to return to Rome after his Munich visit, Liszt suddenly found himself prevented from 
doing so by the latest Franco-German war to ravage Western Europe. This time he felt personally 
involved, since his son-in-law Émile Ollivier was prime minister in Napoleon III’s government. The 
outbreak of the fighting in the summer of 1870 meant that the French troops garrisoned in Rome 
were expected to be recalled, just at the time when General Garibaldi and his volunteers were on the 
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verge of capturing the Eternal City for the new nation of Italy. Liszt therefore, not wanting to return to 
a possible war zone, travelled on to Pest in Hungary, where he stayed for the next eight months. From 
there he witnessed the war’s disastrous early stages for France, for whose military unpreparedness 
Ollivier was forced to take responsibility by resigning. A four-month siege and bombardment of Paris 
followed, reducing the city to near-starvation before an armistice was agreed, on humiliating terms 
for France.
 Once again Liszt’s appearances in Hungary were wildly acclaimed. This extended visit also saw 
the beginning of the Hungarian government’s plan to establish a new musical conservatoire, whose 
standards and teaching resources would match those of their counterparts in Paris, Berlin and Vienna. 
Liszt’s support for the idea deepened during his next two years of teaching and travelling, while he 
also worked on the arrangements for the first complete performance of his oratorio Christus. This 
three-hour sequence of episodes from the life of Christ belonged spiritually to Rome, where most of 
it had been written; but it was in Weimar, with its far superior resources, that the premiere took place 
in May 1873, with Liszt conducting.
 The occasion brought him happiness in another way also. Wagner had moved to Bayreuth, 
where he was busy completing Götterdämmerung (‘Twilight of the Gods’), the culmination of his 
Ring tetralogy, and organising the construction of the Festival Theatre. Liszt was a musical force too 
potentially useful to be kept at arm’s length over differences about Wagner and Cosima’s marriage. 
Wagner offered a friendly olive branch, which Liszt took at greater face value than it deserved, and 
the two friends resumed their impossibly flowery correspondence, addressing each other as ‘My 
Great and Dear Friend’ and ‘Sublime Dear Friend’. Liszt knew that Wagner despised his Christian 
faith and its central place in his music. Even so he was pleased when Wagner and Cosima turned up 
in Weimar, where, despite their intense dislike of the music, they managed to sit through Christus. 
According to Cosima, Wagner afterwards remarked: ‘He is the last great victim of this Latin-Roman 
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world’. When Cosima invited her father to the ceremony in July which marked the start of work on 
the Bayreuth theatre’s roof, Liszt arrived as promised, and stayed for a week.
 Later that year he revisited Hungary for the celebrations to mark the fiftieth anniversary of his 
public career. Apart from a summer of composing at the Villa d’Este near Rome, Liszt stayed on in 
Hungary for eighteen months, much occupied with setting up the new Royal Academy of Music, and 
working on this with two of his Hungarian supporters, the parliamentarian Count Albert Apponyi 
and the composer Ödön Mihalovich. On his way back to Rome in July 1874 Liszt stopped off at 
Bayreuth. His admiration for Wagner’s Ring cycle did not disguise his wry amusement at the feverish 
progress towards the work’s complete performance, scheduled for the summer of 1876. Back at the 
Villa d’Este he wrote to Mihalovich:

The preparatory piano rehearsals are going on; celebrated artists are growing thick on the 
ground, like the suitors at Penelope’s court… The artists, painters, decorators, machinists, 
costumiers and their people are continuing their work; therefore, in spite of difficulties and 
obstacles, the great work of Art of his century, Wagner’s Tetralogy of the Nibelung, will 
come to pass, and I hope to be present at the first performance with my very dear friends 
Mi and Do [Mi was Liszt’s nickname for Mihalovich, Do was Apponyi]. – Meanwhile let 
us go on patiently at our modest work. 

In March 1875 Wagner and Cosima arrived in Budapest to preside over a concert in the Vigadó 
Theatre which was to raise funds for the Ring’s premiere. There had been predictable local resistance 
to the idea of a benefit concert for a German composer, and the early ticket sales looked disastrous. 
Refusing, as usual, to allow his people’s Hungarian patriotism (however much he shared it) to thwart 
the higher cause of Art, Liszt offered his support for the concert by announcing that he would 
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play Beethoven’s ‘Emperor’ Piano Concerto. The theatre sold out on the same day; and the final 
programme consisted of the premiere of Liszt’s cantata Die Glocken des Strassburger Münsters (‘The 
Bells of Strasbourg Cathedral’), followed by the ‘Emperor’ Concerto and excerpts from the Ring.
 The new cantata seems to have left its first audience bemused, as did Wagner’s music as well. But 
the performance of the concerto was one of Liszt’s supreme triumphs. Visiting him that morning, 
Apponyi and Mihalovich noticed that one of his right-hand fingers was bandaged (probably the index 
finger, although reports on this vary). Liszt told them he had no intention of cancelling the concert, 
and that he would ‘do without’ his cut finger. By some process of technical alchemy he redeployed the 
notes of the concerto’s solo part into a nine-fingered version, delivering this with a mastery amazing 
even by his own standards. Cosima wrote afterwards in her diary: ‘Magic unparalleled. This isn’t 
playing, but pure sound. Richard [Wagner] says it obliterates everything else.’ 
 Liszt was back in the quiet seclusion of the Villa d’Este when Budapest’s Royal Academy of 
Music opened in November, and he did not return to the city until February 1876. As the Academy’s 
appointed president, he undertook a large share of the new institution’s piano teaching during his 
extended visits to Budapest. Asking for no payment for his services, he was given the use of the top 
floor of the Academy’s rented building as a private apartment. Once again, too, he found himself 
leaping into charitable pianistic action on behalf of his country, large parts of which were suddenly 
devastated by the latest flood of the River Danube. Offering the service of his ‘old fingers’ to the cause, 
Liszt gave a lucrative concert at the Vigadó Theatre, including both his piano masterwork St Francis 
of Paola Walking on the Waters – an appropriate symbol of the nation’s hoped-for triumph over the 
disaster – and a choral version, written some years earlier, of St Francis’ prayer of thanksgiving for his 
survival (quoted also at the end of the piano piece).
 In March 1876 Marie d’Agoult died in Paris. Liszt was sadder at the news than he admitted when 
he wrote to Carolyne:
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Hypocrisy aside, I could not manage to weep any more after her passing than when she was 
alive… Mme d’Agoult had a true passion for falsehood – except in moments of ecstasy, which 
afterwards she could not bring herself to recall! Condolences are as embarrassing at my age as 
congratulations are… One lives one’s life, occupies oneself, mourns, suffers, errs, changes one’s 
mind, and dies as best one can!

 
By this time he was long used to defusing Carolyne’s harangues in advance by telling her what he 
knew she wanted to hear. His comment to Émile revealed his truer feelings: ‘The memory I keep of 
Mme d’Agoult is a private sadness. I confide it to God, and pray to Him to bring peace and light to 
the mother of my three beloved children.’
 Carolyne was as irritated as ever when, after another few months of teaching at Weimar, Liszt 
travelled to Bayreuth to see the world premiere of Wagner’s Ring cycle; she was convinced, correctly, 
that Wagner and Cosima wanted Liszt there for publicity purposes. Liszt stayed for several weeks at 
Wagner’s house Wahnfried, attending the final rehearsals and then all three complete performances 
of the mighty tetralogy. Some of his own circle, including Count Apponyi, arrived to counterbalance 
the mood of Wagner idolatry that was being led by Cosima. Thirty years earlier, when Liszt himself 
was the most famous performer in Europe, Wagner’s career had been in its early stages. Now, with 
the Ring and its new theatre the subject of world attention, the Abbé Liszt was finding that his own 
reputation was considered somewhat passé. As he ruefully wrote to a Berlin-based singer, enclosing 
the music of his song Jeanne d’Arc au bûcher (‘Joan of Arc at the Stake’):

For years past I have been mostly obliged to dissuade people from the performance of my large 
works. The general public usually goes by what is said by the critics, whose most prominent 
organs among the newspapers are hostile to me. Why should I get into useless quarrels and 
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therefore compromise my friends?... As for the rest, dear friend, if it suits you to sing any one of 
my musical compositions, be assured of the sincerest thanks of… 
F. Liszt.

His ceaseless travels across Europe, usually overnight in third-class railway compartments, were 
beginning to tire him. In December 1876, when getting out of a horse-drawn carriage in Budapest, 
he slipped, fell onto the kerb, bruised himself badly, and had breathing difficulties for several days. 
In the next year, the fiftieth anniversary of Beethoven’s death, Liszt gave a concert to raise funds 
for a Beethoven statue in Vienna, besides making the usual longer visits to Weimar and Budapest. 
Despite all his outward activity, however, he had periods of melancholia bordering on depression. 
To a friend in Weimar, the widowed Baroness Olga von Meyendorff, Liszt confided: ‘There are times 
when sadness covers my soul like a shroud… I feel I am approaching the end… and don’t want it 
postponed any more.’
 In August 1877 he was relieved to find himself back at the Villa d’Este, whose bad surrounding 
roads prevented all but the most determined visitors from interrupting his composing. Over the next 
few months, in an experience similar to his hermit-like retreat at Santa Maria del Rosario fifteen 
years earlier, Liszt found solitude and work to be his spiritual solace once again as one of his greatest 
collections of piano pieces took shape, the third and final book of the cycle Années de pèlerinage.  
The tall cypress trees in the Villa d’Este gardens were the focus of two remarkable musical meditations, 
as Liszt described to Olga von Meyendorff.

These mournful pieces [Aux Cyprès de la Villa d’Este I and II] will have little success and 
can manage without it. I will call them Threnodies, since ‘elegy’ seems to me too tender, 
almost mundane… Truthfully I feel within myself a dreadful lack of talent regarding what 
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I want to express; the notes I put down are wretched. A mysterious sense of the infinite has 
me feeling withdrawn, impersonal. 

These dark broodings among the cypresses were followed by the rapturous loveliness of Les Jeux 
d’eau à la Villa d’Este (‘The Fountains at the Villa d’Este’), music through which the garden’s cascading 
fountains become a symbol of divine revelation. In the autumn of 1878, the Villa also provided the 
quiet and spacious surroundings for the creation of Via crucis for choir and piano (or organ). This 
was Liszt’s startlingly austere response to the death of one of his oldest and closest Hungarian friends, 
Baron Antal Augusz.
 The next few years saw him continuing his restless vie trifurquée between intervals of 
composing at the Villa d’Este, where the few visitors who managed to get there would generally find 
him in friendly and relaxed form. Contrary to Liszt’s gloomy predictions about the fate of what he 
composed, his music was still securing plenty of performances for him to attend, one of the happiest 
being the Berlin premiere of Christus in April 1881. Problems of a different sort lay ahead, however. 
When he arrived a few weeks later at the Hofgärtnerei for his Weimar masterclasses, he was finding 
it difficult to walk: his legs and feet were beginning to swell up with dropsy. In July he had a bad 
fall down the Hofgärtnerei stairs and was confined to bed for two months. After this his health 
never properly recovered, as breathing difficulties and insomnia were accompanied by the onset of 
cataracts in both eyes.
 His troubles were compounded by a new edition of The Gypsies and their Music in Hungary, 
the book whose inadvertent confusion of gypsy and Magyar popular music had caused such a 
storm when it was published in 1859. Liszt had left the proofreading of the new version to Princess 
Carolyne, although he must have known that her proprietary interest in matters Lisztian made this 
a risky decision. Carolyne took the opportunity of indulging her anti-Semitism, fuelled by some of 
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her more dubious Catholic contacts in Rome, in what amounted to a substantial recasting of Liszt’s 
book without his permission. Advocating the ‘relocation’ of Europe’s Jewish population to Palestine, 
by force if necessary, she further inflamed the controversy by claiming that the old Magyar popular 
songs had been ‘stolen’ from the gypsies. Liszt had shown no trace of personal or professional 
anti-Semitism throughout his life. This now counted for little, since out of protectiveness towards 
Carolyne, he felt unable to reveal her role in ‘editing’ his book.
 Attempting to neutralise some of this new resentment towards him, he wrote to the editor of 
Budapest’s French-language Gazette de Hongrie:

Mr. Editor,
It is not without regret that I address these lines to you; but, as there has been some report 
spread here about my pretended hostility to the Israelites, I ought to rectify this falsehood.
 As is well known in the musical world, many illustrious Israelites, Meyerbeer first 
and foremost, have given me their esteem and friendship, and the same has been the case 
in the literary world with Heine and others. It seems to me that it would be superfluous to 
enumerate the many proofs I have given, during fifty years, of my active loyalty towards 
Israelites of talent and capacity. Similarly I abstain from speaking of my voluntary 
contributions to the charitable institutions of Judaism in various countries.
 The motto of my patron saint, St Francis of Paola, is ‘Caritas!’ [Charity] I will remain 
faithful to this throughout my life.
 If, due to some mutilated quotations from my book, it has been sought to pick a 
quarrel with me… I can in all good conscience affirm that I feel myself to be guiltless of 
any other misdeed than that of having feebly reproduced the argument of the kingdom of 
Jerusalem, as set forth by [British prime minister Benjamin] Disraeli (Lord Beaconsfield), 
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[English novelist] George Eliot (Mrs. Lewes), and [French-Jewish lawyer-statesman 
Adolphe] Crémieux, three Israelites of high degree.
Accept, Sir, etc.,
F. Liszt   

The relative remoteness of the Villa d’Este from Rome, and its cold discomforts in winter, made it 
an unsuitable home for an ageing composer who now needed looking after more than he liked to 
admit. In the autumn of 1881 Liszt moved into a hotel in the city and, despite the inevitable army of 
piano pupils that once again descended on him, managed to recover his spirits and creative energy. 
He began working on a new oratorio, based on the legend of St Stanislaus, which would have been on 
a scale to rival Christus if Liszt had lived to complete it. In the summer of 1882 he was in Bayreuth 
for the premiere of Wagner’s last and most serene opera, Parsifal. The work’s fusion of Christian and 
Buddhist ideas appealed to Liszt as deeply as did its musical riches: he attended the final rehearsals 
and four of the subsequent performances.
 In November he took up Wagner and Cosima’s invitation to stay with them in the Palazzo 
Vendramin in Venice, a city he had loved since his first visit with Marie d’Agoult forty-five years 
earlier. The two friends played whist, and discussed a one-movement symphony that Wagner was 
thinking of composing. Haunted by the processions of funeral gondolas that floated past the Palazzo, 
Liszt composed the first version of his mournful piano piece La lugubre gondola. He left for Budapest 
in January 1883; and when Wagner died in the Palazzo in February, Cosima’s grief turned in on itself 
so completely that she effectively cut her father out of her life. During Liszt’s next two summer visits to 
Bayreuth, where Cosima had taken over the running of the festival, the aloofness of his only surviving 
child towards him was difficult to bear. To his biographer Lina Ramann he wrote: ‘Ever since the 
days of my youth I have considered dying much simpler than living. Even if often there is fearful and 
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protracted suffering before death, yet death is nonetheless the deliverance from our involuntary yoke 
of existence... “Sursum corda!”’ (Sursum corda, Latin for ‘Lift up your hearts’ in the Roman Catholic 
Mass, was the title of the last, defiant piece in the third book of Années de pèlerinage.)
 When Liszt returned to Rome in January 1885 following his latest Budapest visit, his eyesight 
and general health had deteriorated so much that Princess Carolyne was alarmed at his condition. 
This was all the worse because he was reluctant to acknowledge it: his watchword for a lifetime had 
been ‘One is never ill’. Again he gradually rallied. As his seventy-fifth birthday year approached, he 
turned down most of the inevitable invitations that came with it, but agreed to visit London for the 
first time in almost half a century. An ex-pupil, Walter Bache, had been loyally playing his music 
there for some years, and Liszt was impressed by Bache’s determination to organise a performance of 
St Elisabeth.
 He set off for London by way of Paris, where a performance of the ‘Gran’ Mass in St Eustache 
helped to exorcise the memory of the work’s near-assassination in the same church twenty years 
before. Liszt also went to the Paris Opéra, with his son-in-law Émile and grandson Daniel-Émile; 
among the audience was Giuseppe Verdi, but since neither composer realised that the other was 
there they missed their only opportunity to meet. The London visit was a stirring success, the 
performance of St Elisabeth being received with much enthusiasm. And Liszt was persuaded, more 
often than he had been in recent years, to play at recitals of his music given by others. He had long 
stopped being interested in making much noise at the piano, preferring a supple quietness of tone 
and manner that had lost none of its power to haunt his listeners.
 A few days earlier he had written to Olga von Meyendorff: ‘Now that my eyes are getting weaker, 
please make your handwriting large’. Unable to focus any more on manuscript paper, he had stopped 
composing. When his train arrived at Weimar in May, his legs were so swollen that he could not walk, 
and his students literally lifted him from the carriage. Unexpectedly Cosima arrived to invite him to 
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the wedding of his granddaughter Daniela von Bülow in Bayreuth in July, and also to the annual 
Wagner Festival. Liszt agreed to go if he was well enough. Even then his powers of recovery were 
remarkable. A performance of Christus at a festival in Sondershausen raised his spirits and revived 
his physical mobility; on the train journey back to Weimar with his students he was in sparkling form. 
On the day he left for Bayreuth he played to them, for what they feared would be the last time. His 
choice was the second of Chopin’s Trois Nouvelles Études – a piece of minimal technical difficulty; 
but its poignant beauty, conveyed as only Liszt knew how, moved many of them to tears.
 Cosima had not invited her father to stay with her in Wahnfried, so when Liszt arrived in 
Bayreuth he rented a room on the opposite side of the street. After Daniela’s wedding he went to 
Luxembourg, where his appearance at a local festival, performing three short works of his own at 
the end of an orchestral concert, may well have been the last time he touched a piano keyboard. The 
journey back to Bayreuth exhausted him; plagued by a cough he could not throw off, he reached 
his lodgings and took to his bed. Cosima had arranged for his meals to be brought across the street 
from Wahnfried, but he had long since lost his teeth and could only chew soft food, so he would 
have had nothing to eat if two of his former pupils had not turned up and done what they could to 
help. He managed to attend performances of Parsifal and Tristan und Isolde, conspicuously leading 
the applause as he felt was required of him. His illness, obviously a form of pneumonia, then became 
worse. Despite his constant struggling for breath, the local doctor told him he had no more than a 
bad cold.
 At last realising the seriousness of the situation, Cosima took charge, summoned another 
doctor, and had a bed for herself set up in the room next to her father’s. By the following day he had 
sunk into pain-shrouded delirium. On the evening of 31 July Cosima and her children assembled at 
Liszt’s lodgings, waited for a while, and then left for a supper party of important festival guests in 
Wahnfried. Neither Cosima nor any of her entourage called a priest to give Liszt absolution – the 
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one thing, as they must have known, that he would most have wanted in the last hours of his life. In 
the presence of only the two doctors, Liszt died later that evening.
 There was no period of mourning for him at Bayreuth. Cosima felt that she could not risk 
offending the festival’s patrons by cancelling any performances. No festival flag in Bayreuth flew at 
half mast, and no party or reception was even postponed. The funeral procession from Wahnfried to 
the town cemetery took place on 3 August, with black crepe replacing the festival decorations for a 
few hours. A large contingent of Liszt’s friends and pupils were present, including Ödön Mihalovich, 
Olga von Meyendorff and Walter Bache. Among leading composers, Austria’s Anton Bruckner 
sent a wreath, and on the next day he played the organ at the requiem Mass held for Liszt in the 
town’s Catholic church. Bruckner was famous for his magnificent organ improvisations: doubtless 
in response to an official request, he here improvised not on themes by Liszt, but on some from 
Wagner’s Parsifal. None of Liszt’s own music was heard at his funeral or at his requiem. 
 When news of Liszt’s death reached Carolyne in Rome, she had a stroke that left her partly 
immobilised. From then on she seldom left her bed as she worked to complete the twenty-fourth 
and final volume of her Causes intérieures de la faiblesse extérieure de l’Église en 1870. She achieved 
this on 23 February 1887; and Cardinal Gustav Hohenlohe and his sister-in-law, Carolyne’s daughter 
Princess Marie, were nearby in her apartment when she quietly died on 9 March. Three days later she 
was buried in the German cemetery in the Vatican.
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The Music, 1869–1886
‘A spear thrown into the future…’

Piano: original works

Old age is never easy, and Liszt found his as difficult as anyone’s. It is a measure of his enormous inner 
and outer strength that he was still able to achieve so much in the years of his ‘three-pronged life’, 
with its constant travelling, teaching and conducting, against a background of steadily disintegrating 
health. And while much of the music he composed at this time is extremely dark and strange, this 
mood does not dominate entirely. The radiant side of Liszt’s inspiration could still be there when he 
wanted it – even if that radiance now needed to shine all the more insistently in relation to the bleak 
musical landscapes stretching away around it.
 Liszt’s friendship with the intelligent and sympathetic Baroness Olga von Meyendorff saw him 
dedicating to her one of his loveliest short piano pieces. The Impromptu in F sharp major, subtitled 
‘Nocturne’, from 1872 is sometimes known as the ‘Gortschakov-Impromptu’, a reference to Olga’s 
maiden name, Princess Gortschakova. Its genre is the type of short and wistfully lyrical statement 
which had reached an early peak of perfection in Chopin’s works and to which Liszt now brought 
his familiar brand of magicianship. The music’s technical sleight of hand is both nonchalant and 
remarkable. For instance, the Impromptu’s opening bars begin in F sharp major, sidestep quickly and 
easily into C minor (in harmonic terms, the most remote key possible in relation to F sharp), and just 
as deftly back again. Far from sounding like a contrived device, the procedure in Liszt’s hands seems 
as natural as breathing. It also establishes a mood of poignant sadness and beauty that then grows 
even more intense, as the piece builds to its yearning climax and finally subsides. Liszt again shows 
how great music does not have to be long, or loud, or ambitious, or elaborately involved. Its creation 

8.558214−15 Liszt-Life and Music booklet text 30-9-10.indd   161 05/10/2010   15:52



162 Liszt: His Life and Music

relates to an ability to see further into the distance, in musical terms, than other composers can.
 The same unpretentious appeal radiates through the component items of Weihnachtsbaum 
(‘Christmas Tree’), which Liszt first sketched out in 1866 and then, after the usual sequence of 
intermediate versions, revised substantially for its final form of 1876. This generally lengthened the 
original pieces, but Liszt did not develop them too far from the beguiling simplicity which, for once, 
makes some of them feasible for even (talented) children to play. Some of the twelve numbers are 
arrangements of familiar Christmas carols or hymns (such as In dulci jubilo and Adeste fideles). The 
others include the especially attractive Abendglocken (‘Evening Bells’), with its marvellously judged 
interplay of different layers of piano resonance. This is music that looks both back to Les Cloches 
de Genève (composed by Liszt for his baby daughter Blandine forty-one years earlier) and ahead to 
the dream-like sonic landscape explored by Maurice Ravel in 1905 in his La Vallée des cloches (‘The 
Valley of the Bells’).
 These chips from the Lisztian bench, however attractive, are dwarfed by the achievement of the 
third book of Années de pèlerinage. Liszt completed this in 1877, after ten years of sporadic work on 
the cycle that has every right to be regarded as his greatest masterwork for the piano. Unlike its Swiss 
and Italian predecessors, whose origins date back to Liszt’s travels with Marie d’Agoult, this troisième 
année (third year) does not have a subtitle connecting it with a particular time and place. Even so, 
several of the pieces have an actual or spiritual Italian setting; three of them relate specifically to the 
Villa d’Este in the hills of the campagna thirty miles east of Rome, where much of the music of Liszt’s 
old age was composed.
 In the winter of 1876 he had the first of the bad falls to which he would become prone, and the 
shock to his system brought a period of depression which was not alleviated by the next few months 
of work and travelling. ‘Tristis est anima mea!’ (‘My soul is exceeding sorrowful’), he wrote in a 
letter to Princess Carolyne in 1877, quoting the words of Christ in the garden of Gethsemane, which 

8.558214−15 Liszt-Life and Music booklet text 30-9-10.indd   162 05/10/2010   15:52



163The Music, 1869–1886: ‘A spear thrown into the future…’

he had earlier set in Christus. (Those words continue with ‘usque ad mortem’: ‘even unto death’.) 
For someone with formerly such huge reserves of physical and mental energy, it must have been 
terrifying for Liszt to find himself reduced to spending days on end in bed because he could no longer 
see any point in getting up. Yet somehow he got through the early summer months, and in August 
1877 he returned to his life of virtual solitude at the Villa d’Este.
 It is not clear from his correspondence, nor from the music of the third book of Années de 
pèlerinage itself, at exactly which point in the cycle’s evolution he began to realise that he was creating 
a major work. The first of the seven pieces to be written were the two threnodies named Aux Cyprès 
de la Villa d’Este (‘At [or possibly, To] the Cypresses of the Villa d’Este’), in which the great trees 
in the villa’s gardens become the focus of some of Liszt’s deepest spiritual broodings. Looming 
somewhere in the background is Vallée d’Obermann, the first version of which had been written 
down more than forty years earlier: the ‘Cypress’ thenodies have the same dark, probing atmosphere 
and interludes of uneasy radiance. But the Byronic Romanticism of Liszt’s early masterpiece has now 
been superseded by a different and much less exotic kind of gloom, one relating to the reality of Liszt’s 
struggle with depression rather than to the Weltschmerz (‘world pain’, i.e. self-dramatising pessimistic 
melancholy) of the hero of Senancour’s novel. The mood of the first of the threnodies is troubled from 
the start, as the music flares into a raging climax which then reverts, just as suddenly, to the sense of 
uneasy spiritual consolation that had come before. The second piece considers this experience more 
thoughtfully and at greater length, finding cause for sustained hopefulness in the luminous chord-
sequences that emerge from the anguished, chromatic questioning of the opening bars.
 At first Liszt seems to have thought of the two ‘Cypress’ threnodies as needing only a single 
successor to round out what would be a new set of three pieces – with the third one, Angelus!, 
growing out of the serene conclusion he had added to Aux Cyprès de la Villa d’Este II and had then 
adapted into a separate item. Subtitled Prière aux anges gardiens (‘Prayer to the Guardian Angels’), 
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Angelus! is one of the most beautiful and extended examples of the anti-virtuosic manner of Liszt’s 
old age. The writing is very simple in technical terms, alternating the chiming of the Angelus bells 
with a hymn-like response suggesting a choir of monks beginning their church service; both sounds 
seem to fade in and out of hearing, as if reaching the ear from a breeze-swept distance. (A visitor 
to the Villa d’Este later wrote that Liszt had explained that the interruption to the bell-sounds had a 
different cause: the Angelus, he said, was often rung carelessly in the Italian south, so that it broke 
off in mid-peal.) The music’s tenderness also had a personal connection. Liszt wrote to Carolyne that 
he had composed it for his granddaughter Daniela (Cosima’s daughter by Bülow); and the cycle’s first 
edition included a stylised portrait of Daniela and her sister and half-sisters (Cosima and Wagner’s 
children), depicted as having angels’ wings and playing musical instruments. As much as any celestial 
beings, these would seem to be the ‘guardian angels’ of the title.
 Left as it stood, this collection of three pieces would have amounted to a remarkable late work 
in itself. At some point, however, Liszt radically changed and expanded his design into a much 
larger structure, remarkable for its carefully worked-out symmetry. Relocating Angelus! to begin a 
new seven-piece cycle, with the two ‘Cypress’ threnodies now placed second and third, he added 
Sursum corda (‘Lift up your Hearts’) as a finale, and co-opted two very different kinds of threnody 
already composed some years earlier. These fifth and sixth pieces of the new set, Sunt lachrymae 
rerum (‘Here Are Tears for Misfortune’), a quote from Virgil’s Aeneid, and Marche funèbre (‘Funeral 
March’), counterbalance the pair of ‘Cypress’ threnodies: besides the dark emotional atmosphere 
shared by all four pieces, the newly incorporated fifth and sixth ones make a corresponding pair of 
memorial elegies. Meanwhile the cycle’s concluding Sursum corda, for all its mood of thunderous 
defiance, relates back to the serenity of the opening Angelus! by sharing the same major-key tonality 
of E. And at the centre of the cycle Liszt placed the shimmering sounds of Les Jeux d’eau à la Villa 
d’Este (‘The Fountains at the Villa d’Este’), standing alone in the key of F sharp major. This was the key 
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associated by him and other composers (Messiaen, for instance) with divine illumination and grace: 
Bénédiction de Dieu dans la solitude, too, is in F sharp.
 Sunt lachrymae rerum, subtitled en mode hongrois, had been written in memory of those who 
died in the abortive Hungarian war of independence in 1849, and it deploys the strange chromatic 
intervals of the Hungarian gypsy scale in a manner that maximises its capacity for dissonance. 
Furiously bass-heavy and intense, the music culminates in a declamatory ending that hangs 
unresolved in mid-air, in a gesture of implacable defiance. The full title of the sixth piece, in English 
translation, is Funeral March: in Memory of Maximilian I, Emperor of Mexico, † 19 June 1867, and 
Liszt added to this some lines by the Latin poet Sextus Propertius: ‘In great things, even to have 
wished is enough’. Maximilian, the Habsburg Emperor of Mexico, had been captured and executed 
there in a rebellion. While Liszt’s political sympathies were broadly revolutionary and republican, as 
expressed in Sunt lachrymae rerum, he was also able to admire imperial rulers who he felt offered at 
least the promise of statesmanship. His intention here, in juxtaposing these two pieces with their very 
different political resonances, seems to have been a wish to show compassion for all those, powerful 
or humble, who die for a cause and a set of values they believe in.
 Maximilian’s Funeral March begins with a dissonant imitation of rolling military drums, after 
which the music works its way through a quiet, reflective interlude, a sudden cry of despair, and 
a heroic final peroration. Sursum corda then sustains this embattled, proudly undefeated mood 
through to the end of the cycle. The keynote E is sustained immovably in the piano’s bass register, in 
an image of the rock-like faith that Liszt associated with this tonality (St Francis of Paola Walking on 
the Waters is also in E major). Above this the piece’s single theme surges on through some startlingly 
distant harmonic regions, before arriving at its resoundingly affirmative ending.
 The heart of the cycle, in every sense, is Les Jeux d’eau à la Villa d’Este. A lifetime of creative 
mastery is here distilled into a stretch of music which lasts only about eight minutes, but which 
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encompasses immensities far beyond those dimensions. The high-speed repeated notes of the piano’s 
double-escapement mechanism combine with the water-evoking sounds first unveiled by Liszt in 
Au bord d’une source to create a new and remarkable world of piano sonority, flickering and dancing 
through the instrument’s upper register by way of one hauntingly beautiful harmonic change after 
another. All this seems to be suggesting something more than the sparkling and splashing of the 
hundreds of fountains in the gardens surrounding the Villa d’Este. Midway through the piece, Liszt 
quotes Christ’s words in the Latin version of the Gospel according to St John: ‘But whosoever drinketh 
of the water that I shall give him shall never thirst… it shall be in him a well of water springing up into 
everlasting life.’ The vision of divine revelation is confirmed in the piece’s final pages, which unleash 
waves of surging pianistic power. After looking back at the cascading fountains once more the music 
proclaims a strong affirmation of faith in the closing bars.
 Although it turned out to be the last of Liszt’s great religious works for the piano, Les Jeux d’eau 
à la Villa d’Este had a handful of small successors. Sancta Dorothea, written in 1877, is another 
of Liszt’s exercises in unaffected charm, its sweetly flowing musical portrait of the third-century 
Armenian saint proving far more memorable than its duration of ninety seconds would suggest. 
In festo transfigurationis Domini nostri Jesu Christi (‘On the Feast-Day of the Transfiguration of 
Our Lord Jesus Christ’) CD 2  12   yet again confirms its composer’s ability to conjure a complete 
and rounded-out musical statement from the sparest of musical material, in this case no more than 
a simple repeated right-hand figure ascending heavenwards up the piano’s keyboard register, and 
a few quiet chords. Even more fragmentary is the Ave Maria in G major (S545/R194) of 1881; its 
wraith-like phrases seem almost too tenuous to grasp at all, as they float past the ear like tiny wisps 
of incense.
 If this had been the only kind of music that Liszt wrote in his old age, posterity could have 
assumed that his religious faith had sustained him with an inner happiness that lasted until his death 
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in 1886. But the message left by his other piano works is disturbingly different. In a letter to Princess 
Carolyne he wrote that his one remaining aim as a musician was ‘to throw my spear into the limitless 
realm of the future’. He did so in a way that the musical world is struggling to come to terms with 
even today. For most pianists and audiences, many of Liszt’s late works remain unacceptable when it 
comes to compiling recital programmes – particularly given the expectation aroused by the earlier 
music of Liszt the lyrical Romanticist. What he liked to describe as the santa indifferenza (sainted 
indifference) of his last years had him producing music so far beyond any element of audience-
pleasing display or emotional appeal, and sometimes so startlingly dissonant, that it had no serious 
prospect of performance, and usually not even of publication – as he well understood.
 The resigned wisdom of Liszt’s self-knowledge is summed up in Nuages gris (‘Grey Clouds’)  

CD 2  15  . This was written in 1881, when he was just fit enough to work again after his fall down the 
stairs of the Hofgärtnerei in Weimar, the incident that tilted his health into its final decline. The grey 
clouds of the title envelop these three minutes of music in a strange harmonic world, whose sequence 
of floating dissonances were of a kind that had never been heard before. But this is a benign statement 
compared to Unstern: sinistre, disastro. ‘Unstern’ means ‘unlucky star’, and Liszt included the French 
and Italian words of the title to make the piece’s ominous nature quite clear. It begins with a spare, 
harsh figure emphasising the interval of the tritone – the traditional diabolus in musica, whose 
symbolic representation of evil had featured in the ‘Dante’ Sonata more than forty years earlier. 
One harmonically indeterminate passage after another then follows, as the increasingly nightmarish 
mood is reinforced by the music’s slow-motion insistence on chasing its own tail and never getting 
anywhere. The hammered discords at the climax, before the hushed ending, are so extreme that it 
would be decades before later composers tried anything similar.
 The first version of La lugubre gondola was written in 1882 in the Palazzo Vendramin in Venice, 
where Liszt was staying with the sick and evidently dying Wagner. This doleful portrait of the funeral 
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gondolas passing outside explores a harmonic world darker and more dissonant than that of Nuages 
gris, but does so in terms of genuine elegy: this is music that moves the soul as well as depressing it. 
The relationship between the slightly later La lugubre gondola and its predecessor is similar to that of 
the two ‘Cypress’ threnodies of the third Années de pèlerinage, in that the second piece expands on 
the meditative possibilities of the first; in this case, however, the same material is common to both, 
and is extended in the later version into one of Liszt’s most haunting statements. 
 Wagner’s death in February 1883 drew from Liszt two more musical tributes. R. W. – Venezia 
hauls itself upwards from the subterranean growlings of its opening bars to sound a heroic fanfare, 
before suddenly colliding with a dissonant chord and collapsing back into the depths from which it 
emerged. Am Grabe Richard Wagners (‘At Richard Wagner’s Grave’) was written not at Wagner’s 
actual grave in Bayreuth but on the day of a memorial concert for the composer in Weimar, part 
of which Liszt conducted. This tiny piece combines two motifs from Parsifal – one relating to the 
sacrament of the Grail (a theme which Wagner admitted he had lifted from Excelsior!, the prelude to 
Liszt’s cantata The Bells of Strasbourg Cathedral) and the other recalling the bells that ring above the 
Grail Hall, here transformed into a gentle benediction.
 Schlaflos, Frage und Antwort (‘Sleepless, Question and Answer’) is in a simple binary form, its 
turbulent opening minor-key theme being restated in a quiet major-key conclusion, which Liszt wrote 
down in two alternative versions. The piece was apparently inspired in 1883 by a poem written by one 
of his pupils, Antonia Raab, although this is now lost. But the origin of Liszt’s final transcription of 
his song Die Zelle in Nonnenwerth (‘The Nun’s Cell in Nonnenwerth’) (S534iii/R213) is happily clear. 
Named Élégie, this was the last of his four piano arrangements of the song he had first composed in 
1841, commemorating his summer holiday with Marie d’Agoult and their children on the island of 
Nonnenwerth in the River Rhine. He had given the title Feuillet d’album (‘Album-Leaf ’) No. 2 (S534ii/
R213) to an earlier transcription published in 1850, the mood of which is warm and passionate. This 
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later one is more a wistful looking-back, through the long perspective of the intervening years, to an 
interlude of intermittent and distantly remembered happiness. Spare and achingly beautiful, it is an 
unpretentious late masterpiece.
  Picking up from where his Mephisto Waltz No. 1 had left off, Liszt produced a sequence of three 
more high-speed waltzes on the same idea. No. 2, from 1881, abandons any real reference to the story 
of Lenau’s Faust, concentrating instead on the character of Mephistopheles himself. His mercurial 
virtuoso devilry is conveyed here in music which, while perhaps not as sharply characterised as 
that of its predecessor, is more searching and sophisticated. Mephisto Waltz No. 3, written two 
years later, is a surprisingly friendly creation; its roguish trills and sing-song melodies seem to turn 
Mephistopheles into a non-malicious prankster, along the lines of the medieval Till Eulenspiegel of 
Richard Strauss’s symphonic poem. Mephisto Waltz No. 4 is a vivid unfinished fragment dating from 
1885, and there is also a Mephisto Polka of 1883, a wry companion piece to Waltz No. 3.
 While there was next to no actual Hungarian blood in Liszt’s veins, the spiritual equivalent 
continued to run strongly in his final years. One of the results was Csárdás macabre, whose main 
theme (if it can be called a ‘theme’ at all) is a chain of intervals of a 5th, rhythmically stamped out in 
a chromatic sequence. An extraordinarily bold conception for the year 1882, the piece prefigures the 
work of composers of a later Hungarian generation, notably Bartók, in its harshly astringent harmony 
and its use of irregular rhythmic accents. The last major statement of Liszt’s lifelong Hungarian 
nationalism was the set of Historische ungarische Bildnisse (‘Hungarian Historical Portraits’) which 
he completed in 1885, adding four new pieces to three earlier ones. All of these commemorate 
his nation’s heroes of the nineteenth century, several of whom participated in and died during the 
1848 war of independence and its aftermath. The cycle’s dramatis personae are Stephan Széchényi, 
scientist and government minister; Joseph Eötvös, writer and politician; Michael Vörösmarty, 
patriotic poet; Ladislaus Teleki, Kossuth party member and patriot; Franz Deák, justice minister, and 
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leading architect of the 1867 Ausgleich with Austria; Alexander Petőfi, nationalist youth leader; and 
the composer and critic Michael Mosonyi. Mosonyi was highly regarded by Liszt, who in this cycle 
expanded the deeply expressive Mosonyis Grabgeleit (‘Mosonyi’s Funeral Procession’) which he had 
written after his friend’s death in 1870.
 In the last four years of his life Liszt also composed another four Hungarian Rhapsodies  , 
extending his catalogue of these to nineteen. The largest and most spectacular is No. 19 in D minor 
(1885), which shows that even at the very end of his life Liszt’s piano writing had lost none of its 
capacity to capture the virtuoso flourishes and wild improvisatory flights of imagination that he so 
admired in Hungarian gypsy music. His young pupil August Stradal later recalled Liszt playing the 
work to him within minutes of completing the manuscript, in a devastating display that was evidently 
in the same class as his legendary keyboard feats of earlier decades. Just as remarkable as this quite 
sizeable work is the very short Hungarian Rhapsody No. 17  CD 2  14  , also in D minor, and composed 
in 1882. A concentrated nugget of invention, allowing itself room to extend only into a hint of a quick 
friska section, it explores the strange and exotically inflected intervals of the Hungarian gypsy scale 
with sombre and searching thoroughness.
 Three more remarkable late works, all composed in 1885, encompass the unfettered range of 
Liszt’s creative imagination as his life moved towards its close. The Trauervorspiel und Trauermarsch 
(‘Mourning Prelude and March’), an extended version of the tribute to Ladislaus Teleki in the 
Hungarian Historical Portraits, explores the dissonant sound-world of Liszt’s old age in what must 
be one of the grimmest funeral marches ever written. The left hand’s relentless figure, repeating over 
and over again the notes C sharp, F sharp, G and B flat, insists on an indefinable tonality that appears 
to be either in two keys at once (G minor and a modally inflected F sharp major) or in none at all; and 
the march concludes with a huge pianistic drum-roll, sufficiently extended to amount to a serious test 
of the pianist’s strength. As its title indicates, the Bagatelle sans tonalité is another work composed in 
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no tonality that can be conventionally pinned down: instead it spins along in a torrent of hyperactive 
waltz-rhythms before seeming, like an inscrutable magician, to vanish in a puff of smoke. En Rêve 
(‘In a Dream’) is one of the last pieces that Liszt wrote down before he could no longer see clearly 
enough to compose, which makes its disarming simplicity and mood of gentle enchantment seem all 
the more moving. Dedicated to his pupil, ‘my young friend August Stradal’, this piece, in a tiny two-
part, question-and-answer form, confines its harmonic world almost entirely to the purest B major; it 
allows itself to hover for just a moment on the brink of more distant harmonic regions before closing 
in the quiet serenity of its home key.

Piano: transcriptions and paraphrases

Liszt never lost his capacity to spring surprises. For decades piano transcriptions had taken a relative 
back seat in his output compared to original works. In 1876, however, he came up with one of his 
major achievements in the genre. The prodigiously gifted Camille Saint-Saëns had by then established 
himself as one of the leading French composers of his generation. Liszt greatly admired both his 
music and his effortlessly brilliant piano-playing, and appreciated the influence of his own works on 
the symphonic poems which Saint-Saëns was now composing. The latest of these, Danse macabre, 
had first been performed in Paris the year before, and was based on Saint-Saëns’ earlier song-setting 
of a colourful, if rather banal, poem by Henri Cazalis: this describes the skeletons of the risen dead, 
dancing in their shrouds to the tune played at midnight by the Devil on his violin. The most striking 
aspect of the music is its relentless triple-time rhythmic pulse – a spectral not-quite waltz, onto 
which Liszt’s very demanding transcription latches brilliantly, with the piano’s percussive mechanism 
generating a relentless momentum and verve that are a challenge to any pianist. In October 1876 
Liszt wrote self-deprecatingly to Saint-Saëns:
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Very Dear Friend,
In sending you today the transcription of your ‘Danse macabre’, I beg you to excuse my 
unskilfulness in reducing the marvellous colouring of the score to the possibilities of the 
piano. No one is bound by the impossible. To play an orchestra on the piano is not yet 
given to anyone. Nevertheless we must always stretch towards the ideal across all the 
more or less dogged and insufficient forms. It seems to me that Life and Art are only good 
for that.
In sincere admiration and friendship,
Your very devoted,
F. Liszt

Liszt’s few operatic paraphrases from this time reconfirm how genuine his response could still be to 
the music of others. Aida: Dansa sacra e duetto final, dating from 1879, is based on two set-pieces 
from Verdi’s grand opera, concentrating with particular interest on the exotic chanting and dancing 
of the ancient Egyptian priests and priestesses. The source of Réminiscences de Simone Boccanegra 
is Verdi’s revised version in 1881 of his original score from 1853, which seamlessly and masterfully 
brings together the different idioms of Verdi’s middle-period and later music. Liszt’s paraphrase 
largely draws on the opera’s lyrical and beautiful prelude, and excitingly transcribes part of one of its 
big choral scenes; but the perfunctory ending is a disappointment. The last of Liszt’s transcriptions 
of Wagner was Feierlicher Marsch zum heiligen Gral (‘Solemn March to the Holy Grail’); he wrote 
this at Bayreuth during the run of first performances of Parsifal in 1882, impressively replicating on 
the piano the immense, bass-register bells that boom above the Hall of the Grail in the main scene 
of the opera’s first act.
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Orchestral, choral and song

Liszt’s formidable output of orchestral music during his Weimar years related to practicality: with 
the town’s court orchestra always available to him, he had had every incentive to compose for it as 
often as he wanted. Since then the situation had been very different. No regular symphony orchestra 
existed at that time in Rome; and the constant travelling of Liszt’s vie trifurquée was not conducive 
to building up a regular relationship with any of the orchestras that he guest-conducted. This must 
be at least one of the reasons why he wrote only one more symphonic poem after his set of twelve 
from the Weimar years.
 It is not clear what caused him, nearly thirty years on, to return to the genre with Von der Wiege 
bis zum Grabe (‘From the Cradle to the Grave’) CD 2  13  , which was completed in 1882. The idea 
grew from the tender and beautiful Wiegenlied (‘Lullaby’) for piano, written two years earlier; this 
shares some of its material with Die Wiege (‘The Cradle’), which was sketched out for the bizarre 
instrumental combination of four solo violins. Sensing Wiegenlied’s orchestral possibilites, Liszt 
extended the music slightly in the first movement of his symphonic poem, added a short second 
movement portraying ‘The Struggle for Existence’, and then a finale, ‘To the Grave’, which draws 
together the material of its two predecessors. This design works so well, and its fourteen-minute 
duration is so beautifully proportioned, that it is impossible not to regret Liszt’s long abandonment 
of orchestral music after his Weimar years. The finale, in particular, movingly conveys the ‘character 
of sweet Christian hope’ which he maintained he had tried to give to his Requiem of 1868, and which 
he achieved much more successfully here. His production of choral music continued to be prolific, 
however, with a large number of smaller pieces for church use emerging alongside more substantial 
projects. Liszt did not live to complete his oratorio about St Stanislaus, which would probably have 
become as vast as Christus. But he had already given his magnum opus a considerable, if shorter, 
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successor in Die Glocken des Strassburger Münsters (‘The Bells of Strasbourg Cathedral’), which he 
completed in 1874, conducting its premiere in Budapest the next year. The cantata is scored for two 
soloists, chorus and large orchestra, and is in two parts, each based on a poem by Henry Wadsworth 
Longfellow. The first, Excelsior!, is a choral setting of this one word – the title of Longfellow’s poem, 
about a young man who walks on determinedly through avalanches and mountain torrents towards 
the top of a mountain pass in the Alps, holding up a banner simply inscribed with the single word 
‘Excelsior!’, and collapsing and dying as he gets there. After the music evoking this Romantic image of 
aspiring yet tragic heroism comes the cantata’s highly dramatic second part, The Bells. This describes 
how the forces of Lucifer try to fling down the bells and cross from the spire of Strasbourg Cathedral, 
to be repelled by the equally determined chanting of the monks down below.
 The music’s broad contrasts of simple and chromatic harmony have a parallel in the similar 
large-scale strategy of Christus. And, like the oratorio, The Bells of Strasbourg Cathedral turned out 
to be influential in a familiar area. When Liszt sent a score of the new cantata to Bayreuth before the 
first performance, it clearly puzzled both Wagner and Cosima, who in her diary referred to the music 
as ‘alien to us’. When Wagner heard The Bells of Strasbourg Cathedral at the Budapest performance, 
however, the work produced a very different impression on him. The German composer soon found 
himself modelling the Grail motif of his opera Parsifal closely on the main theme of Excelsior!. Yet 
again, in the long and complex saga of the two composers’ mutual influence, it was Liszt who ‘got 
there first’.
 One wonders what Wagner would have made of Via crucis (‘The Way of the Cross’) CD 2  7  – 11   

 if he had ever heard it – which he and Liszt’s other contemporaries did not, since this most 
austere and uncompromising of choral sequences remained unperformed for fifty years after Liszt 
finished it in 1879 (some ideas had been sketched out earlier, in 1866). Each of the fourteen Stations 
of the Cross, from the Catholic liturgy for Good Friday, is portrayed here in music of disconcerting 
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spareness, arranged for choir (including solo voices) and either organ or piano, and some of it is 
tonally very unsettled. The result is a unique kind of narrative drama, closely attuned to the bleak 
horror of Christ’s passion, crucifixion and death, and flanked by two fine hymn-settings, Vexilla regis 
prodeunt (‘The banners of the king advance’) and Ave crux, spes unica (‘Hail Cross, our only hope’).
 Yet even this insistently radical conception cannot quite compare with the extremity of Ossa 
arida (‘Dry Bones’), also composed in 1879, and setting a text from the Old Testament Book of 
Ezekiel: ‘O ye dry bones, hear the word of the Lord.’ Ezekiel’s narrative tells of God’s word to the 
bones scattered about in a valley: ‘“Behold, I will cause breath to enter into you, and ye shall live.”…
So I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into them, and they lived, and stood up 
upon their feet, an exceeding great army.’ The Latin words are set for male choir and for two organists 
playing a single organ, who build up immense and roaring pillars of sound to create an image of the 
rising bones. Describing the work to Carolyne Sayn-Wittgenstein’s daughter, Princess Marie, Liszt 
wrote: ‘I’m not sure I will ever risk revealing these “dry bones” to an audience. The music consists 
of only fifty or sixty slow bars; they… proceed in a sequence of dissonant chords of a kind that have 
never yet been heard.’
 Liszt’s creative odyssey had taken him from his first piano studies, written in 1820s Paris in 
the lyrical, early Romantic style of that era, to works such as Via crucis and Ossa arida, which 
stand much closer to the musical threshold of the twentieth century. Two of his late songs for voice 
and piano (both of them dedicated to Princess Marie) seem to sum up, in their small-scale but 
unforgettable way, the vast amount of territory that his journey had covered. He composed Des 
Tages laute Stimmen schweigen (‘The Loud Voices of the Day Fall Silent’) in 1880. Ferdinand von 
Saar’s poem evoking a sunset was of the kind that had been set countless times by composers, and 
ends: ‘You weary souls all around, so peace comes to you again… Night kisses you quietly and softly’. 
Liszt’s musical vision of the gathering darkness, however, does not move towards the serene close one 
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might expect; instead the vocal line fades into extinction like the daylight itself, leaving the piano to 
its unresolved and questioning final chords.
 In Liszt’s song-composing, however, as elsewhere in his music, bleakness and resignation were 
not at all the whole story. Ihr Glocken von Marling (‘You Bells of Marling’), written in 1874, brings 
together both the Romantic sound-world that his music had come to personify and the religious faith 
which increasingly sustained its ageing creator. ‘Bells of Marling, how clearly you chime,’ reads Emil 
Kuh’s poem, ending with the lines: ‘Draw me into your flood of sound, bells of Marling, and protect 
me from harm’. The bells’ distant chiming is portrayed by the piano’s gently repeated right-hand 
chords – a time-honoured device of Liszt and other composers, but never conjuring a musical vision 
more beautiful and moving than this. It is as happy a place as any to leave the man and artist who was 
remembered by Camille Saint-Saëns with the words: ‘The world persisted to the very end in naming 
him the supreme pianist, so as to spare itself the trouble of considering his claim to be among the 
most remarkable of all composers’.
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Epilogue

In Liszt’s will, drawn up in Weimar in 1860, he had not specified where he wanted to be buried. 
When it became known that there were therefore no legal obstacles to his body being exhumed 
and reinterred, the expected claims and counter-claims quickly began to materialise. Budapest 
– the capital city of Hungary, with whose people and their developing sense of nationhood Liszt 
had come to identify so strongly – had a natural claim to be his final resting place. So did Weimar, 
whose ruler, Grand Duke Carl Alexander, let it be known that he wished to build a mausoleum to 
house the remains of the town’s former Kapellmeister in Extraordinary in suitable splendour. The 
project foundered when Alexander learned that there would be no body for the mausoleum to house: 
Cosima insisted that her father’s grave was to stay in Bayreuth. The village elders of Raiding, Liszt’s 
birthplace in Burgenland in Austria, repeatedly submitted their own case, making the latest of several 
approaches to Cosima in 1906. But she remained immovable, and Liszt today remains buried in the 
town where he died in such unhappiness.
 There is an element of irony in the length of Cosima’s life as compared to those of her two siblings 
– Daniel, who had died aged twenty, and Blandine aged twenty-six. Cosima lived to be ninety-two, 
presiding over the annual Wagner Festival at Bayreuth with formidable matriarchal control until 
her official retirement in 1906 and, unofficially, until her death in 1930. It remains unclear why she 
remained quite so adamant that Liszt’s body should not be removed from Bayreuth. She had at first 
responded positively to the idea of a reinterment in Budapest; but when this proposal was debated 
in the Hungarian parliament in February 1887, it foundered on the prime minister’s declaration that 
Liszt had not been ‘a patriotic Hungarian’. It is difficult to see what greater degree of personal and 
cultural patriotism Liszt could have shown in his life and work. Perhaps the more narrow-minded 
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elements of Hungarian national opinion had never quite forgiven him, in the vie trifurquée of his old 
age, for not having chosen to live permanently in Hungary itself.
 Cosima’s intransigence over Liszt’s reburial seems to have dated from the moment of this 
Hungarian rebuff. Much about her personal and professional behaviour in the decades after 
Wagner’s death suggests that she had difficulty in recovering from the shock of suddenly becoming 
by default the Bayreuth Festival’s director, and the guardian of her husband’s artistic legacy. Her 
response was to preserve that legacy as literally as she could. When Der Ring des Nibelungen was 
revived in the fifteen festivals that she directed, Cosima insisted that the original staging of 1876, 
as presided over by Wagner, should be strictly followed. It was still being strictly followed, and 
looking suitably decayed as a result, in the years after Cosima’s retirement, until the festival was 
interrupted by the outbreak of the First World War. With such an unyielding mindset on her part, 
it is perhaps not so surprising that the location of Liszt’s grave was just another matter where the 
situation remained unchanged.
 Liszt’s financial legacy, too, was fought over. His will of 1860 specified Princess Carolyne Sayn-
Wittgenstein as his ‘residuary legatee’. Although Carolyne outlived Liszt by only seven months, 
in that interval she made a sustained attempt to secure the transfer to herself of his own money, 
most of which was held in his bank account with the Rothschild family in Paris. One of Liszt’s 
children now became the posthumous focus of yet another inter-family dispute. When his daughters 
Blandine and Cosima had married, both in 1857, he had settled on each them (besides a one-off 
dowry) a substantial sum invested for their income. A later instruction in his will (dating from 
after his son Daniel’s death) stipulated that any capital left in his estate after his own death became 
theirs; in return, they each forfeited any further financial claim on him during his lifetime. But these 
contracts had then both lapsed. Blandine had predeceased Liszt; and Cosima’s legacy had become 
void due to her divorce from Hans von Bülow, and her subsequent marriage to Wagner. This did 
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not now prevent Blandine’s widower, Émile Ollivier, from asserting his claim to an inheritance for 
himself and his son, Daniel-Émile.
 Ollivier pressed his case to the sympathetic Carolyne, who made arrangements to hand over 
to him a proportion of Liszt’s estate. When she died in March 1887, however, this money had still 
not been transferred to her by the Rothschilds; and at that point, Liszt’s and her own estates then 
both passed to her daughter, Princess Marie Hohenlohe-Schillingsfürst, with Ollivier losing any 
claim he might have had. Only then was Liszt’s will executed by Carolyne’s appointed lawyer, who 
seems to have deliberately stalled the process until after her death. It seems at least possible that 
this was because – like the duplicitous Cardinal Hohenlohe-Schillingsfürst before him – Carolyne’s 
lawyer was in league with Marie’s husband (and the Cardinal’s brother) Konstantin Hohenlohe-
Schillingsfürst, whose acquisitive intrigues to secure Carolyne’s riches for himself and his Sayn-
Wittgenstein relatives went back nearly three decades.
 Marie’s response reflected both her generally harmonious lifelong friendship with Liszt, and her 
insistence on making her own decisions about what to do with her combined inheritance. Grand 
Duke Carl Alexander was now planning to set up a foundation for the study and furtherance of 
Liszt’s music, to be based at a Liszt Museum in the Hofgärtnerei, the Weimar home of the composer’s 
old age. Marie responded to Carl Alexander’s approach for financial support by making over to the 
foundation all Liszt’s possessions that she had inherited – and in addition, the equivalent amount of 
money that had passed from Liszt’s estate to her mother’s. Marie’s gift to Weimar included Liszt’s 
fabulous collection of manuscripts of other composers, a huge number of manuscripts of his own 
works, and the collection of sumptuous treasures presented to him during his years of concert 
touring. All this material remains in Weimar today, along with the substantial additions made to it in 
subsequent decades. Posterity has cause to be grateful indeed to Marie.
 Liszt’s musical legacy, at least, has always belonged to the wider musical world, even if that 
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world has often been at something of a loss to know how to respond to it. Liszt’s self-effacing, 
Franciscan streak had much to do with the strange reality that his music tended not to be taken 
seriously (at least, not compared to that of Wagner, whose egomania meant that the world had 
little choice but to listen). In his years as a travelling virtuoso, Liszt’s legendary playing had won 
him more listeners, and more of the frenetic attention, adulatory or hostile, that went with such 
fame, than he found he truly wanted. His long-term response was the santa indifferenza of his 
middle and old age. By not being concerned about fighting publicly for his music, the Franciscan 
composer considered that he was rising above such mundane concerns as worldly success. 
That world duly responded to Liszt’s self-abnegating attitude to his achievement with its own 
tendency to dismiss it. That same tendency persists even now in many critical and professional  
musical circles.
 It would be perverse to deny that some of Liszt’s music does indeed contribute to its own 
long-term neglect. He set great store by his two programme symphonies and his cycle of twelve 
symphonic poems, which collectively declared his determination to become something more than 
just a pianist−composer. However, the greatest orchestral composers of the nineteenth century – 
notably Beethoven and Brahms – were astonishingly consistent in their attainments in this area, 
more so than Liszt was able to be. The true power of Liszt’s example lay not so much in his orchestral 
scores themselves, as in the broader, aspirational concept behind them. His expansion (and virtual 
invention) of the possibilities of the symphonic poem as a genre opened the way to some of the 
finest orchestral achievements in his own century and the next. Mahler’s all-embracing approach 
to symphonic form, often including solo and choral voices, connected directly with Liszt’s own in 
the ‘Faust’ Symphony and ‘Dante’ Symphony. Má vlast (‘My Homeland’), the cycle of six symphonic 
poems with which Bedřich Smetana immortalised the landscape and history of his native Bohemia, 
could not have existed without Liszt’s example. Nor could Richard Strauss’s cavalcade of orchestral 
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masterworks, from Don Juan and Don Quixote to Ein Heldenleben (‘A Hero’s Life’) and Eine 
Alpensinfonie (‘An Alpine Symphony’) – nor, indeed, the different kind of greatness achieved by 
Sibelius in En saga (‘A Saga’), the Lemminkäinen Suite, and the ensuing sequence of symphonic 
poems that culminated in Tapiola in 1926.
 Liszt’s orchestral thinking looked far into the future in other ways too. Musical Romanticism of 
the later nineteenth century was increasingly to be dominated by the impressively expanded forms 
of Wagner’s operas, Bruckner’s and Mahler’s symphonies, and Strauss’s symphonic poems, before 
the twentieth century’s reaction to this aesthetic of gigantism then revealed wondrous orchestral 
worlds of a new kind (for instance, the subtler, more understated, less rhetorical sonorities of 
Debussy). Liszt’s First Piano Concerto, premiered by him in Weimar in 1855, had to wait almost 
a century to find a true successor. This concerto was a remarkably concise work for its time, 
compressing the four standard symphonic movements into a single-movement design lasting only 
about eighteen minutes, in music whose virtuoso flair was channelled through a lithe, pared-down 
style. Within another fifty years, Rachmaninov’s first three piano concertos had raised soulful and 
sumptuous late Romanticism to a new pinnacle in the genre. His later music for piano and orchestra, 
however, explores a noticeably leaner and tauter manner, with no loss of passionate expression. It is 
impossible not to sense, behind the tight-reined yet scintillating brilliance of Rachmaninov’s single-
movement 1934 Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini, the example of Liszt’s First Concerto, completed 
almost eighty years earlier. 
 In his great choral works with orchestra – the fullest expression of his Catholic faith – Liszt 
achieved masterpieces whose consistent level of invention and imagination hold their own in even 
the most exalted company. Both the ‘Gran’ Mass and the Coronation Mass are true successors to 
Beethoven’s Masses in C major and D major (the Missa solemnis), and fitting companions to the 
three great achievements in the genre by Anton Bruckner. And while the sheer size of St Elisabeth or 
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Christus is bound to make performances of either work a rare event, each takes its place beside the 
finest oratorios written in any century.
 But it is Liszt’s legacy as one of the greatest of all composers for the piano that places him most 
truly among the immortals. Much of his vast and prolix output for the instrument is uneven; it could 
hardly be otherwise, being the product of Liszt the supreme composer−improviser, who could write 
down with such speed everything he played. The appeal of the wildly virtuosic operatic paraphrases 
with which Liszt dazzled his early audiences in Paris has to some extent passed into history along 
with the genre itself. The opposite is true of the piano cycles whose early versions Liszt assembled, 
with variable artistic success, at intervals between his epic concert tours and then revised with 
such perceptive mastery when he settled in Weimar. Harmonies poétiques et religieuses, the Études 
d’exécution transcendante and the first two books of Années de pèlerinage are a collective achievement 
whose magnitude is more than sufficient to proclaim Liszt as one of the great composers.
 Then followed the magisterial Sonata in B minor, whose mighty single-movement span effectively 
invented a new pianistic form; Mephisto Waltz No. 1, raising the demonic side of Liszt’s virtuosity to 
a pinnacle; the darkly magnificent set of Variations on ‘Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen’ with which 
he sought to exorcise his grief at the death of his daughter Blandine; the two Franciscan Legends, 
respectively among the loveliest and most thrilling of all Liszt’s religious inspirations; and the third 
book of Années de pèlerinage, summing up the sometimes brooding, sometimes radiant world of 
his later music. His lifelong sequence of Hungarian Rhapsodies was a personal tribute to the nation 
and people to whom he came to feel he belonged. And interspersed among these high peaks is a 
whole range of smaller piano works, encompassing a myriad variety of moods and ideas, the best 
of them articulated with Liszt’s peerless perfection of touch. None of these is more remarkable than 
the startlingly advanced, pre-modernistic piano pieces of Liszt’s old age – music in which, as he 
had written to Carolyne Sayn-Wittgenstein, he aimed ‘to throw my spear into the limitless realm of 
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the future’. The extreme harmonic world and uncompromising manner of music such as Unstern!, 
La lugubre gondola and Nuages gris laid down an artistic challenge to posterity – a challenge to 
which, on the whole, pianists and their audiences are reluctant to respond even today. Liszt’s spear is  
still in flight.
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Personalities

Agoult, Countess Marie Catherine Sophie d’ (née de Flavigny) (1805–1876): Liszt’s partner and 
lover from 1834 to the early 1840s, and the mother of his three children, Blandine, Cosima and 
Daniel. After their acrimonious split she came into her own as a writer with a bestselling exercise 
in literary revenge, her autobiographical novel Nélida. She later became a much-respected essayist 
and historian: her history of the Paris Revolution of 1848 is still required reading for students of the 
period.

Apponyi, Count Albert (1846–1933): Hungarian parliamentarian, who rose to prominence in the 
years after the 1867 Ausgleich (Compromise) between the Austrian and Hungarian regions of the 
Habsburg Empire. One of Liszt’s close friends, he was a prime mover in the foundation of Budapest’s 
National Royal Academy of Music, with Liszt as its president.

Augusz, Baron Antal (1807–1878): Leading Hungarian patriot, and one of the deputation who 
presented a jewel-studded sword of honour to Liszt at his concert in the Hungarian capital of Pest in 
1840. Liszt composed Via crucis in his memory.

Bache, Walter (1842–1888): English pianist, Liszt pupil, and organiser of the successful London 
festival to mark his former teacher’s seventy-fifth birthday in 1886. His sister Constance Bache 
(1846–1903) translated La Mara’s selected edition of Liszt’s letters into English. 

Beethoven, Ludwig van (1770–1827): The greatest German composer of his or arguably any age, 
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and revered above all others by Liszt, who was taken to see him by his teacher Czerny in 1823. 
Moved by the eleven-year-old boy’s playing, Beethoven bestowed his legendary Weihekuss (kiss of 
consecration) on his forehead. 

Belloni, Gaëtano (c.1810–1887): On Liszt’s concert tours (1841–7) his ‘travelling secretary’, in other 
words his combined agent, manager, fixer, publicist, general organiser, confidant and friend. When he 
later moved to Paris Liszt kept in touch, addressing him in letters as ‘Dear Bell’. 

Berlioz, Hector (1803–1869): French composer, conductor, music critic and writer. One of the most 
brilliant and original of orchestrators, and a lifelong comrade-in-arms of Liszt, he was the composer 
of the boldly radical Symphonie fantastique (1830).

Brahms, Johannes (1833–1897): German composer, pianist and conductor. After a less-than-
warm first meeting in Weimar in 1853, he and Liszt remained professionally remote from each 
other. Brahms’s symphonies, concertos and choral work A German Requiem made him one of the 
great composers of his time. For most of his life he was hopelessly in love with the widowed Clara 
Schumann, who disliked Liszt.

Brendel, (Karl) Franz (1811–1868): German writer, musical polemicist, and editor of the influential 
Neue Zeitschrift für Musik (‘New Music Journal’), which in the 1850s he turned into a powerful 
platform for the so-called ‘New German School’ of composers, headed by Liszt and Wagner. 

Bülow, Hans von (1830–1894): German conductor, pianist and composer in Liszt’s Weimar circle. 
He married Liszt’s daughter Cosima, who later left him for Richard Wagner. He conducted the first 
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performances of Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde (1865) and Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg (1868). 
Liszt’s Totentanz for piano and orchestra is dedicated to him. 

Byron, Lord George Gordon Noel (1788–1824): Poet, playwright, essayist, and adventurer of English 
and Scottish ancestry. A brilliant presiding spirit of the Romantic movement, and the author of the 
hugely influential Manfred, Don Juan and Childe Harolde’s Pilgrimage, he died of a fever (probably 
malaria) while fighting alongside the Greeks in their War of Independence against the occupying 
Turkish Empire.

Carl Alexander (1818–1901): Heir to the dukedom of Saxe-Weimar, and its Grand Duke and ruler 
from 1853. Instrumental in attracting Liszt to come to Weimar in 1848 as the town’s ‘Kapellmeister in 
Extraordinary’, he remained a steady, if low-key, supporter of Liszt’s subsequently embattled position. 

Cherubini, Luigi (1760–1842): Italian-born composer, and the inflexible director of the city’s high-
powered conservatoire, to which he refused to admit the ‘foreign’ Liszt as a student in 1823. His opera 
Medée (‘Medea’) still has a place in the repertory.

Chopin, Fryderyk (Frédéric) (1810–1849): Composer−pianist of Polish and French parentage who 
settled in France, becoming one of the greatest of all composers for the solo piano, for which he wrote 
almost exclusively. Although Chopin was a much more introverted personality than Liszt, the two 
were friends in their years in 1830s Paris, before their different careers and natures forced them apart. 
He had a troubled and famous liaison with the writer George Sand (Aurore Dudevant) and died of 
tuberculosis in 1849. Liszt later wrote his biography. 
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Conradi, August (1821–1873): German operetta composer, resident in Weimar in 1848–9, where he 
made a draft orchestration of Liszt’s symphonic poem Tasso.

Cornelius, Peter (1824–1874): German composer, violinist, multilingual writer and trained actor. 
One of Liszt’s close colleagues at Weimar, he was a strong but independently minded supporter of 
the ‘New German School’. Liszt conducted the premiere of his comic opera The Barber of Baghdad 
in 1858.

Czerny, Carl (1791–1857): Austrian composer, pianist and teacher. Himself a former child prodigy, 
he was Liszt’s piano teacher in Vienna from 1821 to 1823. Much respected by Liszt then and 
subsequently, he later moved to Paris.

Dante Alighieri (1265–1321): Italian poet and essayist, and the creator of one of the great works of 
world literature, Commedia, in three parts: Inferno, Purgatorio and Paradiso. This inspired two of 
Liszt’s major achievements, the ‘Dante’ Symphony and the ‘Dante’ Sonata. 

Dingelstedt, Franz von (1814−1881): Intendant (director) of the Court Theatre in Weimar in 
1857, appointed largely at Liszt’s instigation. His insistence on giving theatre productions greater 
prominence than opera or concerts, and his intrigues relating to this, brought about Liszt’s resignation 
as Kapellmeister in Extraordinary in 1859, although relations between them improved during Liszt’s 
later visits to Weimar. 

Eliot, George (Mary Anne Evans) (1819–1880): English novelist, who with her partner, the philosopher 
and literary critic George Henry Lewis (a biographer of Goethe), visited Liszt in Weimar in 1854. 
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Impressed by Liszt’s powerful personality and artistic dedication, she later portrayed him as the 
concert pianist Klesmer in her novel Daniel Deronda (1876).

Eszterházy, Prince Nicholas II (1765–1833): The aristocratic landlord of huge estates in the Austrian 
province of Burgenland. He employed Liszt’s father, Adam, both as an estate manager and as a cellist 
in his private orchestra in the Eszterházy palace in Eisenstadt.

Garibaldi, Giuseppe (1807–1882): Italian political and military leader and national hero, and a leading 
figure of the Risorgimento (Revival) movement. In 1870 this achieved its goal of uniting the kingdoms 
and states of Sicily, Sardinia and the Italian peninsula, creating the modern nation-state of Italy.

Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von (1749–1832): Poet, playright, novelist, essayist, scientist, and a 
supreme figure in German literature. Goethe’s work was a vast influence on artists across the entire 
Romantic movement, including Liszt, whose ‘Faust’ Symphony was based on Goethe’s verse drama, 
and who made a number of other solo and choral settings of his poetry.

Grieg, Edvard (1843–1907): Norwegian composer and pianist, who visited Liszt in Rome in 1870. 
Liszt sightread Grieg’s newly written Piano Concerto, strongly approved it, and gave him some life-
changing encouragement. 

Hanslick, Eduard (1825−1904): German music critic based in Vienna, where he became hugely 
influential in his field. With his entrenched pro-Brahms and anti-Wagnerian position, he was 
resistant to Liszt’s music, but liked his piano-playing. He was immortally caricatured by Wagner in 
Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg as the pedantic town clerk Sixtus Beckmesser.
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Haydn, Franz Joseph (1732–1809): the highly prolific master-composer of his Austrian generation. 
From 1766 to 1804 he was Kapellmeister at the Eszterházy family’s palaces in Eisenstadt and 
Eszterháza, and composed for the private orchestra and opera house there. Liszt’s father played 
under him in the orchestra’s cello section.

Hiller, Ferdinand (1811–1885): German composer, pianist, teacher and conductor, and one of Liszt 
and Marie d’Agoult’s close friends in the 1830s. Increasing professional jealousy later turned him 
against Liszt.

Hohenlohe-Schillingsfürst, Cardinal Gustav von (1823–1896): Cardinal of the Roman Catholic 
Church, and an influential official at the Vatican in Rome. In 1859 his brother, an aide-de-camp to the 
Austrian Emperor, married Princess Marie Sayn-Wittgenstein, Princess Carolyne’s only child. While 
outwardly supporting Carolyne in her quest to remove the ecclesiastical obstacles to her longed-for 
marriage to Liszt, Hohenlohe in fact worked behind the scenes to prevent this, for complex family-
related reasons of his own. He presided over Liszt’s entry into the priesthood in 1865.

Hugo, Victor (1802–1885): French author of the novels Les Misérables and Notre-Dame de Paris (‘The 
Hunchback of Notre Dame’), and one of the great Romantic poets. His verse both inspired and 
supplied the titles of Liszt’s Ce qu’on entend sur la montagne (‘What One Hears on the Mountainside’) 
and Après une lecture du Dante (‘After Reading Dante’), usually known as the ‘Dante’ Sonata.

Hummel, Johann Nepomuk (1778–1837): Austrian composer, pianist and conductor. A child prodigy 
and pupil of Mozart, in 1804 he succeeded Haydn as Kapellmeister at the Eszterházy palace in 
Eisenstadt, where Liszt’s father played under him in the orchestra. His demanding Piano Concerto in 
A minor was often played by the young Liszt.
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Janina, Olga (Olga Zielinska-Piesecka) (1845−): A self-styled ‘Cossack countess’ (she was neither), 
and a troublesome piano pupil of Liszt in the 1870s. She became fixated on him, once threatened 
him for several hours with a loaded revolver, and later published two pseudo-autobiographical novels 
describing their supposed love affair, of which there is no evidence other than in her books. She died 
in obscurity, probably in Paris.

La Mara (Marie Lipsius) (1837–1927): German author, and the first editor of Liszt’s letters, which 
she published from 1893 onwards in eight main volumes and several additional ones. Liszt unwisely 
delegated his early collaboration with her on the project to Carolyne Sayn-Wittgenstein, which led to 
the suppression of some material, but La Mara’s work was still fairly comprehensive. 

Lamartine, Alphonse de (1790–1869): French poet, politician, diplomat, pacifist, and a prime mover 
in the abolition of slavery and the death penalty during the Second French Republic of 1848–52. His 
Harmonies poétiques et religieuses were the inspiration behind the piano cycle of the same name by 
Liszt, who admired Lamartine’s liberal political ideals. 

Lammenais, Abbé Félicité Robert de (1782–1854): Radical Roman Catholic priest, whose unorthodox 
and pro-revolutionary political views led to his retreating to his country estate in Brittany, where 
Liszt was among his disciples in the summer of 1834. Until his death he was a spiritual adviser and 
a father figure to Liszt.

Lenau, Nikolaus (1802–1850): Austrian poet of Hungarian birth. The author of Faust, Savonarola, 
Schilflieder (‘Reed-Songs’), Herbst (‘Autumn’) and the unfinished Don Juan, he was a master of the 
melancholic Romantic sensibility of the age, his verse also exploring a surreal, nightmarish streak. 
Became insane in 1844, and died in an asylum.
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Liszt, Adam (1776–1827): Liszt’s father and first piano teacher, son of Georg List. Adam took his son 
first to Vienna to study with Czerny, and then to Paris, where he planned and managed the boy’s 
career as a prodigy. The fifteen-year-old Liszt was already famous when his father died from typhoid 
fever. 

Liszt, (Maria) Anna, née Lager (1788–1866): Liszt’s mother, and the devoted grandmother who 
brought up his three children in Paris after his rift with their mother, Marie d’Agoult.

Liszt, Blandine-Rachel (1835–1862): The first of Liszt and Marie d’Agoult’s three children, born after 
their elopement to Geneva. In 1857 she married the lawyer Émile Ollivier, and died soon after the 
birth of their only child.

Liszt, Daniel (1839–1859): Liszt and Marie d’Agoult’s only son, born in Rome. Having shown serious 
talent in history and Latin at school in Paris, where he won a national prix d’honneur, he was a 
promising law student at Vienna University when he died of tuberculosis.

Liszt, Eduard (1817–1879): Liszt’s uncle. The brother of Liszt’s father Adam, and the offspring 
of Georg List’s third marriage, he was therefore younger than Liszt, who always referred to him 
affectionately as his cousin. A lawyer who rose to become the Habsburg Empire’s Imperial Public 
Prosecutor in Vienna, he looked after Liszt’s business and financial affairs.

Longfellow, Henry Wadsworth (1807–1882): American poet, the author of The Song of Hiawatha, 
and the first American translator of Dante’s Commedia, which inspired Liszt’s ‘Dante’ Sonata and 
‘Dante’ Symphony. He visited Liszt and Princess Carolyne in Rome in 1868. Liszt later set part of 
Longfellow’s poem The Golden Legend in his cantata The Bells of Strasbourg Cathedral. 
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Ludwig II (Ludwig Friedrich Wilhelm) (1845–1886): King of Bavaria from 1864 and a passionate 
admirer of Wagner’s music, which he supported to the extent of underwriting and largely bankrolling 
the construction of Wagner’s Festival Theatre in Bayreuth. Becoming mentally unstable, he drowned 
himself and one of his carers in the Starnberger See near Munich.  

Mason, William (1829–1908): American pianist who studied with Liszt in Weimar in 1852 and then 
returned to America, after which he and Liszt kept up a lively correspondence.

Mendelssohn(-Bartholdy), Felix (1809–1847): German composer, pianist, conductor, violinist, 
violist, organist, painter and precocious prodigy. His early Romantic orchestral overtures such as The 
Hebrides anticipate Liszt’s symphonic poems in some respects, although the two composers’ styles 
and temperaments were very different. They first met in Paris in the early 1830s, when Liszt sightread 
the solo part of Mendelssohn’s Piano Concerto No. 1 in G minor, astonishing its creator. The more 
conservatively minded Mendelssohn subsequently came to dislike the spectacular side of Liszt’s solo 
career, and there was little contact between them.
 
Meyendorff, Baroness Olga von, née Princess Gortschakova (1838–1926): The wife of the Russian 
ambassador to Weimar. Widowed in 1871, she became one of Liszt’s closest friends and confidantes 
in his old age, sometimes travelling with him or acting as his co-hostess. Their friendship seems to 
have been platonic. 

Mihalovich, Ödön Péter József de (1842–1929): Hungarian composer and teacher, pupil of Peter 
Cornelius, close friend of Liszt, and a supporter of the ‘New German School’. After Liszt’s death he 
became principal of the Budapest National Royal Academy of Music and strongly supported the next 
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generation of nationalist composers, whose leading lights were Béla Bartók (1881–1945) and Zoltán 
Kodály (1882–1967).

Montez, Lola (Mrs Eliza Gilbert, Countess of Landsfeld) (1821–1861): A preposterously self-
advertising, Irish-born ‘Spanish dancer’ whose notoriety gave her a Europe-wide career in the 1840s. 
In Dresden in 1844 she attached herself to Liszt, who probably did not have an affair with her, but 
was slow to shake her off. Soon afterwards she became the mistress of King Ludwig I of Bavaria, a 
relationship that probably helped to precipitate the King’s abdication in 1848. 

Ollivier, Émile (1825–1913): Liszt’s son-in-law, the wife of his daughter Blandine, and a lawyer and 
politician who was France’s prime minister at the time of his nation’s first reverses in the Franco-
Prussian War of 1870–1, forcing him to resign. He and Liszt remained close after Blandine’s death in 
1862. Émile and Blandine’s son, Daniel-Émile (1862–1941), edited and published large amounts of 
the family correspondence, including that between Liszt and Marie d’Agoult. 

Paer, Ferdinando (1771–1839): Italian-born composer, resident from 1807 in Paris, where he was 
the young Liszt’s composition teacher. As director of the city’s Théâtre Italien, he engineered its 
commissioning of Liszt’s opera Don Sanche.

Paganini, Nicolò (1782–1840): Italian violinist−composer, whose seemingly supernatural powers of 
virtuosity awakened Liszt to the challenge of reaching similar transcendental heights with the piano. 
His playing and music also influenced Chopin, Schumann and Berlioz.
 
Pohl, Richard (1826–1896): Weimar-based writer and music critic. A strong supporter of the ‘New 
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German School’, he published his collected writings on Liszt, Wagner and Berlioz. His wife Jeanne 
(1824–1870) was the harpist of the Weimar Court Orchestra.

Raff, Joachim (1822–1882): German composer and teacher. A child prodigy, he assisted Liszt with the 
orchestration of some of his early symphonic poems and was a lifelong colleague of Hans von Bülow. 
His Die Wagnerfrage (‘Wagner Questions’), published in 1854, was a forthright salvo in support of 
the Wagnerian cause.

Ramann, Lina (1833–1912): German writer, pianist and teacher. A pupil of Liszt, she became his first 
official biographer, resisting as far as possible Princess Carolyne’s tireless attempts to take over the 
project by proxy. Besides her own three-volume study, Franz Liszt as Artist and Man (1880–94), she 
edited Liszt’s collected writings in six volumes (1880–3).

Reményi, Ede (1828–1898): Hungarian violinist. A nationalist political exile from 1848 to 1860, he 
first met Liszt in Weimar in 1853 while on a concert tour with Brahms. Liszt designed the beautiful 
violin solo in the Benedictus of his Coronation Mass especially for him.

Rubinstein, Anton (1829–1894): Russian pianist, composer and teacher, who in 1862 founded the St 
Petersburg Conservatoire. One of the greatest of all nineteenth-century pianists, he and Liszt struck 
up a gregarious friendship, and Liszt conducted Rubinstein’s opera The Siberian Hunters at Weimar 
in 1854. Soon afterwards they fell out over Rubinstein’s dislike of Berlioz’s music. 

Saint-Cricq, Caroline de (c.1811–1872): The daughter of a French government minister, who thwarted 
her teenage romance with Liszt in Paris. She was reluctantly and unhappily married to Bertrand 
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d’Artigaux, the son of one of her father’s colleagues. In 1844 Liszt visited her in her home in the south 
of France, and they corresponded for many years afterwards. 

Saint-Saëns, Camille (1835–1921): Exceptionally fluent French pianist, organist and composer, and 
admired by Liszt in all these respects. In Paris he organised performances of Liszt’s symphonic 
poems; Liszt repaid the compliment in 1876 with his brilliant piano transcription of Saint-Saëns’ 
Danse macabre.

Salieri, Antonio (1750–1825): Italian composer resident in Vienna, where he was the young Liszt’s 
composition teacher. The rumour that he had Mozart poisoned out of professional jealousy, 
while a good story, has no basis in known fact. Two of his previous pupils were Beethoven and  
Schubert.

Sand, George (Baronne Dudevant, née Aurore Dupin) (1804–1876): French writer and cross-
dressing, tobacco-smoking feminist, who in the 1830s left her older husband and began a sequence 
of very public liaisons, including a not-always-happy one with Chopin between 1837 and 1847. A 
friend of Marie d’Agoult and Liszt, she visited them in Switzerland in 1836.

Sayn-Wittgenstein, Princess Carolyne Jeanne Elisabeth von, née Iwanowska (1819–1887): Liszt’s 
partner from 1847, when they met in Ukraine, until his death in 1886, although they lived apart after 
the collapse of their marriage plans in 1861. Fervently and possessively devoted to Liszt, Carolyne 
lived her last twenty-five years as a recluse in Rome, writing vast amounts on religion and other 
topics. 
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Sayn-Wittgenstein, Princess Marie von (1837–1920): Princess Carolyne’s only child, who moved with 
her to Weimar. On her twenty-first birthday she inherited much of her mother’s fortune and then 
married Prince Konstantin Hohenlohe-Schillingsfürst, a distant relative of her father, who therefore 
retained his influence over Princess Carolyne’s money. Princess Marie nonetheless remained on 
generally good terms with her mother and with Liszt.

Sayn-Wittgenstein, Prince Nicholas von (1812–1864): Princess Carolyne’s Russian husband (from 
1855, divorced ex-husband). Along with his relatives he did everything he could, at long distance, to 
block her prospective marriage with Liszt, and to keep a grip on her immense wealth.

Schiller, Friedrich (1759–1805): Dramatist, poet, philosopher, historian, and the greatest German 
writer of his time along with Goethe, with whom he founded the Court Theatre in Weimar. His plays 
Don Carlos and Wilhelm Tell were the basis of operas by Verdi and Rossini, parts of both of which 
Liszt paraphrased or transcribed.
 
Schumann, Clara, née Wieck (1819–1896): German pianist and composer. Her piano-teacher father 
Friedrich Wieck had made her into one of the finest pianists of her time when she married Robert 
Schumann in 1840, following an intense romance that her father thwarted for as long as he could. 
At first a cautious Liszt admirer, Clara later became hostile to his style of playing and to his music.

Schumann, Robert (1810–1856): One of the great composers of his generation of German Romantics, 
and founder of Neue Zeitschrift für Musik (‘New Music Journal’). He dedicated his Fantasy in C major 
to Liszt, whose career as a pianist he later came to denounce as superficial. He became insane and 
died in an asylum; the cause was long assumed to be syphilis, but may also have been extreme bipolar 
depression. 
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Street-Klindworth, Agnès (1825–1906): One of Liszt’s piano pupils in Weimar. Liszt continued a secret 
affair with her after she left town, until letters discovered by Carolyne Sayn-Wittgenstein brought the 
relationship to light. From then on Liszt and Agnès kept their friendship going by correspondence.

Tausig, Carl (1841–1871): Phenomenally talented Polish pianist and prodigy. He was one of Liszt’s 
inner circle of musical colleagues at Weimar in the 1850s, and the dedicatee of the piano transcription 
of Mephisto Waltz No. 1. Weakened by the strain of a touring career, he died of typhoid fever.

Thalberg, Sigismond (1812–1871): German pianist and composer, master of the ‘three-hands’ 
technique, and considered in 1830s Paris to be Liszt’s only serious rival. Their famous salon ‘duel’ in 
1837 was considered an equally famous dead heat. 

Verdi, Giuseppe (1813–1901): The greatest Italian opera-composer of his or any other age. His works 
were the fruitful basis of operatic paraphrases by Liszt, although the two composers never met.

Wagner, Cosima, née Liszt (1837–1930): Liszt’s second daughter by Marie d’Agoult, born in Como, 
Italy. Married to Hans von Bülow, by whom she had two children, she then had three more with 
Wagner before marrying him after her divorce in 1870. When Wagner died she took over the 
Bayreuth Festival and effectively ran it for the next forty-seven years. Of Liszt’s three children 
Cosima was always the most distant emotionally from her father. The rift was deepened by her illicit 
relationship with Wagner, her subsequent Protestant marriage to him (enabled by her divorce from 
Bülow), and her renunciation of the Catholic faith of her upbringing – a sequence of events that 
caused Liszt much unhappiness.
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Wagner, Richard (1813–1883): The towering figure of nineteenth-century German opera and the 
composer of Der Ring des Nibelungen, the vast cycle of four ‘music dramas’ for whose performance 
Wagner had a specially designed festival theatre built in the town of Bayreuth. Liszt conducted the 
first performance of Wagner’s Lohengrin in Weimar in 1850 and remained one of the composer’s 
strongest professional supporters, even when their friendship was strained by Wagner’s affair with 
Liszt’s daughter Cosima.
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 Glossary

 Absolute music Music without an underlying programme or extra-musical 
meaning, as distinct from ‘programme music’ (see below).

 Allegretto (It.) Literally ‘little allegro’. A quite fast tempo, not as quick as 
allegro, with an implied poise and lightness of style.

 Allegro (It.) ‘Cheerful’, traditionally denoting a fast tempo in any mood.

 Andante  (It.) ‘Going’ (along), meaning music proceeding at notional walking 
pace, brisk or otherwise.

 Aria  (It.) ‘Air’ or tune. In Italian opera, a self-contained number for one 
of the principal singers.

 Bar A line drawn vertically through a musical score to mark off the 
division of metre into regular successive units. It has also come to 
mean the horizontal measurement of those units, e.g. ‘in the closing 
bars’. 

 Chorale (Ger.) A hymn tune used in Lutheran church services, simple 
enough to be sung by all the congregation. By extension it is a 
hymn-like idea, or section, or movement in a larger, not necessarily 
vocal, musical work.

 Chromatic From the Greek word for ‘coloured’, chromaticism is the using of 
notes which are not contained in the standard ‘diatonic’ scales 
forming the basis of most Western music. (In the scale of C major, 
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which uses only the white keys of a piano, every black key is 
‘chromatic’.) The resulting type of harmony is more complex, dense 
and emotively expressive. 

 Concerto (It.) From the late eighteenth century onwards, a work in several 
movements for one or more solo instruments and orchestra. 
As with his Sonata in B minor, Liszt’s conflation of the multi-
movement approach into the single-movement structure of his two 
piano concertos was a radical step.

 Csárdás (Hungarian) A fairly fast dance in duple time (two beats in a bar), 
related to the friska section of the verbunkos (see below).

 Diatonic Using only the scale-steps of the non-chromatic notes of the regular 
scale.

 Étude (Fr.) ‘Study’. A piece of solo instrumental music designed to exploit 
a particular technical issue, but not necessarily excluding wider 
musical and artistic interest.

 Figuration An ongoing sequence of note-groups or patterns, less regular than 
passagework (see below).

 Interval The distance in sound between two musical pitches (between 
C and E, for example, is the interval of a 3rd; between D and A 
the interval of a 5th). One or more intervals sounded together 
(‘vertically’) make up a chord; sounded in sequence (‘horizontally’), 
they become a phrase, figure, theme or melody. 
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 Kapellmeister (Ger.) ‘Chapel master’, the respectful term given to the head of 
musical establishments in Austria and Germany, derived from 
the Italian title maestro di cappella. A Kapellmeister was expected 
to be responsible for managing all aspects of musical life in 
aristocratic and ecclesiastical institutions.

 Key The tonality (harmonic character) of a passage or a complete work, 
as defined by its musical centre of gravity, its particular ‘keynote’ or 
‘tonic’. A stretch of music is defined as being ‘in [the key of ] C’ (or 
F sharp, or E flat, or any of the twelve notes of Western music) if 
that note is the first and principal note of the particular scale (see 
below) on which the music is based. Each degree of the scale has 
a particular relationship with this first note, the keynote, and the 
notes exist in a hierarchy of pitch class. A work ‘in A major’, for 
instance, may not be in that key for quite long passages, but will 
almost invariably start and end in it. 

 Lento  (It.) ‘Slow’ tempo.

 Libretto (It.) ‘Little book’. The text of a vocal work, especially one written for 
an opera.

 Lied(er) (Ger.) ‘Song(s)’. The term is usually applied to art songs, for voice 
and piano, from the Romantic periods. The best-known composers 
of Lieder are Schubert, Schumann and Wolf.

 Mass The main service of the Roman Catholic Church, traditionally 
celebrated and sung in Latin. The fixed ‘Ordinary’ sections or 
movements (unlike those of the Mass ‘Proper’, which are unique 
to each day of the year) are the Kyrie, Gloria, Credo, Sanctus, 
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Benedictus and Agnus Dei; the final ‘Ite missa est’ is usually not 
set musically. Simpler settings without orchestra, such as Liszt’s 
‘Szekszárd’ Mass and Missa choralis, can be performed in church 
services. From the eighteenth century onwards there developed the 
parallel tradition of the ‘symphonic Mass’ for solo voices, chorus 
and orchestra, intended for concert performance; Liszt’s Missa 
solemnis (‘Gran’ Mass) and Coronation Mass are of this type.

 Motet In Liszt’s time, this was an unaccompanied choral work, usually 
quite short and setting a sacred text.

 Music drama Wagner’s term for his later operas, for instance the cycle Der Ring 
des Nibelungen or Parsifal, in which the elements of music, singing, 
drama and narrative are integrated into a structurally unified 
Gesamtkunstwerk (total work of art), with no stand-alone arias.

 Octave Musical interval (see above) of eight inclusive degrees of the 
Western tonal scale (see below): C–C or D–D, for example. With 
the frequency ratio 2:1 or 1:2, the ear hears the notes as the purest 
consonance in music. As this is also the comfortable natural stretch 
of the average human hand on the piano keyboard, octaves feature 
strongly in piano music. Larger or more supple hands can cover 
wider intervals: Liszt could stretch a 10th (ten inclusive degrees) 
with ease, and Rachmaninov a 12th. 

 Oratorio (It.) An extended choral−orchestral setting of religious texts in a 
dramatic and semi-operatic fashion. 

 Overture Originally a movement played by the orchestra of an opera house 
before the curtain rises; the aim was to get the audience in the 
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mood with themes often, but not always, taken from the opera to 
follow. From Beethoven’s time onwards, it was also a fairly short 
and self-contained orchestral work, designed to begin a concert 
programme.

 Paraphrase A piano composition based on themes taken from a work, usually 
an opera, by another composer; often a vehicle for rampant 
technical display.

 Passagework  Figuration (see above) with some degree of regular patterning and 
sequencing.

 Programme music Music drawing on extra-musical ideas and subject-matter, as 
distinct from ‘absolute music’ (see above). 

 Requiem (Latin) The Roman Catholic Mass for the Dead, traditionally sung 
in Latin. The title is an abbreviation of the first line of the opening 
Introit movement, ‘Requiem aeterna dona eis, Domine’ (‘Lord, 
grant them eternal rest’); the other movements most often set by 
composers are the Kyrie eleison, Dies irae, Domine Jesu Christe 
(Offertory), Sanctus, Benedictus, Agnus Dei, Lux aeterna and Libera 
me. As with Mass-settings, those of the Requiem can be either with 
or without orchestra, for concert or church performance.  

 Rhapsody A freely structured, impulsively expressive work, almost always for 
instruments, either solo or collective.

 Scale (It. scala, ladder) A step-wise sequence of notes in ascending or 
descending order of pitch. Major and minor scales divide the 
octave into a series of tones and semitones. The scales of the 
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twelve ‘major’ keys (see above) sound bright and confident; in the 
equivalent ‘minor’ keys, however, the third degree is set half a step 
lower, making music in the minor sound sad and mournful.

 Scherzo (It.) Literally ‘joke’. Co-opted into the eighteenth-century symphony 
or sonata as a movement in quick and athletic triple time, it soon 
came to incorporate serious or angry musical moods besides light-
hearted ones.

 Sonata (It.) ‘Something sounded’, i.e. a work for one or more solo 
instruments, as distinct from a cantata, ‘something sung’, a 
concert work with one or more voices and instruments (on a 
smaller scale than an oratorio). The sonata was understood to be 
a multi-movement work, so the integrated single movement of 
Liszt’s Sonata in B minor was considered very radical. (His piano 
work Après une lecture du Dante, ‘After Reading Dante’, is known 
unofficially as the ‘Dante’ Sonata but its single-movement design – 
subtitled fantasia quasi sonata – is much freer than that of the B 
minor Sonata.)

 Spinet A version of the harpsichord, with its strings slung across their frame 
at an angle, rather than in a straight line from the keyboard; this 
feature made the instrument smaller, and therefore more suitable 
for domestic use. The harpsichord was the piano’s immediate 
ancestor among keyboard instruments, but its mechanism worked 
in a different way: instead of being struck with hammers activated 
by the keys, the strings were plucked with quills, and the sound that 
resulted was much leaner and more ‘jangly’ than the piano’s fuller, 
more rounded tone.
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 Symphony In the Classical age preceding Liszt’s and in the nineteenth century, 
a multi-movement work for orchestra. However, Beethoven had 
broken the mould in his Ninth ‘Choral’ Symphony (1825), by 
introducing solo and choral voices. The ‘programme symphony’ as 
pioneered by Berlioz and Liszt, involved narrative and/or dramatic 
elements, sometimes also with voices. 

 Symphonic poem A single-movement orchestral work with specific extra-musical 
content of some kind, which might be narrative, dramatic, pictorial 
or nature-evoking. (‘Tone poem’ is an English mistranslation of the 
German word Tondichtung, ‘sound-poem’; in other words it is the 
same thing.) 

 Tempo rubato  (It.) ‘Robbed time’, meaning the spontaneous temporal ‘bending’ of 
a musical passage or individual phrase by a solo performer. It is too 
subtle to notate exactly, although Liszt sometimes tried to do so in 
his earlier piano music.

 Trill A rapid, even, brilliant alternation of two adjacent notes.

 Tritone The interval of three whole tones – i.e. an augmented 4th (also 
perceived as a diminished 5th). In the nineteenth century it was 
frequently used to portray evil. 

 
 Verbunkos (Hungarian) Dance form derived from a traditional Hungarian 

method of enlisting recruits, with a slow first section (lassan or 
lassu) followed by a fast one (friska or friss). Drawn on by Liszt, 
Bartók and others in their Hungarian Rhapsodies or related works. 
(Also see Csárdás above.)
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 Vivace (It.) ‘Lively, vivacious’ tempo.

 Waltz (Ger. Walz, Fr. valse) A dance in triple time (three beats to a bar), in 
any tempo from dreamily slow to whirlingly fast.
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Annotations of CD Tracks

CD 1
1  Ouverture de l’opéra Guillaume Tell (S552/R237). Rossini, transcr. Liszt

  Rossini’s last opera, written for Paris in 1829 and based on the play by Friedrich Schiller, is a 
spectacular five-act portrayal of the exploits of Switzerland’s national hero, William Tell. The 
overture has remained popular ever since, with its beautiful lyrical introduction followed by 
a passing mountain storm, a calm pastoral landscape complete with shepherd pipes, and a 
final rousing call to arms (the famous theme of The Lone Ranger television series). Liszt made 
his piano transcription after his return in 1836 from his Swiss sojourn with Marie d’Agoult, 
so he now knew all about the atmospheric allure of mountain landscapes. His transfer of the 
orchestral score to the piano is straightforward, with a minimum of added ‘frills’: for instance 
the rumbling bass sounds (1:26), anticipating the coming storm, are an ingenious expansion of a 
quiet drum-roll on the timpani. The final section’s torrent of rapid repeated notes, easy enough 
for orchestral strings to play, are extremely difficult on the piano (particularly on a modern one) 
at Rossini’s speedy tempo. This performance meets the challenge remarkably. 

2  Lieder von Schubert (S558/R243). No. 2: Auf dem Wasser zu singen. Schubert, transcr. Liszt

  During his culture-hunting travels in Italy with Marie d’Agoult in 1837, Liszt made this lovely 
song transcription, among a number of others. The words of Schubert’s song Auf dem Wasser zu 
singen (‘To Be Sung on the Water’) lyrically describe how the poet’s soul floats along on waves 
of joy, like his boat on the lake under the evening sunlight. After the short introduction Liszt 
introduces the voice’s melody (marked grazioso, ‘gracefully’) in the piano’s left-hand, baritone-
like register; the second verse then entwines the melody and its accompaniment around one 
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another in the higher, right-hand part; and the last of Schubert’s three verses has the melody 
singing out higher still above its accompaniment. Liszt can’t resist adding an extra fourth verse 
of his own, building this to a richly Romantic climax.

3  Ave Maria (S20/R496a). First version, for chorus and organ

  Most of Liszt’s choral music was written in his middle and old age, but some of it dates from 
earlier. His several Ave Maria settings include this beautiful one, from 1846, a moment of 
contemplative calm during Liszt’s hyperactive years as a touring virtuoso. The prayer’s Latin 
words translate as: ‘Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee, blessed art thou amongst 
women and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us 
sinners, now and at the hour of our death. Amen.’ Liszt picks up on the rhythm of the opening 
words ‘Ave Maria’ and extends this throughout the piece, overlapping the choral parts to achieve 
a smooth flow; the unison chanting of ‘Nunc et in hora mortis nostrae’ provides simple and 
effective contrast. Six years later a piano version of this music became the second item of the 
cycle Harmonies poétiques et religieuses.

4   Hungarian Rhapsody No. 2 in C sharp minor (S244/R106, No. 2). Lento a capriccio – Lassan: 
Andante mesto – Friska: Vivace

 
  The Second Hungarian Rhapsody, composed in 1847, has always been one of Liszt’s most 

popular works, brilliantly successful in its evocation of the sounds of Hungarian gypsy music 
(as Liszt understood it). The sounds, which are hard to imitate, included prominent solos from 
a violin and clarinet, full of trills and virtuoso flourishes, and the pungent twanging of the 
cimbalom, a zither-like, horizontally strung instrument played with a pair of spoon-shaped 
hammers. The standard format of the gypsy music was the two-section verbunkos, with its 
slow opening lassan section and then a fast friska. The lassan here begins with a darkly intense 
melody, imitating the sound of a violin playing on its low G string, and much extended. After 
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a pause the piano’s gleaming high register then launches the friska, leading to a roguish dance 
that gets steadily wilder.

 Années de pèlerinage, première année: Suisse (S160/R10a)
5  No. 4: Au bord d’une source
6  No. 9: Les Cloches de Genève

  Both pieces exist in earlier versions, composed soon after Liszt’s elopement to Switzerland in the 
1830s with Marie d’Agoult, but these later revisions are more familiar and generally finer than 
the originals. Liszt included them in the first of his three books of Années de pèlerinage (‘Years of 
Pilgrimage’), which he eventually assembled as première année: Suisse (first year: Switzerland) in 
1854. Au bord d’une source (‘By a Stream’) initiated a whole world of piano sonority suggesting 
water – to be further explored by the future generation of French composers that included 
Debussy and Ravel. At the head of the piece are some lines by Friedrich Schiller: In säuselnder 
Kühle / beginnen die Spiele / der jungen Natur (‘In murmuring coolness / begin the games / 
of youthful Nature’). With deft deployment of the shifting note-patterns and an emphasis on 
sparkling top-register figuration, the illusion is created of an instrument being played not by the 
pianist’s two separate hands, but by a single ten-fingered one. Subtitled ‘Nocturne’, Les Cloches 
de Genève is a lullaby for Liszt and Marie’s baby daughter Blandine. The sounds of bells at the 
beginning become the accompaniment of the exquisitely tender main tune, while their larger 
counterparts sound deep in the piano’s bass register; a second tune then takes over, building to 
a passionate climax which at last dissolves into the distant chiming.

7  Années de pèlerinage, deuxième année: Italie. No. 1: Sposalizio

  Liszt and Marie d’Agoult saw The Marriage of the Virgin, the altarpiece panel by the great 
Renaissance painter Raphael, in Milan in 1837. Soon afterwards Liszt responded with this piano 
piece (the final version of which, as recorded here, is very similar to the original); Sposalizio opens 
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the Italian ‘second year’ of Années de pèlerinage, completed in 1849. The unaccompanied five-
note figure at the beginning and its beautiful extension set up a mood of ecstatic contemplation; 
a second, longer, more chord-like theme, itself just as lovely, is then combined with the first. 
The song of happiness that follows leads eventually to a quietly entranced ending.

8  Étude en douze exercices (S136/R1). No. 4 in D minor: Allegro grazioso
9  Études d’exécution transcendante (S139/R2b). No. 4 in D minor: Mazeppa

  No. 4 of the set of Étude en douze exercices, composed by the teenage Liszt in 1826, is a short 
and graceful study in ascending arabesques deployed across both hands, with two episodes of 
contrasting figuration. Twenty-five years later, the outline of the same ascending-arabesque 
material is still there behind the furious firepower of Mazeppa, the fourth of the Études 
d’exécution transcendante of 1851; this revised incarnation had arrived by way of the even more 
demanding Vingt-quatre Grandes Études of 1837, and for good measure Liszt in 1840 made yet 
another version of Mazeppa before this final one. Byron’s poem about the Cossack Mazeppa, 
bound naked to a horse that was set loose to gallop across the surrounding Ukrainian plains, 
inspired Liszt to stretch his and every other pianist’s powers to their limit. The heroic central 
theme, with its rippling right-hand accompaniment, is in fact a close variant of the tumultuous 
opening one, this time slower, lower and quieter – a classic example of Liszt’s way of holding a 
musical work together through the technique of ‘thematic transformation’. The opening whirl 
of figuration is new to this final piano version of the piece; so is the quieter passage just before 
the closing bars, describing Mazeppa’s release at last from his torment.

10  Harmonies poétiques et religieuses (S173/R14). No. 3: Bénédiction de Dieu dans la solitude

  Bénédiction de Dieu, if not Liszt’s supreme masterpiece, is at the very least a candidate. The 
title is that of a poem by Alphonse de Lamartine, from his collection Harmonies poétiques et 
religieuses, which inspired the cycle of nine pieces completed by Liszt in 1852. The music’s 
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flowing opening section – in F sharp major, the key which for Liszt signified heavenly joy – is 
followed after a pause by a calm central interlude: this is the benediction itself, with three beats 
to a bar rather than four. A transition then leads back to the first idea’s restatement, ecstatically 
elaborated in figuration that ripples outwards across the entire span of the keyboard, before 
a last reminiscence of the benediction. The music’s beauty (arguably unsurpassed in Liszt’s 
output) is achieved with great technical resource. In the opening bars, for instance, the right 
hand combines two quite distinct accompanying patterns: an arpeggio figure ascending and 
descending, and, hovering above it, a pattern consisting of just two alternating notes, so that 
the left hand’s rapturous melody seems enveloped in a bell-like halo of piano resonance.
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CD 2
1  Sonata in B minor (S178/R21). Excerpt, from beginning: Lento assai – Allegro energico

  Liszt launches his one-movement Sonata of 1853 with an introduction that sets out the main 
material of the whole work. The ear’s attention is instantly grabbed by the first two low, 
drily repeated notes, and the downward-sloping scale that follows, repeated with stranger 
harmonic colouring. Out of this suddenly springs a declamatory idea in octaves, plus a bass-
register pendant (0:57) with its nucleus of five obsessively repeated notes. Immediately all this 
material begins to develop, up to the first main theme itself (1:34) and beyond. Next comes 
a magnificent second main idea (3:32), marked grandioso, and then a passage which reveals 
how skilled Liszt’s technique of thematic transformation had now become. An apparently 
new, whimsical melody (4:45) is a version of the first main theme – slower and quieter, but 
otherwise almost identical. In the same way, the lyrically singing tune that soon follows (5:53), 
with its five repeated notes, is a calmed-down version of the same idea heard in the introduction 
(at 0:57). The whole Sonata is fascinating territory for this kind of close-focus analysis, but 
this by itself cannot convey the work’s magnitude – there is the sense of a creative giant 
leaping from mountain peak to peak, in music whose expansiveness matches the wide vistas  
all around.

2  Orpheus (S98/R415). Symphonic poem
 
  Orpheus began life as an overture to Gluck’s Orfeo ed Euridice, which Liszt conducted at the 

Weimar Court Theatre in 1854. He responded to the classical purity of Gluck’s opera of 1762 
with this restrained and poetic work of his own. The overture concentrates on the idea of 
Orpheus’ lyre – whose music, according to Greek mythology, could move the stones and trees 
to tears – as symbolising the civilising force of art in human society. In his written preface to 
the published score Liszt mentions an ancient Etruscan vase, depicting Orpheus, which he had 
seen in the Louvre museum in Paris. The hero’s lyre is represented in the orchestra by two 
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harps, which are first heard in the introduction (Liszt had recruited the virtuoso harpist Jeanne 
Pohl, the wife of the Weimar-based writer and critic Richard Pohl, to play in the Weimar Court 
Orchestra). The final sequence of chords ascending heavenwards, in Liszt’s words, ‘like the 
vapour of incense’, is one of his loveliest inspirations.

3  Rigoletto: Paraphrase de concert (S434/R267). Liszt, after Verdi

  By the time he came to compose this short but delicious operatic paraphrase in 1859, Liszt 
had long outgrown the need for a work of this kind to rampage in the manner enjoyed by his 
audiences in 1830s Paris. After an introduction which whets the appetite, the Duke of Mantua’s 
tenor melody ‘Bella figlia dell’amore’ (‘Beautiful Daughter of Love’) begins, initiating the quartet 
sung in Act 3 of Verdi’s opera by the Duke and the three characters who overhear him: the 
mezzo-soprano Maddalena, the soprano Gilda, and the baritone Rigoletto. The interplay of the 
four differently paced and characterised vocal parts, and of their matching accompaniment in 
the orchestra, is transcribed by Liszt with wry brilliance.

 Two Legends (S175/R17)
4  St Francis of Assisi: the Sermon to the Birds
5  St Francis of Paola Walking on the Waters

  Following Liszt’s deep depression after the deaths of two of his children and the collapse of 
his marriage plans, the two Franciscan Legends of 1863 decisively proclaimed his spiritual 
renewal and restored sense of purpose in life. The Legends were composed in his cell in the 
monastery of Santa Maria Rosario, on a hill overlooking the city of Rome. Liszt’s powers of 
musical storytelling are here at their most vivid. No detailed description is needed of how St 
Francis of Assisi’s mid-register recitation, at first tentative and unaccompanied, steadily draws 
the birds’ trilling and twittering closer into his sermon on God’s greatness and love. St Francis 
of Paola’s journey across the increasingly stormy Straits of Messina, using his spread-out cloak 
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as a combined raft and sail, is another masterpiece of  pianistic narrative; the Saint’s quiet prayer 
after he arrives on the other side is a transcription of Liszt’s choral setting of this, made three 
years earlier. 

6  Urbi et orbi, bénédiction papale (S184/R69)

  Urbi et orbi, ‘To the City [of Rome] and to the World’, is the text chanted by the Pope from the 
balcony of St Peter’s Cathedral on Christmas Day and Easter Day to the crowds assembled in 
the square below, and to the world beyond. It is a simple musical idea, circling around its same 
three notes, which in 1864 became the inspiration of one of the most astonishing piano works 
that Liszt ever composed. He begins with an imposing, bass-heavy introduction; next comes a 
quieter, chant-like theme heard first as a single line, then in parallel with another, then with a 
third, until the right hand breaks loose in a cascade of passagework. The climax that builds is 
suddenly left hanging in mid-air, as the Pope intones his blessing before the work’s resounding 
final chords. It is extraordinary that music so startlingly original should have had to wait until 
1978 to appear in print. 

 Via crucis (S53/R534). Excerpts
7  Vexilla regis prodeunt (Andante maestoso)
8  Station I: Jesus is condemned to death 
9  Station II: Jesus takes up his cross

10  Station III: Jesus falls for the first time
11  Station IV: Jesus greets his holy mother 

  Like Urbi et orbi, Via crucis (‘The Way of the Cross’), composed mostly in 1878 at the Villa d’Este 
near Rome, shows how far Liszt had by that time travelled beyond the musical convention of 
those years. This dramatic and austere musical commentary on the Latin text of the fourteen 
Stations of the Cross is written for solo and choral voices with piano or organ (or, as in this 
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recording, both). The work appears to have remained unperformed for half a century, until it 
was played and sung in Budapest on Good Friday in 1929. The sequence begins with a setting 
of the hymn Vexilla regis prodeunt (‘The Banners of the King Advance’), either in simple unison 
or in chords, marked Andante maestoso (‘walking pace, majestic’). Station I has the piano 
dramatically introducing Pontius Pilate’s words, ‘I am innocent of the blood of this just man’. 
Station II begins with the piano’s ominous tremolando shuddering, before Jesus sings ‘Hail, hail 
Cross’. Station III’s introduction is followed first by the unison men’s voices singing ‘Jesus falls’, 
then by the women singing the first verse of the Stabat mater dolorosa text: ‘There stood the 
mournful Mother, weeping by the Cross as her Son was hanging there’. Station IV, where Jesus 
greets the Virgin Mary, is for piano alone. 

12  In festo transfigurationis Domini nostri Jesu Christi (S188/R74)

  Composed in 1880, this piano piece entitled ‘On the Feast-Day of the Transfiguration of Our 
Lord Jesus Christ’ is a perfect example of Liszt’s anti-dramatic manner, and of how something 
so short can nonetheless convey a sense of spiritual immensity. Never rising above its quiet 
volume level, the music has only two very simple ideas: the right hand’s repeated figure heard 
at the opening and the sequence of arpeggiated, upward-rippling chords that punctuate it. Yet 
the work’s tiny dimensions are enough to contain a beautiful image in music of the biblical 
episode in which Jesus ascends a mountain, and becomes radiant with the transfiguration of his  
soul by God.

13  From the Cradle to the Grave (S107/R424). Movement 1: The Cradle

  In 1882 Liszt completed From the Cradle to the Grave (Von der Wiege bis zum Grabe), the last of 
his symphonic poems, and a wistful old-age pendant to the set of twelve written three decades 
earlier in Weimar. The work was inspired by a drawing by the Hungarian artist Mihály Zichy, 
reproduced on the title-page of the published score, and portraying the three stages of man’s 
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existence: ‘The Cradle’, ‘The Struggle for Existence’ and ‘To the Grave’. Liszt based the first of 
these three linked movements on a Wiegenlied (lullaby) for piano written two years earlier. The 
music grows from the poignant, up-and-down, rocking motif announced by the violins at the 
beginning; this is extended and developed across the string section, with the harp and two flutes 
adding touches of silvery colour. 

14  Hungarian Rhapsody No. 17 in D minor (S244/R106, No. 17). Lento – Allegretto

  The vast musical distance that Liszt had travelled since the style of his Hungarian Rhapsody 
No. 2 (CD 1, track 4) is clear from this much later sibling work, composed in 1882. In the 
earlier rhapsody, the mood was expansive, and the sonority colourful and brilliant. This is 
now replaced by the sombre power and ominous foreboding of much of Liszt’s later music. 
There is not even a trace of vibrant Magyar dancing: instead, the Hungarian element is that of 
the strange chromatic intervals of the thematic material, with its hints of dark exoticism and 
underlying dissonance. 

15  Nuages gris (S199/R78)

  Although not Liszt’s last piano work, Nuages gris (‘Grey Clouds’), written in 1881, is one of the 
strangest and most exploratory. There is no true thematic development here, still less any sense 
of the closing resolution towards which a statement in classical music had always instinctively 
moved. The first of the piece’s two parts is totally static: the opening idea (it is hardly a ‘theme’) 
just repeats itself, then disappears behind the musical grey clouds of the title. The second part 
tries to develop itself for a few bars, but instead drifts upwards through harmonies that are 
dissonantly remote from any traditional tonality. The two final, coldly gleaming chords hang in 
mid-air like an unanswered question – one which only the most radical composing minds of 
the twentieth century would be able to take up and, perhaps, answer.
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Perhaps the greatest pianist who has ever lived, 
Liszt was one of the titanic musical figures of 
the Romantic age. Abandoning his spectacular 
career as a travelling virtuoso in his mid-thirties, 
this passionate lover and fond father dedicated 
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eventually taking minor orders in the Roman 

Catholic Church. This biography explores an enthralling life lived for long periods in France, 
Switzerland, Germany, Italy and the composer’s native Hungary – a kaleidoscope of cultural 
worlds whose folk music, literature and landscapes richly coloured Liszt’s own music. 
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