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One hundred years ago, the Chicago Symphony paid tribute 
to the centenary of the birth of Franz Liszt with the pro-

gram of music Riccardo Muti conducts this week to honor the 
bicentennial of the composer’s birth. Today, Liszt’s 
stature in the music world seems diminished—his 
music is not all that regularly performed, aside from 
a few works, such as the B minor piano sonata, that 

have never gone out of favor; and he is 
more a name in the history books than 
an indispensable part of our concert life. 
Earlier this year, when New York Times 
music critic Anthony Tommasini named 

his “Top 10 Composers” in a controversial two-week series of 
articles and blog posts, he confessed that Liszt was never really 
a contender. “But if this exercise,” he wrote, “an intellectual 
game played seriously, had involved coming up with the Top 10 
musicians in history—those creative artists whose overall 
contributions had enormous influence on the art form—Liszt 
would easily have made the list. In fact, [he] might have been 
my choice for the top spot.”

A century ago, when our orchestra played its centennial  
tribute, Liszt was still widely regarded as one of music’s signal  
revolutionaries—the rare composer who turned out hugely  
popular hits and changed the course of music at the same  
time. In its first thirty or so years, the Chicago Symphony  
played something by Liszt nearly every season—one of the  
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piano concertos, a symphonic poem, 
even the large and masterful Faust 
Symphony from time to time. This 
week’s program, replicating the 
Orchestra’s 1911 tribute (which is 
reprinted on page 12), honors Liszt 
the piano virtuoso as well as Liszt the 
visionary composer, while also placing 
him in the company of his fellow titan, 
Richard Wagner.

For two such powerful and competitive composers, Liszt and 
Wagner enjoyed an unusually close relationship for many years, 
each sometimes virtually alone in appreciating what the other 
was up to. Throughout the 1850s (well before Wagner fathered 
two illegitimate children with Liszt’s daughter Cosima), they 
were united in pushing music toward a new frontier. Scholars 
and musicians have argued over their comparative success 
ever since, and although it is Wagner, largely by virtue of an 
advanced case of self-promotion and a very modern under-
standing of public relations, who is generally seen as the 
greater revolutionary, there are those who would agree with the 
verdict of Princess Sayn-Wittgenstein, who knew them both: 
“[Liszt] has hurled his lance much further into the future than 
Wagner.” The debate continues. In the meantime, two hundred 
years after Liszt’s birth, his extraordinary and adventuresome 
music still demands our attention.

Franz Liszt
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Huldigungsmarsch

A Huldigungsmarsch is a hom-
age march. Liszt and Wagner 

each wrote one apiece. Liszt’s, 
from 1853, was composed to honor 
the grand duke of Saxe-Weimar. 
Wagner’s, composed eleven years 
later, was originally designed as 
a birthday present for Ludwig II, 
king of Bavaria, who, at the tender 
age of nineteen, was already an 
avid Wagnerian and would prove 
indispensable to Wagner’s career. 
Wagner described their first meet-
ing in May 1864 as “one great love 
scene.” Ludwig presented Wagner 
with 4,000 gulden, the first of 
many attempts to rescue Wagner 
from financial ruin—or as the 
king’s secretary put it, to “lift the 
menial burdens of everyday life 
from your shoulders, . . . so that you 
will be able to unfurl the mighty 
pinions of your genius unhindered.” 
Their mutual passion—Ludwig’s 
for Wagner’s art, and Wagner’s for 

the king’s devotion and patron-
age—flourished. “He sends for me 
once or twice a day,” Wagner wrote 
to Eliza Wille a few weeks later. 
“I then fly to him as to a lover. . . . 
Thus we sit for hours on end, lost in 
each other’s gaze.”

Wagner wrote this march, 
originally scored for military band, 
to honor his king later that sum-
mer. (That same summer, Cosima 
von Bülow, Liszt’s daughter, arrived 
at the Villa Pellet—a splendid 
lakeside summer house on loan 
from the king—and became 
Wagner’s lover.) As it turned out, 
the first performance of the march 
could not be given on the king’s 
birthday in August and had to be 
postponed till October. Wagner 
apparently began arranging the 
Huldigungsmarsch for full orchestra 
as early as the following February. 
He only got as far as the seventieth 
measure—roughly a third of the 

Richard Wagner
Born May 22, 1813, Leipzig, Germany.
Died February 13, 1883, Venice, Italy.

Composed
1864

First performance
October 5, 1864 (version 
for military band), 
Munich, Germany

November 12, 1871 (orches-
tral version), Vienna, Austria

First CSO 
performance
April 15, 1892, Auditorium 
Theatre. Theodore 
Thomas conducting

Most recent 
CSO performance
October 22, 1938 (popular 
concert), Orchestra Hall. 
Frederick Stock conducting

Instrumentation
two flutes and piccolo, two 
oboes, two clarinets and 
bass clarinet, two bassoons, 
four horns, three trumpets, 
three trombones and tuba, 
timpani, percussion, strings

Approximate 
performance time
7 minutes
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total length—and the orchestra-
tion eventually was completed by 
Joachim Raff.

The Huldigungsmarsch is the 
first of three occasional marches 
Wagner composed in his maturity 
(the third would be the Centennial 
March written for the anniversary 
of U.S. independence). Written 
while Wagner was at work on Die 
Meistersinger von Nürnberg, the 
Huldigungsmarsch inhabits the same 
world of pageantry, grandeur, and 
festivity as the familiar prelude 

to the music drama. It certainly 
conveys Wagner’s boundless joy and 
gratitude to a king who understood 
the importance of the composer’s 
vision at a time when many did not. 
In its even more brilliant orches-
tral version, it was played at the 
laying of the foundation stone for 
the Festival Theatre in Bayreuth, 
Wagner’s great shrine to himself 
and his music, which, like many of 
the composer’s greatest creations, 
was substantially underwritten by 
King Ludwig. 

 �The use of still or video cameras 
and recording devices is prohibited 
in Orchestra Hall.

 �Latecomers will be seated during 
designated program pauses.

 �Please use perfume, cologne, 
and all other scented products 
sparingly, as many patrons are 
sensitive to fragrance.

 �Please turn off or silence all 
personal electronic devices  
(pagers, watches, telephones, 
digital assistants).

 �Please note that Symphony Center 
is a smoke-free environment.

 �Your cooperation is greatly 
appreciated.

Note: Fire exits are located on all levels and are for emergency use only. The lighted Exit 
sign nearest your seat is the shortest route outdoors. Please walk—do not run—to your exit 
and do not use elevators for emergency exit.
Volunteer ushers provided by The Saints—Volunteers for the Performing Arts (www.saintschicago.org)

Symphony Center Information
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Piano Concerto No. 1 in E-flat Major

Liszt is music’s misunderstood 
genius. The greatest pianist of 

his time, he has often been carica-
tured as a mad, intemperate virtu-
oso and as a shameless and tawdry 
showman. (Early in his career, he 
tried, with uncanny success, to 
emulate both the theatrical extrava-
gance and technical brilliance of 
the superstar violinist Paganini.) 
But when Robert Schumann heard 
Liszt play, he was struck most of all 
by the young musician’s “tenderness 
and boldness of emotion.” Clara 
Schumann, an important pianist 
herself, told her husband, “When 
I heard Liszt for the first time 
in Vienna, I just couldn’t control 
myself, I sobbed freely with emo-
tion.” And although his popularity 
as a pianist was virtually unrivaled 
in the nineteenth century, his 

ultimate importance to music his-
tory is as a serious, boldly original, 
even revolutionary composer.

Liszt’s performing career can 
be compared to those of today’s 
hottest pop stars rather than our 
greatest instrumental soloists, 
opera singers, and conductors. 
The German poet Heinrich Heine 
coined that very modern-sounding 
term “Lisztomania” to describe the 
power the pianist wielded over his 
fans. Women threw their jewelry 
on stage and, after the concert, 
tried to steal broken strings from 
the piano for souvenirs. Heinrich 
Heine once watched in horror while 
two Hungarian countesses wrestled 
one other to the floor over the 
pianist’s snuffbox.

It’s difficult to imagine the pan-
demonium Liszt caused when he 

Franz Liszt
Born October 22, 1811, Raiding, Hungary.
Died July 31, 1886, Bayreuth, Germany.

Composed
Sketched in 1830s  
completed in 1849  
revised 1853,1855

First performance
February 17, 1855, Weimar. 
The composer as soloist, 
Hector Berlioz conducting

First CSO 
performance
February 23, 1894, 
Auditorium Theatre. 
Adele Aus der Ohe, 
piano; Theodore 
Thomas conducting

Most recent 
CSO performances
January 23, 2001, Orchestra 
Hall. Zoltán Kocsis, piano; 
Michael Gielen conducting

July 7, 2011, Ravinia Festival. 
Lang Lang, piano; Christoph 
Eschenbach conducting

Instrumentation
two flutes and piccolo, 
two oboes, two clarinets, 
two bassoons, two horns, 
two trumpets, three 
trombones, timpani, triangle, 
cymbals, strings

Approximate 
performance time
21 minutes
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performed because the few surviv-
ing photographs, taken later in his 
career, show a sober and dignified 
figure. He preferred to sit far from 
the keyboard, with his arms held 
almost straight out. At moments 
of great elation, he is said to have 
leaned backwards. Apparently, at 
least in his later years, his gestures 
were quite restrained. (“Don’t 
make an omelet,” he told a girl who 
couldn’t keep her hands still.)

By the time he gave up his public 
career in 1847, one month before his 
thirty-sixth birthday, to devote time 
to composition and conducting, 
Liszt had not only written dozens 
of solo display pieces to take on the 
road, but he also had begun experi-
menting with large-scale works 
for piano and orchestra. His father 
Adam remembered two piano con-
certos from the 1820s which haven’t 
survived. There is a Grande fantaisie 
symphonique on themes by Berlioz 
and a fantasia on Beethoven’s Ruins 
of Athens, both dating from the 
1830s. During that decade, Liszt 
also sketched the two familiar 
piano concertos and drafted a third 
he ultimately decided to set aside. 
(The autograph was discovered in 
1988; Janina Fialkowska gave the 
world premiere, with Kenneth Jean 
conducting the Chicago Symphony 
Orchestra, on May 3, 1990.)

After Liszt settled in Weimar in 
1848 to preside over a small ducal 
orchestra, he devoted himself to 
serious composition. The music 
he wrote during his first decade 
there includes nearly all the major 
works for which he is known today. 
Twelve symphonic poems, the 
Faust and Dante symphonies, and 

the two piano concertos profited 
from the many years Liszt had 
spent sketching and drafting, 
polishing his own miniature display 
pieces, and exchanging ideas with 
the important composers of the day.

Ironically, Liszt never met Franz 
Schubert, the composer whose 
influence on his idea of instrumen-
tal form was the most profound, 
even though they lived near each 
other in Vienna for over a year. 
Throughout his life, however, 
Liszt admired Schubert’s music, 
and he made piano transcriptions 
of many of the great songs so that 
he could play them in recital. Of 
all Schubert’s compositions, it was 
the Wanderer Fantasy, a large and 
demanding work for piano solo, 
that he loved most, and it was prac-
tically the only one of Schubert’s 
piano pieces that he played publicly. 
Liszt was attracted not only by the 
fantasy’s wild virtuosity—so unex-
pected from Schubert, normally the 
most self-effacing of composers—
but by its extraordinary form—four 
movements linked in a continuous 
structure and further unified by the 
transformation of a single theme. 
In the early 1850s, after he had 
retired from the concert stage, 
Liszt arranged Schubert’s Wanderer 
Fantasy for piano and orchestra as 
well as for two pianos.

Liszt was decades ahead of his 
time in his appreciation of Schubert, 
and the music he ultimately wrote in 
the spirit of the Wanderer Fantasy—
bold experiments with organization 
and large-scale form—are the 
works of a pioneer, not a mimic. 
Liszt’s masterpiece in this venture 
is his own single greatest work for 
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piano solo, the Sonata in B minor. 
Both piano concertos are indebted 
to Schubert’s idea of individual 
movements bound together as one, 
though it’s the first that more closely 
follows the path of the Wanderer 
Fantasy. Both benefit from Liszt’s 
evolving concept of a full-length 
piece that works like a single move-
ment in sonata form, with material 
introduced, developed, and later 
recapitulated. And both demon-
strate Liszt’s extraordinary skill at 
thematic camouflage and transfor-
mation—the ability to manufacture 
themes of remarkably diverse 
character from the same melody.

There is a curious—and surely 
apocryphal—story that Liszt and 
his son-in-law, the conductor 
Hans von Bülow (Cosimo’s then-
husband), made up words for the 
opening theme of the E-flat piano 
concerto: “Das versteht ihr alle 
nicht, ha, ha!” (None of you under-
stands this, ha, ha!). Although their 
meaning is unclear, they might well 
have suspected that few listeners 
could appreciate how much of the 
concerto is derived from that one 
unison string theme, down to the 
final “ha, ha” (two quick chords in 
the winds and brass).

Liszt strings together four move-
ments without pause. (He doesn’t 
literally connect the first and 
second, where the link is merely 
implied.) The first is dominated by 
the opening material, a warm and 
lyrical theme, and several glittering 
piano cadenzas. The slow move-
ment is a long-spanned nocturne 
for piano, with important cameos 
for flute, clarinet, and oboe. The 
last two movements recapitulate 

and transform the materials of the 
previous two. In the scherzo, Liszt 
treats the triangle as a solo instru-
ment, an innovation that caused 
more comment than anything else 
in the score. (The conservative critic 
Eduard Hanslick called this the 
“Triangle” Concerto.) In response 
to those who thought the triangle’s 
prominence a vulgar effect, Liszt 
later suggested hitting it with a 
tuning fork, “delicately, precisely, 
and intelligently.” (Liszt contin-
ued to compose imaginatively for 
percussion instruments, claiming “I 
shall yet win for them some effects 
that are little known.”)

Of the finale, Liszt himself wrote, 
“It is only an urgent recapitulation 
of the earlier material with quick-
ened, livelier rhythm. . . . This kind 
of binding together and rounding 
off a whole piece at its close is some-
what my own, but it is quite organic 
and justified from the standpoint 
of musical form.” (More than fifty 
years later, Béla Bartók called this 
concerto “the first perfect realiza-
tion of cyclic sonata form.”)

Although he had long ago given 
up his performing career, Liszt 
was the soloist at the premiere in 
Weimar; his conductor was fellow 
revolutionary Hector Berlioz, and 
the balance of the program was the 
Symphonie fantastique. Sometime 
after the first performance, Liszt 
simplified the piano part for the 
benefit of future soloists, confirm-
ing Berlioz’s verdict that at first 
Liszt wrote music exclusively for 
his own hands, “and no one else in 
the world could flatter himself that 
he could approach being able to 
perform it.” 
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A Faust Symphony, in Three Character 
Pictures (after Goethe)

Of the many threads linking the  
lives of Liszt and Wagner, a  

man neither of them ever met— 
Johann Wolfgang Goethe—is  
often overlooked. Goethe died in  
1832, when Liszt was known as  
a virtuoso pianist rather than a  
composer, and before Wagner had  
written any of the music we know  
today. But Goethe, and his Faust  
in particular, had already cast a  
lasting spell. Although Wagner  
would not make Faust one of his  
major efforts, he did, however,  
write seven songs from Faust in  
1831; toyed with a symphony in  
1839, eventually turning it into the  
Faust Overture (the first piece the  
Chicago Symphony ever played);  
and later found, to his dismay,  
that the decisive crisis of his first  

marriage was precipitated by an  
argument over Faust.

Liszt owed his fifty-year fascina-
tion with Goethe’s book to Hector 
Berlioz. Almost as soon as Berlioz 
read Goethe’s Faust in Gérard de 
Nerval’s new French translation in 
1828, he set eight scenes from Faust 
to music—though he recognized 
their inadequacies almost as quickly. 
When Liszt came to Paris to hear 
the premiere of Berlioz’s Symphonie 
fantastique in 1830, Berlioz’s passion 
for Goethe became contagious. As 
Berlioz later wrote in his memoirs, 
“I received a visit from Liszt, whom 
I had never yet seen. I spoke to him 
of Goethe’s Faust, which he was 
obliged to confess he had never 
read, but about which he soon 
became as enthusiastic as myself.” 

Franz Liszt

Composed
August–October 1854  
revised 1857, 1861, 1880

First performance
September 5, 1857, Weimar. 
The composer conducting

First CSO 
performance
March 10, 1899, Auditorium 
Theatre. George Hamlin, 
tenor; Chicago Mendelssohn 
Club; Theodore 
Thomas conducting

Most recent 
CSO performance
May 10, 1992, Orchestra 
Hall. Ben Heppner, tenor; 
Men of the Chicago 
Symphony Chorus; Sir Georg 
Solti conducting

Instrumentation
three flutes and piccolo, 
two oboes, two clarinets, 
four horns, three trumpets, 
three trombones and tuba, 
timpani, triangle, cymbals, 
organ, strings, and, in the 
conclusion of the final 
movement, tenor solo and 
male chorus

Approximate 
performance time
73 minutes

CSO recording
1986. Siegfried Jerusalem, 
tenor; Men of the Chicago 
Symphony Chorus; Sir Georg 
Solti conducting. London
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Neither Liszt nor Berlioz yet knew 
how to convey adequately their 
enthusiasm in music.

During the 1840s, while Liszt 
was enjoying the life of Europe’s 
great traveling virtuoso and the 
kind of celebrity known today to 

rock stars and 
sports heroes, 
he began to 
make sketches 
for a Faust 
symphony. 
(In 1845, 
Berlioz began 
to refashion 
his eight 
scenes into the 
Damnation of 
Faust, which 
he would 
dedicate 

to Liszt). Once Liszt settled in 
Weimar, where Goethe had lived 
and worked, he was continually 
confronted with Faust. On the 
centenary of the poet’s birth, 
August 28, 1849, Liszt conducted 
Schumann’s Scenes from Faust as 
part of the public celebration. The 
following year, Liszt welcomed as 
his house guest Gérard de Nerval, 
Goethe’s translator; they talked of 
little but Faust.

In 1852, Berlioz came to 
Weimar; the two composers 
shared a concert, Liszt conduct-
ing Wagner’s Faust Overture, 
Berlioz his own Damnation of 
Faust. All this certainly stirred 
Liszt to make something of his 
own sketches, but he still hesitated; 
as he wrote, “anything having to 
do with Goethe is dangerous for 
me to handle.” By the time Liszt 

visited Wagner in Zurich in 1853, 
however, there was enough music to 
play through at the piano. Wagner 
was sufficiently impressed to quietly 
borrow Faust’s first theme—one of 
the most exceptional melodies in 
all music—for his own Die Walküre, 
then in progress.

Apparently it was the visit 
to Weimar in 1854 of Mary 
Ann Evans—who, as George 
Eliot, would later write The Mill 
on the Floss, Silas Marner, and 
Middlemarch—that finally ignited 
Liszt’s imagination. Eliot came 
with George Henry Lewes, 
compiling material for his Goethe 
biography. On August 28, they 
all shared a celebration honoring 
Goethe’s birthday, though Eliot 
could not help wondering “How 
could Goethe live here in this 
dull, lifeless village?” When Liszt 
sat at the piano and played for 
Eliot, she thought him “the first 
really inspired man I ever saw.” 
(Wagner’s music fared less well; 
Eliot and Lewes left the Weimar 
performance of Lohengrin after the 
second act.)

Sometime during Eliot’s visit, 
Liszt began to work at white heat on 
his Faust Symphony. By September 8, 
he wrote of “working like a being 
possessed.” The symphony was 
completed by October, though it 
was not quite the piece we know 
today. Liszt tried it out with his 
Weimar orchestra and continued to 
make adjustments, both in content 
and scoring. (The original version 
was written for just woodwinds, 
horns, and strings.) In 1857, he 
added music for male voices at the 
end, setting the Chorus Mysticus 

Johann Wolfgang Goethe
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that concludes part 2 of Goethe’s 
Faust—the same text Mahler 
would choose fifty years later for 
his Eighth Symphony. And even 
though the work was publicly per-
formed for the first time that year, 
Liszt made further adjustments, 
even adding twelve measures to the 
slow movement as late as 1880. The 
score was dedicated to Berlioz.

History’s adulation of Liszt as a 
showman of shameless virtuos-

ity has obscured his more important 
stature as a pioneer among compos-
ers. He was, in fact, a true musical 
thinker—a rare breed in any age. 
A man of advanced vision and 
imagination, Liszt was not satisfied 
with obvious solutions or conven-
tional rhetoric. A Faust Symphony 
is probably his masterpiece, and it 
is without question the work of a 
master; there is nothing in its scope 
or in the smallest of its details to 
suggest less than a first-rate mind 
fixed on pushing music’s language 
and expressive power to its limits.

Liszt was far from the first to 
wrestle with putting Faust to 
music, but he was the first to find 
the ingenious solution of presenting 
the three main characters one at a 
time and letting the drama reveal 
itself, bit by bit, through their eyes. 
A Faust Symphony does not follow 
Goethe’s narrative, but, more than 
most of the works that do, it leaves 
us with a real sense of what hap-
pens. Indispensable to Liszt’s plan 
is his method of thematic metamor-
phosis—treating musical ideas like 
characters who grow and change, as 
life’s circumstances dictate.

The three movements portray 
the three protagonists, with Faust 
and Mephistopheles at either end, 
separated—or more appropriately, 
linked—by Gretchen. Faust is 
defined by five themes, two in the 
slow introduction, three following 
in the quicker main body of the 
first movement. They have been 
variously described as representing 
mysticism, doubt, passion, love, 
and pride, and although the labels 
are neither authentic nor entirely 
appropriate, they give a fair idea of 
the breadth of Liszt’s portrait. The 
first, for muted strings, is, against 
all explanation and years before its 
time, the first twelve-note melody 
in music. (Those not squeamish 
about technical terminology will 
note that it traces a descending 
sequence of four augmented triads.) 
Though the movement is long—
nearly half an hour—it is tightly 
unified and shrewdly paced. The 
layout is sonata form—in the fluid, 
lenient way Liszt understands it, 
with development never confined 
to just the middle section, and a 
recapitulation that revisits the slow 
introduction as well as the main 
allegro music.

Gretchen is pictured through 
slow, lyrical music of chamber-
music intimacy. This movement is 
in A-flat major, a key Liszt often 
associated with love (the three 
Liebesträume and the Petrarch 
songs). Even in the rare moment 
when Liszt calls on the full orches-
tra, the result is restrained and 
delicate. Gretchen has two main 
themes—a melody introduced by 
the oboe and viola, and a romantic 
theme in the strings—and both are 
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later transformed. There is a par-
ticularly effective illustration, some 
four minutes into the movement, of 
Gretchen saying “He loves me, he 
loves me not . . .” as she plucks the 
petals from a flower. (Winds and 
solo violins alternate, with increas-
ing urgency.) Eventually Faust’s 
own music begins to permeate the 
movement, and he appears alto-
gether changed by the experience.

Liszt’s unusual symphonic 
procedure now allows him to 
portray Mephistopheles, the man 
who stole Faust’s soul, as a man 
with no themes of his own, only 
those he has appropriated from 
Faust. This is music of profound 
irony, to use the word in Liszt’s 
own tempo marking, and also of 
deliberate and vicious caricature. It 
owes something in its tone to the 
Witches’ Sabbath from Berlioz’s 
Symphonie fantastique, but the 
overall plan is entirely Liszt’s own. 
In fact, the entire movement is a 
kind of free parody of the open-
ing movement. Each of Faust’s 
melodies is subjected to ridicule. 
There is a new idea borrowed from 
an earlier Malediction Concerto: 
a bold “curse” theme. Gretchen’s 
melody appears in the oboe, but 
remains untouched.

Originally, Liszt ended the 
symphony as Gretchen’s theme 

carried Faust’s soul heavenward. 
The new ending, added in 1857, 
introduces the voices of men, who 
come onstage “calmly, gravely, and 
solemnly” in the midst of the music. 
(Liszt, a true man of the theater, 
specifies the exact measure when 
they should enter.) The chorus 
begins in unison, with the last eight 
lines from Faust, part 2. At the 
seventh line, the music moves from 
C major to A-flat, and a tenor voice 
recalls Gretchen’s theme.

Alles Vergängliche
ist nur ein Gleichnis;
das Unzulängliche,
hier wird‘s Ereignis;
das Unbeschreibliche,
hier ist es getan;
das Ewigweibliche
zieht uns hinan.

Everything transitory
is only approximation;
what could not be achieved,
here comes to pass;
what no one could describe,
is here accomplished;
womanhood everlasting
draws us aloft.

Phillip Huscher is the program annota-
tor for the Chicago Symphony Orchestra.©
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