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IV The B minor Piano Sonata S. 178

The meaning of progress

Kretzschmar kehrte danach gar nicht mehr vom Pianino zum Red-
nerpult zurtck. Er blieb, uns zugewandt, auf seinem Drehsessel sitzen,
in der gleichen Haltung wie wir, vorgebeugt, die Hinde zwischen
den Knien, und fithrte so mit wenigen Worten seinen Vortrag tiber
die Frage zu Ende, warum Beethoven zu Opus 111 keinen dritten Satz
geschrieben.[...] Ein dritter Satz? Ein neues Anheben — nach diesem
Abschied? Ein Wiederkommen — nach dieser Trennung? Unmoglich!
Es sei geschehen, daf§ die Sonate im zweiten Satz, diesem enormen,
sich zu Ende gefiithrt habe, zu Ende auf Nimmerwiederkehr. Und
wenn er sagte: «<Die Sonate», so meine er nicht diese nur, in c-moll,
sondern er meine die Sonate iiberhaupt, als Gattung, als tiberlieferte
Kunstform: sie selber sei hier zu Ende, ans Ende gefiihrt, sie habe ihr
Schicksal erfiillt, ihr Ziel erreicht, iber das hinaus es nicht gehe, sie
hebe und lose sich auf, sie nehme Abschied, — das Abschiedswinken
des vom cis melodisch getrosteten d-g-g-Motivs, es sei ein Abschied
auch dieses Sinnes, ein Abschied, grof wie das Sttick, der Abschied
von der Sonate'.

1

Thomas Mann, Doktor Faustus, Das Leben des deutschen Tonsetzers Adrian Leverkiihn, erzihlt
von einem Freunde, Fischer, Frankfurt am Main, 2007, p. 85.
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Introduction

In this chapter an analysis of Lizts’s B minor Piano Sonata is provided. As the
main focus is on the aesthetic issues, then the historical vicissitudes and the
compositional stages will only be dealt marginally. Those who would seek to
explore these matters in greater depth could refer to the works by Rey Long-
year, Sharon Winklhofer, Michael Heinemann, Kenneth Hamilton, and Maria-
teresa Storino, and many others, who have analysed these aspects in a more
exhaustive fashion. Therefore, the genesis of the work is taken for granted, in
order to focus on some musical and aesthetic features that were only touched
upon elsewhere. Anyway, in many cases, it will clearly be impossible to avoid
references to the manuscript of the Sonata.

After this brief preamble it is necessary to explain the path through which the
chapter about Liszt’s most famous piano work was developed. This clarification
is necessary in the sense that it is always difficult to approach the Sonata and to
analyse it,due to the vast amount of literature that already exists about it,because
there are too many ways in which this work could be approached, and, above
all, because there are so many different and at the same time valid analyses of
it. These analyses create what could possibly be called an “interpretative chaos’,
whose explanation is the main aim of the chapter. For these reasons, a complete
account of the Sonata is impossible, since it would cover the space of several vol-
umes. Therefore, the work will be analysed following the four subsequent points:

1. The chronological problem: The Sonata was written during the Symphonic poems
period, namely in the middle of Liszt’s activity as programme-music composer; but
it does not show any programme or evocative title, unless the same name “Sonata” is
the programme. It is an anachronistic work anyway, since Liszt’s declared intention
was to «briser ma chrysalide de virtuosité et de laisser plein vol 2 ma pensée»? ;

2. The dedication to Schumann, the relationship to his Fantasie op. 17, the relation-
ship with Schubert’s Fantasie op. 15 D.760 “Wanderer Fantasie’, and the relevance
of Beethoven’s sonatas. These elements support the interpretation of the title “So-
nata” as the programme of the work. It is the musical application of the ideas Liszt
expressed in several writings: the ancient masters showed the path, but it is the
task of modern composers to find new means of expression (new forms);

3. Analysis of the Sonata between Newman, Longyear, Winklhofer and Walker. The
Sonata will be analysed first as a multi-movement work, then as a sonata-form.

2 Liszt, Franz, Briefwechsel zwischen Franz Liszt und Carl Alexander Grossherzog von Sachsen, letter
dated 8 October 1846 p. 8.
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From the complexity of the form and the several diverse analyses of the work, the
necessity of a theoretical answer emerges, which make it possible;

4. The answer involves the idea of progress, and that in two ways: on the one hand, it
is possible to see the progress of music acting in the work itself, and, on the other
hand, one has to take into account the theoretical progress of music. Both move-
ments involve the idea of Mehrdeutigkeit.

To provide an analysis of the B minor Piano Sonata, after so much has already
been written, is certainly an arduous task. When one decides to approach the
work starting from a historical and aesthetic point of view especially, which could
appear to be marginal compared to the density of Liszt’s work. Furthermore,
showing from the very beginning that the main aim is to answer the question
concerned with the meaning of progress in the Sonata, could give rise to the
idea that one is going to answer to the necessity of a new analysis of the Sonata
in a vague and superficial manner. Nevertheless, the four points outlined above
illustrate a well-defined programme: contextualize the Sonata among Liszt’s
production, and try to provide a new interpretative edge, walking through the
analysis made by Walker, Newman, Longyear,and Winklhofer. Concerning the
theme of with the dedication to Schumann — which many musicologists often
stress as a key point of view on the work — and the chronological position of
Liszt’s work, are relevant, but not so fundamental to the overall comprehension
of Liszt’s masterpiece. Regardless, both themes are put on the table in order
to create a preamble in which the climate, both cultural and psychological, in
which Liszt composed his Sonata is placed under investigation. If the first three
points strictly concern the analysis of the Sonata, the last one is an attempt to
bring to light those aspects which on one side represent a real innovation in
the field of musical language, and on the other are a clear manifestation of what
one might call a “the unfolding of progress” in the music itself; namely, music
does not simply progress following a historical line, but it also progresses in
the exact moment of its unfolding. As it will emerge, this approach could be
seen as a radicalised version of Adorno’s theory on the ageing of musical ma-
terials. According to this new view, the musical material is ageing in the work
itself, and it is exactly for this reason that it is necessary to submit the musical
material to continuous variations3. It could be suggested that Adorno’s idea

3 This is the same idea, which lies behind the continued revisions Liszt brought about to his
compositions, namely to conform them to new compositional models, to new psychological
states, to new performances, to new scholars, etc.
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of the “duration of the new” is brought here to its extreme, to the paradox4:
music becomes old at the time of its own unfolding. The last point of the
investigation on the Sonata is set in order to comprehend Liszt’s awareness of
this dynamic. The theme is strictly related to the notion of the self-awareness
in history (Selbst-Geschichtsbewusstsein). In turn, this concept is related to the
role of artists in society,and, consequently, to a precise idea of progress. Then, if
in the previous chapters Liszt’s theoretical ideas emerged on music in society,
and his philosophical guides, here how these views influenced his conception
of music and his compositional practice will emerge; in the background there
are some musical theories which make this possible. Then, the Sonata and its
multiple interpretations are justifiable both philosophically and musically
without bringing the 20th century into the debate.

Some preliminary observations

The fact that Liszt wrote his piano masterpiece, his largest one, possibly the
work with the most complex structure, and, the fact that he wrote it without
any kind of relationship with a (specific) literary reference or evocative title,and
in the middle of his activity as a symphonist, and in this specific case as a pro-
gramme-music composer, appears to be somewhat contradictory. Why did Liszt
feel the necessity to give life to a pure instrumental work for the piano, when his
symphonic poems were bringing him great satisfaction? Just after the completion
of the Sonata, Liszt wrote what seemed to be a greeting, even temporarily, to his
beloved instrument to his friend, the critic Luis Kohler: «<Mit diesen Sachen [So-
nata, Scherzo und Marsch, Années de Pelerinage] will ich einstweilen mit dem
Clavier abschlissen, um mich ausschliesslich mit Orchester-Compositionen zu
beschaftigen und auf diesem Gebiet mehreres zu versuchen, was mir schon seit
langerer Zeit eine innerliche Nothwendigkeit geworden»’. Liszt dedicated a lot of

4 In his Asthetische Theorie Adorno dedicated a paragraph to this topic The new and its du-
ration, where he wrote that «The category of the new produced a conflict. Not unlike the
seventeenth-century querelle des anciens et des modernes, this is a conflict between the new
and duration. Artworks were always meant to endure; it is related to their concept, that
of objectivation. Through duration art protests against death; the paradoxically transient
eternity of artworks is the allegory of an eternity bare of semblance. Art is the semblance of
what is beyond death’s reach.[...]». Theodor W. Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, Athlone Press Ltd,
London, 1997, p. 27.

S Liszt, Franz, Franz Liszt’s Briefe, Von Paris bis Rom, letter dated April or May 1854, Vol. 1, p. 153.

171

[@)er ]


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783968218106-165
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

IV The B minor Piano Sonata S.178

time during the Weimar years to revisit and republish his already written works,
as in the case of the two volumes of Années de Pélerinage (Swiss and Italie), or the
two piano concertos, instead of composing new and original music. According
to Redepenning «von den 768 Titeln, die dieses Werkverzeichnis auffuhrt, sind
nur 350 den Originalen zugeordnet. Strenggenommen ist diese Werkgruppe
sogar noch viel kleiner, denn viele Titel sind als Eigenbearbeitungen (mit dem
Anspruch von Originalwerken) zwei- bzw. dreimal in dieser Rubrik genannt»®;
but what is relevant here is that this phase of “revisiting works” came to an end
around 1854: «Man kann hier durchaus von einer ,Werkphase“ sprechen, denn
zwischen 1854 und 1860 entstehen fast keine Bearbeitungen fremder oder ei-
gener Werke»’. Conversely, as it will emerge in the subsequent chapter, after the
Weimar period Liszt went through a phase of low creativity. Then, the Sonata
seems to appear out of nowhere, written, accordingly to the first critics, furiously
in about one year. Liszt never modified a note, except from the finale and some
other small details, which had already been changed during the work on the
Sonata itself. Then, he published it in 1854 without any further afterthoughts.
Furthermore, it is possible to state that the Sonata works as his testament con-
cerning the piano. Using the words of Newman «this work marked the end of
much of his important writing for piano»® — maybe it is the testament of the
so-called Glanzperiode, and not of the entire category of the piano works. It is
worth noting that during the same years Liszt was improving his orchestration
skills. In any case, according to more recent analysis, the Sonata needed more
than a year to be completed, as reported both by Hamilton® and Szdsz'°, and its
incipit (Ur-motive) already dates back to 1849". Furthermore, the manuscript

Redepenning, Dorothea, Das Spatwerk Franz Liszt: Bearbeitung eigener Kompositionen, p. 11.
Redepenning, Dorothea, Das Spdtwerk Franz Liszt: Bearbeitung eigener Kompositionen, p. 15.
Newman, William S., The Sonata since Beethoven, p.364.

Hamilton, Kenneth, Liszt: sonata in B minor, p. 1. «Although he had made at least two pre-

liminary sketches of themes for the Sonata — one of the opening two motifs in 1851, another

of the beginning of the Andante sostenuto in 1849 — it is likely that the main compositional

work was started in the latter part of 1852».

10 Szdzs, Tibor, Towards a New Edition of Liszt’s Sonata in B minor, p. 67. «Sharon Winklhofer
derived her statement that the Sonata sketch “dates from the second week of January 18517
from page 74 of the bound sketchbook into which Liszt wrote “Eilsen, 2 me semaine de
Janvier 18517».

11 Szézs, Tibor, Towards a New Edition of Liszt’s Sonata in B minor, p. 69. Winklhofer stated that

Arthur Hedley still possessed in 1967 a notebook page on which Liszt wrote down in 1849

the adagio theme of the Sonata. Hedley’s statement has been corroborated by Szdsz, who

discovered in 1982 that the entire melodic material of the Sonata’s Andante sostenuto theme

(triple piano,mm. 331-338, subsequently Quasi Adagio, double and triple forte, mm.394-401)

was based on an original Lied by the Grand Duchess Maria Pavlovna of Russia (1786-1859)».

O o N &\
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shows signs of several revisions (Annex II and III), but it is still true that after its
publication Liszt never came back to this work.

Let’s proceed in an orderly fashion with the examination of the dedication
to Schumann, because it is directly connected with the programmatic inter-
pretation of Liszt’s work. In 1839 the latter dedicated to the Hungarian pianist
his Fantasie op. 17 (composed in 1836)'2. Liszt himself was very proud of this
dedication, since he thought that Schumann’s composition was worthy of
mentioning among the masterpieces of German music, and he really wanted
to praise Schumann with a work of a similar value. Schumann dedicated his
work to Liszt because Liszt, in the role of critic, wrote in 1837 a «long and
highly favourable article about Schumann’s keyboard works»' in La Revue et
gazette musicale. Consequently, the dedication was a hommage musicale to thank
Liszt for his article. However, knowing Liszt’s nature, it is very probable that
he desired to return the dedication with a piece of the same level, which could
potentially affect Schumann in the same way that his Fantasie op. 17 had on
him. Schumann had to wait 15 years to receive Liszt’s answer. Unfortunately,
at that time Schumann had already been admitted to a mental asylum in En-
denich. Therefore, he could neither listen to the Sonata, nor know that it was
dedicated to him. Furthermore, at this time the dedication to Schumann was
intended more as a gesture made to try to fix their personal troubles, than to
celebrate him. In 1847 the relationship between Liszt and Robert and Clara
Schumann entered into a crisis, as he took Schumann’s side in a legal contro-
versy between Friedrich Wieck (Clara’s father) and the German composer. All
these elements are the reasons why we do not possess any comment on the
Sonata from Schumann. Nevertheless, Clara Schumann gave us a sample of the
coldness, not to say the aversion, with which the Sonata was received in some
musical circles. In May 1854 Clara made an entry in his diary: «Liszt sandte
heute eine an Robert dedizierte Sonate und einige andre Sachen mit einem
freundlichen Schreiben an mich. Die Sachen sind aber schaurig! Brahms spielte

12 It is worth noting that the Fantasie was originally titled Sonata with the subtitle Ruinen,
Trophaeen, Palmen, and intended to be a contribution to the Beethoven monument in Bonn.
The change of mind could be a sign of the respect and the fear with which the Romantic
Generation looked to Beethoven’s sonatas and symphonies; in this respect William Newman
wrote in his The Sonata since Beethoven that «The devotion to, even idolatry of, Beethoven’s
sonatas was extraordinary throughout the era. It began as early as 1800, in his own lifetime,
with the transmitters mentioned earlier [Ries, Czerny, Moscheles, Cramer, and Hummel],
and soon spread to France, England, and other countries by way of the publishers, though
not yet public performers». Newman, William S., The Sonata since Beethoven, p. 12.

13 Walker, Alan, Schumann, Liszt and the C Major Fantaste, Op. 17: A Declining Relationship, p.161.
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sie mir, ich wurde aber ganz elend. [...] Das ist nur noch blinder Larm - kein
gesunder Gedanke mehr, alles verwirrt, eine klare Harmoniefolge ist da nicht
mehr herauszufinden! Und da muf§ ich mich nun noch bedanken — es ist
wirklich schrecklich»'*. Eduard Hanslick wrote about the Sonata unmercifully,
too. The critic listened to the work in Vienna during a piano recital of Hans von
Biilow in 1881. After first a positive, or better perhaps, a neutral statement «es
ist mir unschétzbar, dieses wenig bekannte und fast unausfihrbare Stiick jetzt
in vollendetem und authentischem Vortrage gehort zu haben», he continues:

Anderen freilich 1a8t sich durch Worte keine Vorstellung von diesem musikali-
schen Unwesen geben. Nie habe ich ein raffinierteres, frecheres Aneinanderfiigen
der disparatesten Elemente gehort, nie ein so wiistes Toben, einen so blutigen
Kampf gegen alles, was musikalisch ist. Anfangs verblifft, dann entsetzt, fithlte ich
mich doch schliefSlich iiberwiltigt von der unausbleiblichen Komik, ide in die-
sem Krampfhaften Ringen nach Unerhdrtem, Colossalem liegt, in diesem athem-
losen Arbeiten einer Genialitits-Dampfmiihle, die fast immer leer geht.[...] Den
einen Ruhm muf man der Lisztschen ,,Sonate“ lassen, daf§ ihresgleichen in der
gesammten Musik-Literatur nicht wieder vorkommt. Da hort jede Kritik, jede
Diskussion auf. Wer das gehort hat und es schon findet, dem ist nicht zu helfen®.

To grasp the warmth with which the Sonata was welcomed, it can be useful to
quote the review the critic Gustav Engel made in the columns of the Spener’schen
Zeitung, where he was no less merciful. He listened Liszt’s masterpiece from
the hands of von Biilow too, during a recital in Berlin in 1857, and reacted
with the following words:

Die zweite Nummer des Concerts war eine Sonate von Liszt (H moll). Sie hat
das Eigenthiimliche, daf sie aus einem einzigen, sehr ausgedehnten Satz be-
steht. Gewisse Hauptthemata bilden den Mittelpunkt des Ganzes; unter ihnen
ist das erste von einer Beschaffenheit, daff man fast daran schon allein den
Charakter des Werkes erkennen kann. Auf harmonischen und rhythmischen
Uberschwenglichkeiten, die mit der Schénheit nicht das Mindeste mehr gemein
haben, ruht das Gebaude; schon das erste Thema ist als entschieden unkiinstle-

14 Diary entry by Clara Schumann dated 25 May 1854. Cited after Litzmann, Berthold, Clara
Schumann. Ein kiinstlerleben. Nach Tagebiichern und Briefen, Vol. 2: Ebejabre 18401856, Breit-
kopf & Hartel, Leipzig, 1905, p. 317; also cited in Kube, Michael, Vorwort zu F. Liszt h-Moll
Klaviersonate, Birenreiter, 2013, p. IV.

15 Hanslick, Eduard, Concerte, Componisten und Virtuose der letzen fiinfzehn Jabre. 1870-188S,
Allgemeiner Verein fiir Deutsche Literatur, Berlin, 1886, p. 317.
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risch zu verwerfen; doch ist freilich das, was uns im Laufe der Entwickelung ge-
boten wird, noch viel schlimmer. Von verniinftigem, harmonischem Zusammen-
hang ist oft gar nicht mehr die Rede; man muthet uns zu, an dem willkiirlichen
Nebeneinanderstellen von Tonarten Gefallen zu finden; die Melodien, welche
hie und da erscheinen, haben ein so gespreiztes Wesen, daf§ dadurch aller Reiz
vernichtet wird; hochstens in den Clavierfiguren, die sehr reichlich verwandt
sind, 18t sich Originalitit und Geschmack erkennen. Um an Werken dieser Art
Gefallen zu finden, muf§ man auf Alles, was in der Natur und in der Vernunft
der Sache liegt, vollstindig Verzicht leisten; es ist kaum moglich, sich weiter von
der Gesetzmifigkeit zu entfernen, als es hier geschehen ist. Herr v. Bilow spiel-
te das Werk tibrigens in jeder Beziehung vollendeter Meisterschaft, sowohl was
die Uberwindung der immensen technischen Schwierigkeiten betrifft, als in der
Mannigfaltigkeit der Klangwirkungen.'¢

It is very interesting to note that not one of them listened the work from Liszt’s
own hands, except for Brahms, who had this great honour in Weimar in 1853,
and who, according to the anecdote, fell asleep even though he was sitting in a
very uncomfortable chair. Anyway, we have no idea of the way in which von
Bulow or Brahms played the Sonata. For that reason, every comment about it
could just be metaphysical speculation. However, on the other hand, the words
of the critics presented the Sonata to the musical world. Birkin reports in his
book Hans von Biilow — a Life for Music that the great pianist became furious
when he read these reviews. First of all, he wrote to Engel, also sending him a
copy of the Sonata, and he offered him a private performance of the work, com-
plete with a step-by-step analysis of the composition'”. The critic ignored him,
and the pianist, although Liszt himself tried to calm him down, decided to start
a“crusade against the philistines” and gave an uncountable number of concerts
in order to defend and to spread throughout Europe the music of the Hungarian
pianist'®. It is clear, beyond this little parenthesis concerned with the vicissitudes
of Clara Schumann and Hans von Bulow, that Schumann’s Fantasie op. 17 was
an enlightening composition for Liszt. The words “an Robert Schumann” which
appear upon the title Sonata fiir Pianoforte von F. Liszt, on the copy addressed to

16  Engel, Gustav, Bericht iiber eine Claviersonate von Franz Liszt, in Billow, Hans von, Briefe und
Schriften, Breitkopf und Hartel, Leipzig, 1898, Vol. 3, pp. 65-66.

17 Bulow, Hans von, Briefe und Schriften, Breitkopf und Hartel, Leipzig, 1898, Vol. 3, p. 67. Wie
dem sein mag: ein gedrucktes Exemplar liegt fir Sie zum Abholen bei mir bereit. Ich darf
es Thnen nicht aufuéthigen; ich kann es Thnen nur anbieten. Zugleich bin ich bereit, Thnen
das Werk ebensowohl nochmals vorzuspielen, als musikalisch zu analysieren».

18  Birkin, Kenneth, Hans von Biilow, a Life for Musik, p. 106-107.
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Schumann, are not just a little homage to the German composer, but are some-
thing akin to a clear declaration of a debt of inspiration'’. Heinemann wrote
that «So ware denn die Widmung der h-Moll-Sonate an Robert Schumann als
Zeichen nicht nur langjahriger freundschaftlicher Verbindung [...], sondern
auch einer weitestreichenden Ubereinstimmung in der Beurteilung komposi-
torischer Fragen — mit einer unverkennbaren geschichts-philosophischen Im-
plikation — zu werten»*. Indeed, concerning the structural and formal construc-
tion of these two works, both compositions are very far from being able to be
described using the conventional terms of the sonata form. Probably Liszt’s
Sonata would be very different without the Fantasie op. 17. To conclude this brief
examination devoted to the history of mutual dedication, it is useful to list a
series of piano compositions written by Liszt between 1836 and 18532

1842 Petite Valse favorite

1847-1852 Harmonies poétiques
et religieuses

1848 Trois Etudes de Concert

1848 1. Ballade in Des-Dur

1849-1850 Six Consolations

1850 Valse-Impromptu

1836 Grande Valse di Bravura
1836-1853 Années de pelerinage,
Pre miere et Deuxieme Année
1837 Apres une Lecture de Dante.
Fantaisie quasi sonate (revisited 1849)
1838 Grandes Etudes
1838 Etudes d’exécution trascendante

d’apres Paganini
1838 Grand Galope chromatique
1839 Valse mélancolique
1839 tre sonetti del Petrarca
1840 Mazeppa
1840 Réminiscences de Robert le diable
1840-1841 Réminiscences de Don Juan
1841-1843 Réminscences de la Norma
1842 Fantasie iber Themen aus Figaro
und Don Juan

1849 Grosses Konzertsolo
1849 Apres une Lecture de Dante
1849 Totentanz
1850 Fantasie und Fuge iber den
Choral «Ad nos ad salutarem undam»
1850 Trois Caprices-Valses
1851 two Polonaises
1851 Scherzo and March
185112 Etudes d’exécution transcendante
1851 (1849?)-53 B minor Piano Sonata

19  On the original manuscript there is no dedication to Schumann; more than that, there is
no dedication at all. The only words written on the first page of the first folio are the title
written in French: Grande Sonata / puor le Pianoforte / par F Liszt / terminé le / 2 Février 1853.
According to William Mason, one of the Liszt’s pupils, the master dedicated one of his copies
fiir die Murlbibliothek (the library of the Weimar circle), but it is possible that this copy was
conceived for the students of the circle of Weimar.

20 Heinemann, Michael, Liszt, Klaviersonate h-Moll, p. 13.

21 This list, although rearranged, is taken from Searle, Humphrey, The Music of Franz Liszt,
pp- 163-169.
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In 1836, Liszt was in his “travelling Virtuoso” period. That could be a further
explanation for the delay of his dedication to Schumann. He felt himself an
uncultivated composer and he had to learn more. From this point of view, the
concerts of the young virtuoso assume another function. They are no longer the
performances of a talented pianist, or at least not only, but they are an educational
moment, for at least two reasons: 1) outwardly, because Liszt, according to his social
view, was instructing the public; 2) inwardly, because he was educating himself
by analysing and studying the works of the ancient masters. So, his compositions
are both virtuoso pieces composed to amaze the public at his concerts, and at
the same time — and in some cases mostly — they are a study in compositional
technique. For example, most of his FEtudes use the A-B-A form, or its variations;
the sonata form finds application in many works, as in the Aprés une Lecture de
Dante, or in the Grosses Konzertsolo; the variation technique is present in most
of the works, above all in his Totentanz. Then, under this light, the list of his
piano compositions becomes a path in which the form becomes more and more
complex and larger, and the Sonata appears then the most natural result of the
merging of all these techniques. Unity in the multiplicity, namely the principle
which lies at the basis of the idea of Mebrdeutigkeit, which Liszt was discovering
exactly during the years 1834-1854. However, this point will be explored later.
Before entering into an analysis of the Sonata, it is necessary to stress its chrono-
logical position among Liszt’s productions. He reported on the manuscript the
date of the completion of the work: 2 February 1853. Since 1848, the year in
which he decided to settle down in Weimar, Liszt dedicated a lot of time to an
exhaustive review and rethought of his previous works, instead of creating new
original piano compositions. His aim was to update them, entering into a sort of
never-ending vortex of continuous improvement. These reviews can therefore be
seen as evidence of the dialectical process between musical material and history:
during his development as composer, Liszt improved his compositional skills,
and he wanted to update the form of his works; at the same time he acquired
new ideas, both on music and on society, which obliged him to modernise his
works, because they no longer responded to the question of the Ideal der Zeit. This
never-ending process of improvement presents the idea of progress, and since
Liszt was part of the Fortschrittspartei, his music consequently had the need to
represent this same progress. But there is something more than propaganda and
the adherence to an ideal behind this. There is a fundamental aesthetic question
regarding the selfsubsistence of the artwork through time. This question assumes
a peculiar significance during the first half of the 19" century, namely the period
which declared the end of the so-called Kunstperiode. According to Heine the
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artistic period began at Goethe’s cradle and ended at his coffin (1832)?2. Heine’s
old prophecy underlines this point exactly, i.e., the contradiction between the
modern demand for precise answers and the old response from an art which is
still bound to the past. Art at the beginning of the 19™ century starts to lose its
cohesion, and consequently it does not appear in unity anymore. Even if the poet
saw in Liszt’s music a sign of decay, and his virtuosity as a perfect representation
of the noise of the “railways society” of the 19" century, it is actually an attempt to
answer this fundamental aesthetic question. The quotation from Mann’s Doctor
Faustus in the opening page of this chapter shows how the idea of the end of
the Kunstperiode affected the musical world, expressing in superlative prose the
adornian idea of the end of the art. After Beethoven it was impossible to create
a self-subsistent artwork, where the term applies to a work which fully matched
the Ideal der Zeit,namely an artwork which is in unity with society — an artwork
written in a fully comprehensible language for society. An artwork that imme-
diately possesses a meaning to the listeners. Contrary to what is usually stated,
this bond between art and society was not completely broken at the beginning
of the 19% century, but it was simply society which was developing so extremely
fast during this period. Therefore, the answer to this demand for velocity and
advancement can only be an aesthetic of progress; namely the composer, if he
wants to save his artworks from the action of the time, and from inevitable decay,
has to re-work them incessantly. From this point of view, the never-ending process
of improvement under which Liszt rethinks his works is undoubtedly modern,
and it is evidence of his self-awareness of his position in history. Art is not once
and for all, but it is “in progress’ and, as it will emerge in the following sections,
Liszt recognised this movement and tried to reproduce it, and to involve this

22 Heine, Heinrich, Franzdsische Maler. Gemdldeausstellung in Paris 1831, in Heinrich Heine Histo-
risch-kritische Gesamtausgabe der Werke, Hoffmann und Campe, Hamburg, 1973, Vol. 12/1, p.47.
«Meine alte prophezeyung von dem Ende der Kunstperiode, die bey der Wiege Goeth es anfing
und bey seinem Sarge aufhéren wird, scheint ihrer Erfiillung nahe zu seyn. Die jetzige Kunst
muf zu Grunde gehen, weil ihr Prinzip noch im abgelebtenm alten Regime, in der heiligen
romischen Reichsvergangenheit wurzelt. Deffhalb, wie alle welken Ueberreste dieser Vergangen-
heit, steht sie im unerquicklichsten Widerspruch mit der Gegenwart. Dieser Widerspruch und
nicht die Zeitbewegung selbst ist der Kunst so schadlich; im Gegentheil,diese Zeitbewegung
mufte ihr sogar gedeihlich werden, wie einst in Athen und Florenz, wo eben in den wildesten
Kriegs- und Partheystiirmen die Kunst ihre herrlichsten Blithen entfaltete».

23 Thisis of course the “progressive-party” point of view. The work of Brahms is the most eminent
example, that a selfsubsistent artwork in the middle of the 19" century was still possible.
This is not the place to discuss the role of Brahmsian production in the history of music. It
suffices here to state that the 19th century was an epoch of profound transformation, during
which the arts lost their deepest relation with society.

178

[@)er ]


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783968218106-165
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

On the question about the programme of the Sonata

movement in his music through a new compositional technique. Nevertheless,
in the last chapter it will emerge how this “aesthetic of progress” brings to a
complete rupture the relationship between art and society, because at the end
of the 19 century the principle of unity in the multiplicity lost its adherence
to the theoretical background, and therefore to society. In this process it lost its
own possibility to be “unity’ and so multiplicity become the fragmentation of
unity into many isolated singular entities.

On the question about the programme of the Sonata

During those same years in which Liszt’s productions for piano were less
prolific, original works appeared instead for orchestra*’. In 1853, Liszt had
already concluded, or he was about to conclude his symphonic poems Ce
quon entend sur la montaigne, Tasso, lamento e trionfo, Les Prelude, Prometheus,
Mazeppa, Festklinge, and Heroide funébre. With the year 1854, six years after
he settled down in Weimar, Liszt had already composed seven of the twelve
symphonic poems?. Furthermore, during these same years, or at any rate not
later than 1855, he also drafted his Orpheus and Hungaria, in addition to his
Eine Faust Symphonie and to the Dante Symphonie. For that reason, it appears
legitimate to ask ourselves the reason why Liszt felt the necessity to compose
a sonata, namely a pure instrumental work, while he was in the middle of his
creative phase as a symphonist. It existence of just a manuscript and the few
annotations and changes within it, suggest that the Sonata was composed as the
result of an improvisation®, then it could be possible to think of it as a violent
outburst caused by a prolonged absence from the keyboard. This suggestion
could serve to justify why the Sonata does not have any programme, but, for
the reasons already disclosed, this can hardly be true. A composition that is the

24 The orchestral works that appeared at the beginning of the 1850s, namely the symphonic
poems, underwent the same treatment, namely they passed through several reviews before
finding their final form.

25 Liszt, Franz, Franz Liszt’s Briefe, Von Paris bis Rom, letter dated April or May 1854, Vol. I,
p- 154. Liszt wrote that «7 von den symphonischen Dichtungen sind ginzlich fertig und
abgeschriebene. Bald sende ich Thnen die kleinen Vorreden, welche ich denselben beiftige,
um den Standpunkt der Auffassung bestimmter zu bezeichnen».

26  Storino,Mariateresa, Franz Liszt. La Sonata in si minore, p. 30. «La Sonata comparve all’improv-
viso, quasi frutto di un atto creativo estemporaneo, preceduta dalla sola scrittura di alcune
idee musicali in un quaderno di appunti del 1851».
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result of improvisation would be more similar to the Bagatelle sans tonalité, or
to the Grand galop chromatique, namely a relatively short piece of music with
a simple linear structure. It is a hard task to think of Liszt’s half hour, very
complex 760 measures Sonata as the result of an improvisation. Anyway, it is
probable that, as it was common during the Romanticism, at least the basic
idea of the work is a result of improvisation. Probably, the first motivic cell was
drafted in 1851, while the basic idea of the andante had already been drafted
in 1849%; but the thematic, structural, motivic, and harmonic work that the
Sonata clearly displays, all these aspects show us that Liszt surely spent more
than the time of an improvisation on his work to refine every single note of
his masterpiece. Winklhofer, in her analysis of the work, notes that Liszt used
different inks and pencils, and she discovered three different work levels: 1)
the first one is the skeleton of the Sonata itself; 2) during the second stage Liszt
added the dynamics and the expression marks; and 3) at the last stage he intro-
duced some modification into the introduction, the substitution of the finale,
and finally the title with date and signature: Grande Sonata / pour le Pianoforte /
par/ F Liszt / terminé le / 2 Février 1853 (See Annex I, II, III). To conclude, it is
more plausible that the Sonata is the result of a very long meditation on the
form, and on the further possibilities offered by the use of the expanded tonal
system. If one looks again at the list of his piano compositions above, it clearly
appears that he had been working on the sonata form and on the motivic (or
thematic) transformation technique for a very long time. This Sonata is hence the
encounter/clash between this period — during which he experienced new ways
to compose, but also new kinds of timbre and harmonic combinations — and
the application of these findings to the large forms. The fact that he decided to
use the piano and not the orchestra is quite a simple matter to resolve: Liszt had
much more affinity and familiarity with the keyboard than with the orchestra,
and it is therefore unsurprising that he tested his advancements with the piano
first. It is interesting, perhaps banal, to underline how strong his relationship
was with his beloved instrument:

Vous ne savez pas que me parler de quitter le piano, c’est me faire envisager un
jour de tristesse; un jour qui éclaira toute une premiere partie de mon existence,
inséparablement liée a lui. Car, voyez-vous, mon piano, c’est pour moi ce qu’est
au marin sa frégate, [...] plus encore peut-étre, car mon piano, jusqu’ici, C’est moi,

27  This information emerged after the analysis of Sharon Winklhofer on the manuscript of the
Sonata. See Winklhofer, Sharon, Liszt’s Sonata in B minor, Ann Arbor, UMI Research Press,
1980, p. 93.
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C’est ma parole c’est ma vie; c’est le dépositaire intime de tout ce qui s’est agité
dans mon cerveau aux jours les plus briilants de ma jeunesse; c’est la qu’ont été
tous mes désirs, tous mes réves, toutes mes joies et toutes mes douleurs. [...] et
vous voudriez, mon ami, que je me hitasse de le délaisser pour courir apres le
retentissement plus éclatant des succes de théitre et d’orchestre? Oh! non. En ad-
mettant méme ce que vous admettez sans doute trop facilement, que je suis déja
mur pour des accords de ce genre, ma ferme volonté est de n’abandonner I’étude
et le développement du piano lorsque jaurai fait tout ce qu’il est possible, ou du
moins tout ce qu’il m’est possible de faire aujourd’hui®.

Aside from the fact that this open letter to Adolphe Pictet of 1838 contains
the aesthetic programme of Liszt’s piano music — «ma ferme volonté est de
n‘abandonner 1’étude et le développement du piano lorsque jaurai fait tout
ce qu’il est possible» —, it is no coincidence that the year after the appearance
of the Sonata, Liszt gave birth to another masterpiece, this time composed for
orchestra: his Eine Faust-Symphonie in drei Charakterbildern (nach Goethe). Both
these compositions share the same structural form,and the same compositional
technique. Before moving on, it is necessary to open a parenthesis related to
this symphony, concerning the identification of the Sorata with a precise pro-
gramme. According to many scholars, the problem arose from this argument:
«Se Liszt aveva cosi tante volte affermato i diritti della musica a programma,
e con efficacia e lucidita aveva accompagnato la quasi totalita delle sue com-
posizioni, se non con un programma, almeno con un ttolo evocativo, come
poteva aver ideato il suo capolavoro senza alcuna premura per ’ascoltatore?»?.
Hence, for a long time, and still today, many musicologists think that the Sonata
arose in the same way as its “little” sister, the Aprés une lecture du Dante sonata.
«L’assunto di base ¢ che se Liszt compose una sinfonia e una sonata dedicata
a Dante, non poteva non aver composto un corrispettivo per pianoforte della
Faust-Symphonie: I’eroe goethiano come motivo ispiratore di una sonata era
d’obbligo, Liszt non aveva reso noto il titolo della Sonata in si minore, né aveva
precisato la fonte letteraria, poiché gli adepti della scuola neotedsca ne avreb-
bero rintracciato il legame senza suggerimento alcuno»*. Now, if what Storino
here describes happened, why do we have so many different interpretations of
this work? Why didn’t Lina Ramann mention the programme in his Lisz#-Pid-
agogium? Unfortunately, there is no evidence of what Storino suggests, even if

28  Liszt, Franz, Pages Romantiques, p. 135.
29  Storino, Mariatersa, Franz Liszt. La sonata in si minore, p. 60. Italic is mine.
30 Storino, Mariatersa, Franz Liszt. La sonata in si minore, p. 61.
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the idea of a Goethe-Sonata lies at the basis of many interpretations, as it will
emerge later. Nevertheless, if one analyses Storino’s reasoning with the strict
rules of the logic, one should label all the musical analyses of the Sonata which
involve a Goethe-programme with the locution non sequitur. Namely, from
the premise according to which both a Dante Sonata and a Dante and a Goethe
Symphony exist, it does not logically follow the conclusion for the necessity of
the existence of a Faust Sonata. Some scholars have gone so far as to identify
the different themes of the Sonata with the intricate vicissitudes of Goethe’s
Faust, while the Faust-Symphonie presents just three descriptive portraits (Faust,
Gretchen, Mephistopheles). For that reason, some musicologists suggested the
title Aprés une lecture du Goethe®' for the Sonata. Moreover they identified, for
example, the repeated D of the third theme (m. 14) as the sarcastic laughing
of Mephistopheles, while its transformation (mm. 153-154) is described as the
gentle laugh of Gretchen. Following these examples, it is now time to analyse
the three main programmatic interpretations, which were imposed upon the
Sonata over the years:

1. The biographical interpretation, founded by Peter Raabe, according to which this
Sonata is a musical autobiography, which narrates Liszt’s successes and failures,
his loves and enmities. Hamilton suggests that this interpretation «[...] tells us
nothing beyond the one thing that we already know for sure — that the sonata was
composed by Liszt and not a computer»*. It is believed that Hamilton’s statement
exhausted all the possible objections to this interpretation.

2. The second could be defined the eschatological interpretation. This theory was
elaborated for the first time by Tibor Szdsz, who saw in the contrasts between
the various parts of the Sonata a struggle between God and Lucifer (Good and
Evil), who fight for the human soul®. This theory is based upon the Bible and
on the book Paradise Lost by Milton. Paul Merrik elaborated on a theory related
to the one just presented; he started from the similitude between the so-called
Grandioso Theme (mm..105 ff) and the Crux fidelis theme, that Liszt used in his
symphonic poem Hunnenschlacht to represent Christianity, to give an explanation
in a religious key. For example, under the light of this interpretation, the slow

31 S.Ott, Betrand, An Interpretation of Liszt’s Sonata in B Minor, in Journal of the. American Liszt
Soczety, Nr. 10, 1981, pp. 30-38.

32 Hamilton, Kenneth, Franz Liszt Sonata in B minor, p. 29.

33 Szész, Tibor, Liszt’s Symbols for the Divine and Diabolical. This is of course a simplified version
of the theory. Szdsz exposes an insightful analysis of the Sonata and explains how its motives
can be related to the theme of the «Lucifer-Satan duality» (p. 49), and to the overall Biblical

imagery.

182

[@)er ]


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783968218106-165
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

On the question about the programme of the Sonata

section can represent just one thing, namely the redemption of man after the fall.
The so called eschatological interpretations are, of course, very suggestive, but they
do not enrich any aspect of the Sonata; actually, the contrasts between the first
theme, generally associated with a male character, more impetuous, and the sec-
ond theme, associated with a female character, sweeter than the first one, could
connect almost every sonata ever written to the struggle between good and evil -
one could even state that this contrast represents the conditio sine qua non of music
itself, where music is the counterpart to silence.

3. The last interpretation is that already discussed above, according to which the pro-
gramme of the Sonata is in some way related to the theme of Faust (by Goethe).

Of course, these programmatic interpretations are all interesting, and they
certainly grasp some peculiar feature of the Sonata. It is nevertheless possible
to state some objections to these arguments, in order to analyse the work purely
from a musical point of view:

1) It is believed that the title Sonata is itself very evocative, since this term
brings with it almost the entire history of music. As Rosen writes, «<much of
the history of music from 1749 to 1828 can be written in terms of developing
and changing sonata techniques»*. Consequently, to ascribe the word Sonata
after Beethoven is a clear sign of Liszt’s great historical awareness. Just using
this term was a risk for a musician, because at that time those who decided
to compose sonatas risked being a simp