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LISZT IN CONTEXT

Liszr in Context explores the political, social, philosophical and pro-
fessional currents that surrounded Franz Liszt and illuminates the
competing forces that influenced his music. Liszt was immersed in
the religious, political and cultural debates of his day and moved
between institutions, places and social circles with ease. All of this
makes for a rich contextual tapestry against which Liszt composed
some of the most iconic, popular and also contentious music of the
nineteenth century. His significance and astonishing reach cannot be
overstated, a product of his abundant presence in nineteenth-century
European culture, and his continuing influence into the twentieth
and twenty-first centuries. The focus on context, reception and
legacy that this volume provides reveals the multifaceted nature of
Liszt’s impact during his lifetime and beyond.
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COMPOSERS IN CONTEXT

Understanding and appreciation of musical works is greatly enhanced by knowl-
edge of the context within which their composers lived and worked. Each of these
volumes focusses on an individual composer, offering lively, accessible and concise
essays by leading scholars on the many contexts — professional, political, intellec-
tual, social and cultural — that have a bearing on his or her work. Biographical and
musical influences, performance and publishing history and the creative afterlife
of each composer’s work are also addressed, providing readers with a multifaceted
view of how the composers’ output and careers were shaped by the world
around them.
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Preface

Liszt in Context explores the political, social, philosophical and professional
currents that surrounded Franz Liszt and impinged on his work. The book
does not take a typical ‘life and works’ approach, but instead attempts to
further our understanding of the competing forces influencing Liszt and
his music. Liszt is a figure who has come almost to stand for nineteenth-
century romanticism itself, who was immersed in the religious, political,
social and cultural debates of his day and who moved between institutions,
places and social circles with ease. All of this makes for a rich contextual
tapestry against which Liszt composed some of the most iconic, popular
and also contentious music of the nineteenth century. His significance and
astonishing reach are rarely fully grasped, though his presence in
nineteenth-century European culture, and his continuing influence into
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries are overwhelming. The focus on
context, reception and legacy that this volume provides draws attention to
the multifaceted nature of Liszt’s impact during his lifetime and beyond.

Liszt’s complicated reception history has meant that his life and music
have been neglected in academic literature, despite his significance in
nineteenth-century musical and cultural life. He has suffered from being
seen primarily as a pianist, and his music has been plagued by charges of
superficiality and formlessness. Recent decades have seen a plethora of
studies that have redressed this neglect and nuanced our understanding of
Liszt’s contribution. Many of the authors of these studies are represented
in this volume. However, there is still more to be done. This volume offers
careful contextualisation to complement the recent studies of Liszt’s music.
It encourages readers to revisit his music, paying close attention to the
historical, political and cultural debates against which it was composed,
and perhaps, thereby, to hear it anew.

The volume is organised in four parts, each exploring a different group
of contextual themes. ‘People and Places’ (Part I) examines Liszt’s inter-
actions with different European centres that were of key significance for

xi
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xii Preface

various artistic, social, practical and political reasons. It will also explore his
relationships with certain influential figures, including his parents, Wagner
and central figures of the New German School. This establishes some of
the significant experiences and relationships at various points throughout
Liszt’s life that were central in shaping his world view. Part II, ‘Society,
Thought and Culture’, then establishes wider schools of thought, events
and cultural trends that influenced Liszt personally and professionally. Part
IT includes reflections on Liszt’s close involvement in a variety of artistic
and philosophical debates of his time, from the so-called war of the
Romantics in which he became embroiled, to his engagement with the
‘sister arts’ of literature and visual art. It highlights the importance of
the social context in which Liszt worked, particularly the patronage of
salonni¢res and royal courts. Part I also examines Liszt’s responses to
prevailing ideas of the time, including Romantic Catholicism, Saint-
Simonism and nationalism. It traces Liszt’s eventual decision to take minor
holy orders and the influence of religion and politics on his music. Having
established the main personal, political, religious and social landscapes
against which Liszt’s music should be placed, the book’s focus then turns
to Liszts work in Part III, ‘Performance and Composition’. Part III
positions Liszt as a multifaceted professional figure, examining his inter-
related roles as performer, conductor and composer, and some of the
practical aspects of his work, such as the management of tours, his
relationships with publishers and the dissemination of his music. Finally,
Part IV, ‘Reception and Legacy’, deals with critical responses to Liszt and
his “afterlife’” in biography and film, which has had an important influence
on how we understand the man and his music. It also considers the
influence of his music on composers of the twentieth and twenty-
first centuries.

Liszt was a complex character who resisted reductive labels. It is impos-
sible to define his religious and political convictions with certainty. His
national identity is difficult to pin down. His aesthetic ideas were shifting,
malleable. And his legacy is often misunderstood. This volume goes some
way to attempt to unravel the nexus of ideas and contexts which shaped
him and which he in turn shaped. I am grateful to the Leverhulme Trust
for supporting this research.
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