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Preface






I have known and loved Liszt’s music since I was very young. My grandmother taught me as a boy to play on the piano an adapted version of the lively theme from his Hungarian Rhapsody No. 2. Although Liszt was not my first musical love – that was Chopin – by the time of my late teenage years he had become particularly special to me. By then I had attempted to play many of his pieces, most well beyond my limited expertise, but, more importantly, I had joined the Liszt Society and even become acquainted with some of his later works. Throughout my life his music has accompanied me and been a solace in some of my most difficult moments. Comments I notice online about recordings of Liszt’s piano music capture similar feelings of wonder and gratitude: ‘Is it possible to live without Liszt?’; ‘Without Liszt the world would be a mistake’; ‘Only Liszt could have possibly conceived of this music’.


Early in my career as a gerontologist I began appreciating the value of studying individual lives in detail and of understanding the particular pathway taken by a person in its own right rather than as an example of a general rule or pattern. I have written much about how growing older involves adapting to the losses, physical and social, that usually accompany ageing. Most research of this kind involves detailed interviewing of particular living persons over time as they respond to the challenges they face. However, it is also possible to learn from the complete lives of people in the past where sufficient evidence survives on their experience of ageing, for example, in diaries, interviews and other records. Although Liszt did not keep a personal diary, he was a prolific correspondent and kept up a regular exchange with the important people in his life. Fortunately, most of these letters survive. However, relatively little survives of letters sent to him apart from those of Carolyne zu Sayn-Wittgenstein, his partner, principal supporter and friend from mid-life onwards. For others’ perceptions of Liszt, such as those of his first partner Marie d’Agoult and their second daughter Cosima, we have to rely on their surviving personal diaries and other writings.


Many biographies of Liszt have been written starting in his own lifetime, some highly critical of Liszt, others much more sympathetic, but none as far as I know which employ psychological theory to provide deeper understanding of the course his life took. Although I am confident that it would be possible to compose a psychobiography of Liszt’s life, no one has yet attempted this. Liszt’s personality and behaviour have been both praised and maligned but only rarely examined in depth. This book does not claim to be a psychobiography of Liszt – for that a much more detailed examination of Liszt’s early years and the influences acting upon him throughout his life would be necessary – but it does attempt to understand the latter part of his life in psychological terms. Most importantly, it focusses on Liszt’s spiritual development. Throughout the successes and failures of his life Liszt remained deeply religious, but it was in his later years that his spiritual life was most evident in his music, his writings and his actions. For purposes both of psychological and spiritual analysis this study draws principally on what Liszt tells his correspondents about himself and life in general.


This book has been a long time in preparation. I have been reading about Liszt for many years and I conceived the idea of writing about his difficult later years when I was still middle-aged. Now I have reached the age at which Liszt died and like him have been looking back at my own life. I thank those who have encouraged me to complete this task and commented on draft material, particularly my wife Maria Calcagno and our son Leonardo, but including also Frank Capocci, Nicholas Dakin, Francis Davis, Audrey Ellison, Leslie Howard, Craig Lawson, Jamie Moran, Alexei Nesteruk, Timothy Tims, Jim Vincent and Ros Williams. I thank also Samuel Fitzgerald at The Lutterworth Press for his encouragement and prompt assistance in answering my queries, and those at the University of Southampton who have helped me produce illustrations for this book, especially Paul Reynolds and Lynn Campbell. Alan Walker, Liszt’s principal biographer, has been exceptionally kind throughout my journey by answering my many queries and reinforcing my interest in Liszt’s religious life and compositions. I owe especial thanks to Patrick Rabbitt, my psychology tutor at Oxford University in the 1960s, who read a first draft of the whole manuscript and provided valuable critical comment. I am also very grateful to my music teacher of thirty years, Carol Bishop, who has listened to my stories about Liszt, and also read all the material I produced, and strengthened my belief that such a book as this could also be valuable for those who enjoy playing and listening to Liszt’s music, especially the diverse and extraordinary music of his later life. Certainly, getting to know Liszt better has led me to appreciate his music even more. I hope my readers will have the same experience.


Southampton, October 2022
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Understanding Liszt through His Correspondence







The life of the Hungarian musician Franz (Ferenc) Liszt (1811-86) was exciting and eventful. He was a most creative musician and a pianist of supreme talent and artistry. His character and behaviour fascinated others. He appears from most accounts to have been an extremely charming and captivating person. The period of European history he lived through included revolutions, the rise of nationalism, both German and Italian unification and the beginnings of the collapse of multi-ethnic empires. Liszt himself was acquainted with and admired some of the key political characters of the time, such as Napoleon III and Pope Pius IX, and his friends and relatives included major players in the dramas of the time.


He also knew well virtually all the other important European musicians of his lifetime and was friends at one stage or another with other musical geniuses such as Berlioz, Chopin, Saint-Saëns, Schumann and Wagner. He encountered much personal disappointment as well as success in his life. The renown he achieved as a pianist was unprecedented and his reputed talent in this regard remains almost incredible. Nevertheless, for a still underappreciated composer, Liszt suffered greatly from the negative judgements of music critics of his time. He also had to face up to many disappointments in his personal life. He loved many women but never married. His amorous affairs were seen as scandalous and he came to be ashamed of some of his past actions but not of his capacity for love. His three children from his relationship with a countess early in life brought him joy but also sorrow. Two died prematurely and the third treated Liszt at the end of his life in a way that he could not have expected.


Liszt did not write an autobiography and he expressed some disapproval of the one biography written of him in his lifetime, not because it presented him in a negative light – it was largely sympathetic – but because he felt it should have concentrated only on the kind of music he was trying to promote. He wrote to others that he did not feel his personal life deserved such scrutiny. Yet, on the other hand, he enjoyed being fêted as a celebrity and he clearly liked writing about himself and his experiences of people and places as well as his musical successes and failure. His life can seem to have been full of contradictions. His correspondence is varied and full of life and incident as well as of personal commentary. It is for the most part both very interesting and pleasurable to read.


His biographers, of course, have drawn on his correspondence but, in my opinion, have not always given it the detailed consideration it deserves, particularly in regard to his spiritual life. In this book I have aimed to reveal what we can know about his personality from a close reading of his personal correspondence over the last twenty-five years of his life. This period of his life also has the advantage that there is a sufficient variety of consistent correspondents to allow the reader to draw contrasts as well as similarities in the views of himself that Liszt presented to different people. I have also included material written about him by his contemporaries and his many subsequent biographers. However, I give priority to Liszt’s own words about himself. This might seem a little naïve but I think that it is the fairest approach to understanding any person; one starts from his or her self-understanding. I also include my own interpretations and suggestions, based on my own experience and expertise as a gerontologist. My particular interest is in using concepts and theory drawn from the psychology of ageing and adult development as a key to understanding Liszt’s thinking and feelings in his later years.


A consideration of the major psychological and spiritual issues in Liszt’s earlier years follows in Chapter 2, but there is one feature of his life from his youth onwards which is worth stressing at the outset: his various attempts at quite major self-transformation which continued until his death. In middle age he aimed to change his primary identity from pianist to composer and incurred difficulties with others’ acceptance of this change for the rest of his life. He also often returned, not only in his imagination but also in his actions and musical compositions, to his early felt vocation to adopt a religious life. At the same time, he was greatly taken by many of the attractions of the nineteenth-century European world he grew up in, its new forms of literature and art, rapidly changing political events as well as the pleasures of aristocratic society, to all of which his intelligence, talent and charm gave him ready access. However, above all, Liszt maintained his engagement with the world of music in which direction his father had set him at an early age. His constant involvement in his musical life, initially as one of the world’s first travelling concert pianists, and subsequently as the leading advocate of new forms of Western music, left him less time and psychic energy for the fulfilment of other important roles such as parental ones. Eventually there had to be a reckoning of the choices he had made and the directions both followed and those not taken. Liszt’s correspondence illustrates how reviewing his life became ever more salient to him as he grew older.
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‘A matinée at Liszt’s’. Lithograph by Josef Kriehuber 1846. Liszt is at the piano, Hector Berlioz and Carl Czerny in front of him, the violinist Heinrich Ernst to his right and Kriehuber himself to his left.






There have been many accounts written of Liszt’s life, the most detailed being Alan Walker’s highly regarded, three-volume biography of Liszt, a massive work involving investigation of surviving records of his various activities from his earliest years onwards, including his concert performances as well as his many musical innovations. Walker pursued this mammoth task with the utmost conscientiousness over many years.1 Nevertheless, it is also instructive to contrast his usually carefully measured conclusions with those of other recent biographers who have made more provocative suggestions about Liszt’s life and character. This applies in particular to the most recent account by Oliver Hilmes which, on the basis of new material identified by the author, throws new light particularly on Liszt’s personal life while he was living in Weimar in the 1850s.2


Most closely resembling a psychological and spiritual analysis, although it does not explicitly refer to psychological concepts and theory, is the account of Liszt’s final decade by the musicologist Dolores Pesce.3 She draws on analysis of his correspondence with two of the most important women in his life in these years, his long-term partner Carolyne zu Sayn-Wittgenstein as well as his newly acquired friend, Olga von Meyendorff. Pesce contrasts the different ways in which he presented to these two women his thoughts and feelings on his past and present life. Her work examines closely Liszt’s musical compositions of his last decade, paying particular attention to the religious music which dominated his output in this period. This contrasts with the approach of other biographers who have concentrated on the more experimental compositions which shocked contemporaries but have impressed later generations.


In this book I am attempting a broader examination of Liszt’s later life beginning in his fiftieth year in 1860-61 and continuing until his death in 1886. It shares a focus on Liszt’s spiritual life with Pesce’s work as well as with Paul Merrick’s earlier work on religion in Liszt’s music.4 The music Liszt produced in the latter part of his life can then be appreciated in the context both of his earlier ambitions to take music forward into the future but also his more recent ideas for reforming church music. The age of 50 as a starting point has been chosen not because it is a ‘significant’ marker of ageing, but because many biographers including Walker have recognised it to be the beginning of Liszt’s ‘third’ period. This was the year in which he resigned his musical position in Weimar and moved to Rome with the intention of marrying his long-term partner Carolyne on his fiftieth birthday and beginning a new way of life with a renewed focus on religious forms of musical composition. This division also formed the basis for the first publication of his selected letters by La Mara whose second volume is entitled From Rome to the End.5


Before beginning the presentation of the analysis of Liszt’s correspondence some consideration needs to be given both to the ideas underpinning it and the nature of the material itself. Chapter 2 sets the scene by considering key psychological and spiritual issues in Liszt’s earlier life which might have repercussions for his later years. This involves paying attention to the major crises and turning points in his earlier life as reported by his biographers. Although Liszt’s younger achievements as a pianist and composer for the piano were outstandingly successful, they were accompanied by personal turmoil whose consequences were to trouble him for the rest of his life.


In Chapter 3 I begin the analysis of Liszt’s self-presentation in his correspondence by giving a survey of his letter writing in his fiftieth year as he prepared for the dramatic step of moving to Rome from Weimar. I also draw a little on material from his previous years in Weimar to illustrate his likely major concerns and preoccupations at this time. Liszt had endured many disappointments in his middle years, damaging both to his reputation as a musician and as a person of moral standing, and these problems were to continue as he grew older. The chapter provides an overview of his relationships and surviving correspondence with each of the important people in his life at this point.


Both in this chapter and throughout the book I present Liszt largely in his own words based on a thorough analysis of his correspondence. I have read all that I have found available in published form, some 2,000 letters written by Liszt from 1860 to 1886, as well as a selection of his letters written earlier. The principal sources available are the edited letters published by La Mara and translated into English by Constance Bache in the two decades after Liszt’s death.6 Complete volumes of his unedited correspondence to particular people began to appear in the second half of the twentieth century: Liszt’s writings to Carolyne’s daughter Marie;7 to his own daughter Cosima and her daughter Daniela;8 to his later-life friend Olga von Meyendorff;9 and to a close friend from his Weimar period Agnes Street-Klindworth.10


Particularly valuable is the one-volume, 1,000-page selection of his total correspondence translated into English by Adrian Williams.11 For the latter part of his life this includes a large number of his letters to Carolyne. This has also been the major source for my knowledge of Liszt’s correspondence during the earlier part of his life. Unfortunately, there has still been no successful attempt to provide a complete edition of all his correspondence. A full list of the volumes of his correspondence which I have consulted is provided at the end of the book. Although Liszt’s mother tongue was German, his early years in Paris led him to favour French as his principal mode of correspondence. In this book I have presented his letters in English translation, for the most part already provided by previous editors. During his later years, Liszt often included words and phrases from other languages, particularly Italian and Latin, to special effect. I have left these expressions in their original language, following the model set by Williams.


Analysis of Liszt’s correspondence from his arrival in Rome in 1861 until his death in 1886 has been divided into the next five chapters. They follow his achievements, his disappointments, joys and sorrows over the remaining years of a relatively long life for someone living in the nineteenth century. He faced many unexpected challenges and a number of tragic losses, but he never lost his faith in humanity and his hope for a better world. I have given particular attention to his ways of coping with stress and to his inner life which sustained him through some dark periods. As he aged, he strove with greater impetus to follow the Christian teaching of the Cross, especially as exemplified by his favourite saint, St Francis of Assisi.


Throughout these chapters I have sought to understand Liszt through his own account of his daily life rather than being led by his biographers. At the same time, I engage with their views on Liszt’s motives and intentions at key decision points in his later life, beginning with his and Carolyne’s refusal to marry despite Carolyne’s long battle to obtain an annulment of her first marriage and even after her previous husband died. The concluding chapter brings together what I consider to be the key elements in any description of Liszt’s life, his musical achievements, his relationships with women and his Christian faith. I am frank about what I see as the weaknesses as well as the strengths of his character. I focus on his self-examination as he looked back in old age on his creative but troubled life. I consider his views on the future of music and on religious faith as it confronted the increasing challenges posed by new forms of secular thinking. I believe that Liszt still has much to communicate to us today, not only in his music and writings on music, but also in his advice on dealing with life’s problems.


 




	  1. A. Walker, Franz Liszt: The Virtuoso Years, 1811-1847 (London: Faber & Faber, 1983); A. Walker, Franz Liszt: The Weimar Years, 1848-1861 (London: Faber & Faber, 1989); and A. Walker, Franz Liszt: The Final Years, 1861-1886 (London: Faber & Faber, 1997). The three editions are hereafter cited by their subtitles, The Virtuoso Years, The Weimar Years and The Final Years.



	  2. O. Hilmes, Franz Liszt: Musician, Celebrity, Superstar (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2016).



	  3. D. Pesce, Liszt’s Final Decade (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 2014).



	  4. P. Merrick, Revolution and Religion in the Music of Liszt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987; reissued 2008).



	  5. La Mara [Lipsius, Ida Marie] (ed.), Letters of Franz Liszt, trans. Constance Bache; Volume 1: From Paris to Rome: Years of Travel as a Virtuoso; Volume 2: From Rome to the End (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1894).



	  6. La Mara (ed.), Letters of Franz Liszt, trans. Constance Bache; Volume 1: From Paris to Rome: Years of Travel as a Virtuoso; Volume 2: From Rome to the End (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1894).



	  7. H.E. Hugo (ed.), The Letters of Franz Liszt to Marie zu Sayn-Wittgenstein (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1953).



	  8. K. Hamburger (ed.), Franz Liszt: Lettres à Cosima et à Daniela (Sprimont, Belgium: Mardaga, 1996).



	  9. W.R. Tyler (ed.), The Letters of Franz Liszt to Olga von Meyendorff, 1871-1886 (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks, 1979).



	10. P. Pocknell (ed.), Franz Liszt and Agnes Street-Klindworth: A Correspondence, 1854-1886 (Hillsdale, NY: Pendragon Press, 2000).



	11. A. Williams (ed.), Franz Liszt: Selected Letters (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998).

















2

Psychological and Spiritual Crises in Liszt’s Earlier Life







One might expect later-life development to have its roots in strengths of character and forms of adaptation that have been built up in earlier life. Few lives run smoothly but earlier problems surmounted can be the source of resilience in dealing with new challenges. By contrast early sorrows and trauma that remain unhealed can lead to chronic unease and distress. An examination of what Liszt’s biographers have said about the difficulties he faced in his earlier years and how he coped with them helps to focus on areas for investigation of his correspondence in his later years.


There are three distinct periods of Liszt’s earlier life where his biographers have recognised that he faced major challenges. The first is his unusual childhood as a musical prodigy living in cosmopolitan Paris separated in culture from his Hungarian origin. The second and perhaps the most obvious is the sudden and increasingly stormy relationship he began at the age of 22 years with an already married older Parisian countess. This produced three children but also much heartache as the couple came to quarrel bitterly. The third is the disappointing response to his innovative musical initiatives that Liszt received after he gave up his life as a travelling pianist and took on a post as music director at the grand ducal court of Weimar in Germany.




Psychological Issues in Liszt’s Early Life


Liszt grew to adulthood in the period of high Romanticism and his music is often cited as a key example of what Romanticism means, including the removal of restraints to self-expression along with rebellion against the old order of deference and submission to authority. Like Byron, Liszt is often classed as the romantic artist par excellence, and there is no doubt that he lived up to that image in many of the ways in which he presented himself to the outside world. The self-absorption shown in his correspondence, one of its many striking qualities, is characteristic of high Romanticism.


Even so, some biographers have drawn some surprisingly specific conclusions about his inner life. One example is Bryce Morrison’s Franz Liszt, published in the series, Illustrated Lives of the Great Composers.1 This is a much praised, short introductory book by a well-regarded expert on piano music but it also includes some rather strong inferences about Liszt’s personality and motives throughout his life. As early as the Preface, after referring to the contrasting responses that Liszt’s music has produced in listeners, Morrison proposes what appears as a major psycho-biographical statement:




[A]t the risk of seeming unfashionably psychological, I would like to suggest that while Liszt undoubtedly created out of a contradictory mixture of religious zeal and vainglorious mastery, he also wrote out of a profound sense of inner uncertainty and disharmony. The facts of his life point inevitably to such a state which can, however, be seen in a positive rather than a negative light.2





In this book I shall give particular attention to the relationship, at times conflicting, between, on the one hand, Liszt’s evidently strong spiritual beliefs and his expressed wish at times for a life of withdrawal and meditation, and, on the other, his equally clear attachment to continuing to live in a world in which he enjoyed being the centre of attention. However, what are the facts of Liszt’s life that might lead one to infer ‘inner uncertainty and disharmony’?


We understand better now how parenting is a crucial factor in human development and Liszt was more fortunate than most in this regard. His relationship with both his mother Anna and his father Adam appears to have been very close and there is no evidence to contradict the view that he had a very happy early childhood. He was an only child and that already made him the centre of both parents’ attention, but he also became the special focus of Adam’s own personal ambitions, both spiritual and musical. The most significant claims of psychological disturbance in his early life which have been made by biographers relate to the time his father was presenting him as a wunderkind pianist in Paris in the 1820s and in the period after Adam’s sudden death in 1827.


Adam had himself felt a Christian vocation when young and spent a time as a novice in a Franciscan monastery. Later he had hoped for a successful musical career and played the cello under the direction of the great court musician Joseph Haydn when he worked on the Esterházy estate in Eisenstadt.3 It was therefore natural that from an early age Adam both recognised and encouraged his son’s musical talent and early love for the piano. He was ambitious enough to enrol Franz for studies with the famous piano teacher Carl Czerny in Vienna, the nearest large city to their home in Raiding, in 1822 at the age of ten. Liszt remembered Czerny as a good teacher and took steps to honour him later in his own life. Two years later and more ambitiously still, Adam sought entrance for his son to the Paris Conservatoire. As Hilmes points out, Czerny was critical of this step and concerned that Liszt’s father was turning his son into a business, ‘Adam Liszt & Son’.4 Certainly, it removed Franz from his previous environment, confronting him with a new language and culture. Nevertheless, his undoubted ability, aided by his charming appearance, soon came to delight audiences and it was not long before he was even invited to play in London where he twice performed in the presence of King George IV.


Within a short time he had become well known as a child ‘prodigy’. One journalist in Paris was convinced from the performance he saw that little Franz had to be the reincarnation of Mozart:




I am convinced that the soul and spirit of Mozart have passed into the body of the young Liszt, and never has an identity revealed itself by plainer signs. The same country, the same wonderful talent in childhood, and in the same art. … His little arms can scarcely stretch to both ends of the keyboard, his little feet scarcely reach the pedals, and yet this child is beyond compare; he is the first pianist in Europe. … The features of our little prodigy express spirit and cheerfulness. He comes before his audience with exceeding gracefulness, and the pleasure, the admiration which he awakens in his hearers as soon as his fingers glide along the keys, seem to him an amusement which diverts him extremely.5





The last of these statements already suggests the external attitude of the expressive and responsive public performer that Liszt was to adopt later. But there is no evidence that his success gave the boy an inflated sense of himself at this stage of his life.
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Beethoven’s ‘kiss of consecration’ of the young Liszt. An imaginary depiction in a lithograph published in 1873 to celebrate the 50th year jubilee of Liszt’s ‘Vienna debut’. (Liszt’s own record of the original event indicates that it did not take place in a public concert.)






We have now become much more aware of the dangers of becoming a ‘child prodigy’ to subsequent mental health. However, is there any evidence in Liszt’s case? It is true, as Walker notes, that we have no indication that Liszt in Paris at the age of fifteen had any real friends of his own age. His only companion seems to have been his father, as his mother remained with her sister in Graz. ‘Small wonder’, Walker writes, ‘that this brilliant boy became withdrawn and introspective.’6 Nonetheless, the only major source for this commonly expressed view is an unpublished diary7 which the fifteen-year-old Liszt wrote in Paris. It contains quotations from St Paul and St Augustine as well as Liszt’s own thoughts at the time. Walker gives three examples which stress the importance of ‘not wasting time’, of ‘pleasing God above all’ and that ‘most things can be achieved with effort’.8


Liszt’s later testimony indicates that by this age he already knew very well the famous early-fifteenth-century Catholic book of spirituality, the Imitation of Christ by Thomas à Kempis. What this demonstrates is that young Franz was a highly religious child, not necessarily different from many other well educated, religious young people throughout Catholic Europe at that time. From my own experience of a Jesuit education in the 1950s and early 1960s such intensity of religious engagement with the Imitation of Christ would not even then have been unusual. What is striking about Liszt’s religiosity is its consistency over time. He remained a devoted Catholic until the end of his life.


Much of previous biographers’ discussion of Liszt’s ‘religious crisis’ as a youth comes from his own words as an older man both in his conversations with his first biographer Lina Ramann and his correspondence with close women friends. As later chapters deal with this material in detail it is sufficient to mention here that it shows that he and his father while in Paris talked much about having a religious vocation. One can imagine their discussions alone in their rooms of an evening after a busy day practising and performing. Adam as a young man had been in a religious seminary and so he could speak from his own experience. In the end he seems to have persuaded his son that music should be his vocation and that this was not only compatible with but conducive to serving and loving God. It is also important to note that in this period the young Franz had already begun composing music, variations on popular opera melodies by Mozart and Rossini and even writing an opera for which his father organised a performance. His father encouraged him greatly, writing with pride to Czerny in Vienna about how much his son enjoyed composing and expressing the hope that this would in time become his main profession rather than performance.9


The real tragedy of Liszt’s early life is that his father died so suddenly while Franz was still only fifteen years old. Adam was taken ill with typhoid fever on the first day of a short holiday they were taking in Boulogne in August 1827, a trip to the seaside which they had enjoyed before in order to rest from their hectic life in Paris. Realising he was very ill, his father asked his son to write to ask his mother to come.10 Unfortunately, Adam died before Anna could arrive. Thus, Liszt lost his principal guide and overnight found himself in charge, not only of deciding his own musical future but of supporting both himself and his mother. He and his mother found accommodation in Montmartre and Franz began to earn money as a piano teacher.


Fortunately, it was relatively easy for Liszt to find pupils as his name was already well known in Paris. Nevertheless, it was an arduous life that involved travelling across the city to give lessons from early morning to late in the evening. He had no time for composition. It is significant that Liszt preferred to teach rather than continue performing. He gave an interesting explanation for this decision, written in an essay some ten years later:




When death had robbed me of my father … and I began to foresee what art might be and what the artist must be, I felt overwhelmed by all the impossibilities which surrounded me and barred the way which my thoughts indicated as the best. Besides, finding no sympathetic word from anyone harmonizing with me in mind … there came over me a bitter disgust against art, such as it appeared to me: vilified and degraded to the level of a more or less profitable handicap, branded as a source of amusement for distinguished society.11





He did, however, give two public concerts, following the second of which Liszt was heavily criticised for reducing music making to conjuring tricks and ‘brilliant frivolities’. Walker attributes this to the emotional upheaval resulting from the sudden end of ‘his first love affair’ with one of his pupils, Caroline, daughter of Pierre de Saint-Cricq, a minister in Charles X’s government. When he realised what was happening, Saint-Cricq, not wanting his daughter to marry someone of a lower station, ended the relationship, much to both his daughter’s and Liszt’s distress.12 The whole episode is supposed to have awoken Liszt to the fact that his position in Parisian society was not what he had imagined. Despite this, in time his mother’s care and attention is said to have helped him to recover from what Walker described as a ‘nervous breakdown’.


Lina Ramann gave the first account of this story in her life of Liszt and it has been repeated in most subsequent biographies. There is a danger, however, in taking oft-repeated stories at face value without further critical examination. Gert Nieveld has pursued the matter in considerable detail and published an account of his investigations for the Liszt Society.13 His conclusions are that biographers have exaggerated the importance of the young Liszt’s love for his even younger pupil, and this is supported by his subsequent meetings with her and his comments to others about their relationship.


What does remain clear is that Liszt became depressed for many months after his father’s death and that it was only the need to earn money to support himself and his mother that kept him going. It could be that it was in this state that he met and found a sympathetic ear in the young Caroline. Liszt was in search of deeper understanding of life and we know that he was beginning to read widely, especially French literature, including philosophical and religious books, and also the new Romantic literature that was emerging on the tail of Chateaubriand’s René. He was searching for his way forward. It was in this period that he later told Princess Carolyne that he ‘implored’ his mother to allow him to enter a seminary for the priesthood. However, Anna, like his father a few years previously, was successful in persuading the young Franz to continue on his musical path.


Nevertheless, Liszt’s spiritual searching did not cease. He attended meetings of the Saint-Simonist movement in Paris, an early form of Christian socialism, along with other musical and literary figures closely involved in Paris’s developing critical culture such as Hector Berlioz and George Sand. More importantly, in 1834 at the age of 22 he met his first major spiritual mentor, the Abbé Félicité Robert de Lamennais, a charismatic liberal Catholic thinker to whom all of France at the time was paying particular attention. Liszt had been reading his writing, particularly his recent powerful critique of papal authority which argued for a return to a purer Christianity, Paroles d’un croyant. He wrote to Lamennais praising the book and its importance to him personally, and Lamennais replied, inviting the young man to his retreat in Brittany. Liszt stayed there for many weeks over the summer and afterwards Lamennais wrote to his friend Montalembert, another liberal Catholic, telling him how much he liked Liszt, calling him ‘a young man full of soul’.14
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Félicité de Lamennais (1782-1854). Lithograph by Delpech based on a drawing by Belliard c. 1835.






Lamennais was clearly an honourable person, also intelligent and brave, who campaigned against social injustice and suffered imprisonment and other penalties from Church and State for his actions right up until his death in 1854. That he was so impressed by Liszt’s qualities as a young man is high testimony and cannot easily be dismissed by those critical of Liszt’s character. He also tried to intervene to help Liszt in the romantic problems he soon encountered and remained in contact with him for many years afterwards. Alan Walker has argued that Liszt ‘discovered himself as a composer’ that summer he spent in Brittany with Lamennais.15 He began composing what would become his Harmonies poétiques et religieuses and other works influenced by his spiritual mentor’s writings and actions. Lamennais had defended the silk-weavers of Lyon, some of whom died in street-fighting while protesting against their desperate living conditions. Liszt wrote an early composition on this subject entitled simply ‘Lyon’ which showed that he was already developing ideas on the role of artist in society.







Liszt’s Relationship with Countess Marie d’Agoult


Biographers’ repeated interest in the story of his early love for one of his pupils is understandable, given their frequent focus on Liszt’s relationships with women throughout his life and, particularly, with the already married Countess Marie d’Agoult who bore Liszt three children. Unfortunately for Liszt, his reputation as a ‘womaniser’ became established early in his lifetime. Marie d’Agoult’s later descriptions of Liszt in her writings after the break-up of their relationship have also been most damaging to him.


However, as Walker insists, there is no evidence that Liszt was a sexual predator at any stage of his life. Nor indeed does he seem to have been sexually reckless. He never encountered venereal disease as some contemporary musicians, artists and writers did. The only three children he appears to have fathered were conceived in the context of a loving relationship. That neither this nor his subsequent relationship with Carolyne zu Sayn-Wittgenstein matured into a full and lasting one might also be thought to arise from some ‘inner disharmony’ or other personality defect. This also would be an incorrect inference. The breakdown of his relationship with Marie was due in large part to incompatibility of personality and ambition. His subsequent major relationship with Carolyne lasted for the rest of his life and the fact that it did not lead to marriage was largely due to circumstances beyond Liszt’s control.


Nevertheless, the question remains whether Liszt could and should have acted differently with the first real love of his life. Liszt was introduced to Marie d’Agoult early in 1833 by another of his young pupils, who happened to be her niece, at an artistic gathering in one of the salons of Paris. Marie describes in her memoirs how she was overwhelmed by the manner and conversation of this young man who was seven years younger than her. She was a lover of music and enjoyed writing, was very beautiful but also came from a family with a history of mental illness and was herself of a depressive nature. Most crucially, she was dissatisfied in her marriage with an older man whom she admired but did not love.


Liszt and d’Agoult soon fell in love and the relationship developed quickly as they sought ways of meeting together secretly. According to Walker, Liszt’s time away with Lamennais in Brittany the following year was to give the pair of them time and space to reflect on their situation.16 However, on Liszt’s return to Paris, he was confronted by Marie, in great distress after the death of her six-year-old child following an acute illness. Initially reluctant to see Liszt, she eventually succumbed and came to see him at his apartment early in 1835, and the fire was lit.
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Countess Marie d’Agoult (1805-1876). Oil painting by Henri Lehmann 1843.






It is interesting that Liszt wrote about his situation to Lamennais, the only person besides his mother in whom he confided his intention to run away with Marie. Lammenais responded immediately, coming back to Paris and going directly to Marie to try – unsuccessfully – to dissuade her from taking such a drastic step. Marie and Liszt arranged to travel separately to Switzerland where they met up in Geneva. As Marie’s brother later commented, it had been too late to stop a fire that was already ablaze:




I even believe that he [Liszt] is not altogether to blame: he says that he asked Abbé Lamennais to help him. It is true that he did so only after having pretty well set the house on fire, but I feel that we should make allowances for his being only twenty-two years old; only the future can prove what there really is in this man and what consideration he may merit.17





On the 18 December 1835 their first child Blandine was born in Geneva and then given to a local wet-nurse. When a few months later the couple went travelling, the baby was entrusted to a local Protestant pastor and his family, until they could provide a home of their own. This was common practice at the time throughout Europe.


For another three years their love flourished and Marie did indeed provide Liszt with support for many of his early and very beautiful compositions as they led a bohemian life around Europe. His wonderfully innovative piano compositions, representing his impressions of what he experienced in their travels together, first in Switzerland and later in Italy, were eventually published in two volumes given the titles Années de pèlerinage. This was a reference to Goethe’s 1821 novel, Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre, oder die Entsagenden (‘Wilhelm Meister’s Years of Travel, or the Renunciants’), in its first French translation, itself a harbinger of the romantic movement in its notion of the importance of self-realisation. Liszt prefaced most of the pieces with lines from recent writers.


We know from Marie’s diaries and memoirs that she was close to him while he was composing many of these pieces. Thus, for one of his early Swiss pieces, Le lac de Wallenstadt,18 Marie had a very clear recollection: ‘Franz wrote for me there a melancholy harmony, imitative of the sigh of the waves and the cadence of oars, which I have never been able to hear without weeping.’19


Sposalizio (‘Wedding Ceremony’) from the Italian set was inspired by a painting by Raphael,20 a copy of which Liszt placed on his published manuscript. He must have seen this in the Brera Gallery in Milan during his many visits there in the later 1830s. Albert Brussee21 has also argued that its themes reflect both the sound of bells of the area around Bellagio on Lake Como where they were staying in 1837 and even the very church litany which they heard (and can still be heard) on the first Sunday of October in the nearby village of Visgnola. Marie comments on this litany in her diary entry for Sunday, 1 October 1837 when she and Liszt visited the church in Visgnola for the Feast of the Madonna. This was shortly before the birth of their second child Cosima in Como itself. She too was given into care.


It was also in Italy, specifically in Venice, that it is possible to trace the beginnings of the lovers drifting apart. So far, they had shared projects but now they began to clash. Liszt at one important level of his being was very committed to action in the world. Marie, on the other hand, wanted to continue their life of exploration and withdrawal from the world. Something of this dissatisfaction is already clear from Liszt’s letters to Lamennais, with whom Liszt had kept in contact. For example, in May 1836, writing from a trip back to Paris and indicating his expectation of meeting him soon, Liszt revealed his need for spiritual advice:




Dear and venerable Father, I shall expect you. Whatever sorrow there is in the depth of my soul, it will be sweet and consoling to me to see you again. You are so wonderfully good to me! and I should suffer so much by being so long away from you! – Au revoir then, once more – in eight days at latest it will be, will it not? I do nothing else than keep expecting you. Yours, with the deepest respect and most sincere devotion. (Paris, 28 May 1836)





A year later in Italy in December 1837 Liszt expressed how he was eagerly awaiting Abbé Lamennais’ next work22 and indicated his unease with his own present life:




I am hoping and longing ardently for your next book, which I shall read with my whole heart and soul, as I have read all that you have written for four years. I shall owe you just so many more good and noble emotions. Will they remain for ever sterile? Will my life be for ever tainted with this idle uselessness which weighs upon me? Will the hour of devotion and of manly action never come? Am I condemned without respite to this trade of a Merry Andrew and to amuse in drawing-rooms?


Whatever may be my poor and humble destiny, do not ever doubt my heart. Do not ever doubt the deep respect and unalterable devotion with which you have inspired me. (Como, 18 December 1837)





The expression ‘Merry Andrew’ is an unusual one nowadays but its use indicates how strongly Liszt felt about the restrictions of his current position and that he aspired to a more serious and less ‘clownish’ role for himself in society.


In March 1838, while the couple were in Venice (to which Liszt and Marie reacted very differently – he found the city fascinating and she tawdry), Liszt heard about the major floods of the Danube that had very badly affected Hungary and Pest, in particular. He insisted that he must go to Vienna to help to raise funds for the relief effort. His charity concerts there were a great success and included for the first time his very skilful transcriptions of Schubert’s songs which caught public attention. Unfortunately, while he was away Marie became ill and, more importantly, very concerned about her health. It was some weeks before he returned to her and only after she had begged him to do so. Marie definitely did not want Liszt to enter public life as a performer, but to continue his recent focus on composing.


Still, they continued their travels in Italy visiting Lake Lugano, reading Dante and Petrarch together, and visiting the museums in Milan. By then Marie was pregnant again and both her physical and mental health had declined. They decided to move to Rome, where on 9 May 1839 their son Daniel was born and entrusted to a local woman. However, another more significant quarrel soon followed. Liszt heard that the initiative to raise a monument to Beethoven in Bonn, the place of the great composer’s birth, was failing and spontaneously offered his own help which was eagerly accepted by the memorial committee. Inevitably, this meant a major programme of concerts on Liszt’s part. Marie objected strongly. She felt that this development would not only leave her more isolated but be detrimental to Liszt’s career as a composer. In this she may well have been right. Nevertheless, Liszt was determined to go ahead and began to organise concerts in Vienna. Marie could not accept this situation and so decided to return with her two daughters to Paris where she succeeded in resuming her previous life. She accepted Liszt’s proposal to place their two girls with his mother, although somewhat reluctantly as she regarded Anna as coming from a lower class of society.23 She had no choice, however, because under French law Liszt had custody of his children as their father.


This was only the beginning of eight years for Liszt of constant travelling around Europe and of the so-called phenomenon of ‘Lisztomania’ as people flocked to hear him play the piano in cities and towns large and small. In the process, besides enjoying an exciting lifestyle, he raised large sums of money for various good causes. Despite his earlier misgivings about being an ‘entertainer’, he must have felt that this was his way for the present of being active and useful in the world. He certainly succeeded in raising the profile of the pianist and his art, moving beyond the salons to provide music to a wider public. Not all his fellow musicians and pianists saw it this way; some in fact, like Schumann, were horrified. Nevertheless, through his skilful transcriptions of important music, especially opera compilations, he provided an education to the wider European public, from Limerick and Lisbon in the West to Moscow and Constantinople in the East, in a way that was unprecedented. He also did much to encourage pride in subjugated cultures by his readiness to promote their music through his improvisations on local melodies, not only in his native Hungary but also further east in Wallachia and Moldavia. He achieved a great deal in those years, his so-called Glanzzeit (‘heyday’).


Was Liszt selfish in pursuing his own worldly career path against Marie’s wishes? The answer to this question has to be yes. However, the incompatibility between his and Marie’s wishes had already become very clear. Her own diary entries while she was in Venice showed that there were times when she realised this: ‘I feel myself an obstacle to his life. I’m no good to him. I cast sadness and discouragement over his days.’24


The private life that she had imagined with Liszt was too far removed from his need to have an impact on the world. Could they have reached a compromise? He and Marie still corresponded lovingly and met when they could. Perhaps she was hoping that his travelling would end sooner than it did and he would come back and settle down with her in Paris. She came to spend time with him while he was on tour in London in 1840, but it was not a success and she did not join him at work again. They also spent some holidays together, twice on the island of Nonnenwerth in the River Rhine in 1841 and in 1843. It was on the second occasion that Marie seems to have come to the conclusion that they could not continue their life in this way and they needed to make a definite break.


Was Liszt unfaithful to her in these years? He certainly met many attractive women and news of them came back to Marie in Paris. Walker defends him strongly.25 Hilmes is much less sure. Certainly, it would seem remarkable from our present-day perspective if Liszt never succumbed to the many temptations he would have come across. However, Liszt, though often acting as the enchanter in public, was capable of great caution in private. Interestingly, the issue of fidelity was a matter they even discussed in their correspondence, Marie once, perhaps wanting to make Liszt jealous, seeking his opinion on how he would view her if she had an affair with one of the many men she met in the salons of Paris. His reply was disarming:




You know my way of looking at that kind of thing. You know that for me the facts, the deeds, are nothing. The feelings, the ideas, the shades of meaning, especially the shades of meaning, are everything. I want and I wish you always to have complete freedom, because I am convinced that you would always use it nobly, tactfully.26





The final straw for Marie seems to have been the embarrassing publicity in 1844 around Liszt’s connection with the so-called ‘Lola Montez’, an enterprising entertainer born in Limerick who succeeded in gaining Liszt’s attention in Dresden and then followed him around on his travels across Europe. When she also arrived in Paris to dance at the Opéra, it is understandable that Marie may have suspected that Liszt had something to do with her getting such a prestigious billing. Marie and Liszt dined together in Paris in April and Marie wrote a letter to him soon afterwards indicating she was parting from him. Liszt protested in vain and it was reported that in a subsequent quarrel she told him that ‘she did not object to being his mistress but she objected to being one of his mistresses’.27


Their letters to each other in this period were more sorrowful than angry. For example, Marie expressed herself gracefully in her letter of parting:




Were it not my conviction, my dear Franz, that I am not and cannot be in your life anything but an affliction and a tiresome irritant, please believe that I should not take the decision that, with the utmost sorrow, I am taking. You have much strength, youth, and genius. Many things will yet spring up for you on the grave in which our love and our friendship are laid to rest. If you wish to spare me a little in this last crisis, which with a little pride and clear sight I should not have postponed so long, you will not respond with anger and irritation to the few requests I have to make.28





She even suggested to Liszt choosing Lamennais as one of a number of possible intermediaries in making a final settlement of their affairs, referring to him as he ‘who loves you and has never considered me as anything but a calamity in your life’.


The end of Liszt and Marie’s relationship need not have been so tragic and painful as it became. Most biographers agree that the lasting damage was the semi-autobiographical novel Nélida29 that Marie began writing in 1843 and published in 1846. It tells of a beautiful heiress who sacrifices her marriage, reputation and aristocratic way of life for a relationship with a middle-class painter. Success goes to his head and he deserts her. However, eventually his life ends in failure, unable to carry out the great commission he has been awarded to paint a huge fresco in a major public building. He becomes ill and calls for Nélida, dying in her arms as she forgives him. The parallels are very specific to their own lives, even to the imaginary couple’s flight to Geneva and the painter’s last appointment to the court of a small duchy in Germany – Liszt had recently taken up an appointment in Weimar.


The novel had considerable success, was republished in Liszt’s lifetime and is still readily available today, continuing to be advertised as a novel about the author’s relationship with Liszt. Walker argues that it captured all Marie’s pent-up feelings of rage and resentment that Liszt did not need her any longer:




In Marie’s quest for her ‘great man’ it was clearly implied that she, and she alone, would be his guiding light, his inspiration. Liszt soon made it plain that she was to be nothing of the sort. Whatever the reasons that made him love her, she was dispensable as far as his art was concerned.30





People at the time, including Liszt’s mother, thought Nélida to be an attack upon him but he would not agree. In fact, he never acknowledged that the artist character was a depiction of himself. When Marie asked him in writing whether he was offended by the novel, he denied it and wished her further success, although he indicated some irritation at being repeatedly asked this question by so many people. In my view, some doubt must remain about whether Marie consciously intended her novel to be an attack on Liszt rather than being a product of her creative and thus partly unconscious imagination.


It is interesting that even at this late stage of their relationship Lamennais remained involved. Marie sent him a draft manuscript of Nélida for criticism. He refused to comment and suggested a proper critic who in fact advised against publication. In 1845 Liszt wrote a long letter to Lamennais justifying the actions which he had taken, and was planning, in regard to his children. He was arranging for them to be educated in Paris but wanted them to be regarded as Hungarian not French. He was intending to ask the Emperor in Vienna for ‘complete legitimization’ under Austro-Hungarian law. Presumably, Lamennais had been contacted by Marie about Liszt’s intentions in this regard. Besides indicating his continuing huge respect for Lamennais, the letter also expresses his regret at their recent lack of communication and his acknowledgement of his ‘youthful follies’: ‘If, as I have some ground for hoping, the outcome is favourable, my children will then be in the best possible position, and I shall have made good my youthful follies as honourably as the situation allowed.’ (Grenoble, 18 May 1845)


Once she realised the situation, Marie expressed extreme anger to Liszt over the arrangements he had made to exclude from her parenting responsibilities:




You are capable of the worst cowardice of threatening from a distance, and on grounds of legality, a mother who claims the fruit of her womb! …


From now on, sir, your daughters no longer have a mother; that is what you wanted. Their fate lies in your hands; no amount of heroic devotion will ever be strong enough to fight against your madness and your wild egotism. …


One day, perhaps, your daughters will ask you: where is our mother? You will reply: it did not suit me for you to have one. (Paris, 3 June 1845)31





For a further two years Liszt corresponded with Marie, sending her rather polite letters about his activities and travels, and continuing to express his bewilderment at her rejection of him:




A singular correspondence, ours! But since we no longer have anything but words for one another, why not say them? They will not close our wounds, it is true, but they will not reopen them either. To what are we condemned? Do we know? We used both of us to be noble natures, and you have cursed me, and I have banished myself from your heart because you misunderstood mine. Is it a test we are undergoing – or an affliction of fate? The future will tell us. … (Valenciennes, 23 January 1846)





He also made sure she knew of his successes while congratulating her on her own writings. She asked him about his ‘intimate life’ to which he replied that it would require having an ‘intimate relationship’. On that occasion he was writing in February 1847 from Woronińce in Poland32 where he told Marie he had just met ‘a most extraordinary woman, a truly extraordinary and outstanding woman’. She was his future partner Princess Carolyne zu Sayn-Wittgenstein. Marie replied sarcastically.


The tussle with Marie over their children haunted Liszt over the following years and he was as a result often reluctant to visit Paris, preferring to correspond regularly with his mother and his children. When three years later, in 1850, Blandine innocently wrote to him about how, in their grandmother’s absence, she and Cosima had decided to call on their mother, that it had been a great joy for them all and that they were making plans for further meetings, Liszt responded furiously. He wrote angrily back to Blandine, accusing his daughters of deceiving and being cruel to their grandmother. He then took the drastic step of removing them from his own mother, to Anna’s distress, and placing them with an experienced French governess who had helped to educate Princess Carolyne in Poland. She and her sister were to keep a very close surveillance on the two girls from now on. How one might ask could Liszt have been so insensitive to his children’s emotional needs? By today’s standards of course such behaviour appears completely unacceptable. However, it also shows how deep the division had become by then between Liszt and his former lover. If this rift were not to be healed both were likely to carry a heavy burden for the rest of their lives.







Liszt’s Years as Court Musician in Weimar


By his mid-30s Liszt had become dissatisfied with his life as a concert pianist and wanted to return to composing. As already noted, even from a young age Liszt had never been properly content with the life of an entertainer, brilliant pianist though he was. He wanted to be a composer and had already produced outstanding work. Many have noted the influence on the young Liszt of seeing Paganini’s violin performances and the huge following he achieved. Certainly, Liszt did succeed in emulating him with the piano. However, while honouring Paganini’s achievements, he also came to distance himself from the life that the Italian virtuoso led. As he reflected, he doubted more and more its value. He also needed more stability of position in order to develop his compositional talents.
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Carl Alexander (1818-1901), Grand Duke of Weimar (1853-1901). Lithograph 1856.






Fortunately, he was noticed by Carl Alexander, the son of the Grand Duke of Weimar, who unlike his father had a strong interest in music and was eager to promote Weimar as a centre of culture as it had been in Goethe and Schiller’s time. In 1842 he persuaded his father to give Liszt the honorary title of Kapellmeister Extraordinaire at the court of Weimar. In this he was supported by his mother, the Grand Duchess Maria Pavlovna, sister of the Russian Tsar Nicholas I, who was herself an accomplished musician. Over the years the friendship between Liszt and Carl Alexander grew and Liszt could be candid with him about both his present situation and his ambitions:




The moment is coming (Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita33 – 35 years!) for me to break out of my chrysalis of virtuosity and to allow my thoughts to take free flight. … Were it not for the wretched money matters which so often keep me in a stranglehold, and also the various more or less alluring whims of my youth, I could be 4 or 5 years more advanced. Such as I am, thank God, I have not lost too much, and honour, too, is saved. (Aboard the Galatea, between Pozsony [now Bratislava] and Pest, 6 October 1846)





Liszt’s aim was now in fact an even more ambitious one, to transform music, both by his own compositions and by promoting the work of like-minded composers.


It was in the following year on his last international concert tour that he met a Polish woman who had responded generously to the charity appeal he had attached to a concert he gave in Kiev [Kyiv]. When Liszt went to look for her, the two of them found themselves in harmony both of mind and soul, and she invited him to come and visit her on the large estate which she had inherited from her father. She was living there with her young daughter Marie but was estranged from her husband. Her maiden name was Carolyne Iwanowska and her husband was Prince Nicholas zu Sayn-Wittgenstein of a noble family of German origin whose father had been a field marshal in the Russian Imperial Army during the Napoleonic wars. What seems to have impressed Liszt so much about Carolyne was her exceptional intelligence and the range of knowledge which she had acquired under her father’s guidance, but he would also have appreciated her idealism and strong Catholicism. She was also an extremely determined and decisive person. There is no doubt that she fell madly in love with Liszt in a very short period of time and together with him devised a plan to leave her home and join him, with her daughter, in his new venture in Weimar. She believed that her previous marriage could be annulled on the grounds that her father had compelled her to marry against her will.


In April 1848 Carolyne organised her and her daughter’s escape from the Russian Empire unnoticed, no easy matter, and in all of her subsequent action she demonstrated a very strong sense of purpose. She became Liszt’s staunch supporter in the musical ventures he tried to achieve in Weimar. She urged him to compose and to put his many musical ideas into practice. Indeed, he was very productive in these years creating innovative music in various genres, for orchestra, choir, solo voice (Lieder) as well as piano. Carolyne came to think that she was crucial to Liszt’s success in these years. Maybe she was right because, as his letters to Lamennais showed, Liszt had tended to suffer from feelings of inertia and thus perhaps needed Carolyne’s chivvying. Much later she told a friend how she achieved this:




I have always worked in the same room as him, otherwise he would never have composed any of the works that date from his Weimar period. He wasn’t lacking in genius, he just lacked the ability to sit still for any length of time, a virtue no less important than hard work and perseverance.34
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Princess Carolyne de Sayn-Wittgenstein and her daughter Marie. Lithograph 1844.






Liszt himself also wrote and published a lot about music in his time in Weimar. His energy and creativity continued to impress Carl Alexander: ‘Liszt grows up in an undisputable importance. He grows up like a spiral because he always shows new facets – extraordinary person. I would not be surprised to see him withdraw entirely from music in order to take up literature only.’35


Liszt and Carolyne’s residence in Weimar, the Altenburg, granted for their use by the royal family, became a musical centre where the pair hosted other notable musicians such as Berlioz and Wagner, as well as Liszt’s piano pupils who came from all over Europe. These included major future musicians, including Hans von Bülow and Carl Tausig. Liszt and Carolyne also hosted literary figures from outside the world of music, including the soon-to-be-famous novelist Mary Ann Evans whom we know better by her pseudonym of ‘George Eliot’ and who left a vivid picture in her own letters of hearing Liszt play the piano.36 It was at the Altenburg that Liszt composed the great orchestral works of his middle period, the ‘Faust’ and ‘Dante’ Symphonies and his various symphonic tone poems, as well as his ground-breaking Sonata in B minor for piano. Politically, the first years Liszt and Carolyne spent in Weimar were marked by revolution against elitist rule across Europe beginning in Paris and Vienna and leading to the long but unsuccessful struggle for Hungarian independence from Hapsburg rule. Liszt followed these events closely and his Hungarian rhapsodies based on folk music reflected his growing identification with the land of his birth.


Liszt was developing what came to be called the ‘New German School’ and is now commonly referred to as ‘Programme Music’, in which music reflects and is sometimes intertwined with themes from literature including novels as well as poetry. As well as writing such music himself, he encouraged the performance in Weimar of other like-minded composers, including Berlioz and Wagner. He had to put great effort into these ventures because the orchestral resources at his disposal in Weimar were limited and, therefore, he had to find the money to import musicians from elsewhere in Germany. He also took great risks, for example, putting on Wagner’s operas Tannhäuser and Lohengrin in the years immediately after the revolutions of 1848 when Wagner himself was a wanted man on the run after he supported a failed revolution in Dresden.


In fact, it was Wagner who early on noticed that Liszt was not getting the support he deserved in Weimar and that too many court official and people in the town were sabotaging his efforts. He saw how frustrating this situation was for Liszt and that he was suffering greatly under his generally peaceful façade.37 Although the programme music that Liszt promoted in Weimar had initially been seen positively, within a few years criticism of his work began to increase. Conservative musicians, including Brahms and Joachim to both of whom Liszt had previously offered encouragement and hospitality, grouped together to oppose the new trend of seeking extra-musical associations for composition in favour of the abstract paradigms music had traditionally come to rely on. Powerful and articulate opponents, most noticeably the influential, Vienna-based, music critic Eduard Hanslick harshly condemned Liszt’s attempt to fuse the arts in the symphonic ‘poems’ he was creating. Major compositions for the piano, including his Concerto in E flat and Sonata in B minor, were also heavily criticised. By 1857 audiences were actively intervening in performances of his and other new composers’ works in order to discredit them, eventually even in Weimar itself. Particularly painful to Liszt was the repeated suggestion that he should give up promoting this so called ‘New Music’ and go back to his life as a piano virtuoso.


Liszt’s time in Weimar was also not an easy one for personal as well as musical reasons. They had both expected that Carolyne would fairly promptly obtain an annulment of her marriage from the Roman Catholic Church and that therefore they would become free to marry. Agreement seemed to have been reached in Rome in 1852 but objections were immediately raised by the Roman Catholic authorities in Russia. As the Grand Duchess of Weimar was the Tsar’s sister, Liszt and Carolyne’s domestic situation became embarrassing. Soon Carolyne was not only excluded from court functions but also generally shunned by Weimar society, which was strongly influenced by the pastor of the city and head preacher to the Protestant court. The situation deteriorated further after Prince Nicholas’ visit to Weimar the same year. He demanded that Carolyne and her daughter return to Russia and, when she refused, he asked the Grand Duchess Maria Pavlovna to take charge of Marie in place of her mother. Eventually, he wrote to the Tsar asking him to summon Carolyne back to the Russian empire. When she also refused the Tsar’s request, she was exiled, her assets in Russia confiscated and placed into trust for Princess Marie until she married or reached the age of 21.
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Princess Marie de Sayn-Wittgenstein (1837-1920). Oil painting by Ary Scheffer 1855.






Carolyne bore all these burdens well. Her loving support for Liszt never wavered, but the strain was evident on both her and Liszt. As Walker suggests,38 some of Liszt’s most moving, personal piano music of this period, such as his Consolations of 1849-50, reflects the painful circumstances Liszt and Carolyne had to endure in Weimar in these years. It was a situation that could not last long. Carolyne was now increasingly dependent financially both on Liszt as well as on her own daughter Marie, who still had access to her father’s wealth and was his principal heir. Fortunately, Marie was consistently supportive of her mother and had an excellent relationship with Liszt. He had in many ways a closer relationship with Marie than with his own daughters as he had lived with her and nurtured her from the age of eleven. By then, however, Marie was approaching 20 and the question of her marriage was occupying Prince Nicholas, Carolyne and Liszt.


As his years as Kapellmeister passed, Liszt saw both his professional and personal life beset by obstacles. His music continued to be opposed by powerful critics and even in Weimar itself he received inadequate support. What direction should he now take? On the positive side, he still had the support of Carl Alexander who had now succeeded his father as Grand Duke. Liszt had for some time been thinking of resigning his position but on each occasion that he raised the issue had been persuaded by Carl Alexander to stay. However, from the end of 1858 a number of critical events succeeded one another over the following twelve months. On 15 December there was huge embarrassment at the performance of an opera, The Barber of Baghdad, composed by his colleague Peter Cornelius, which Liszt himself was conducting. A significant part of the audience hissed, seemingly supported by the new theatre director. Liszt could take no more and he finally wrote two months later to Grand Duke Carl Alexander asking to be released from his contract.


At the same time Carolyne and Liszt’s marriage hopes had been raised by a mysterious visitor named Okraszewski, a lawyer from Carolyne’s lands in Ukraine, who indicated that annulment of her former marriage might finally be approved by the Roman Catholic hierarchy in Russia. (In the meantime, Prince Nicholas had obtained a Protestant divorce and remarried.) However, it was highly suspicious that Okraszewski said he required a huge payment to complete this task. Nevertheless, Carolyne was eager to proceed and, although she herself had no available money, her daughter Marie, who was by now 22 years old and thus financially independent, agreed to make the payment on her behalf.


Meanwhile, Prince Konstantin, a member of the branch of the ancient and noble Hohenlohe family living in Vienna, had proposed marriage to Marie and gained Prince Nicholas’ approval. Carolyne had refused previous marriage proposals for her daughter and also had reservations about this one, but Liszt who knew the Hohenlohe family well persuaded her to agree and the marriage eventually took place in the Catholic church in Weimar in October of 1859. It must have been a very sad day for Carolyne, losing not only a daughter but the one person who had been both her constant companion and close supporter over so many years.


Finally, in December Liszt suffered a most grievous and unexpected blow with the death of his youngest child Daniel at the young age of 20. In recent years they had grown much closer to each other. Daniel had done exceptionally well at the Lycée Bonaparte in Paris, winning the national prix d’honneur. After being awarded his baccalaureate at the end of 1856, he had spent almost four months with Liszt in Weimar. There they decided that the best course for Daniel was to study law in Vienna where he could turn for any help to Liszt’s cousin Eduard Liszt. Daniel could meet with his father when Liszt came to give concerts in Vienna. However, by 1859 Daniel, who had never had a strong physique, was already ill with consumption. He arrived for a late summer holiday in Berlin with his sister Cosima and her husband, Liszt’s former pupil Hans von Bülow, but weakened quickly over the following months. Fortunately, Liszt arrived in time to be with Daniel in his last days and could grieve together with his daughter. He responded with a musical composition, a setting of a poem by Lamennais, Les morts, a work he asked also to be played at his own funeral.


In March 1860 came the good news that an annulment of Carolyne’s marriage to Prince Nicholas had been granted by the Roman Catholic hierarchy in Russia, but this was followed by the refusal of their local German bishop to recognise it. Carolyne realised that she would have to go herself to Rome to plead her case before the Pope himself. She left Weimar in May and after a few months in Rome realised that there were clerics in high places in the Vatican who opposed her. Fortunately, there were also supporters. In September she succeeded in having an audience with Pope Pius IX. He was kind to her, giving her his assurance that he would call a meeting of cardinals to decide and two weeks later he gave his assent to the annulment of the marriage. Carolyne had every right to feel exultant but, again, she was to be blocked by the local bishop in Germany who objected, citing evidence of perjury, as a result of bribery, on the part of the Catholic authorities in Russia as well as new evidence from cousins of Carolyne who had attended her wedding. They were prepared to testify that Carolyne had entered her marriage willingly.


The situation became even more painful for her with the growing realisation that her new son-in-law Prince Konstantin was opposed to the annulment of Carolyne’s original marriage, no doubt because it would declass the status of his new wife. This became evident when he refused to allow Marie to make the payment to Okraszewski on her mother’s behalf. It was only with considerable difficulty that she and Liszt managed to pay this large sum by withdrawing a previous investment they had made in Vienna with the help of Liszt’s cousin Eduard.


On 8 January 1861 the College of Cardinals reaffirmed its earlier decision. In fact, as Walker notes,39 it was the original decision of 1852 that was upheld by Pope Pius IX, thus avoiding all the complications arising from the recent accusations of bribery and corruption within the Church itself. Carolyne was triumphant. She and Liszt could have married within days but, for various reasons, they waited before finally making arrangements to marry in Rome itself on 22 October, Liszt’s fiftieth birthday.
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Franz Liszt. Photograph by Franz Hanfstaengl 1858.
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