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Preface

Composed: begun in the 1830s, finished 1849 in Weimar, revised 1853

and 1856

First performance: 17 February 1855 in Weimar, Franz Liszt, Piano —
Hector Berlioz, Conductor

Original publisher: Haslinger, Vienna, 1857

Instrumentation: Piccolo, 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —

2 Horns, 2 Trumpets, 3 Trombones — Cymbals, Triangle, Timpani — Strings
Dutration: ca. 20 minutes

‘None of you understands it, ha ha!” Thus Hans von Biilow is said to have commented more
or less in jest on the opening theme of his father-in-law’s First Piano Concerto in E flat
major.! The anecdote may or may not be true, but its underlying message is not entirely
wide of the mark, and we shall not go far wrong in assuming that the true significance of so
innovative a work was clear to only a handful of listeners. There were many ways in which
Liszt stood out as a pioneer of new trends in music among those of his contemporaries who
were active as musicians and composers. And whereas he may have courted controversy with
his novel style of conducting, his achievements as a pianist were never in any doubt, trigger-
ing a veritable cult of the star performer and setting new standards in terms of piano tech-
nique. As a composer, finally, Liszt created the symphonic poem, and thanks to his transcrip-
tions and paraphrases he left his indelible imprint on countless works by a whole host of
other composers.

Liszt’s entire output reflects his love of experimentation in the fields of harmony and form:
in some cases those experiments took him to the very frontiers of tonality and to a breakdown
of traditional forms. His struggle to find new kinds of expression is also apparent in his
First Piano Concerto, a piece on which he worked over a period of several years, beginning
in the 1830s. It was during the early part of that decade that Liszt was exposed to a number
of influences that were to leave a lasting mark on his subsequent output. His meeting with
Hector Berlioz, who was to conduct the first performance of his E flat major Concerto in
1855, proved inspirational, almost certainly encouraging him to take a closer interest in the
links between literature and music. It was a meeting that led to a friendship lasting 25 years.
Another formative experience at this time was his introduction to the violin playing of

! Quoted by Juan Martin Koch, ‘Franz Liszt und das Klavierkonzert in der zweiten Hilfte des 19. Jahrhunderts’, in
Liszt und die Neudeutsche Schule, ed. Detlef Altenburg (Laaber, 2006), 143—69
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Niccolo Paganini, whose unparalleled virtuosity left a deep impression on the young musician
and inspired him to perfect his own performance technique:

‘For the past fortnight my mind and fingers have been working away like two lost spirits.
Homer, the Bible, Plato, Locke, Byron, Hugo, Lamartine, Chateaubriand, Beethoven, Bach,
Hummel, Mozart, Weber, are all around me. I study them, meditate on them, devour them
with fury; and in addition I spend 4 to 5 hours practising exercises (thirds, sixths, octaves,
tremolos, repeated notes, cadenzas, etc. etc.). Ah! provided I don’t go mad you will find an
artist in me!’?

Liszt’s diligence evidently paid off. A true artist speaks to us from every note of his First Piano
Concerto, a work whose individual movements can only with difficulty be attributed to a
traditional formal scheme. They are even hard to separate from each other, a point undetlined
in the autograph score, where Liszt avoids using double bar-lines at the end of each move-
ment, the Quasi Adagio and Allegretto vivace being merged together as a single movement.
The thematic writing, too, underscores this open-ended structure. The use of a particular
musical idea is not limited to a single movement. Instead, material that we have already heard
returns at salient points in the work.

The sharply dotted rhythms of the opening bars invest this passage with the character of a
march, a striking opening that recalls the tradition of the military concerto already explored
by Mozart and Beethoven. And yet traditional terminology is of little use in helping us to
grasp this musical idea, which is not a theme that is developed in the classical sense in the
course of the Allegro maestoso but an idée fixe in the spirit of Berlioz. The resolute central
motif consists of a series of chromatic notes with an underlying downward thrust that is
stated on the unison strings (bars 1-4). But a very different note is struck by the soloists reply
that follows immediately afterwards. With its rapid ascending octave triplets, it makes
impressive use of the tonal space available and emerges as the orchestra’s equal (bars 5-9).
In the cadenza that enters with bar 10, the pianist too takes up the central motif that was
originally stated by the orchestra (bar 14), using its chromaticisms as the starting point for a
passage that creates the impression of an improvisation, before handing it back to the orches-
tra. The lyrical second subject, conversely, seems far less existential (bars 52-3) and is soon
swept aside by the darkly threatening strains of the principal theme, failing to achieve any
further significance in the subsequent course of the piece. In spite of this, it creates an oasis of
calm in the wake of the stormy confrontation between the orchestra and the soloist. Here the
piano engages in a dialogue with the clarinet and then with the violins, which likewise take up
the new idea.

What follows is not the expected development section but the second movement, a Quasi
Adagio that begins with an arch-like melody initially entrusted to the strings but which is
taken over after only nine bars by the solo instrument alone, its dreamy melody supported by

2 Franz Liszt, Correspondance, ed. Pierre-Antoine Huré and Claude Knepper (Paris, 1987), 59; trans. Adrian
Williams in Franz Liszt. Selected Letters (Oxford, 1998), 7 (letter from Franz Liszt to his pupil Pierre Wolff, 2 May
1832).
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expansive broken chords. The peaceful atmosphere is finally shattered by an impassioned
passage of recitative in the piano beginning in bar 37 that is heard over tremolandos in the
strings. Calm is not restored until bar 57, when the cantabile melody on the flute pacifies the
piano that has continued to underpin the musical argument with its trills and broken chords.
Only now is the peaceful mood of the movement’s opening finally and fully restored.

The Allegretto vivace follows without a break and begins with the sound of a triangle whose
use was much derided in critical circles at the time of the work’s first performance. And yet
this scherzo casts a spell on its listeners not least with its whimsical rhythms and almost
dance-like phrases. After a brief cadenza (bars 181-3), the seemingly threatening main idea
from the opening movement suddenly returns in bar 184, initially in the piano part and then
in its original form in the orchestra. Fragments from the second movement are also recalled at
this point, the oboe, for example, picking up the emollient melody first heard in the flute at
the end of the Quasi Adagio.

The final movement brings together the musical material from all the previous movements
and is introduced by the Quasi Adagio’s initial melodic idea, this time, however, in the form of
a march. By bar 17 there are already reminiscences of the passage of recitative from the same
movement. The second idea from the Quasi Adagio is also reworked in bar 30 before the
march theme returns and permeates the score from now on. Material from the Scherzo pro-
vides the basis for the following passage (bar 73), its deployment recognizable not least from
the sounds of the triangle that had already heralded its return a few bars earlier. The music
finally returns to its roots, and the concerto ends with a reminiscence of the opening move-
ment’s central motif.

Sandra Borzikowski
Translation: Steward Spencer
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