"At the Ravinia Festival, A Liszt of Subtle Works"

By BARRYMORE LAURENCE SCHERER

Set in a bucolic park amid Chicago's northern suburbs, the Ravinia Festival—running through Sept. 11—has long been a haven of fine music, fine dining and general refreshment to souls weary of the Midwestern summer heat. A primary theme of this year's festival is "Liszt 200," marking the bicentennial of Hungarian-born Franz Liszt (1811-86), possibly history's greatest pianist, a fascinating composer and certainly one of music's most bewitching figures.

During his long life he was called many things, not all of them complimentary. To the elderly, conservative Clara Schumann, Liszt was "a smasher of pianos,'' while the Wagnerite conductor Hermann Levi dismissed him as "an inspired charlatan." To some degree such invective countered the unbridled hype characterized by this panegyric by an anonymous English critic in 1841: "Liszt, the Polyphemus of the pianoforte; the Aurora Borealis of musical effulgence; the Niagara of thundering harmonies."

Yet genuine admiration also came from highly responsible, if unexpected sources. Of Liszt, the refined Felix Mendelssohn declared, "I have not seen any musician in whom musical feeling ran into the very tips of the fingers and streamed from there immediately." And while Johannes Brahms, the most scrupulous of Romantic Classicists, observed that "the prodigy, the itinerant virtuoso and the man of fashion ruined the composer before he even started," he also avowed that "whoever has not heard Liszt cannot even speak of piano playing."

Why did feelings run so high? Mainly because, together with Richard Wagner, Liszt stood at the center of a musical controversy that rocked the mid-19th century: Should Romantic symphony, sonata and opera perpetuate the structural traditions of the immediate past or move forward over unknown ground? Classicists of the Brahms camp, nurtured by Schumann and by Mendelssohn's legacy, followed Beethoven's lead, writing symphonies and instrumental sonatas in which each movement was a separate, closed form. In opera, Giacomo Meyerbeer, Giuseppe Verdi and their adherents upheld the dominance of the vocal line within the familiar structures of arias and concerted ensembles linked by recitative.

Against this, Liszt and Wagner advocated the "Music of the Future." With "Tristan und Isolde," Wagner fully abandoned opera's separate arias and ensembles for what he called the "endless melody" of his new form, music drama. Voices, though important, played only a part in an overall symphonic texture. Meanwhile, Liszt challenged the musical world with his highly dramatic and introspective single-movement B-minor Piano Sonata (1852-53). And though he composed the Goethe-inspired "Faust" symphony, with its ethereal choral finale (1854), he largely devoted himself to narrative, single-movement symphonic poems, such as the heroic "Les Préludes" (1848-54).

The very spirit of Romanticism was divided. The Schumann-Mendelssohn camp represented the comforting Romanticism of domestic happiness, gentle moonlight in the garden, the sweetness and sorrow of first love and maternal devotion. For Liszt and Wagner, Romanticism was tempestuous, agonizing, a Romanticism of titans in combat, of haunted mountain peaks under stormy skies, of tormented heroes seeking redemption through a woman's self-sacrifice. 
Aesthetic debates aside, Liszt—tall, slender, blond and devilishly handsome in his youth—was the romantic stage figure par excellence, whom crowds flocked to see as well as hear. As a pianist, he pushed keyboard technique far beyond the limits of previous generations. Endowed with large hands, he could spread his long fingers across the keyboard to create particularly spacious chords and orchestral sonorities that distinguish his own piano music. And he was a staggeringly prolific composer, his catalog exceeding 700 works in nearly every genre. 
"Franz Liszt was one of the most visionary of all pianist-composers, but his legacy goes even further than that," says Welz Kauffman, Ravinia's president and CEO, and an accomplished pianist himself. "As a pianist he was an unparalleled interpreter of his own music and of other composers. He was also the archetypical showman, whose magnetic personality could fill a house. And at a time when concerts were usually mixed bags of instrumental, orchestral and vocal music by several performers, Liszt essentially created the modern solo recital."

Although "Liszt 200" features several of Liszt's orchestral canvases—among them the First Piano Concerto, played Thursday evening by Lang Lang, and the Second, played by André Watts on Friday, both with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra under Christoph Eschenbach—the celebration is focusing on solo piano and chamber music to put Liszt's more subtle accomplishments into greater relief. Thus Mr. Watts is also playing the concert étude, "Un sospiro," in D-Flat Major and the "Transcendental Etudes" No. 10 in F-Minor. On July 28, duo pianists Misha and Cipa Dichter will play Liszt's own two-piano arrangement of "Les Préludes," the "Concerto pathétique" and "Harmonies poétiques et religieuses," No.7.

The programs are also designed to showcase Liszt within the context of composers who influenced him (Beethoven, Berlioz, Chopin and Wagner), were influenced by him (among them Alexander Scriabin and Richard Strauss), or (like Brahms and Schumann) attempted to keep their distance. Hence, on Saturday, soprano Deborah Voigt appears with Mr. Eschenbach and the CSO in a program of Beethoven, Strauss and Wagner—reflecting Liszt, rather than including him. On Aug. 17, pianist Christopher O'Riley performs Liszt reconceptions and arrangements, including his "Réminiscences de Don Juan de Mozart," "Isolde's Liebestod" and his piano arrangements of Schubert's "Frühlingsglaube" and Schumann's "Frülingsnacht." August 24 brings the celebrated chamber ensemble The Knights with a rich program of Schubert and Liszt, including the former's "Rosamunde" overture and Eighth ("Unfinished") symphony, and Liszt's symphonic poem "From the Cradle to the Grave" and Second Hungarian Rhapsody.

Ravinia's calendar reveals even more Liszt on the bill, including a special event on July 20, "Lisztian Loves: A Theatrical & Musical Portrait of Franz Liszt." Written by playwright Harry Clark, it features the actor Michael York as the elderly Liszt recalling the many loves of his life (not all of them fleshly), with Mr. Watts playing the composer's music.

In short, "Liszt 200" intends to present audiences with a persuasive new account of a familiar but often misunderstood composer. 
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