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    B Minor Sonata (1857), by Franz Liszt

       "Radical Romanticism"

      By DAVID DUBAL

Franz Liszt (1811-1886) once said, "My sole ambition as a composer is to hurl my javelin into the infinite space of the future." Indeed, though as both performer and composer he was one of the potent forces of Romanticism, Liszt's impact on modernism—on composers such as Ravel, Scriabin and Schönberg—was considerable. Ferruccio Busoni proclaimed, "We are all descended from him radically."

From the outset of his career, Liszt was considered the greatest of all pianists. But his road to victory as a composer has been rocky. Today, his Sonata in B Minor is acclaimed as one of the greatest achievements of the Romantic age and one of the chief glories of all piano literature. Yet because of its radical inventiveness it took decades to become entrenched in the repertoire. It is seldom realized that each musical score stands isolated and must find its interpreters.

Always an avid experimenter, Liszt wanted to create a new chapter in the history of the sonata form. There would be no title indicating story or mood as he had employed elsewhere. Here was pure, absolute, "abstract" music. Nor was there to be the standard division into separate movements. Instead, Liszt's ideas unfold over a single, unbroken body of music lasting some 30 minutes.

On the first page, he presents three of the five pregnant motifs of the work, and for them he develops his technique of "thematic transformation." In every measure, every particle of these themes is transformed from this sparse material. Playing through the work one follows Liszt's brain at fever pitch. It is music of drastic intellectuality, clothed in a Dantesque drama.

Looking within the sonata's mighty inner conflicts, one finds the most daring structural innovation in large-form composition since Beethoven. Claudio Arrau called it Beethoven's 33rd sonata, probably meaning that had Beethoven lived, he would have eventually fused all elements of sonata form into a one-movement plan.

The eminent Liszt scholar and biographer Alan Walker has written: "Not only are its four movements rolled into one, but they are themselves composed against a background of a full-scale sonata scheme—exposition, development, and recapitulation. That is, Liszt has composed a sonata across a sonata.... the material is constantly making contributions to two sonata forms simultaneously." This immense experiment in form was unprecedented. Liszt had achieved his goal of living in the rarefied zone of Beethoven himself.

Liszt's manuscript (today housed in the Morgan Library & Museum in New York) says he completed the sonata on Feb. 2, 1853. The sonata was published in 1854 and Liszt, wanting to dedicate it to Robert Schumann in gratitude for Schumann's dedication of his great Fantasy in C Major to Liszt 15 years before, sent it to that composer's wife, Schumann himself by then being incarcerated in an insane asylum. Clara Wieck Schumann, venerated as the leading woman pianist of the time, despised it, writing in her diary that "it is a blind noise.... It really is too awful."

In 1855 Liszt's pupil Karl Klindworth gave Richard Wagner a private recital in London. The next day, Wagner wrote to the composer, "Dearest Franz, You were with me, the sonata is beautiful beyond compare; great, sweet, deep and noble, sublime as you are yourself."

For the next two years, Liszt's brilliant pupil Hans Bülow prepared the technically arduous composition under Liszt's guidance. Bülow would give the world premiere on Jan. 27, 1857, in Berlin. It was a unique evening, also being the first public hearing of Bülow's friend Carl Bechstein's first concert grand. The piano received accolades from the audience, but the critics crushed the sonata. How, they asked, could Liszt show such disrespect for the time-honored multimovement classical sonata? One critic called it "an invitation to hissing and stamping."

The following years were devoid of performances, and Liszt discouraged his students from programming it. In 1880, 23 years after its premiere, London would officially hear it, and Saint-Saëns performed it in Paris the same year. Bülow unveiled it in Vienna in 1881, where it was still controversial. The dreaded critic of Wagner and Liszt, Eduard Hanslick, cried in print, "whoever has heard that, and finds it beautiful, is beyond help." Yet by the turn of the century it was receiving frequent performances in Europe. During the 1920s Rachmaninoff played it often.

New York listened to it for the first time under Klindworth's hands in 1888, and others followed. Vladimir Horowitz created a sensation with the sonata at his 1928 Carnegie hall debut. When, four years later, Horowitz made his now legendary recording of the B Minor Sonata, pianists world-wide made haste to learn it. The piece subsequently became an indispensable part of the repertoires of Argerich, Barenboim, Brendel, Gilels, Pollini and many others, all of whom have recorded it.

I was 13 when I first heard the sonata, in a live performance. My breathing, I remember, was fast and hard; time stood still and the music seemed to mirror the whole of human life. The Liszt B Minor Sonata is that rarity, a completely original and quite perfect composition, portraying the finest aspects in the composer's nature. The English critic Cecil Gray wrote, "The essence of his art, consists in a sadness, a melancholy, a disillusion, a despair, of a depth and intensity unequaled, perhaps, in all music."

—Mr. Dubal, a professor at the Juilliard School, is the author of "The Art of the Piano." His radio program, "The Piano Matters," can be heard on wwfm.org.
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