


Franz Liszt conducting one of his oratorios.

LISZT’S MUSIC FOR THE “POPE AMONG INSTRUMENTS”
David Friddle

Before 1900 North German or-
gans were designed to accommo-
date formal structures: fugues, 

chorale preludes, the five-part toccata, 
partitas, and sonatas. Liszt envisioned 
a new kind of organ, one that was fo-
cused more on expressivity and tonal 
color than on strict forms. In a letter to 
Carolyn Sayn-Wittengenstein about Via 
crucis, Liszt confirmed this view.

All orchestral instruments will be 
done away with—and I shall merely 
retain an organ accompaniment 
ad libitum, in order to support and 
strengthen the voices. It is the only 
instrument with a right to perma-
nence in church music—and by 
means of the variety of its registra-
tions, a little more color could even 
be added.1 

	 Liszt’s influence on the evolution of 
the organ as a concert instrument can 
hardly be overstated; indeed, he was 
primarily responsible for moving the 
organ from the church into the con-
cert hall.2 Organists César Franck and 
Camille Saint-Saëns, both of whom be-
came identified with the French sym-
phonic tradition, knew and admired 
Liszt. Franck first met him in Belgium 
in 1842; Liszt later visited Franck at 
Sainte Clotilde in Paris and supported 
Franck by subscribing to the first edi-
tion of Franck’s Trois Trios Concertantes, 
Opus 1. He also gave three concerts to 
promote Franck’s music, in collabora-
tion with Theodore DuBois.

	 Franck has traditionally been credited 
with composing the first organ “sym-
phony”—the Grand pièce sympho-
nique, Opus 17. Ad nos, however, pre-

dates the Grand pièce by more than ten 
years. In his organ music, Franck never 
equaled Liszt’s success with multi-move-
ment forms; unlike Liszt, he was not 
so adventurous with his registrations. 
Franck was known primarily as a pia-
nist in his lifetime and his organ music 
is often pianistic; again, unlike Liszt, he 
never managed to transcend the differ-
ences between piano technique—which 
concentrates solely on the attack—and 
organ technique—which is concerned 
only with the release. 

	 Liszt was impressed with the organ 
music of Saint-Saëns. In an 1877 letter 
to Olga von Meyendorff, Liszt wrote 
of Saint-Saëns, “I know no one among 
contemporary artists who, all things 
considered, is his equal in talent…[and] 
being an organist…Saint-Saëns is not 
merely in the first rank but incompa-
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rable.”3 Later, in an 1882 letter to Saint-
Saëns, Liszt wrote, 

I am still quite struck with won-
der at your Predication aux oiseaux 
[Saint-Saëns’ transcription of Liszt’s 
first legend]. You use your organ as 
an orchestra in an incredible way, 
as only a great composer and a 
great performer like you could do. 
The most proficient organist in all 
countries have only to take their 
hats off to you.4 

	 Frederick Dorian believes that the 
Neo-German school, reflecting Liszt’s 
ideology, is “…actually based on a 
French foundation.” If so, then one of 
Liszt’s favorite pupils, the virtuoso per-
former Julius Reubke, furthered Liszt’s 
French influences on German organ 
music with his Große Sonate für die Or-
gel “Der 94ste Psalm” (1857). This pow-
erful Romantic war-horse typifies the 
increasingly prevalent—and mostly 
French—conception of the organ as a 
“one-man orchestra;” it also greatly in-
fluenced subsequent composers such as 
Max Reger, perhaps the most important 
German composer for the organ. 

	 Reger played Liszt’s organ works and 
was deeply influenced by his symphon-
ic poems, followed the lead of Liszt and 
Reubke and brought the 19th-century 
German organ style to its fruition. His 
many preludes and fugues, chorale set-
tings, and especially the giant fantasies 
on Lutheran hymns are among the 
most ambitious and difficult pieces in 
the repertory. Reger, in turn, influenced 
on the music of Paul Hindemith, in-
cluding his two organ sonatas, both of 
which contain fugues, and Hugo Dis-
tler, whose many chorale treatments 
amount to an encyclopedia of imagina-
tive registrations. 

	 In France, Franck, Saint-Säens, and 
a later generation of pupils—Charles 
Marie Widor, Louis Vierne, Marcel Du-
pré and Maurice Duruflé—took Liszt’s 
innovations in multiple movement 
forms to their zenith; some of the larg-
est organ symphonies have as many as 
six movements and last longer than 
an hour. They exploited the blossom-
ing musical “impressionism” of Claude 
Debussy, Gabriel Fauré, and Maurice 
Ravel, and composed character pieces 
that successfully emulating Liszt’s abil-
ity to create an almost limitless variety 
of aural colors. 

	 Typically German, Reubke and Reger 
built on Liszt’s expansive use of contra-
puntal writing and created demanding 
symphonic fugues as part of their large-

scale forms. Martin Haselböck, who ed-
ited the complete organ works for Uni-
versal, agrees with the premise that Liszt 
laid the musical foundation for modern 
organ composition and performance: 
“The roots of César Franck’s French sym-
phonic style, as well as of Max Reger’s 
symphonic polyphony, can be traced di-
rectly to Liszt’s organ works.”9 

	 Interpreting Liszt’s organ works re-
quires an awareness of the two dis-
tinct and contracting musical idioms 
in Liszt’s music, the brilliant virtuosity 
of his youth, as demonstrated in Ad 
nos, and the austere, reflective style of 
his late years, as exhibited in, among 
others, Am Grabe Richard Wagner and 
Resignazione. It is also important to re-
member that Liszt’s musical language 
remained constant throughout the two 
different stylistic periods. The extreme 
chromaticism of his late years—whole-
tone scales and augmented triads—and 
his general move away from conven-
tional tonality are all foreshadowed in 
the earlier works. 

	 Larry Todd points out that Ad nos, 
Liszt’s first organ piece and an experi-
ment in large-scale, multi-sectional 
form, is founded harmonically on the 
interval of a tritone.7 Ad nos is filled 
with whole-tone scales—melodically 
and as accompanimental figures—and 
is equally rich with augmented triads. 
The Präludium und Fuge über den Na-
men B–A–C–H, Liszt’s homage to Bach 
and a study in chromaticism, virtually 
exhausts the expressive resources of the 
diminished-seventh chord. 

	 As his ideas about the role of music 
in the liturgy evolved—primarily as 
a result of his indoctrination into the 
Cecilian movement8—he moved the 
organ from the concert hall back into 
the church, abandoning the bravura of 
his first organ works in favor of a more 
contemplative, spiritual milieu. 

	 In his own music, and his interpreta-
tion of Bach’s organ music, as shown in 
studies 

of the reports on Liszt’s own Bach 
performances, as well as the ideas 
that he conveyed to others about 
this music, [we can see Liszt’s] strong 
commitment to maintaining a high 
degree of flexibility. From our study 
of certain transcriptions, in addition 
to the writings by his students and 
biographers, we also learn that Liszt 
possessed a fairly good understand-
ing of Bach’s musical forms, stood 
for extremely precise articulation, 
possessed a fairly good notion of the 
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function and proper execution of 
certain ornaments, and displayed…
an ability with the rhetorical ap-
proach to music.9 

	 A rhetorical gesture is any compo-
sitional device employed to create an 
extra-musical effect. These effects can 
be articulation, phrasing, registrations, 
character indications, tempo modifiers, 
or recitative. As such, Liszt’s organ mu-
sic is filled with these rhetorical devices. 
Liszt’s use of recitative in the organ works 
is one example. Weinen, klagen, sorgen, 
zagen contains an extended Recitativo 
that displays all the hallmarks of oper-
atic recit while simultaneously exploring 
the falling chromaticism of the Weinen, 
klagen theme (Ex. 1). The effect is similar 
to both the literary figures Isocolon—a 
series of similarly structured elements 
having the same length, a kind of paral-
lelism, as in Veni, vidi, vici, and Condupli-
catio—the repetition of a word or words 
in adjacent phrases or clauses, either to 
amplify the thought or to express emo-
tion, for example, Martin Luther King’s 
“I have a dream” speech.11 

 	 The oration Les Morts alternates Rec-
itativo and metered passages; poetry by 
Felicité Robert de Lamennais helps the 
performer to shape the phrases; it also 
characterizes the mood of the section, 
which is like the literary figure Epim-
one—the persistent repetition of the 
same plea in much the same words, a 
direct method for underscoring the 
pathetic appeal.12 The texts translate 
as “Where are they? Who will say it? 
Happy are those who die in the Lord!”  
(Ex. 2)

 	 Liszt was thoughtful and creative in 
exploring the organ’s tonal palette. He 
frequently gives specific instructions as 
to the timbre he wants for a particu-
lar passage, as noted above in Example 
1, where he calls for the Salicional (a 
string stop) on the enclosed Brustwerk 
(B.W.). When Liszt uses registrations 
to evoke pictorial and literary images, 
he is engaging in Onomatopoeia—using 
language whose sound imitates that 
which it names, for instance the “zz” 
sound in the “buzzing of bees.”13 In 
one example from Ad nos, Liszt calls for 
the Tromba in order to evoke a martial 
atmosphere (Ex. 3).
 
	 Liszt closes Ad nos majestically with 
long, sustained chords—the idiom that 
is best suited to the instrument. He also 
reprises the trumpet figure from earlier 
in the work, but with the herald trum-
pets appropriate for triumph—not the 
cavalry bugles from before (Ex. 4).
 

	 An even more harrowing example 
of a figure military imagery occurs in 
Station VII of Via crucis, “Les femmes 
de Jérusalem.” Here Liszt uses a Topo-
graphia—a vivid description of a given 
place;14 in this instance Golgotha, at the 
arrival of the Roman guard (Ex. 5).

 	 Evocation á la Chapelle Sixtine, com-
posed in Rome in 1862 and dedicated 
to Alexander Gottschalg, aptly dem-
onstrates Liszt’s detailed registrations 
and his exploration of the organ’s au-
ral colors. 

	 m. 1	� Besondere—sehr dumpfe Register 
(Special stops of dark color)

	 m. 2	 Geisterhaft (Eerie)
	 m. 3	� 16’ und 8’ (This direction ap-

pears three more times)
	 m. 27	� Viola da gamba dazu (Add the 

viola da gamba)
	 m. 103	� Flötenregister (Flutes, for Liszt’s 

transcription of Mozart’s Ave 
verum corpus)

	 m. 111	 Salicional
	 m. 129	 Flöte 4’ Fuss (4’ Flute)
	 m. 167	� Diese 8 Takte wo möglich poco 

a poco crescendo registieren (If 
possible, these 8 bars should 
be registered as a gradual cre-
scendo)

	
	 Liszt creates a highly unusual special 
effect that calls for Volles Werk (Full or-
gan) along with a half-step tremolo in 
the pedal above a pedal tone. Needless 
to say the sound is thunderous (Ex. 6).
 
	 One of the most important aspects 
of the organ music are Liszt’s fastidi-
ous fingerings, which articulate and 
phrase. The final musical result of his 
fingerings undermines the common 
belief among organists that the whole 
of 19th-century organ music is to be 
played as legato as possible, lifting fin-
gers only for repetition of notes. This 
dogma is primarily French, and states 
that slurs are merely suggestions for 
phrasing and are not meant to indicate 
a lift. Liszt’s music certainly seems to 
that contradict that maxim. In Exam-
ple 6, even though Liszt marks the left-
hand octaves legato, his fingering will 
produce at least a few breaks beneath 
the slur. Likewise, the slur attached to 
two staccato chords suggests phrasing 
instead of articulation. 

	 The fingerings in an earlier passage 
of Weinen, klagen are highly idiosyn-
cratic and even a little awkward for 
modern players, who are accustomed to 
finger substitution. Liszt again creates 
articulations with the fingerings: the 
constant use of the fifth finger in the 
uppermost voice descends precludes a 
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Example 7
Weinen, klagen, sorgen, zagen
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Les Morts

Où sont - ils? Qui nous le dira? Heu      -       reux    les       morts         qui   meurent    dans le   Sei  -  gneur!
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Ad nos

Sixth Annual

Organ Competitio n
Sponsored by

West Chester University of PA

School of Music
Saturday, May 20, 2006

Ages 19 to 25 — First Place $1000
          Second Place $450

Ages 15 to 18 — First Place $400
            Second Place $150

For repertory requirements and application information:
Anita Greenlee, Organ Competition Chair

College of Visual and Performing Arts
West Chester University of PA, School of Music

West Chester, PA 19383
610–738–0452 Email: agreenlee@wcupa.edu

Web site: www.wcupa.edu/cvpa 
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strict legato; the skip from En to Eb on 
the second finger creates a slight break; 
and the implied repeated use of the 
right-hand thumb in m. 75 causes each 
note to be articulated. Note that the fin-
gering-based articulations are beneath 
slurs, which point to a phrase indica-
tion rather than a direction for legato 
playing. (Ex. 7) 

 	 Ad nos contains an unusual fingering 
that is redolent of the early Baroque, 
which eschewed the thumb in scales; 
playing the sixteenth-note passages 
with only the second and third fingers 
causes the hand to skip up the scale, 
rendering legato impossible. (Ex. 8)
 
	 Another such example of Liszt’s use 
of fingerings to augment articulation 
is found in the B-A-C-H, where arpeg-
giated diminished-seventh chords are 
broken into two-note groupings by 
way of Liszt’s rather eccentric fingering  
(Ex. 9).
 
	 For the continuous legato style of 
playing espoused in the École d’Orgue 
of Jacques Lemmens (1862), teacher of 
Charles Marie Widor, professor of organ 
at the Paris Conservatoire from 1890–
1896, finger substitution is essential. 
Indeed, the École is filled with elaborate 
finger substitution exercises; there are 
even examples of how to substitute on 
entire triads. Eventually Lemmens ex-
tends substitution to the pedals.15 Liszt’s 
fingerings thwart any attempt to substi-
tute fingers; consequently, strict legato 
playing seems inappropriate to many 
passages in his organ music. 

	 Attempting to force continuous le-
gato playing onto Liszt’s music creates 
serious technical problems. Much of 
the virtuoso passage-work is rendered 
either infinitely more difficult or alto-
gether impossible. By ignoring Liszt’s 
phrase markings one creates in the or-
gan—an instrument not predisposed 
to breathing—an unnatural sustain-
ing ability. Omitting articulations in 
resonant spaces muddies the music; 
independent polyphonic voices are 
lost entirely. 

	 It has been said that all instruments 
are surrogates for the human voice. If 
this is indeed true, then performers who 
disregard the human need for respira-
tion create for themselves and their au-
dience a sense of breathlessness in the 
music that is artificial and un-artistic. 
A vocally oriented approach to Liszt’s 
organ music does not imply that legato 
playing is not a part of his style; rather 
he uses it as a special effect. (When Liszt 
asks for legato, he does so almost exclu-

sively works that include texts, such as 
Salve Regina, O Sacrum Convivium and 
Weihnachtsbaum.) 

	 Examination of the organ literature 
reveals that articulation indications 
such as legato, sempre legato, legatissimo, 
and sempre legatissimo appear only in-
frequently. Rarer still is the indication 
legato possible or Alle gehalten. These 
indications customarily appear outside 
the context of a slur and their rarity 
suggests that Liszt did not assume that 
legato playing would be normal. 

	 Successful performance of Liszt’s or-
gan works is dependent in part on the 
beauty of tone color that the performer 
can coax from the instrument. Imagina-
tively chosen registrations and full use 
of the organ’s many dynamic shades are 
but a part of the total effect of perfor-
mance: historical investigation, techni-
cal mastery, meticulous attention to de-
tail, and registrations that exhaust the 
spectrum of timbre are like pieces in a 
puzzle that join together to form a sum 
greater than its parts.

	 Liszt saw that the organ could be more 
than a machine that made birdcalls and 
thunderstorms. Founder of both the 
modern French and German schools of 
organ playing, his legacy is indisputable 
and pervasive. Liszt’s students and dev-
otees established an enduring musical 
tradition that owes its very existence to 
him. By recognizing the rich potential 
of the organ as an expressive medium 
for a vocal and orchestral idiom, he 
himself achieved full definition of the 
symphonic style that he created.
	 In the end, Liszt left perhaps the most 
sensible and direct advice interpreting 
his music:

Notation, in spite of painstak-
ing conscientiousness, can never 
fully suffice; although I have been 
trying by way of precise sketches 
to clarify my intentions, I do not 
mean to conceal the fact that cer-
tain features—and among them 
the most important ones—cannot 
be put down in writing. Thorough-
going effects can be achieved only 
through sympathetic, lofty repro-
duction by the conductor as well as 
the other performers.16 

	 Performers become like the assistants 
to great Renaissance painters who, 
following the outline of the master, 
completed his sketch and brought his 
master’s vision to life. As we study and 
perform Liszt’s organ music, we will do 
well to consider his advice; we, the per-
formers and re-creators of his music, are 
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Via Crucis, Station VII. “Les femmes de Jérusalem”
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Example 6
Evocation à la chapelle Sixtine
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Example 7
Weinen, klagen, sorgen, zagen
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Ad nos
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Example 9
Präludium und Fuge über B-A-C-H
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obliged to summon all of our creative 
imagination and spontaneous inspira-
tion to render these magnificent works 
with the brilliance that befits them.
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