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Abstract

In his symphonic poems Franz Liszt integrated musical topics (conventional musical signs or 
gestures), literary programs, and innovative musical forms. Prometheus and Tasso	exemplify	
Liszt’s	 reliance	on	such	programs	and	 the	“marked”	gestures	of	musical	 topics.	Through	
these hermeneutic aids, the listener is guided to imagine dramatic situations involving the 
figures	of	Prometheus	and	Tasso.	In	“musical”	terms,	however,	Prometheus’s	“redemption”	
may	be	hardly	distinguishable	from	Tasso’s	“victory,”	as	each	relies	upon	similar	musical	
gestures.	How	then	does	Liszt	distinguish	the	depiction	of	Prometheus’s	character	from	that	of	
Tasso?	This	article	examines	the	techniques	Liszt	used	to	create	discrete	plots	and	subjects	by	
analyzing formal deviations from the symphonic tradition and the relationship among literary 
programs, musical topics, and narrativity. The distinctive plots of Prometheus and Tasso 
result from the appearance of “marked” musical gestures within displaced formal sections. 
Musical narrativity thus relies on both the correlation and tension between musical topics and 
innovative formal plans. In this sense Prometheus and Tasso illustrate a “linguistic model” of 
program music.
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1. Introduction

Composers of instrumental music in the eighteenth century such as Haydn and Mozart 
developed a distinctive referential system through the use of topoi or “topics.” The system 
of musical topics involves a set of diverse musical gestures by which eighteenth-century 
composers evoked particular dances, pastoral scenes, military marches, and other aspects 
of	experience.	This	semiotic	system	allowed	composers	to	not	only	evoke	moods	but	also	
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create stories or plots through music. Modern topic theory and analysis, which belongs 
to	the	broader	field	of	musical	semiotics,	has	in	turn	attempted	to	recover	the	conditions	
of communication and understanding that characterized distinct historical periods, often 
centering on Viennese Classicism of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.1 

Musical	narrativity	became	more	complex	when	mid-nineteenth-century	composers	
added	texts	to	instrumental	music	as	supplementary	aids,	resulting	in	the	broad	category	
of	“program	music.”	These	added	 texts	endowed	 these	works	with	greater	power	or	
potential to narrate. Some proponents of instrumental music however opposed this 
approach	and	argued	for	music’s	autonomy.	For	these	proponents	of	pure	or	“absolute”	
music,	the	independent	harmonic	and	formal	language	of	music	sufficiently	conveyed	its	
meaning in a kind of closed semiotic system, often characterized in metaphysical terms 
in the writings of Hegel and Schopenhauer. However, defenders of program music at 
mid-century such as Franz Brendel emphasized the idea that programs could guide the 
audience in the process of listening. 

This	article	examines	the	role	of	narrativity	in	Liszt’s	conception	of	the	symphonic	
poem by defining it as a fusion of multiple means or parameters. My central claim is 
that Franz Liszt generated a sense of musical narrativity through establishing both a 
correlation and tension among musical topics, literary programs, and innovative formal 
plans.	It	 is	 the	interaction	of	these	three	layers—topical	allusions,	supporting	texts,	and	
musical	form—that	creates	music’s	ability	to	narrate	a	story	analogous	to	the	experience	
of	 literary	narratives.	 In	my	reading	of	Liszt’s	Prometheus and Tasso, I seek to align 
the	analysis	of	discrete	musical	 topics	with	an	understanding	of	the	extended	narrative	
structures that support them and to which they give meaning.

2. Program Music in the Mid-Nineteenth Century  

As a spokesman of the New German School and a defender of contemporary program 
music, Franz Brendel argued that after Beethoven, program music had gradually 
achieved distinctness (Bestimmtheit)	 in	 expression.	 Feelings	 and	 ideas,	Brendel	
(1856) maintained, could now be conveyed with definiteness through music. This new 
achievement	distinguishes	recent	examples	of	program	music	from	older	works,	which	
had	not	developed	into	 this	“high”	stage.	Early	program	music	was	forced	 to	express	
feelings	through	external	assistance	such	as	words	with	the	implication	that	music	and	
words were two separated entities rather than an integrated unity. Composers of modern 
program music, on the contrary, integrated both elements and endowed music with the 
power	to	depict	feelings	as	well	as	ideas	in	a	definite	manner.	Numerous	compositional	
techniques	explored	by	modern	progressive	composers	made	this	new	ambition	possible.	
The	expansion	of	harmonic	language	and	the	renewal	of	conventional	forms	in	particular	
formed	the	ongoing	compositional	agendas	for	the	“New	Germans”	who	sought	to	redefine	
music’s	 representational	ability.	Brendel’s	claim	 that	music	had	 reached	expressive	
precision	in	recent	program	music	reflects	a	new	validation	of	instrumental	music.	

Text,	Topics,	and	Formal	Language:	Musical	Narrativity	in	Franz	Liszt’s	Prometheus and Tasso



141

Although Brendel celebrated the accomplishment of contemporary program music, 
he	was	 troubled	by	what	he	described	as	 “excessive”	program	music	 that	 crossed	
the	boundary	of	 instrumental	music.	Such	music	became	excessive	when	composers	
associated	 too	many	details	 in	 the	musical	work	with	external	content	and	when	they	
distributed programs to the audience to facilitate their comprehension (Brendel, 1856, pp. 
88-90). He believed that genuine instrumental music should have the capacity to convey 
definite	expressions	regardless	of	 the	presence	of	a	program.	In	his	article	“Program	
Music,”	he	referred	to	Berlioz	as	an	example	of	a	composer	who	crossed	this	boundary.	
This	extreme	direction	was	a	sign	of	regression,	in	which	instrumental	music	was	seen	to	
devolve into an earlier developmental stage (Brendel, 1856, pp. 88-90).

Franz Liszt, the leader of the New German School, was somewhat reserved and 
ambivalent	about	the	extent	to	which	music	could	achieve	definiteness.	Liszt’s	position	
on	musical	expression	is	nuanced	and	even	at	times	contradictory.	In	his	essay	“Berlioz	
and	his	Harold	Symphony,”	which	appeared	earlier	than	Brendel’s	article	by	less	than	a	
year,	he	argued	that	music	could	express	any	feeling	without	any	intermediaries.2 Music 
for	Liszt	was	in	essence	an	art	of	feelings.	In	his	commentary	on	Wagner’s	overture	to	
Tannhäuser,	Liszt	observed	that	Wagner’s	musical	motives	could	depict	emotion	without	
resorting	to	a	descriptive	text.3 Liszt in his general introduction to the symphonic poems 
remarked that infinite feelings were the essential threads linking various art forms; 
the	difference	among	these	forms	only	lay	in	 the	external	realizations	of	 their	distinct	
materials. Liszt acknowledged that it is difficult to unify the arts in terms of formal 
imitation.	Music,	for	example,	does	not	have	painting’s	capacity	to	depict	objects	such	
as landscapes; however, it can translate the emotional or contemplative states conveyed 
by these objects into its own language.4 Music therefore is related to the plastic arts by 
depicting the inward emotions aroused by objects. 

Nevertheless,	Liszt	was	not	always	confident	in	music’s	capacity	to	translate	all	types	
of	feelings.	He	seemed	to	question	music’s	capacity	to	express	nuanced	and	inexplicable	
emotions, believing that music could only convey the strongest and liveliest emotions.5 
Liszt	did	not	explicitly	point	to	music’s	limitation	in	this	regard,	but	he	seemed	to	suggest	
that	some	emotions	are	 indefinite	and	 inexplicable,	and	 that	others	are	more	open	 to	
expression.	The	implication	is	that	music	might	be	limited	in	capturing	subtle	and	vague	
sentiments. Music for the composer seemed to be limited in depicting both objects and 
subtle feelings.  

The	idea	that	music	is	more	suitable	for	 the	strongest	emotional	expressions	might	
be reflected in the subject matter Liszt worked with in his symphonic poems. Among 
the sources for these works were modern epopoeias (modern philosophical epics). The 
narrative	mode	of	modern	epic,	according	to	Liszt,	focused	on	a	protagonist’s	emotional	
states rather than his outward actions; most importantly, the depiction of a small number 
of	emotions	was	sufficient	to	capture	a	hero’s	great	mind.6	This	understanding	is	reflected	
in the subject matter of works such as Faust, Prometheus, Orpheus, and Tasso: the 
depiction	of	 the	protagonists’	emotions	such	as	pain,	pride,	comfort,	and	victory,	are	
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strongly articulated and established.       
If a listener could grasp the essential character of a hero through these selective 

emotional	portraits,	as	Liszt	suggested,	could	he	differentiate	Prometheus’s	desperation	
from	Tasso’s	agony	while	using	similar	semiotic	expressions,	namely	musical	 topics?7 
In	other	words,	how	 is	Prometheus’s	pain	different	 from	Tasso’s?	How	could	Liszt	
distinguish	Prometheus’s	life	story	from	Tasso’s	given	that	the	principal	emotions	shared	
by	them	are	similar?	The	second	question	is	whether	the	presence	of	a	program	is	helpful	
in guiding the listener to have a clearer understanding of the individual character. If the 
answer	is	positive,	what	is	the	role	of	music?	If	not,	what	is	the	function	of	a	program?	

The	first	question,	regarding	the	status	of	programmatic	content	and	differentiation,	
is	linked	to	the	negative	reception	of	Liszt’s	symphonic	poems.	Liszt’s	tendency	to	end	
the symphonic works with triumphant gestures for instance has provoked charges of 
bombast,	noise,	and	banality.	Such	endings	embody	what	Alexander	Rehding	(2002)	has	
characterized as “showy monumentality.” Underlying these critiques is a concern that the 
lack of distinction among “apotheoses” is not only formulaic and trite but also potentially 
unmotivated. The lack of differentiation among these conclusions is generated through 
Liszt’s	frequent	adoption	of	musical	topics—a	fanfare-like	musical	gesture—to	depict	a	
hero’s	triumph.	The	apotheosis	has	become	a	leitmotif	in	the	reception	history	of	Liszt’s	
symphonic	works,	as	illustrated	by	Rehding’s	critique.	

The	question	 that	 emerges	 from	 the	apparent	 lack	of	distinction	among	Liszt’s	
apotheoses concerns the semantic quality of music. If these endings succeed in depicting 
the sense of triumph or victory, can the symphonic poems also convey subtle differences 
between	the	victories	of	Prometheus	and	Tasso?	Music	may	not	be	able	to	articulate	all	of	
the details conveyed in a literary narrative. This potential limitation however should not 
invalidate	Liszt’s	artistic	direction.	If	he	cannot	overcome	music’s	deficiency	in	semantic	
referentiality, he can at least create important distinctions between his protagonists 
through musical narrativity. 

Musical	gestures	or	semiosis	in	themselves	are	not	sufficient	for	representation;	the	
organization	of	“expressive”	events	 through	narrative	 is	what	creates	 the	distinctive	
quality of each symphonic poem. As Thomas S. Grey (1995) has suggested, the “narrative 
capacity”	of	music	contributed	 to	“a	new	valorization	of	music’s	ability	 to	convey	
‘meanings’	of	a	more	concrete	(determinate)	kind”	in	the	nineteenth	century.	It	is	through	
narrativity	that	each	symphonic	poem	suggests	a	distinct	“life”	experienced	by	different	
protagonists. They might be depicted as having similar psychological stages, such as 
suffering, agitation, and victory, but their characters are particularized through narrativity. 
The	musical	“definiteness”	in	the	symphonic	poems	lies	more	in	how	the	story	is	told	than	
in	what	is	told	in	the	story.	What	is	told	are	the	emotional	states	which	are	usually	“marked”	
by the program and musical topoi; how the story is told is related to the treatment of form, 
the musical realization of narrative structure.     

My argument will be that the narrative structures of Prometheus and Tasso emerge 
from the interaction of program, musical topoi, and the transformation of formal 
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paradigms. In both works, Liszt uses similar musical topics to depict emotional or 
psychological states; the works share a plot archetype as well, presenting the eventual 
triumph over long suffering. Given these shared traits, it is narrative structure that 
separates the two works. The function of the programs of the works is to establish 
“expressive”	content	and	general	plot	direction,	and	they	are	crystallized	into	temporal	
narratives	 through	Liszt’s	 formal	arrangement.	My	account	of	narrative	structure	will	
reflect	on	Brendel’s	claim	that	mid-nineteenth-century	music	had	achieved	a	new	capacity	
for	definite	representation.	It	will	also	allow	for	a	re-examination	of	the	critique	that	Liszt’s	
approach to subject matter was at times formulaic or repetitive.

3. Music and Narrativity: Program and the Plot Archetype

Musical	narrativity	has	been	a	subject	of	significant	scholarly	activity	since	at	 least	 the	
1980s. The fundamental question addressed in this literature is whether music has the 
ability to narrate independently of language. If the answer is positive, in which ways does 
music	meet	the	basic	requirements	for	narrative?	If	the	answer	is	negative,	what	then	are	
the	precise	limitations	that	prevent	music	from	achieving	narrativity?	Furthermore,	if	the	
latter	is	the	case,	may	music	nonetheless	operate	as	“narrative”	at	a	metaphorical	level?	In	
other	words,	does	music	only	resemble	the	outward	appearance	of	a	literary	narrative?	

The	 literature	on	 the	 topic	 is	extensive;	 in	 this	brief	 review,	 I	want	 to	highlight	
several themes that I see as critical to the case of narrativity in Liszt. Anthony Newcomb 
has introduced the concept of an archetypal plot in a series of writings on narrativity in 
Robert Schumann and Gustav Mahler.8	Márta	Grabócz	(2002)	has	analyzed	the	narrative	
structures	in	Liszt’s	piano	music	by	adopting	a	semiotic	approach.	These	studies,	despite	
their different approaches, argue for self-generating narrativity—that is, narrative 
structures that are independent of programs—within musical works. 

Other scholars have raised doubts about this kind of musical narrativity. Jean-Jacques 
Nattiez,	a	pioneer	 in	musical	 semiology,	has	admitted	 the	existence	of	a	“narrative	
impulse”	 in	musical	discourse	but	has	questioned	music’s	semantic	 referentiality;	 in	
particular, he has argued that the causal relationships between actions and emotions 
cannot be specified through music (Nattiez, 1990). Similarly, Carolyn Abbate (1991) 
has argued that music resists narrativity because of the lack of narrating voice. Among 
these parameters is the purported lack of a past tense in music. Nattiez and Abbate both 
argue	that	musical	narrativity	operates	only	at	a	metaphorical	 level:	 it	 is	 the	 listeners’	
mental “narrative activity” that generates musical narrative. This rejection of musical 
narrativity has been challenged. Vera Micznik (2001) for instance has argued that the 
view	of	narrative	as	a	process	 in	 the	 listener’s	mind	should	not	disqualify	music’s	
potential to recount stories, especially as so-called pure musical analysis is also imbued 
with	rich	metaphors.	Whether	musical	narrativity	is	intrinsic	to	a	musical	work	is	subject	
to ongoing debate, yet both sides I have described above admit that important differences 
separate the narrative structures of music and literature.    
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In comparison with other genres, instrumental, wordless music has attracted more 
attention in the study of musical narrativity than program music. This situation might be 
related to the abstract and non-referential quality of instrumental music, which may not 
only lead to the most fruitful and rich interpretations but also offer the greatest challenge 
to the idea of narrativity. In comparison with instrumental music, program music, which 
involves	multiple	communicative	media,	is	rarely	explored	through	the	lens	of	narrativity.	
Márta	Grabócz	has	attempted	 to	deduce	a	common	narrative	structure	shared	by	 the	
selected	examples	 through	the	lens	of	Liszt’s	piano	works.	Grabócz	is	concerned	with	
the concatenation of musical topics (stylemes) that create a narrative course. Although 
Grabócz does not consider the transformation of conventional form relates to narrative 
structure, it suggests a methodological path that would incorporate semiotic/topical 
analysis	into	her	construction	of	narrativity	in	Liszt’s	programmatic	piano	works.9

The	issue	of	narrativity	in	Liszt’s	symphonic	poems	is	more	complicated	than	in	his	
piano works because the debate concerning the “intrinsic” quality of musical narrativity 
is rendered more acute through the use of programs. If the program is an integral part of 
the symphonic poems, as Liszt emphasized, we should consider the interaction between 
program	and	music	in	terms	of	narrativity.	We	should	also	consider	the	narrative	discourse	
suggested in the program and its relationship with the musical form, which usually 
deflects	the	conventional	form	and	therefore	brings	another	layer	to	the	narrative	structure	
suggested in the program. The presence of a program does not necessarily imply the 
music’s	capacity	to	narrate	a	story.	

Liszt’s	programs	typically	only	provide	a	basic	semantic	frame	to	the	music,	offering	
a rough outline of the way the dramatic events unfold. The function of the program is to 
define	the	characters	and	the	position	of	the	narrator	more	clearly	than	this	role	established	
in	pure	instrumental	music.	The	agency	in	Beethoven’s	symphonic	music,	as	Fred	Everett	
Maus (1988) has argued, is evasive or indeterminate, and the characters are imaginary. 
The use of a program in part avoids this indeterminacy. Having read the programs for 
Prometheus and Tasso, we would assume that Liszt is the storyteller and that Prometheus 
and Tasso are the protagonists. In the preface to Prometheus, Liszt clearly remarks that 
he is translating the Prometheus myth into music without modeling his narrative after a 
specific	literary	version.10	This	means	that	Liszt’s	musical	interpretation	is	one	of	the	many	
versions	of	the	Prometheus	myth.	Given	that	we	experience	the	unfolding	of	events	in	the	
symphonic poem as his unique version of the story, we may assume that it is his “voice” 
which is the narrator. Similarly, one may posit Liszt as a narrator in Tasso. In his preface, 
he	writes	that	he	intends	to	guide	his	listeners	through	the	three	stages	of	Tasso’s	life.11 

Liszt uses the preface (program) to guide the listener, describing in advance the 
narrative activities he will undertake in the sounding work. For Liszt, a program should 
facilitate	the	listeners’	understanding:	innovative	instrumental	works	particularly	need	such	
elucidating	programs,	particularly	Beethoven’s	instrumental	works.12 The program does 
so	by	establishing	a	“plot	archetype”	for	the	work.	As	Newcomb	(1984)	has	defined	it,	a	
plot archetype or paradigmatic plot is not “over-particularized and is easily recognized” 
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but instead refers to a sequence of actions and events drawn from a particular body of 
literature. 

The dramatic development from suffering to redemption is one type of plot archetype. 
This plot is crystallized in the preface to Prometheus:	“‘Suffering	and	Apotheosis!’	Thus	
compressed, the fundamental idea of this too truthful fable demanded a sultry, stormy 
and	tempestuous	mode	of	expression.	A	desolating	grief,	triumphing	at	last	by	energy	and	
perseverance, constitutes the musical character of the piece now offered to notice.”13 This 
plot archetype also appears in Tasso as one can recognize it through its subtitle: Lament 
and Triumph. In the preface to Tasso, Liszt remarks that “I have wished to indicate this 
contrast [lament and triumph] even in the title of my work, and have hoped to succeed in 
portraying this grand antithesis of genius ill-treated during life, and shining after death 
with a light which should overwhelm its persecutors.”14 The justice attained by Tasso 
in	the	end	is	analogous	to	Prometheus’s	final	liberation.	In	reading	the	prefaces,	we	see	
that Liszt took special care to articulate the plot archetypes in the programs to orient the 
audience in the “right” direction. 

The concept of the plot archetype, according to Newcomb (1992), is both temporal 
and conceptual. It involves the temporal procedure of the plot and it is not necessarily 
communicated	through	verbal	explanations	or	 texts.	 In	pure	 instrumental	music,	as	he	
has argued, the plot archetype may be conveyed through musical form, which involves 
aspects at a minute level, such as phrase structure and sectional cadences as well as larger 
parameters, such as the way multiple movements are developed or arranged in a work 
(Newcomb, 1984). The plot archetype in Prometheus and Tasso	 is	expressed	 through	
musical means including tonal trajectory (moving from minor to major) and formal 
arrangement. It is this second means that the elaboration of the plot archetype is most 
strongly articulated.  

4. Musical Form and Narrative Structure

Liszt’s	treatment	of	a	musical	form	not	only	responds	to	the	plot	archetype	outlined	in	the	
program but also is closely tied to the way he narrates the story that may go beyond what 
the program may have suggested. If the way a story is told is more important than what is 
told in the symphonic poems, musical narrativity constitutes the musical or poetic content. 
In other words, there is an interrelationship between form and content. If a musical form 
becomes a prescribed object, it may hinder the communication with the listener. Form and 
content, as Liszt claimed, were inseparably related: “In the arts, the form is a container of 
an immaterial content—shell to the idea, body to the soul; that is the form has to tenderly 
caress	the	content	in	an	extremely	refined	manner	so	that	the	content	can	shine	through	
and is clearly recognizable.”15 That each form in the symphonic poems is distinct from 
the others and departs from conventional formal structure illustrates the integration of 
form and content. The individualized formal structure corresponds to a distinct musical 
narrativity developed in each symphonic poem. 
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Scholars	have	different	views	regarding	to	what	extent	Liszt	transforms	the	conventional	
formal pattern in reflecting the programmatic content. Some studies emphasize the fact 
that Liszt still relies on the conventional formal practice.16 Richard Kaplan (1984) for 
instance has remarked that the formal arrangement in most of the symphonic poems 
is predominantly based on sonata form rather than on programs and narrative plots. 
Different	from	Kaplan’s	focus,	some	studies	are	concerned	with	the	way	Liszt	deviates	
from the traditional form. In categorizing different types of sonata-form deformation, 
James Hepokoski has considered Tasso	 as	an	example	of	 inserting	“episodes	within	
the developmental space.”17 Steven Vande Moortele (2008), in his analysis of Tasso, 
has argued for the possibility to take “two-dimensional sonata form” (double-function 
form)	rather	 than	sonata	form	as	a	normative	pattern	 in	understanding	Liszt’s	 formal	
modification.	He	has	suggested	that	“two-dimensional	sonata	form”	is	a	vehicle	for	Liszt	to	
communicate	the	programmatic	content.	I	agree	with	Kaplan’s	point	that	Liszt	still	adopts	
sonata-form patterns in creating the large-scale works and the plot archetype; however, 
we should not overlook the fact that it is the nuanced departure from the conventional 
formal	syntax	which	leads	to	a	formal	renewal	and	musical	narrativity.	The	deflection	or	
interaction with the formal paradigm is crucial for one to understand the construction of 
musical narratives.

The most detailed study on the relationship between the deviation from the conventional 
formal	paradigm	and	music	narrativity	is	Vera	Micznik’s	examination	on	Beethoven	and	
Mahler’s	symphonies.	Micznik	has	argued	that	music	itself	does	not	constitute	a	narrative	in	
a literary manner but admits that music does have the potential to resemble narrative stories. 
In	comparing	Beethoven’s	Six	Symphony	with	Mahler’s	Ninth	Symphony	in	terms	of	the	
degree	of	narrativity,	Micznik	has	remarked	that	Mahler’s	symphonic	style	has	a	stronger	
“narrative	quality”	than	Beethoven’s	given	that	Mahler	employs	more	heterogeneous	or	
idiosyncratic thematic characters, more continuous thematic or motivic variations, more 
irregular thematic recurrence, and a stronger departure from the conventional sonata 
form. The discrepancy between tonal or formal processes and thematic returns enhances 
narrative	possibilities	as	opposed	to	Beethoven’s	music	in	which	thematic	placement	largely	
coincides with formal or tonal structure. She has suggested that the more strongly the 
narrative	intention	is	manifest,	the	less	dependent	the	work	is	on	conventional	tonal	syntax.	
Mahler’s	Ninth	Symphony	is	therefore	closer	to	a	“linguistic	model”	than	is	Beethoven’s	
Sixth	Symphony.18 

In both Prometheus and Tasso,	Liszt	demonstrates	a	significant	but	delicate	departure	
from the overarching sonata form. The delayed development in Prometheus and the 
modified recapitulation in Tasso correspond to a more compressed heroic journey and 
the	narrative	flashback	suggested	in	the	programs;	whereas	the	double-narrative	structure	
in Prometheus and the inserted introductory material with frequency in Tasso	display	Liszt’s	
combination of two distinct narrative modes and his foregrounded narrative voice, the 
unique narrative qualities only manifest themselves through the unique formal designs.   
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5. Double Narrative-Structure in Prometheus19

According to the program note, Prometheus	aims	at	fusing	the	portrayal	of	Prometheus’s	
innermost feelings such as “Boldness, Suffering, Endurance, and Redemption,” with the 
“compressed” plot archetype—suffering and apotheosis.20 The orientation towards various 
feelings in different stages suggests an episodic and non-directional layout, whereas the 
dramatic action suggests a linear development. Both narrative processes are described in 
the	program	but	the	program	does	not	explicate	how	those	two	processes	are	temporarily	
arranged	in	music.	How	does	Liszt	achieve	this	narrative	idea	through	form?	How	does	
Liszt	express	a	“compressed”	trajectory	from	suffering	to	apotheosis	 through	the	 idea	
of	perseverance?	Before	we	explore	the	potential	answers,	we	should	have	an	overlook	
at the formal outline, tonal organization, and the placement of the musical subjects in 
Prometheus (see Chart 1): 

Chart 1
Section Measure Tonality Prometheus’s	Emotions
Introduction 1-12 “Boldness”

13-26 “Suffering” 
 27-47 (Lament)
Exposition 
First Theme 48-77 A minor “Suffering”
Transition 78-128 C major, E minor, C# minor, F major
Second Theme 129-160 Db major (Hope for Redemption)
Development 161-236 Db major, A major, A minor “Perseverance”
Introduction
(Fragments)

237-244 “Boldness”
245-249 “Suffering”
250-268 (Lament)

Recapitulation
First Theme21 269-303 A minor “Suffering”
Second Theme 304-322 A major (Hope for Redemption)
Transition
(Fragments from the 
Development)

322-363 A major “Perseverance”

Second Theme with 
the (Fragments from 
the development)

364-384 A major Final Redemption
(transformation, change 
of tone for the second 
subject)

Coda
(Fragments from the 
Introduction 
and the Development)

385-434 C major to A major  
(F major)  
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The reoccurrence of the introduction signals a division, breaking the entire work into two 
halves.	The	delineation	of	Prometheus’s	various	psychological	states	including	“boldness,”	
“suffering,”	and	“perseverance”	 is	principally	expressed	in	 the	first	half;	 the	narrative	
plot	that	leads	from	“perseverance”	to	final	redemption,	a	form	of	the	struggle-to-victory	
trajectory, dominates the second half. 

If we wish to integrate the emotional states identified by Liszt into this sonata-
form	 layout,	Prometheus’s	bravery	and	 rebelliousness,	his	 suffering,	perseverance,	
and final redemption would correspond to the introduction, the first theme group (in 
the	exposition),	 the	“development,”	and	 the	 final	 section.	The	“Prometheus	motive”	
that sets the introduction in motion is based on the interval of a fourth and an angular 
and powerful rhythmic gesture;22 this idea may symbolize what Liszt described as 
Prometheus’s	“boldness.”	His	“suffering”	could	be	associated	with	the	first	subject,	with	
its relentless scalar motion and an uncertain harmonic anchoring perhaps reminiscent of 
the Sturm und Drang	style.	The	lyrical	interlude	following	the	first	subject	may	anticipate	
Prometheus’s	final	“redemption;”	this	subject	is	transformed	into	a	triumphant	gesture	to	
convey	Prometheus’s	final	victory	and	“redemption”	in	the	coda,	the	last	of	the	emotional	
states	identified	by	Liszt	in	the	preface.	The	fugato	of	the	development	section,	with	its	
accentuated	notes	and	steady	pace,	very	likely	depicts	Prometheus’s	“endurance.”	Each	
subject	expressed	through	a	semiotic	topic	has	a	distinctive	character—and	the	resulting	
arrangement of events may seem episodic—yet we can integrate these subjects into a 
sonata-form structure.  

The	most	intriguing	part	of	Liszt’s	formal	arrangement	is	the	placement	of	the	fugato	
section. Although it is located in the “development,” it is potentially deceptive because 
there is no thematic development of the primary themes. Yet the fugato section adopts the 
gestures	of	developmental	rhetoric	through	its	consistent	and	quasi-contrapuntal	texture.	
The descending chain of thirds in this passage sounds as if constituted by fragments 
operating	according	to	a	Beethovenian	developmental	model	(see	Example	1):	

Example	1
 

The “genuine” thematic development in the conventional sense is removed to the section 
right before the coda. After the recapitulation, Liszt starts to manipulate the head motives 
or	fragments	of	the	fugato	subject	in	an	intensive	manner	(see	Example	2):
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Example	2

 

By using the fragments, Liszt creates a forward motion given that these fragments 
(regrouped and rhythmically altered) create a sense of instability, suggesting or invoking 
an	expectation	 for	 a	 resolution.	The	delayed	development	 thus	alters	 the	 temporal	
structure after the recapitulation, which contrasts the more static and episodic-oriented 
temporality	in	the	first	half.	

	 	Carl	Dahlhaus	and	Klaus	Wolfgang	have	argued	that	the	importance	or	uniqueness	
of	 the	 traditional	 symphonic	 development	was	 diminished	 in	Liszt’s	 symphonic	
poems, as Liszt took the sequential motivic technique, which is principally reserved 
for the development in conventional sonata form, as his basic approach in composing 
entire works.23	Different	from	Dahlhaus	and	Wolfgang,	Wolfram	Steinbeck	(1997)	has	
taken Prometheus as the case study and argued that Liszt created a new model of the 
development: the new material introduced in the development (the section Liszt described 
as	 representing	Prometheus’s	“perseverance”),	 and	 the	 transformed	second	subject,	
create the resolution at the end. Those observations point to the fact that the role of the 
development	within	conventional	sonata	form	is	altered	in	some	of	Liszt’s	symphonic	
works. Nevertheless, Prometheus demonstrates that the compositional devices associated 
with the traditional development section do not disappear. In this symphonic poem, the 
characteristic tone and the compositional devices associated with the development are 
retained at the conclusion of the symphonic poem. A deceptive development section 
followed	by	a	delayed	one	manifest	Liszt’s	innovative	strategy	in	transforming	traditional	
formal practice. 

This arrangement is tied to the double narrative structure implied in the program. 
After	Prometheus’s	defiant	character	through	“Prometheus	motive,”	Prometheus’s	three	
important psychological states (boldness, suffering, and perseverance) are depicted in 
sequence	in	the	first	half	of	the	work,	creating	a	more	static	and	episodic	temporal	sense;	
whereas the predominant manipulation of the perseverance subject in the recapitulation 
creates a strong driving momentum, suggesting an intense struggling and longing for 
a resolution. The following triumphant passage fulfills this longing and the depiction 
of	Prometheus’s	 life	 journey	 from	struggle	 to	 final	 triumph.	The	episodic	 structure	
followed	by	a	more	linear	one	is	not	pronounced	in	the	program	but	is	expressed	through	
the musical form. By deferring the development to the transition and coda, Liszt not 
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only	expresses	a	hero’s	struggle	 to	victory	 in	a	more	direct	manner	but	also	creates	a	
more dramatic, direct, and “compressed” effect. The concentration on the theme of 
“perseverance”	 in	 the	delayed	development	 responds	 to	 the	 idea	 that	Prometheus’s	
eventual liberation merely derives from his constant striving. Music through an innovative 
form is endowed with a narrative power. 

6. Narrator’s Voice and Narrative Flashback in Tasso

Performed	 for	 the	centennial	of	Goethe’s	birthday	 in	1849,	Tasso was originally an 
incidental	overture	 to	Goethe’s	play	Torquato Tasso.24 The overture underwent some 
revisions from 1850 to 1854.25  In the last one, Liszt turned this work into the symphonic 
poem by adding a middle section.26	The	symphonic	poem	was	inspired	by	Goethe’s	play	
as	well	as	Byron’s	poem	(The Lament of Tasso)	given	that	Byron’s	depiction	of	Tasso’s	
victory out of his profound pain deeply struck Liszt.   

In comparison with Prometheus,	the	narrator’s	voice	is	more	foregrounded	in	the	preface	
(program) to Tasso. Liszt clearly established his position as a narrator through guiding 
his	audience	to	experience	three	primary	“dramatic	events”	in	Tasso’s	life:	Tasso’s	noble	
spirit	in	Venice,	Tasso’s	pride	and	affliction	in	Ferrara,	and	Tasso’s	coronation	in	Rome.	
Liszt	intends	to	“call	up”	the	spirit	of	the	poet,	to	“see”	Tasso’s	life	in	Ferrara,	and	finally	
to	“follow”	the	hero	to	Rome:	he	narrates	the	poet’s	story	as	if	he	is	introducing	different	
scenes through a slideshow. According to the sequence of the “scenes,” the narrative 
discourse	is	grounded	in	a	quasi-flashback	manner:	Tasso’s	posthumous	spirit	precedes	his	
life in Ferrara and Rome. The formal overview of Tasso is listed in Chart 2: 

Three	primary	“scenes”	or	events	are	placed	in	the	exposition,	development,	and	the	
recapitulation.	The	Venetian	folksong,	which	meant	to	express	Tasso’s	spirit,	dominates	
the	exposition;	 the	dance	topic	in	evoking	Tasso’s	sojourn	in	Ferrara	is	depicted	in	the	
development;	the	final	triumphant	and	fanfare,	signifying	Tasso’s	coronation,	saturate	the	
entire recapitulation. Based on these marked topics, Liszt repeats, varies, reorders, and 
adds	some	thematic	material	 in	expanding	the	structure.	The	program	however	remains	
silent about some unmarked sections.  

The	 thematic	placement	creates	a	 tension	with	 the	conventional	 formal	 syntax,	
although the tonal arrangement generally conforms to the sonata-form pattern. The most 
striking	formal	characteristics	include	the	unusually	extended	introduction,	monothematic	
exposition,	multiple	returns	of	the	introductory	material,	and	the	modified	recapitulation.	
The	symmetrical	 tripartite	 introduction	(A	B	A’)	 is	based	on	a	multi-tempo	structure.	
The	first	part	imbued	with	a	slow,	sighing	gesture	and	melancholy	moods	opens	Tasso’s	
lament, which is followed by a sturm und drang section. This fast-tempo section connotes 
Tasso’s	agony,	creating	a	sharp	contrast	to	Tasso’s	lament.	It	is	concluded	with	a	returning	
lamentation in an abridged version.27 

Tasso’s	lament	is	introduced	with	the	steady	and	slow	descending	triplets.	This	gesture	
creates a ritualistic quality as if Liszt is announcing the outset of his storytelling. The long 
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notes, frequent use of fermata, and the staggering fragments from the wind instruments 
reinforce this epic or annunciatory quality. Liszt constantly reminds his audience of his 
presence	as	a	narrator	by	inserting	Tasso’s	lament	twice	in	the	work:	one	occurs	before	
the	scene	of	Tasso’s	sojourn	in	Ferrara	and	the	other	appears	before	Tasso’s	victory.	The	
introductory	material,	 in	other	words,	interrupts	the	formal	flow	by	inserting	itself	right	
before the development and the recapitulation. Its almost unvaried returns suggest a 
distance	from	the	work	and	seem	to	create	a	sense	of	a	narrator’s	objective	viewpoints.	

The	tripartite	introduction	differs	from	the	quasi-monothematic	exposition,	in	which	
Tasso’s	posthumous	spirit	 is	evoked	 through	 the	 lyrical	C-minor	cantilena (the main 

Chart 2
Section Measure Tonality Tasso’s	Stories

Introduction
[Lament]

1-26   (A)
(Tasso’s Lament)

C minor (narrator’s	voice)

27-53 (B)
(sturm und drang)
54-61 (A)(Tasso’s Lament)

Exposition
Main Theme
(funeral march)

62-90 (A) C minor Tasso in Venice
(the folk tune)

Subsidiary Theme 91-130 (B) Ab major
Closing Section
(Transformed Main Theme)

131-144 (A) E major 

Introduction 145-164 (narrator’s	voice)

Development
Tasso’s Lament 165-270 F# major, Bb major Tasso in Ferrara

(minuet/scherzo) 
Main Theme 271-299 F# major, B minor
Subsidiary Theme 310-347
Introduction 348-375 (B) (narrator’s	voice)

376-383 (A)

(Recapitulation)/Finale
[Triumph]
Tasso’s Lament 384-475 C major Tasso in Rome
Transition 476-502 
Closing Section
(Fanfare)

503-534

Main Theme
(Apotheosis)
(Concluding	figure)

535-558 C major

Coda (stretto) 559-585 (end) C major
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theme).	This	Venetian	gondolier’s	song,	played	by	the	bass	clarinet,	 is	accompanied	by	
the	steady,	soft,	and	repetitive	triplet	figures	from	the	horns	and	by	the	arpeggios	brushed	
through by the harp.28	With	the	slow	tempo,	this	rhythmic	gesture	recalls	a	funeral	march,	
lamenting	Tasso’s	pain,	agony,	and	unfair	accusation.	Along	with	this	gesture,	the	plaintive	
and	mournful	melody	recalls	the	somber	theme	of	“Tasso’s	lament”	in	that	both	of	them	
share not only the similar weighty tone but also the basic motive—descending triplets. 
What	makes	 the	exposition	unusual	 thematically	 is	 folksong’s	exclusive	domination.	
Despite a modulation from C minor to E major, a conventional tonal procedure that Liszt 
inherently draws on, the thematic dichotomy is missing here. 

Announced	by	the	narrator,	the	development	arrives	after	the	exposition.	Tasso’s	life	
in	Ferrara	is	depicted	in	this	section,	 in	which	Liszt	experiments	with	far-out	tonalities	
and	thematic	workout.	Both	“Tasso’s	lament”	and	the	Venetian	song	are	transformed	into	
dance-like melodies; the adoption of minuet vividly evokes the country life in Ferrara. 
The dialogue between the woodwind and the string suggests an outdoor and pastoral 
scene.	This	section	is	again	interrupted	by	the	recurrence	of	the	narrator’s	voice,	signaling	
the	advent	of	the	final	scene—Tasso’s	coronation.	

The arrival of the recapitulation is announced by a glorious fanfare, the last scene 
whose	curtain	is	opened	by	the	horns	and	trumpets.	The	fanfare’s	motivic	figuration	is	
based on an alternation between the brass and string in unison. This gesture along with 
the	newly	established	C	major	creates	a	sharp	break	from	the	preceding	Tasso’s	lament	as	
if the poet eventually shines through his gloomy fate. The theme following the fanfare 
is founded on a contrapuntal passage, through which Liszt generates a sense of urgency, 
leading	towards	Tasso’s	final	transformation	fraught	with	glorification	and	splendor.	From	
the perspectives of thematic placement in conventional form, all of these characteristics 
here make the recapitulation problematic: the thematic workout in the guise of contrapuntal 
texture	is	more	pronounced	in	the	recapitulation	than	in	the	development	and	the	Venetian	
folksong	(the	main	 theme)	with	 its	original	character	established	 in	 the	exposition	 is	
missing.  

One may have observed that the main theme (Venetian folksong) does appear right 
before the coda (stretto). I argue that this occurrence is more like a concluding figure 
instead of a substantial repetition. In the recapitulation, the folk song appears after the 
closing theme Quasi Presto in a transformed version; it is short and belongs to a closing 
section. Liszt in his correspondence, acknowledged the appearance of the main theme 
here as a “concluding figure.”29 The only substantial thematic material repeated in the 
recapitulation	 is	 the	 theme	of	Tasso’s	 lament,	which	 is	 transformed	 into	a	 splendid	
version. The opening fanfare gesture, the work-out of the introductory material, and the 
lack of a substantial recurrence of the main theme along with the articulated contrapuntal 
passage	and	entire	new	tonal	center	makes	the	recapitulation	sounds	like	a	finale.	This	
modified recapitulation reflects the programmatic content: the flashback narrative does 
not	require	the	significant	return	of	Tasso’s	posthumous	spirit,	which	is	expressed	through	
the Venetian song. 
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7. Conclusion

The issue concerning the relationship between music and program in the symphonic 
poems	is	a	thorny	one.	Some	factors	contribute	to	this	complex	issue.	First,	it	is	unclear	
whether	the	programmatic	idea	inspires	Liszt’s	works	or	a	program	is	a	later	addition	to	
a finished work brings some complication to the issue. Second, Liszt in describing the 
aesthetic	view	of	music’s	capacity	sometimes	believes	 in	music’s	autonomous	power	
in	expressing	 feelings	without	a	verbal	assistance;	he	sometimes	does	not	 refuse	 to	
admit	music’s	limitation	in	imitating	objects	and	a	wider	range	of	emotional	types.	This	
ambivalent attitude reflects the difficulty to reconcile the ineffability of instrumental 
music	glorified	by	Romantic	ideas	with	an	increasing	demand	for	definite	expression	and	
further complicates the role a program plays in his symphonic works. 

Most importantly, Liszt did not clarify the use of a program in his musical works 
from a philosophical, compositional, or historical point of view although he aspires to 
incorporate world literature into music. He seems to divert the entire issue to another 
direction—the	practical	function	of	programs.	A	program	or	an	explanatory	preface	for	
Liszt is meant to direct and guide his listeners. It does not necessarily or entirely limit an 
audience’s	imagination	in	the	process	of	 listening	given	that	Lisztian	programs	are	not	
detail-oriented.	Liszt’s	programs	usually	include	the	source	of	compositional	inspiration,	
a	description	of	a	hero’s	emotional	states,	and	the	plot	archetype.	Those	elements	forge	
a general picture of the subject matter and they are realized in music. Liszt often adopts 
topics to depict vivid emotions such as suffering, agitation, struggling, and redemption. 
The plot archetype such as suffering-to-victory is usually realized through tonal and 
formal arrangement. The sketchy description of the subject matter in the program in 
part	 is	related	to	Liszt’s	reserved	attitude	towards	music’s	capacity	in	expressing	subtle	
and nuanced emotions. It is also related to the inspiring literary model—modern epic, 
a modern literary genre, which primarily focuses on the psychological aspect of a 
protagonist.

Perhaps the nature of Lisztian programs easily leads one to conclude that the 
symphonic poems reveal more of a general atmosphere than a narrative plot and they 
focus on the formulaic and repetitive aspects of the way Liszt interprets his subject 
matters.	Liszt’s	programs	indeed	are	not	merely	a	duplication	of	musical	works,	and	a	
symphonic	work	does	not	just	reflect	what	a	program	suggests.	Programs	remain	silent	
about	the	thematic,	 tonal,	and	formal	arrangement	in	music.	Based	on	the	examples	of	
Prometheus and Tasso, we realize that the formal structure designed in the symphonic 
poems has the potential to create something of discursive quality. An analysis of the 
program will be the initial step; the program gives the musical motives some semantic 
meanings and provides the work with a general archetypal plot; whereas the musical 
forms and their interaction with the conventional formal paradigm create a richer or more 
elaborate narrativity, which supplements or complicates the programmatic structure. 
Through the freedom from formal constrains and the avoidance of a straightforward 
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or linear discourse, Liszt creates a strong narrative quality in both symphonic poems. 
Musical structure and the embedded discursive narratives surpass the verbally marked 
ideas suggested in the program. From the perspectives of plot narrativity, Prometheus and 
Tasso demonstrate	that	music	and	program	are	a	compound	entity,	demonstrating	music’s	
power to speak to the audience.

Notes
1	 A	recent	introduction	to	topic	theory	that	significantly	extends	this	method	into	the	nineteenth	

and	twentieth	centuries	is	Kofi	Agawu,	Music as Discourse: Semiotic Adventures in Romantic 
Music	(Oxford,	2009).	

2 “Feeling is incarnated in pure music without that its beams have to break because of thought, 
without that it necessarily has to unite with thought, as it is the case with its moment of 
appearance	 in	most	 fine	arts	and	particularly	 in	 those	 related	 to	 the	word.”	“Das	Gefühl	
inkarniert	sich	in	der	reinen	Musik,	ohne,	wie	es	bei	seinen	übrigen	Erscheinungsmomenten,	
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dem	Gedanken	brechen,	ohne	nothwendig	sich	mit	 ihm	verbinden	zu	müssen.”	Franz	Liszt,	
“Berlioz und seine Harold Symphonie,” in Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 4, ed. Lina Ramann 
(Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1897; facsimile ed., Hildesheim: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1978), 3-102 
(here, 29).

3 “These motives are so characteristic that they contain in themselves all the striking senses 
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depict	the	emotions,	which	they	express,	that	one	needs	no	explanatory	text	to	recognize	their	
nature; not once is it necessary to know the words which are adapted to them afterwards. To 
maintain that these were necessary to the understanding of this symphony, would be to imitate 
those of whom Shakespeare says, they “paint the lily and dorn the rose,”…or at least to imitate 
certain	Chinese	writers,	who,	to	make	the	purport	of	their	style	clear	to	their	readers,	see	fit	to	
write	in	the	margin	of	their	books:	‘Deep	Thought’—‘Metaphor’—‘Allusion,’	whenever	such	
occur	in	their	writings.”	See	Franz	Liszt,	essay	on	Wagner’s	Tannhäuser, trans. John Sullivan 
Dwight, in Dwight’s Journal of Music, A Paper of Art and Literature 6, no. 8 (November 1853).

4 “It is obvious that things which can appear only objectively to perception can in no way 
furnish connecting points to music; the poorest of apprentice landscape painters could give 
with a few chalk strokes a much more faithful picture than a musician operating with all the 
resources of the best orchestras. But if these same things are subjectivated to dreaming, to 
contemplation, to emotional uplift, have they not a kinship with music, and should not music 
be	able	to	translate	them	into	its	mysterious	language?”	Cited	in	Alan	Walker’s	Franz Liszt: 
The Weimar Years, 1848-1861	(New	York:	Cornell	University	Press,	1993),	358.	Walker	has	
indicated that this passage is found in the general preface to the symphonic poems published in 
the	Breitkopf	&	Härtel	Collected	Edition	of	Liszt’s	works	(Leipzig,	1901-36).			

5 “I have latterly traveled through many new countries, have seen many different places, and 
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meaningless pictures, but that they evoked profound emotions within my soul; that a vague but 
direct	affinity	was	established	between	them	and	myself,	a	real	though	indefinable,	a	sure	but	
inexplicable	means	of	communication,	and	I	have	tried	to	give	musical	utterance	to	some	of	
my	strongest	sensations,	some	of	my	liveliest	impressions.”	Cited	in	Walker,	Franz Liszt: The 
Weimar Years, 1848-1861, 358.

6	 “[The]	cause	and	aim	of	a	poem	is	no	 longer	 the	representation	of	a	hero’s	deeds	but	 the	
representation of affections which are painted in his soul. It has become far more important to 
show how the hero thinks than how he acts. As a consequence, the concurrence of a few facts 
are	sufficient	to	demonstrate	how	certain	feelings	react	in	him	or	even	control	him.”	“Grund	
und Zweck des Gedichtes ist nicht mehr die Darstellung von Thaten des Helden, sondern die 
Darstellung von Affekten, die in seiner Seele malten. Es gilt weit mehr zu zeigen, wie der Held 
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Thatsachen,	um	darzulegen,	wie	dieses	oder	jenes	Gefühl	auf	ihn	wirkt	oder	ihn	überwiegend	
beherrscht.” Liszt, “Berlioz und seine Harold Symphonie,” 54.

7 Although Dahlhaus in his Nineteenth Century Music argued that the use of musical topoi 
declined in the mid-nineteenth century, more recent studies have argued for the importance of 
a	semantic,	topic-oriented	analysis	of	Liszt’s	symphonic	poems.	Keith	T.	Johns	has	argued	for	
the importance of musical topoi	in	Liszt’s	symphonic	works.	See	for	example	Keith	T.	Johns,	
The Symphonic Poems of Franz Liszt (Stuyvesant: Pendragon Press, 1996).

8	 See	Anthony	Newcomb,	 ‘“Between	Absolute	and	Program	Music’:	Schumann’s	Second	
Symphony,” 19th-Century Music 7, no. 3 (Spring 1984), 233-250; idem, “Schumann and 
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Critical Inquiries, ed. Steven Paul Scher (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 
118-136.    

9	 See	Márta	Grabócz,	“Common	Narrative	Structures	in	Music	and	Literature,”	155-158.	She	
refers	to	the	musical	topics	as	stylemes.	In	examining	the	narrative	structure,	she	juxtaposes	
Liszt’s	works	with	Goethe’s	Faust in understanding the way the narrative structure is shaped. 
She considers this approach as “trans-semiotics of the arts.”

10 “There was no need to choose between the many interpretations which these sublime 
monuments have provoked, not to mould afresh this antique legend, which so strongly re-
echoes dim reminiscences, imperishable and eternal hopes. It was sufficient to translate 
into music those phases of feeling, which, under the repeatedly varied forms of the myth 
[The Prometheus myth], together constitute its entirety, its soul: viz; Boldness, Suffering, 
Endurance,	and	Redemption.”	See	Franz	Liszt’s	preface	to	the	score	of	Prometheus (Leipzig: 
Breitkopf & Härtel, n.d.), 1-2.

11	 “These	three	periods	are	 inseparable	from	his	[Tasso’s]	 immortal	memory.	To	render	 these	
in	music,	I	felt	I	must	first	call	up	the	spirit	of	the	hero	as	it	now	appears	to	us,	haunting	the	
lagunas	of	Venice;	next,	we	must	see	his	proud	and	sad	figure,	as	it	glides	among	the	fetes	of	
Ferrara—the	birthplace	of	his	masterpieces;	finally,	we	must	follow	him	to	Rome,	the	Eternal	
City,	which	in	holding	forth	to	him	his	crown,	glorified	him	as	a	martyr	and	poet.”	See	Franz	
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Liszt’s	preface	to	the	score	of	Tasso (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, n.d.), 1-2.
12	 The	emphasis	on	immediate	communication	is	related	to	Liszt’s	conception	of	program	music:	

the	preface,	like	the	program,	guides	the	audience.	Liszt	observed	that	Beethoven’s	instrumental	
works,	unlike	the	instrumental	music	of	many	other	composers,	would	have	benefited	from	
explanatory	prefaces:	“Few	books	 today	appear	without	being	preceded	by	a	 long	preface	
that	is,	as	it	were,	a	second	book	about	the	book.	Is	not	this	precaution,	superfluous	in	many	
respects when it concerns a book written in a vernacular language, absolutely necessary—not, 
in	truth,	for	instrumental	music	such	as	it	has	been	conceived	until	now,	excepting	Beethoven	
and	Weber,	music	totally	dictated	by	a	symmetrical	plan	and	which	one	could,	so	to	speak,	
measure by cubic feet—but for the compositions of the modern school, generally aspiring to 
become	the	expression	of	a	sharply	defined	individuality?	Surely	we	must	regret,	for	example,	
that Beethoven, so difficult to understand and concerning whose intentions it has been so 
difficult	to	find	consensus,	did	not	summarily	indicate	the	intimate	thought	of	many	of	his	great	
works	and	the	principal	changes	of	this	thought?”	“Il	paraît	peu	de	livres	aujourd’hui	qu’on	
ne	fasse	précéder	d’une	longue	preface,	qui	est,	en	quelque	sorte,	un	second	livre	sur	le	livre.	
Cette	precaution,	superflue	à	beaucoup	d’égards,	 lorsqu’il	s’agit	d’un	livre	écrit	en	 langue	
vulgaire,	n’est-elle	pas	d’absolue	nécessité,	non	pas	à	la	vérité	pour	la	musique	instrumentale,	
telle	qu’on	la	concevait	jusqu’ici	(Beethoven	et	Weber	exceptés),	musique	ordonnée	carrément	
d’après	un	plan	symétrique,	et	que	l’on	peut,	pour	ainsi	dire,	mesurer	par	pieds	cubes;	mais	
pour	 les	compositions	de	 l’école	moderne,	aspirant	généralement	à	devenir	 l’expression	d’
une	 individualité	 tranchée?	N’est-il	pas	à	 regretter,	par	example,	que	Beethoven,	d’une	si	
difficile	comprehension,	et	sur	les	intentions	duquel	on	a	tant	de	peine	à	tomber	d’accord,	n’
ait	pas	sommairement	 indiqué	 la	pensée	 intime	de	plusieurs	de	ses	grandes	oeuvres	et	 les	
modifications	principales	de	cette	pensée?”	This	passage	appears	in	Liszt’s	 letter	 to	George	
Sand, January 1837 from Paris in Lettres d’un bachelier ès musique (Letters of a Bachelor of 
Music) and is also collected in Sämtliche Schriften,	vol.	1,	ed.	Rainer	Kleinertz	(Wiesbaden:	
Breitkopf & Härtel, 2000), 94-96.

13	 See	Liszt’s	preface	to	the	score	of	Prometheus, 1-2.
14	 See	Liszt’s	preface	to	the	score	of	Tasso, 1-2.
15	 “Die	Form	ist	 in	der	Kunst	das	Gefäß	eines	 immateriellen	Inhalts—Hülle	der	Idee,	Körper	

der Seele; sie muß demnach äusserst fein geschliffen dem Inhalt sich anschmiegen, ihn 
durchschimmern und deutlich wahrnehmen lassen.” Liszt, “Robert Schumann,” [1855], in 
Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 4 (Leipzig, 1897; facsimile ed., Hildesheim, 1978), 103-85 (here, 
140).	A	similar	 idea	was	expressed	in	the	essay	“Berlioz	und	seine	Harold	Symphonie,”	 in	
Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 4 (Leipzig, 1897; facsimile ed., Hildesheim, 1978), 45.

16	 The	contemporary	critique	of	Liszt’s	formal	structure	does	not	perceive	the	strong	presence	
of	sonata	form	in	Liszt’s	symphonic	works.	Wagner,	for	example,	conceives	Liszt’s	formal	
arrangement	as	“formless.”	In	his	description	of	Liszt’s	music	at	a	specific	performance	in	
St.	Gallen,	Wagner	expresses	how	the	audience	“in	spite	of	all	they	heard	about	the	supposed	
chaotic	formlessness	of	Liszt’s	works,	touchingly	expressed	their	astonishment	at	how	easily	
they	were	able	 to	 follow	and	understand	 them.”	See	Richard	Wagner,	“On	Franz	Liszt’s	
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Symphonic	Poems,”	trans.	Thomas	Grey	in	“Richard	Wagner	and	the	Aesthetics	of	Musical	
Form in the Mid-19th Century (1840-1860)” (Ph.D. diss., Berkeley, 1988), 430. 

17 The term “deformation” is proposed by James Hepokoski: “the deformation is most 
appropriate when one encounters a strikingly non-normative individual structure, one that 
contravenes	some	of	the	most	central	defining	traditions,	or	default	gestures,	of	a	genre	while	
explicitly	retaining	others.”	See	James	Hepokoski	“Fiery-Pulsed	Libertine	or	Domestic	Hero?	
Strauss’s	Don	Juan	reinvestigated,	“	in	Richard Strauss: New Perspectives on the Composer 
and His Work, ed. Bryan Gilliam (Durham, 1992), 135-75 (here, 143). Hepokoski categorizes 
four types of sonata-form deformation: “the breakthrough deformation,” the “introduction-
coda frame,” “episodes within the developmental space,” and “the strophic/sonata hybrid.” See 
Hepokoski, Sibelius: Symphony No. 5	(Cambridge,	1993),	6-7.	Hepokoski’s	analysis	of	Tasso 
occurs	in	“Fiery-Pulsed	Libertine	or	Domestic	Hero?”,	146.	

18 See Vera Micznik ,“Music and Narrative Revisited,” Journal of the Royal Musical Association 
126/2 (2001), 193-249. There are two primary reasons for Micznik to adopt the narrative 
model	 for	her	study.	First,	 it	 is	 legitimate	 to	 illustrate	music’s	narrativity	 through	 literary	
narrative given both of them are grounded in interpretation; moreover, she has conceived 
musical narratology as a means rather than an end to understand stylistic differences. This 
approach is not to apply literary theories wholesale but rather to borrow some basic principles 
from linguistic model in understanding the way different musical discourses function in 
different works.

19 Prometheus,	 the	 fifth	symphonic	poem,	was	originally	an	overture	 to	Liszt’s	own	choral	
cantata.	This	cantata	was	based	on	Herder’s	poem,	which	contains	 thirteen	scenes	and	was	
a	sequel	 to	Aeschylus’	Prometheus Bound. The choral work was composed for the Herder 
Festival	 in	Weimar	on	August	25,	1850—Herder’s	birthday	was	August	25,	1744—and	was	
performed	under	Liszt’s	direction	the	evening	before	the	unveiling	of	Herder’s	statue.

20 “Suffering and Apotheosis! Thus compressed, the fundamental idea of this too truthful fable 
demanded	a	sultry,	stormy	and	tempestuous	mode	of	expression.	A	desolating	grief,	triumphing	
at last by energy and perseverance, constitutes the musical character of the piece now offered 
to	notice.”	See	Liszt’s	preface	to	the	score	of	Prometheus, 1-2.

21	 Liszt	suggested	an	optional	cut	for	the	repetition	of	the	first	subject.		
22	 Both	Wolfram	Steinbeck	and	Rainer	Kleinertz	have	described	 the	opening	 theme	as	 the	

“Prometheus	motive.”	See	Wolfram	Steinbeck,	“Von	 latenter	Musik	und	symphonischer	
Dichtung zu Liszts Prometheus,” in Liszt und die Weimarer Klassik, ed. Detlef Altenburg 
(Laaber,	1997);	Rainer	Kleinertz,	 “Liszts	Overtüre	und	Chöre	zu	Herders	Entfesseltem	
Prometheus,” in Liszt und die Weimarer Klassik, ed. Detlef Altenburg (Laaber, 1997).

23 See Carl Dahlhaus, “Liszts Faust-Symphonie und die Krise der symphonischen Form,” 
Über Symphonien: Beträge zu einer musikalischen Gattung, ed. Christoph-Hellmut Mahling 
(Tutzing,	1979),	131-32	and	Klaus	Wolfgang,	“Probleme	der	Poetik	und	Rezeption	von	Liszts	
Faust-Symphonie,” Liszt und die Weimar Klassik, ed. Detlef Altenburg (Laaber, 1997), 49.  

24	 Torquato	Tasso	was	an	Italian	poet	in	the	sixteenth	century.	When	he	was	around	twenty	years	
old, this brilliant poet established a relationship with the Este nobles, the aristocratic family 
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in	Ferrara.	Tasso’s	famous	epic	work	La Gerusalemme liberata (Jerusalem Delivered) was 
completed in 1675 with the support from the family. Unfortunately, he later had a mental 
breakdown and was sent to an asylum for seven years. At this point, there were rumors 
circulated about his affair. Tasso was eventually released from the asylum. Before his death 
in 1595, Pope Clement VIII honored him with a crown of laurels in recognizing his brilliant 
work.	Goethe’s	version	of	Tasso’s	life	contains	some	biographical	episodes:	Tasso	is	arrested	
and persecuted in Ferrara given that he hurt a visitor with his sword. 

25	 Rena	Charnin	Mueller	has	examined	 the	Tasso manuscript and suggested that the draft of 
the	overture	was	finished	in	1847	instead	of	1849.	See	Rena	Charnin	Mueller,	“Liszt’s	Tasso	
Sketchbook: Studies in Sources and Chronology,” Studia Musicologica Academiae Scientiarum 
Hungaricae 1/4 (1986), 273-293 (here, 288).

26	 The	symphonic	poem,	conducted	by	Liszt,	was	performed	on	April	19,	1854	in	Weimar.
27 There is a formal issue regarding where the introduction ends. Moortele has argued that the 

sturm und drang	section	announces	the	exposition	and	it	 is	not	part	of	 the	introduction.	He	
has	emphasized	that	this	tonic-off	section	has	a	very	strong	thematic	profile	and	its	unvaried	
return	in	the	recapitulation	suggests	its	function	as	the	first	theme	in	the	exposition.	Different	
from	Moortele’s	reading,	I	prefer	to	take	this	section	as	a	middle	section	of	the	introduction.	
Given	that	the	return	of	“Tasso’s	lament”	is	in	an	abridged	version,	its	function	is	to	round	off	
its preceding sections. The second reason to take the sturm und drang as the middle part of the 
introduction	is	related	to	its	appearance	in	the	recapitulation.	I	will	explain	this	point	later.	See	
Moortele, “Beyond Sonata Deformation,” 52.

28	 The	song,	according	to	Liszt,	accompanies	 the	opening	line	of	Tasso’s	poem	Gerusalemme 
liberata: “The sacred armies, and the godly knight, that the great sepulcher of Christ did free, 
I	sing.”	Translation	see	Alexander	Rehding,	Music and Monumentality: Commemoration and 
Wonderment in Nineteenth-Century Germany	(Oxford,	2009),	48.

29	 See	Liszt,	 letter	to	Wilhelm	Wieprecht	,	July	18,	1856	from	Weimar	in	The Letters of Franz 
Liszt, 148. 
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