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ABSTRACT 

This iconographical study examines how Franz Liszt (1811-1886) was represented in 

visual art and proposes an explanatory framework for analysing these representations. 

The method of iconographical analysis focuses upon the art historian Michael 

Baxandall's concept of pictorial style. An essential aspect of this approach is an 

examination of the use of visual cues to read the iconography of Liszt. Nineteenth-

century beliefs of pathognomy (bodily gesture and expression) and physiognomy 

(physical appearance) were found to have pervaded the iconography. These concepts 

are then applied to the different genres and media of Lisztian iconography, including 

the "high art" of oil portraiture, and popular prints such as lithography, photography 

and caricature. Depictions of Liszt at the piano are analysed separately in an attempt to 

relate the iconographical study to performance practice. 

The study found that Liszt was represented differently according to the particular 

media and genre of the representations, and that there was no unified manifestation of 

his image. No one model of visual representation has been found, explaining why a 

single canonical image of Liszt has not endured. There are, however, recurring visual 

motifs in much of his iconography. Two prominent but contradictory themes within 

Lisztian portraiture are the representation of Liszt as a Romantic genius, separate from 

society, and the depictions alluding to the artist as hero, esteemed within society. These 

differing visual themes reflect Liszt's own uncertainty regarding his emerging role and 

growing status as a musician. Liszt's association with many leading artists of his time 

facilitated the cultivation of images that suited his ambitions as a leading Romantic 

figure. A specifically visual theme present in many portraits is that of allusiveness;. 

namely an element of evasiveness in Liszt's gaze as seen by the viewer, relating to the 

concept of the Romantic artist as an isolated genius. 

A suitably interpreted iconography of Liszt at the keyboard supports a 

reassessment of his role in the development of nineteenth-century pianism. A large 

number of depictions were considered unreliable as indicators of Liszt's piano playing, 

but each medium has its own strengths and weaknesses in terms of historical veracity as 

a performance practice document; photography, specifically, offers topographical 

exactness while not being a reliable indicator of posture and gesture. This contrasts 

with caricatures of Liszt, which were found to indicate reliably his gestures at the piano. 

These findings are validated through various written records of Liszt throughout his 

lifetime. It is argued throughout the study that the most appropriate method of analysis 

of Lisztian iconography is through a recognition and classification of nineteenth-

century visual practice. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Pictures are not peripheral or decorative; iconography offers precious insight into modes 

of thinking that words often mask or ignore—precisely because we tailor our words 

carefully but reveal our secrets unconsciously in those "mere" illustrations. 1  

S.J. Gould 

Portraiture has been one of the most prevalent forms of figurative art in Western Europe 

since the Renaissance, and yet it has attracted relatively little consideration by historians. 

This is partly because of its ubiquity—it seems too familiar to require discussion—and 

partly because it has traditionally been regarded as a menial task by most artists of 

ambition. Despite this, portraiture has provided the opportunity for brilliant execution and 

profound thought in all ages. 2 

William Vaughan 

This thesis analyses a broad selection of nineteenth-century portraits of Franz Liszt 

(1811-1886). If music iconography is defined as "that branch of the history of music 

which concerns itself with the analysis and interpretation of musical subject matter in 

works of art,"3  then a study relating to the iconography of Liszt is, at its simplest level, 

one involving the analysis and interpretation of art works with Liszt as their subject 

matter. The iconography examined does not include sculptures or medallions, as much. 

of the discussion is based upon techniques as they apply to a two-dimensional surface. 

The primary aim of the thesis is to uncover how and why contemporary beliefs 

and attitudes influenced visual images of Liszt. Two basic questions form the focus of 

this study: how was Liszt represented in visual art and why was he represented in these 

ways? From these, several lines of inquiry follow. Was Liszt represented in a 

fundamentally different way in different media, and if so, why? What does the 

1 Stephen J. Gould, "A Tale of Three Pictures," Eight Little Piggies: Reflections in Natural History 
(London: Penguin Books, 1994). 	428. 
2  William Vaughan, Arts of the 19th Century, vol. 1: 1780 to 1850, trans. James Underwood (New York: 
Harry N. Abrams, 1998) 112. 
3  Howard Mayer Brown, "Iconography," The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, vol. 9 ed. 
Stanley Sadie, (London: Macmillan, 1980) 11. This is a reapplication of the early iconographer Erwin 
Panofsky's original definition of iconography. The definition makes explicit music iconography's 
dependence upon the methods used in the wider field, so it is necessary to examine the trends in the 
broader discipline. 
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iconography tell us about Liszt's place in his society? Did representations of him 

change in nature through the course of his lifetime? Inevitably, these questions lead 

back to broader issues of the value and efficacy of using iconography in musicological 

research. 

Images used in the study cover a wide range of media, styles and levels of artistic 

skill. Images of Liszt are not chosen according to any concept of intrinsic worth (if that 

is even a defendable concept today), but for their potential to elucidate a particular 

problem or topic of investigation. As such, pictures of dubious quality are discussed if 

relevant. Nor does this thesis attempt a fully comprehensive survey of Lisztian 

imagery; rather it focuses upon a broad selection of images drawn from a variety of 

styles, media and artists. 

There has been a relative neglect of nineteenth-century material in music 

iconography studies that, in the light of the long-held focus of such studies upon 

performance practice and organology, is not surprising. This is now becoming less the 

case, however, with changes in the discipline of art history generally encouraging 

interest in new aspects of visual records. Issues such as the representation of gender 

and social status, for example, are now enthusiastically pursued.4  

Nonetheless, the value to music research of art from the nineteenth century 

remains largely unrealised due to factors other than previous neglect. The familiarity of 

this material to modern eyes, both in terms of media (such as photographs) and style 

(caricatures) is, without doubt, a significant factor. This sense of familiarity can mean 

that the often divergent and sophisticated visual elements within the art are overlooked. 

As this study will attempt to show, productive analysis of this material is largely 

contingent upon an understanding of certain factors involved in the production of this 

art: factors as diverse as technological development, contemporary codes of gesture, 

and widespread beliefs about human appearance. To approach nineteenth-century 

visual material without a grasp of such issues is to divorce these images from their 

historical, social and visual context. While I will focus specifically upon an individual 

musician of the nineteenth century, the issues raised are not confined to this individual, 

but necessarily engage in wider areas of iconographical research for this era. It could 

4  For example, Richard Leppert, The Sight of Sound: Music, Representation, and the History of the Body 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993). 
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be argued that this thesis is as much a study of several related streams within 

nineteenth-century European iconography as it is of Liszt. 

Liszt is an eminently suitable subject for iconographical study.5  Due to his fame 

(if not notoriety) and longevity, the iconography is vast. This combines with a well-

researched and documented biography (not withstanding its complexities) and resources 

to which the visual can constantly be referred. Liszt's relatively long life spanned 

dramatic developments in nineteenth-century visual media, most obviously the 

widespread application of photography. In fact, the beginning of the nineteenth century 

saw the development of three significant print media: lithography, photography and 

wood-engraving, allowing an unprecedentedly wide dissemination of images. As a 

result, Liszt became one of the first and most important figures in popular visual 

media—a precursor to more modern icons of mass culture. Connected to the 

flourishing of print media was the remarkable expansion of popular caricatures. Some 

of the most memorable images of Liszt are in this genre. Alongside these new media, 

the traditional form of oil painting continued, and Liszt was painted until his last days 

by some of the outstanding artists of his day. 

Liszt was acquainted with, and in several cases a close friend of, several of the 

leading portrait painters of his time. Although the fame of most of these artists has 

subsided with time, they were significant members of various artistic movements or 

groups, and were highly considered in the nineteenth century. Significant artists who 

were known to Liszt and who painted his portrait included Josef Danhauser 

(1805-1845), Wilhelm von Kaulbach (1804-1874), Henri Lehmann (1814-1846), Ary 

Scheffer (1795-1858), Franz von Lenbach (1836-1904) and Jean-Auguste-Dominique 

Ingres (1780-1867), who recorded a famous pencil portrait of the pianist. 

Liszt's place in nineteenth-century iconography is both significant and unique, if 

only for the remarkable diversity of the imagery. Richard Leppert describes this 

diversity extremely well: 

5  Images of Liszt have already received some attention in musicological or historical studies. Most 
significant is Ernst Burger's comprehensive study (originally published in German, then published in 
English three years later), Franz Liszt: A Chronicle of His Life and Times in Pictures and Documents, 
trans. Stewart Spencer (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton. University Press, 1989). Burger's study is an 
outstanding work in itself as well as being a valuable resource for iconographic study. Also of note are 
essays or articles by Richard Leppert, Pauline Pocknell, Alessandra Comini and a chapter on Lisztian 
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Like no other musician before him, except perhaps Beethoven, Liszt was 

the subject of a staggering number of images from the time he was a child 

prodigy [ ... ] to his death [ ... ] The images employed all major visual 

media of the nineteenth century: photography, oil painting, oil miniature, 

pastel, drawing [ ... ] watercolour, silhouette, wood engraving, steel plate 

engraving, lithography, sculpture, relief [ ... ] and caricature. In an age 

obsessed with the visual, Liszt's body was an object of almost fetishised 

fascination, whether in a form that idealised him as an artistic genius or 

mocked him as a freak of nature or tasteless circus performer.6  

Each of the following chapters reflects a certain line of inquiry that focuses on 

selected areas from this array of material. Chapter two examines fundamental issues 

current in music iconography, and establishes some basic epistemological definitions 

and parameters for the ensuing chapters. The main concern is to propose a framework 

for methods of analysis to apply to the iconography of Liszt. 

Chapters three and four address the issue of developing a sense of the pictorial 

style of the period: that is, they establish some basic aspects of the visual language that 

was used, and thus manipulated in the iconography. This is done by examining both 

artistic conventions and broader social aspects of the ways nineteenth-century people 

literally "saw" each other. 

Chapters five and six examine various manifestations of a particular genre within 

Lisztian iconography: specifically portraits of Liszt as romantic hero or creative type. 

The contrast between early and later portraits is significant in this context. These oil 

portraits present powerful, albeit mixed, signs that are still resonant. 

Chapter seven is the first of three chapters that examine popular representations of 

Liszt, including lithographic portraits, photographic portraits and caricatures. 

Lithography was the most significant mass-market medium in the first half of the 

nineteenth century, and was crucial in establishing the modern sense of the celebrity. 

Photography supplanted lithography in the second half of the century, and introduced a 

iconography by Bertrand Ott. These works will be discussed and cited later in the course of the current 
study. 
6  Richard. Leppert, "Cultural Contradiction, Idolatry, and the Piano Virtuoso: Franz Liszt," Piano Roles: 
Three Hundred Years of Life with the Piano, ed. James Parakilas (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1999) 264-265. 
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powerful new set of iconographic elements that changed the face of Lisztian portraiture. 

Caricature, a flourishing industry in itself, presented a counterpart to the carefully 

constructed imagery in both "high-art" and popular media. 

Chapter ten turns to a problematic area of music iconographical research, 

performance practice. Here, the question of visual records as indicators of a past reality 

is addressed. A broad range of depictions of Liszt at the piano is examined, and 

compared with written descriptions and recollections of his playing. A major 

reassessment of Liszt's position in the development of nineteenth-century pianism is 

proposed. It is hoped that the significance and value of Lisztian iconography will 

contribute to a greater understanding of how Liszt was seen in nineteenth-century 

society. 



CHAPTER TWO 

Music Iconography and Portraiture 

There is something dubious about the entire enterprise of analysing works of art as 

musicological evidence. The proper study of a work of art is the work of art itself, and any 

evidence it might produce for any historical discipline is purely incidental.t 

James McKinnon 

This chapter has a three-fold purpose: to summarise some pertinent issues within the 

discipline of music iconography; to define and briefly discuss portraiture as a genre; and 

finally, to outline the theoretical approach to iconographical analysis used in the ensuing 

chapters. 

The seminal twentieth-century formulation of the practice of iconography is by the 

German-born art historian Erwin Panofsky (1892-1968). There are many recent. 

discussions of his work, so only the briefest of outlines of his definition and method of 

iconography will be given here, to place recent developments in art history in context.2  

Panofsky presented his now widely known three-tiered method of analysis in his major 

work, entitled, in its English translation, Studies in Iconology: Humanistic Themes in the 

Art of the Renaissance.3  

Panofsky proposed that the interpretation of art works could be divided into three 

stages, each leading to a "deeper" analysis. First is the primary or "natural" interpretation 

(termed the "pre-iconographical" stage), which includes the identification of the objects and 

events depicted. Next, the secondary or conventional subject matter is interpreted 

("iconographical" analysis), where themes and concepts are identified, using knowledge of 

contemporary literary sources. Finally, the intrinsic meaning or content is uncovered 

I James McKinnon, "Iconography," Musicology in the 1980s:Methods, Goals, Opportunities, eds. D. Kern 
Holoman and C. Palisca (New York: Da Capo, 1982) 80. 
2  Most significant is the book by Michael Ann Holly, Panofsky and the Foundations of Art History (Ithaca, 
New York: Cornell University Press, 1984). 

3  Erwin Panofsky, Studies in Iconology: Humanistic Themes in the Art of the Renaissance (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1939). 

6 
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("iconological" interpretation), using what is termed "synthetic intuition," which is based 

on knowledge of essential tendencies of the human mind. 

The term "iconography" has itself varied in meaning over the many years of its use; it 

was recently defined by Thomas Heck as "the systematic study of the visual arts as 

potential sources of historical documentation for the performing arts." Moreover, the 

previously held distinction between iconography and iconology has been dissolved by 

authors such as Heck, and I will not observe this distinction.4  

There are many problems with Panofsky's scheme, particularly with the notion of 

"intrinsic meaning," but as one author noted recently, "many have pointed out the system's 

weaknesses, but few have ventured to propose a substitute."5  The claim of access to 

intentionality, and the assumptions of referentiality more generally, have been challenged 

by many recent historians and theorists. Keith Moxey, for example, writes: 

The truth claim on which Panofskian iconology depended—that iconology 

affords us access to intentionality—must be questioned in the light of 

theoretical transformations that have affected other disciplines in the humanities 

and sciences.6  

Moxey's reservations about intentionality are shared by many.? The rise of New Art 

History, and the use of analytical methods mainly derived from literary theory, has been 

accompanied by a corresponding rejection of modernist concepts of knowledge and 

historical interpretation.8  

4  Thomas Heck, "Introduction," Picturing Performance: The Iconography of the Performing Arts in Concept 
and Practice, ed. T. Heck (Rochester, New York: University of Rochester Press, 1999) 6. However, one or 
other term is specified in this study when another author uses it, to ensure the correct context of a discussion. 
5  Lyckle de Vries, "Iconography and Iconology in Art History: Panofsky's Prescriptive Definitions and Some 
Art-Historical Responses to Them," Picturing Performance 58. 
6  Brendan Cassidy, ed., "The Politics of Iconology," Iconography at the Crossroads: Papers From the 
Colloquium Sponsored by the Index of Christian Art, Princeton University, March 23-24 1990 (Princeton, 
New Jersey: Index of Christian Art, Department of Art and Archaeology, Princeton University, 1993). 	27-28. 
' For further discussion on the limitations of Panofskian iconography see: Brendon Cassidy, "Introduction: 
Iconography, Texts, and Audiences," Iconography at the Crossroads 3-15. For a more complete statement of 
Maxey's views on iconographic methods and practices see his book The Practice of Theory: 
Poststructuralism, Cultural Politics, and Art History (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1994). 
8  New Art History is not in fact that new. Even by the early 1970s the rejection or questioning of traditional 
aims, methods and materials of art history was articulated clearly in an article by Kurt Forster, "Critical 
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Nonetheless, in recent art history literature, there have been several authors who have 

argued for a return to, or maintenance of, some form of verifiability and sense of 

intentionality. Michael Kelly, in a review of recent writings on New Art History, explains 

what he sees as the problem inherent in approaches to art history taken by those such as 

Moxey: 

What is problematic about this [ ... ] use of theory, despite [ ... ] its insights, is 

the following. The alleged uncritical acceptance of the modernist ahistorical 

methodology seems to be replaced here by different historical methodologies, 

each reflecting the diverse theories that inspired them, but about which these art 

historians are as uncritical as they have accused their modernist counterparts of 

being. Arguments are seldom given for this plurality of methodologies, neither 

singularly nor as a whole, as if the art historians believe their validity is self-

evident once the interests and values of their predecessor are exposed.9  

Kelly wryly observes that in this type of scholarship, "truthful" equates with "useful," and 

the implied question of "useful for what" finds its answer with "theory is useful for 

constituting the subjectivity of art historians."10  Kelly regards the blithe use of theory with 

obvious and well-founded suspicion, labeling it as an "implicitly pragmatist view of 

truth."t1  

These arguments over method, history and truth in art history are shared by related 

disciplines. For example, in a recent article addressing theatre iconography, Christopher 

Balme astutely observes that there have been two strongly counteractive tendencies in 

History of Art, or Transfiguration of Values?" New Literary History 3.3 (1972): 459-470. Forster argued for 
a critique of both the ideological factors behind the production of the art work as well as current attitudes 
towards these works. The various theories of knowledge used in New Art History are largely indebted to 
French philosophical discourse and developments in literary studies, with Foucault, Derrida, Lyotard and 
Lacan being some frequently named, if heterogeneous, figures. 
9  Michael Kelly, "Visual Culture: Images and Interpretations," The Art Bulletin 77.4 (1995): 691. 
10 Kelly 691. Kelly's arguments are furthered by the art historian, Christopher Wood, who writing on 
theories of reference, argues that "some art historians have lost patience" with theory; they are prepared "to 
argue that the image [ ... ] can actually be used to refer to the world" rather than merely signifying it. In 
general, he holds a position that approaches a work of art as something that can indeed "mention real objects 
in the world." "Theories of Reference," Art Bulletin 78.1 (1996): 22-23. 
I I Kelly 691. 
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theatre iconography research: one treats the visual material empirically, trying to draw the 

art work closer to the putative historical reality that it represents; the other, theoretical 

questioning, tends to widen the gap between the document and putative reality, "allowing 

for a plurality of referents."12  

Balme has identified an issue at the heart of iconographical study: this same 

problematic dichotomy also presents itself in music iconography, but there are theoretical 

approaches available that avoid simplistic empiricism while relating the material to the 

historical context, as well as keeping the visual object at the centre of discourse. One such 

approach is provided in the art historical studies of Michael Baxandall, which will be 

outlined below, and used throughout this study. However, Baxandall's approach will be 

more profitably examined after a discussion of portraiture and of some recent developments 

within the discipline of music iconography. 

Music Iconography 

The early intense theorising and questioning that is part of the formative stages of a 

discipline often bears useful fruit when viewed with the benefit of hindsight. Intellectual 

positions were open to question, and certain theoretical positions fashionable now were not 

then, resulting in a lively and carefully-argued exchange of views. In the late 1970s music 

iconography was in this stage of development, with many articles in the RIdIM Newsletter 

by significant figures in music iconography, such as Winternitz, Leppert and James 

McKinnon. These articles make for interesting reading now, since they were written in a 

12  Christopher B. Balme, "Interpreting the Pictorial Record: Theatre Iconography and the Referential 
Dilemma," Theatre Research International 22.3 (1997): 191. Wood, in "Theories of Reference" 22-23, 
makes a parallel observation upon the history/theory dichotomy: 

Right now, art history operates with maximum theoretical integrity when it verges toward the 
extremes of empiricism and aestheticism [such as semiotic idealism]: the truth of fact, the 
truth of the work of art. Clearly, truth is a little more elusive once you venture into the wide 
district between these extremes, which is where most people want to be. But if art history is 
to regain some of the interdisciplinary prestige it had earlier in the century, it has to keep 
working this territory, and without abandoning theory. The way to do this is to worry again 
about all the things images do other than signify. 
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different intellectual climate, where assumptions of various methods and the value of 

materials were being argued, and, more importantly, justified. For example, McKinnon 

begins an article by waving the following rhetorical red flag at organologists whose 

approach he characterises as misplaced and naïvely positivistic: "The proper object of 

musical iconography is not organology, but musical thought. A provocative statement, I 

hope, yet one which is entirely true in the strict sense."13  

Another music iconographer, Richard Leppert, made pleas for the "social" 

importance of music iconography, an idea no longer in need of justification. However, this 

required him to support his arguments with perhaps more rigour than is thought necessary 

now. He makes a valid point in the closing paragraph of a paper discussing a painting by 

Charles Biset: 

Certainly in large part I am making a plea for the study of iconography, for 

developing the knowledge necessary for an understanding of visual 

symbols—but not for the sake of pedantically identifying this flute as phallus, 

that lute as womb. This gets us little beyond a kind of tittering Freudianism. 

Instead, symbols need to be seen as an effective means of visual 

communication in general, in fact as the artist's only means of communication 

since art is by nature symbolic.14  

Leppert's last point is particularly apt, and carries important ramifications for studying 

music iconography. If symbols are acknowledged to be effective, surely it is only because 

the intended viewer shares an understanding with the artist of those symbols. It should not 

be sufficient, therefore, for an iconographer merely to catalogue a series of symbolic 

resemblances as if it were analysis, without first establishing for whom these symbols are 

or were supposedly significant. 

Within the discipline of music iconography there has also been a shift from what was 

arguably a naïve empiricism. James McKinnon, writing in the mid-1980s, reflected upon 

13 James McKinnon, "Music Iconography: A Definition," RidIM/RCMI Newsletter 2.2 (1977): 15. 
14 Richard Leppert, "Musicology and Visual Perception: Knowledge as the Delimiter of Expectation," 
RidIM/RCMI Newsletter 2.2 (1977): 15. 
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the state of music iconography, noting that, until then, the methods traditionally used by 

music iconographers had tended towards one of two broad types. The first was an over-

optimistic and uncritical approach to visual representation, the second was more cautious, 

considering the Iimitations of the medium and artist, for example.15 The pioneering music 

iconographer Emanuel Winternitz epitomises the latter position, and his cautionary words 

are still useful.16 However, McKinnon criticises both approaches as fundamentally flawed, 

and presents an approach based upon the simple adage that the starting point for 

iconographical investigation is with the art object itself. 

Following from this starting point, McKinnon argues that the concept of genre is 

central in the analysis of a work of art, as their delineation facilitates iconographic analysis. 

Here, the term genre is used quite narrowly, involving, as McKinnon says "subject matter, 

medium, and even period."17 The correct identification of genre is essential for two 

reasons: "it enables us to search efficiently for other examples of the genre and it aids in 

their interpretation once found."18 While McKinnon's comments here are in the context of 

earlier material—he goes on to discuss a specific example from a thirteenth-century English 

Psalter—his prescription is applicable to later images. Although iconography from the 

nineteenth century looks much more familiar to the untrained eye than that from the 

Medieval period, the correct identification of genre is just as important. 

The concept of "primacy of genres" was first outlined in art history by E.H. 

Gombrich.19 Gombrich, borrowing the concept from literary theory, argued that the 

primary stage in the interpretation of a work of literature is the identification of its genre, 

for "the intended meaning of a work can only be established once we have decided what 

category or genre of literature the work in question was intended to belong to." 20 Gombrich 

15 McKinnon, "Iconography" 79-93. 
16 See. Winternitz's major work in music iconography, Musical Instruments and their Symbolism in Western 
Art (London: Yale University Press, 1979). 
17 McKinnon, "Iconography" 82. 
18 McKinnon, "Iconography" 82-83. 
19 E.H. Gombrich, "Aims and Limits of Iconology," The Essential Gombrich: Selected Writings of Art and 
Culture (London: Phaidon, 1996) 437-484, For Hirsch's views on interpreting literary sources, see E.D. 
Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967) and The Aims of Interpretation 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976). 
'-  Gombrich, "Aims and Limits" 462. 
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observes the difference between the two fields, but argues that "the business of 

interpretation is the same in both fields."21  

Portraiture as a Genre 

The material used in this study—Lisztian iconography—obviously falls into the visual 

category or genre of portraiture. An understanding of the visual conventions of portraiture 

necessarily involves careful delineation of what belongs to the genre. A definition of 

"portraiture" is therefore required, but what properly constitutes a "portrait" of Liszt is not 

as easily ascertained as might be expected. The very definition of "portrait" presents 

difficulties. In the McGraw-Hill Encyclopedia of World Art it is defined as: "the 

representation of an individual, living or dead, real or imagined, in drawing, painting, or 

sculpture, by a rendering of his physical or moral traits, or both."22  

If likeness is taken as the fundamental attribute, then we must include several 

explicitly historical and mythological paintings that used Liszt as their model. For 

example, the artist Ary Scheffer used Liszt's image in a painting of the three wise men,, as 

well as of other religious figures.23  It is surely significant that Liszt's visage was used so 

frequently—a point discussed in chapter four—but these uses of his likeness can not be 

called "portraits" in the commonly used sense of the term. 

John Gere proposed a definition of the portrait as an image "in which the artist is 

engaged with the personality of his sitter and is preoccupied with his or her characterisation 

as an individual."24  The vast majority of Lisztian portraiture fits this definition well, while 

the same definition demarcates nicely against images that simply use his likeness. 

21  Gombrich, "Aims and Limits" 462. 
22  Eugenio Battisti, "Portraiture," Encyclopedia of World Art, ed. Massimo Pallottino vol. 11 (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1966) 470. 
23 Pauline Pocknell, "Clandestine Portraits: Liszt in the Art of His Age," New Light on Liszt and His Music, 
eds. Michael Saffle and James Deaville (Stuyvesant, New York: Pendragon, 1997) 123-165. Pocknell 
discusses these "clandestine" portraits at length. 
24 John Gere, quoted in Lorne Campbell, "Portraiture," The Dictionary of Art (London: Mcmillan, 1996) 275. 
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This definition of a portrait, however, leads to difficulties when considering prints 

(which flourished in the nineteenth century). Printed portraits were rarely taken from actual 

sittings, but rather copied from existing likenesses, often in another medium: typically, 

prints made available to a wider audience images that existed as unique examples. Many 

lithographic portraits are of this nature, while still being definable as portraits in terms of 

style and intent. 

For the purposes of this discussion then, the essential requirement for an image of 

Liszt to be considered a portrait is that it represented him directly as an individual 

personage. Or, to rephrase this, an image is considered to be a portrait if the artist's intent 

was to represent Liszt recognisably (for the beholder) primarily as himself—other agendas 

notwithstanding. This definition allows a broad range of material to be examined. 

It is important before examining any individual depictions in detail to recognise 

aspects of the traditions of the genre, and in turn be able to gain some sense of the way in 

which individual portraits conform to or differ from these established precepts. Perhaps 

more importantly, it is a corrective measure to guard against gross errors in the analysis of 

the iconography. Liszt's portraits were not created in a vacuum; they were part of an on-

going tradition where numerous visual elements of representation had been established, if 

not codified. 

In a commentary on the development of portraiture, the British art historian David 

Piper observed that as long ago as Aristotle three distinct categories of portraiture were 

recognised: the ideal portrait that flatters; the caricature that makes "worse"; and the 

"likeness" or naturalistic and precise recording of the features.25  Piper notes in his essay 

that the painted portrait was very much an invention of the Renaissance, for there were no 

surviving models on which artists of the era could build likenesses.26  From these tentative 

beginnings, portraiture had expanded significantly by the end of the sixteenth century. A 

25 David Piper, "A Commentary on the Development of Portraiture," European Portraits 1600-1900 in the 
Art Institute of Chicago, ed. Susan Wise (Chicago: Chicago Art Institute, 1978) 9-19. 

26  The decline of portraiture, as a record of individual likeness, occurred for almost a thousand years. Piper 
attributes this to the influence of Christian thought. See Piper, "Development of Portraiture" 9. 
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common thread through the development of portraiture was the link between the social and 

the artistic: 

Portraiture is ever closely conditioned by social needs, and potential sitters 

required images of themselves that reflected their social condition, their 

economic well-being and stability, their physical and sartorial splendour.27  

By the early Romantic era, as Nadia Tscherny observes, a significant change in both 

the nature and status of portraiture had taken place. It was now considered a worthy art in 

its own right. Moreover, the aim of the portrait-painter had also changed in line with 

broader philosophical changes, particularly the belief that "truth resides in the specific 

rather than the universal."28  

It was now believed that "the essence of the sitter was thought to reside largely in his 

thoughts and feelings," which led to a re-evaluation of the skills required to "capture the 

play of this subjectivity in his visible features."29  Tscherny goes on: 

This latter belief—that capturing a likeness is no ordinary achievement, but can 

be accomplished only by a certain "magic" beyond the reach of academic 

skills—was embraced in the early Romantic cults of individuality, and genius, 

and finally triumphed in Delacroix's affirmation that "the greatest portrait 

painters are the greatest painters."30  

That said, because art of the nineteenth century is so readily associated with revolution and 

change, it is an almost forgivable mistake to undervalue the lasting influence of established 

conventions. In relation to gesture and expression, many of the codes of expression 

established in the eighteenth century remained stubbornly in place through much of the 

nineteenth. Even with radical developments in new media, such as photography, old modes 

of pictorial expression often remained in place, albeit modified for the new medium, giving 

firm foundations for the new generation of portraitists. 

27 Piper, "Development of Portraiture" 13. 
28  Nadia Tscherny, "Likeness in Early Romantic Portraiture," Art Journal 46 (1987): 193. 
'-9  Tscherny 193. 
3o Tscherny 193. 
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Iconographic Method 

Michael Baxandall is credited as being "one of the few to propose a new approach to art 

historical research in recent years."31  Several tenets of his method, if it can be so called, are 

used throughout the following chapters: namely, his notion of "pictorial style," his 

theoretical conception of "intention" and his general approach to the discourse of art history 

scholarship. 

In his book Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy, Baxandall formulates 

his extremely important conception of "pictorial style": 

A society develops its distinctive skills and habits, which have a visual aspect, 

since the visual sense is the main organ of experience, and these visual skills 

and habits become part of the medium of the painter: correspondingly, a 

pictorial style gives access to the visual skills and habits and, through these, to 

the distinctively social experience. An old picture is the record of visual 

activity. One has to learn how to read it, just as one has to learn to read a text 

from a different culture, even when one knows, in a limited sense, the language: 

both language and pictorial representation are conventional activities.32  

The underlying mode of thinking in the ensuing chapters is that the most productive and 

valid starting point in the analysis of iconography is the observation of the ways that 

contemporary social, intellectual and artistic practices are visually manifested. Or, in 

Baxandall's words, "noting bits of social practice or convention" can "sharpen our 

perception of the pictures."33  This, however, is not a simple one-way procedure. The 

process can be reversed, and one can ask how "the forms and styles of painting may 

sharpen our perception of the society."34  

31 de Vries, "Iconography and Iconology in Art History" 63. 
32 Michael Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1988) 152. 
33 Baxandall, Painting and Experience 151. 
34  Baxandall, Painting and Experience 151. 



16 

Understanding the artistic conventions associated with a genre or type allows points 

of conformity to be recognised, and diversions from the norm to be given weight that 

would otherwise be underplayed. Of particular importance are the codes or conventions of 

gesture and expression that accompany the genre of portraiture. These codes were not set 

in concrete, however, and underwent enormous change during the nineteenth century, in 

part due to the impact of new media such as photography. The artistic conventions of 

portraiture, whether adhered to by the artist or used more creatively, allowed a multitude of 

signs to be imparted regarding the supposed social status, intellectual and creative ability of 

the sitter. 

An especially practical conception of intentionality is proposed by Baxandall in his 

book Patterns of Intention. He argues that: 

We are interested in the intention of pictures and painters as a means to a 

sharper perception of the pictures, for us. It is the picture as covered by a 

description in our terms that we are attempting to explain; the explanation 

becomes part of a larger description of the picture, again in our terms.35  

This approach leads him to a conception of intentionality that: 

is not a narrative of what went on in the painter's mind but an analytical 

construct about his ends and means, as we infer them from the relation of the 

object to identifiable circumstances. It stands in an ostensive relation to the 

picture itself.36  

This concept of intention avoids the charge of naïvety, while still offering a guide towards a 

historically-based analysis. 

More broadly, Baxandall proposes three "self-critical moods" of method by which to 

assess an analysis or discussion of an art work: historical legitimacy; pictorial and 

expositive order; and critical necessity or fertility.37  The first criterion relates to the 

35 Michael Baxandall, Patterns of Intention: On the Historical Explanation of Pictures (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1985) 109. Emphasis original. 
36 Baxandall, Patterns of Intention 109. 
37 Baxandall, Patterns of Intention 120. 
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avoidance of anachronisms, and the awareness of the correlation between genre and 

external sources, such as texts. The second criterion is seeking an apprehension of the 

order within the subject under discussion as well as in one's own explanation of this order: 

"positing an internal unity" in the picture. According to Baxandall, however, "only 

superior paintings will sustain" this form of explanation.38  Finally, an explanation must 

contribute "to [the] experience of the picture as an object of visual perception" in order to 

be fertile.39  The necessary aesthetic implication of his second criterion is not followed 

here, and so will be modified for the purpose of the material examined in this study. It is 

only necessary for an iconographical explanation to elucidate the nature or style of the 

pictorial cohesion of a picture, rather than degree or quality of internal organisation. For 

example, a caricature may be crude visually, yet an explanation of this is still required. 

Other than these theoretical points and approaches in method, Baxandall has a 

broader prescription for the discourse of art history, arguing for a more "scientific" 

approach. He uses the word scientific in the sense that: 

One reports an aesthetico-historical experiment and its results. The explanation 

or historical or intentional thing claimed of a picture is tied by entailment to an 

observation about the visual order of the picture which can be tried out for 

effectiveness by other people: history is committed to being good criticism. We 

are wide open to scrutiny. There are no experts with special authority: there are 

specialists in a historical area able to initiate explanations as non-specialists 

cannot, but they must submit to lay judges of their expectations.4° 

Now that some general issues regarding the definition of, and approach to, 

iconographical analysis, have been examined, the more specific goal of establishing some 

sense of pictorial style for Lisztian iconography is possible. Establishing pictorial style 

involves analysing some broad stylistic parameters of nineteenth-century portraiture that 

can be applied across the range of material examined. Foremost amongst these parameters 

38 Baxandall, Patterns of Intention 120. 
39 Baxandall, Patterns of Intention 121. 
4o Baxandall, Patterns of Intention 136. 
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are the traditions of posing, gesture and expression used by portraitists in the nineteenth 

century. The next two chapters highlight some of the fundamental visual materials used by 

portraitists, and consequently perceived by the viewers of the day, in representations of 

Liszt. The ensuing five chapters apply the concepts discussed in chapters three and four to 

specific genres or media, so the method evolves through application to the iconography 

itself. 



CHAPTER THREE 

Liszt and Portraiture: Poses and Tradition 

It has been said that the traditional novel has only three possible endings: fortune, 

marriage or death. A similar exaggeration in which there would likewise be a grain of 

truth, might be formulated to describe the limited number of poses which portrait painters 

have used. t 

Robin Simon 

A careful study of portraits of Liszt produced by a number of artists, and in a variety of 

media, reveals the repeated use of a narrow range of poses. The word pose is used here 

to cover three closely related aspects of what we would classify today as body 

language: posture, gesture and facial expression. This chapter examines these poses as 

a major facet of the nineteenth-century artist's visual "vocabulary," a vocabulary that 

was widely available and that formed an essential element of the pictorial style under 

consideration. The purpose of the chapter is not necessarily to uncover the 

"significance" of any given pose, but rather to classify it according to traditional usage 

and important precedents.2  Posture, gesture and facial expression are three aspects of 

an inherited tradition of visual materials that in many ways continued alongside newer 

means of portraying subjects in the nineteenth century. 

The poses discussed below are not unique to portraits of Liszt and are found in 

many other contemporary portraits, as well as in portraits from previous centuries. 

Poses can be divided into categories to facilitate their identification, significance and 

derivation: firstly, basic social codes of posture that derive from social manners; 

secondly poses and gestures derived from textbook sources on visual personifications of 

emotions and attributes, such as in Cesare Ripa's (c. 1560—c. 1623) famous Iconologia3; 

and finally, expressions and gestures used in art to represent specific emotions or 

affections. The emotions or affections can be further categorised into those derived 

I Robin Simon, The Portrait in Britain and America: With a Biographical Dictionary of Portrait 
Painters, 1680-1914 (Oxford: Phaidon, 1987) 39. 
2  The particular significance or meaning of a pose is more properly discussed within the specific contexts 
of genre, artist and style. This is done throughout the course of chapters five to nine. 
3  This famous book of emblems was first printed in 1593, with the first illustrated version dating from 
1603. It is discussed in more detail later in this chapter. 
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from philosophical and/or scientific studies and those that had significant precursors 

within art itself. 

An impressive full-length portrait of Liszt at the piano will serve to introduce 

some of these issues discussed. The portrait (see fig. 1), dating from 1868-69, is by the 

American painter George Healy (1813-1894). Liszt is seated at a grand piano (a 

Chickering), dressed in his abbé's garb .4  The immediate impression is one of 

remarkable fidelity and realism, with the pianist's features in particular finely realised. 

But several odd details in the portrait are apparent: the chair in which he is sitting is 

turned out from the piano, as is Liszt's whole body. His feet are oddly placed for 

someone playing the piano, with his left foot on the sostenuto pedal but his right foot 

away from the sustaining pedal, and pointing almost at right angles to his left. Liszt's 

head is raised slightly, eyes raised still further, as if gazing heavenwards. 

Fig. 1. George Healy, Franz Liszt (1868/69); rpd. in Burger 245. 

4 Liszt entered the lower orders of priesthood in 1865, to the shock of many close to him—not least his 
own mother. He had in fact been drawn to the idea for many years. See Alan Walker, Franz Liszt: The 
Final Years: 1861-1886, vol. 3 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996) 85-89. 
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One could ask whether Liszt really played the piano with his feet placed in such a 

manner, his head turned outwards, eyes raised? 5. A more relevant question, however, is 

why Healy chose to depict certain aspects of Liszt's posture and expression in these 

ways, whether his subject presented them to him or not. To answer this, we need to 

understand the traditions of portraiture within which Healy was working. In many 

ways the issue of fidelity becomes a secondary one, for a portrait can be interrogated 

with more than the simple question of whether it is a good likeness of the individual it 

purports to represent. There are other areas of interest, as Paul Zanker describes in 

relation to a bust of Plato: 

What is of interest for our inquiry is not the often-asked but unanswerable 

question of how true to life the portrait is, but rather how specific 

intellectual traits are indicated. In other words, does this portrait 

characterise Plato in any way whatsoever as a philosopher, or simply as a 

mature Athenian citizen conforming to the expectations of the polis?6  

Thus, the question of how and why Liszt was represented as an artistic type is of 

interest in itself quite apart from questions of likeness and verisimilitude.? The issue of 

the use of visual cues to indicate a subject's social status or vocation is also investigated 

in the following three chapters. 

In this chapter, the uses of poses, gesture and expression in Lisztian portraiture 

will be examined within the context of portraiture as a genre (or series of related 

genres). Although obvious differences in style are evident between oil portraits, 

popular prints, photographs and caricatures, a commonly understood visual language of 

bodily expression imbued much nineteenth-century portraiture, across a variety of 

genres and media. It is challenging to develop an approach that can encompass the 

diversity of Lisztian portraiture, which covered a relatively long period, and a wide 

range of media, styles and artists. Recognising poses in portraiture facilitates their 

interpretation and helps locate the image within the broader pictorial context. 

5  The answer is, at any rate, both yes and no. 
6 Paul Zanker, The Mask of Socrates: The Image of the Intellectual in Antiquity, trans. Alan Shapiro 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995) 42. 
7  Contemporary photographs show that the Healy portrait is in fact an excellent likeness, however 
idealising it may be. 
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The visual materials discussed here were not new to the nineteenth century; in 

fact they are generally what might be termed conservative and traditional. Many of 

these traditional aspects of pose were to be rejected, either by individuals, or by artists 

working in new media or genres, the most obvious example being with Realist painters. 

This rejection, or carefully considered subversion, of visual codes will be discussed 

further in later chapters. 

Poses and Social Codes 

From the perspective of the early twenty-first century, many of the poses in nineteenth-

century art appear rather affected and clichéd. We have perhaps become insensitive to 

the niceties of pictorial codes of expressions, and we need to recover some sense of the 

importance and weight of these poses.8  The portrait of Liszt by Healy, discussed above, 

is not an isolated example of the artist's use of visual traditions: there is a common set 

of expression found throughout much portraiture, especially of musicians and other 

"creative types." 

Conventions of gesture and expression in nineteenth-century music iconography 

can be viewed as the result of long-established practices that find their roots in separate, 

but related, fields. Firstly, in Liszt's time, social behaviour was still subject to a strong 

code of manners and decorum that might be termed in English "genteel" behaviour. 

Secondly, there were artistic conventions of expression, which drew on traditions 

within the arts as well as on "scientific" theories of expression. Associated with the 

former were handbooks on allegories, symbols and personifications used in visual art, 

the most famous being Cesare Ripa's Iconologia. Much Lisztian iconography is 

imbued with these traditions of expression, although it would be extremely naïve to 

trace visual parallels to an assumed original source. However, the wide currency of 

certain themes clearly points to an established and understood set of signs. 

8  It follows from this, that in order for transgressions from these conventions to be effective, we must 
appreciate the strength of the tradition being challenged. In Baxandall's words, we need to rediscover the 
"strangeness" of art that breaks with traditions. Baxandall, Patterns of Intention 114-115. 
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While many conventions of gesture and expression clearly stemmed from social 

manners, the repetition of these visual codes may have led to them becoming somewhat 

divorced from the social origins. Caution may therefore be required in trying to 

interpret a pose in terms of its original social significance. 

Several types of sources provide evidence of the importance of bodily expression 

in art, including those directly relating to art (such as in art instruction books), and those 

from other fields, such as books on manners and deportment or instructions for actors.9  

These sources enable an understanding of the ways the human body was viewed in 

society, especially among artists and their audiences.10  One of the problems involved in 

investigating nineteenth-century iconography is that most work has been based on 

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century materials. Therefore it is the task of this thesis to 

establish some sense of the tradition of visual signs inherited by nineteenth-century 

artists, and to outline some commonly used devices by portraitists. The focus is limited 

to material relevant to the iconography, with no attempt at a comprehensive exploration 

of expression and gesture of the period covered. 

In terms of posture, many portraits conform to standard models of deportment. 

The basics of good posture had been established well before the nineteenth century, and 

it is interesting that conservative poses remained the norm in portraiture throughout the 

century. In Francois Nivelon's Rudiments of Genteel Behaviour we find the following 

detailed prescription for good posture: 

The Head erect and turned as in this figure [see fig. 2], will be right, as will 

the manly boldness in the Face, temper'd with becoming modesty; the lips 

must be just join'd to keep the Features regular; the Shoulders must fall 

easily, and be no farther drawn back than to form the chest full and round 

[ ... ] The Arms must fall easy, not close to the Sides, and the Bend of the 

Elbow, at its due distance, will permit the right Hand to place itself in the 

9  For example, Francois Nivelon, Rudiments of Genteel Behaviour (London, 1737). This book was 
illustrated with engravings by Hubert Gravelot. Gérard de Lairesse (1641-1711), a significant Dutch 
painter, published an instruction book for artists on how to use bodily expression in Het Groot 
Schilderboek in 1707, later translated into English and published in 1778. See Gérard de Lairesse, The 
Art of Painting in All its Branches (London, 1778). 
10 This has been studied elsewhere. See for example Mary Cowling, The Artist as Anthropologist: The 
Representation of Type and Character in Victorian Art (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989) 
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Waistcoat easy and genteel, as in this figure represented; but any rising or 

falling the Hand from that Place, will make it appear lame, and 

consequently disagreeable [ ... ] the whole Body must rest on the right 

Foot, and the right Knee, as also the Back be kept straight, the left leg must 

be foremost and only bear its own weight, and both Feet must be turn'd 

outwards, as shown by this Figure, neither more nor less, but exactly." 

This was, of course, written for an era well before Liszt's time, and a relaxation of this 

degree of details is apparent in his portraits. However, there are several fundamental. 

features of this posture that can be observed in Lisztian portraiture. These can be 

summarised literally from the ground up. Firstly, the feet are at right angles (never in 

line—a stance denoting poor breeding), and the legs arranged so that one carries the 

weight of the body and the other is slightly bent. The arms should not be close to the 

sides, and it is ideal to have one raised to waist height (but not necessarily in the 

waistcoat). The chest should be full, the face "manly" but "modest" and the lips 

together. 

and Marcia R. Pointon, Hanging the Head: Portraiture and Social Formation in Eighteenth-Century 
England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993). 
11  Nivelon, quoted in Simon 77. 



Fig. 2. Rudiments of Genteel Behaviour, "Plate 1" (London: 1737); rpd. in Simon 75. 

An artist could signal to the audience the social status of a subject or character 

with something as simple as the angle of the feet. Such basics of deportment were used 

as an essential visual resource, for example, by the great British artist William Hogarth 

in his moralising works.12  In The Marriage Contract the rich alderman shows his poor 

breeding, when compared with the Viscount, in his carelessly placed feet.13  

A full-length oil portrait of Liszt from 1857 by the German artist Wilhelm von 

Kaulbach shows the continuation of traditional codes of posture (see fig. 3). Trained by 

Peter von Cornelius (1783-1867) from 1822 to 1826, Kaulbach was later appointed 

court painter to Ludwig I, King of Bavaria.14  He achieved fame with his Battle of the 

Huns (1834-1837), which inspired Liszt's symphonic poem of the same name 

composed in 1857. This 1857 portrait is a fine example of the regally posed leader, in a 

style that was quite archaic by then, with Liszt standing wrapped in drapery, drawn to 

his full height, looking majestically into the distance. His face is turned so that it is 

12 Alistair Smart, "Dramatic Gesture and Expression in the Age of Hogarth and Reynolds," Apollo 82 
(1985): 95. 
13 Smart 95. 
14 Cornelius was a leading painter of the so-called Nazarene school. 

25 



26 

nearly side on, showing his famous profile. His right leg is straight, taking the weight, 

his left bent, allowing an artistic curve to his figure overall. His feet are carefully 

placed at right angles, heels in line. In Liszt's right hand are fashionable gloves and a 

top hat, while his left rests upon what appears to be an ornate table.l5  

Fig. 3. Wilhelm von Kaulbach, Franz Liszt (1857); rpd. in Burger 209. 

This genteel posture can be seen in photographic portraiture as well. A 

photograph by the Belgium photographer Louis Ghémar (1819-1873) shows just such a 

posture, making allowances for the different dress and requirements of the medium (see 

fig. 4). Photographic exposure required the subject to stand still for several minutes, 

15 See chapter six for further discussion (pages 118-122). 
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and a chair therefore provides the support for the right arm (and the body more 

generally), but the feet are at right angles, the weight is on the right leg. 

Fig. 4. Louis Ghémar, Franz Liszt (Brussels, 1854); rpd. in Burger 199. 

The positioning and shape of the hands is another important element in portraiture 

and painting more generally. The use of the hands was also considered an essential part 

of stagecraft. Unless actually holding something, common hand shapes were prescribed 

in instruction books on acting, and these same positions are found frequently in 

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century painting.16  The recommended hand position was 

quite specific (see fig. 5): the third and fourth fingers are somewhat paired, and more 

curved than the index finger. This hand shape is seen constantly in portraiture, 

including nineteenth-century portraiture; its significance, other than being an interesting 

artifact of convention, is in its power to provide commentary upon the educational and 

social status of the subject. 



Fig. 5. Johannes Jelgerhuis, Hand Gesture for Actors in the 18 h̀  Century 

(1827); rpd. in Barnett 95. 17  

In the case of Lisztian portraiture, the depiction of his hands is particularly 

interesting because of his profession—a pianist. A wide variety of portraits show 

Liszt's hands in an artistically contrived manner, often corresponding to the traditional 

models illustrated above. A notable example is the oil painting by Jean Gabriel 

Scheffer (1797-1876) of 1835 or 1836 (see fig. 23).18  Ernst Burger comments upon the 

"strikingly beautiful shape of Liszt's right hand,"19  but it is not Liszt's hand at all. This 

hand is neither an accurate representation of the pianist's hand, nor a naturalistic 

representation of how he might have held it. Rather, it is an idealised hand. The way 

the fingers are held—in the classic, aesthetically pleasing manner described 

above—suggests that Scheffer simply based it on the template that had been used for 

many years. 

Even in less obvious cases, it can be suspected that some "adjustment" has been 

made to Liszt's hands. For example, a watercolour by the Austrian portraitist Josef 

Kriehuber (1800-1876) from 1838 (see fig. 6) shows Liszt with his arms crossed over 

his chest, the right hand over the left arm. The fingers are arranged subtly so that the 

third and fourth are paired. In the case of photographic portraits, it can be seen that 

these niceties of hand shape were difficult to maintain. Given the practical problems of 

the medium, it would have been difficult for the sitter to hold such a contrived shape for 

16 Dean Barnett, The Art of Gesture: The Practices and Principles of 18th Century Acting (Heidelberg: 
C. Winter, 1997). 
17 Reproduced in Barnett 95. 
18  This portrait is reproduced on page 85, and is discussed in greater detail in chapter five (pages 84-86) 
in relation to Romantic portraiture, but it is worth noting at this stage the depiction of the right hand. 
19 Burger 81. 
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the duration of the exposure.20  A good example of a "natural" hand shape is seen in the 

photograph by Ghémar mentioned above (see fig. 4). Giving the sitter something to 

hold, such as a chair or a book, was a common solution. Of course, whether the subject 

of a portrait actually held the hand in this way is difficult to ascertain, but unless he was 

an actor or someone trained in precise posturing, this type of hand configuration can be 

seen as the influence of a pictorial tradition. 

Fig. 6. Josef Kriehuber, Franz Liszt (Vienna: 1838); rpd. in Burger 105. 

The continuation of this tradition of genteel posture is not surprising, given it's 

the well-established language of bodily expression. What is surprising are the lengths 

that artists went to maintain these conventions when depicting Liszt at the keyboard. 

This point becomes crucial when considering the value of iconography in studies of 

performance practice.21  Sitting at an instrument does not naturally produce an ideal 

pose. When the portraiture is full length, the obvious problem for the artists was how to 

20 
These practical problems of photography are discussed in chapter eight. 

21  This is further discussed in chapter ten in relation to Liszt at the piano and performance practice. 
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show the feet. Correct placement at right angles is hardly conducive to good pedaling 

technique, but the near parallel foot placement required had been avoided in traditional 

portraiture. One solution was to place the left foot on the sustaining pedal, and point 

the right towards the viewer, thus creating a pleasing angle between them, as in an 1869 

photograph of Liszt by Franz Hanfstaengl (1804-1877) (see fig. 7). 

Fig. 7. Franz Hanfstaengl, Franz Liszt (Munich, 1869); rpd. in Burger 259. 

Attributes and Personifications 

Another major source of signs available in the nineteenth century were those derived 

from books of personifications, of which Ripa's Iconologia is the most famous and 

widely-cited example. The concepts in Ripa's own expanded edition of Iconologia 

(1603) were arranged in alphabetical order, initially without illustrations. The latter 

were, however, included in the many different editions subsequent to Ripa's. His 

personifications were based mainly on Classical references but also made use of texts 
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from the Middle Ages.22  In a commentary on Ripa's work, Edward Maser notes that 

"The Iconologia became the standard reference work for the representation of 

allegories, providing examples of how to represent abstract ideas in visual terms."23  

The very popularity of Iconologia can encourage what Gombrich termed the 

"Dictionary Fallacy,"24  where visual symbols are interpreted too literally. Gombrich 

warns that "the impression has grown up amongst the unwary that symbols are a kind of 

code with a one-to-one relationship between sign and significance."25  He singles out 

Ripa's book as the subject of this kind of mistreatment, noting that Ripa himself 

stressed the importance of the ability of language to qualify the meaning of symbols. 

Moreover, Gombrich highlights the one-way nature of metaphors: "Ripa establishes 

quite explicitly that the symbols he uses as attributes are illustrated metaphors. 

Metaphors are not reversible."26  This warning could well be broadened to included all 

sets of gestures and expressions commonly used in the period discussed. 

Having said that, certain common symbolic visual elements, including those from 

Iconologia show a long-lasting currency. In particular, that of the personification of 

"Meditatio" (or "Reflection") is relevant here (see fig. 8). Extracts of Ripa's 

description, in particular passages describing the physical and gestural, are given below: 

The personification of Reflection is a woman of mature and sober 

appearance, sombrely and simply dressed in a long robe, who sits pensively 

on a heap of books. She holds one book in her lap, marking the place in it 

with her finger [ ... ] Maturity is the age in which reflection is most 

practiced and has the best results. The woman rests her head on her hand in 

a pensive manner to show the weightiness of her thoughts. The heap of 

books on which she sits indicates that much study of the writings of the 

sages is an excellent foundation for thought. She is, indeed, reading, but 

had paused for reflection upon what she has just read, and marks her place 

22  Cesare Ripa, Baroque & Rococo Pictorial Imagery: The 1758-60 Hertel Edition of Ripa's 
"Iconologia," intro., trans. and commentaries, Edward A. Maser (New York: Dover, 1971) ix—x. 
23 Ripa x. 
24 Gombrich, "Aims and Limits" 472. 
25 Gombrich, "Aims and Limits" 472. 
26 Gombrich, "Aims and Limits" 472. 



in the book with her finger so that she can continue after meditating for a 

while.2  

Fig. 8. Hertel, Meditatio (1760); rpt in Ripa, Illustration 186 no page no. 

Several aspects of this example continued to be used to represent reflection in art. 

Firstly, the head resting upon the hand, itself resting at the elbow on some prop, is 

frequently encountered. Secondly, the finger used to mark a spot in a book or score, to 

which the sitter will be returning, is a common pose. The pensive expression, 

indicative of "weighty thoughts" of course combines with the posing. These two 

gestural components, the thoughtful hand to chin and the marked spot in a book, 

constitute a commonly used visual sign that might be labeled the "meditatio" type. The 

former gesture suggests pensiveness, while the latter indicates a paused reflection upon 

a particular passage or thought. The image of a learned gentleman musing over a book 

27  Ripa, Personification no. 186. 
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was commonplace in early nineteenth-century portraiture; often the setting would be in. 

an Arcadian landscape, with antique architecture of busts present as we11.28  

The gesture of marking a page in a book, which is then held aside while 

pondering, is common amongst portraits depicting men of letters and the arts. A well-

known example is a watercolour of Schubert from 1825 by Wilhelm Rieder 

(1796-1880). Another example is the portrait of Joseph Haydn by the British painter 

Thomas Hardy (1757-died after 1804) from c. 1791. In this case a score takes the place 

of a book, and the composer is shown as reflective, but by no means pensive (see fig. 

9). 

Fig. 9. Thomas Hardy, Franz Joseph Haydn (London: c. 1791); rpd. in Stewart Buettner and 

Reinhard G. Pauly, Great Composers, Great Artists Portraits 

(London: Duckworth, 1992) 47. 

Countless portraits use the hand to chin pose to allude to a state of reflection, or 

even melancholy, as in the famous woodcut by Albrecht Dürer 29  The famous and 

28 
One such example is the portrait by Cornelius of Theodor Glasmacher—a prominent teacher. 

Reproduced in German Masters of the Nineteenth Century: Paintings and Drawings from the Federal 
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much reproduced portrait of Lord Byron (1788-1824) by Richard Westall (1765-1836), 

showing the poet in profile, chin resting upon his hand, was a notable precedent for 

Lisztian pottiaiture.30  

An excellent example of the meditatio pose is found in a portrait by Henri 

Lehmann (1814-1882) of Marie d'Agoult (1805-1876) from 1843 (see fig. 10).31  

D' Agoult is shown in profile, right hand raised to her chin, left hand marking a book 

with the index finger. Her head is tilted downwards, and her mouth is slightly open, her 

eyes heavy-lidded with contemplation. The setting is a Romantic landscape with a 

Classical-style column at her back, with a vine or creeping plant growing around it. 

Fig. 10. Henri Lehmann, Marie d'Agoult (1843); rpd. in Burger 75. 

Republic of Germany (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York: H. N. Abrams) 82. 
29  Albrecht Dürer, Melancolia I, 1514. 
30 The iconographical parallels with Liszt and Byron are discussed further in chapters five and six. 
31 D'Agoult was Liszt's mistress between 1832/3 and 1844, and she bore three children from their 
relationship. See Alan Walker, Franz Liszt: The Virtuoso Years: 1811-1847, vol. 1 (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1996) for further details. 
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A lithograph by the Austrian artist Josef Kriehuber (1800-1876) shows Kriehuber 

himself listening to Liszt play, hand to chin in a classic pose of contemplation (see fig. 

11)- Kriehuber's lithograph is clearly modeled upon Josef Danhauser's 1840 painting, 

allowing for the natural reversal of printing.32  Kriehuber has included himself on the 

left (analogous to d'Agoult's position in the original), with his left elbow knee resting 

on his knee, hand to chin. His right hand rests on a pencil or lithographic crayon and 

sketchbook. He is peering vacantly across the picture, engrossed in the music, which 

judging from the score on the piano, was Beethoven. As Alessandra Comini has 

observed, this provided a visual model of how to listen to the music of Beethoven.33  

Fig. 11. Josef Kriehuber, A Matinée at Liszt's (1846); rpd. in Burger 163. 

A fine example of the meditatio in Lisztian portraiture occurs in another 

lithograph by Kriehuber (see fig. 12). Liszt is shown with his head propped against his 

arm, hand to the side of the face, whilst the other hand rests on an open music score. 

Here is Liszt the reflective musician—considering a music score rather than a book. 

32 See chapter six. 
33 Alessandra Comini, The Changing Image of Beethoven: A Study in Mythmaking (New York: Rizzoli, 
1987) 215-216. 
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The gaze is somewhat heavy-lidded, suggesting dreamy and distant thoughts, but the 

music links these thoughts back to Liszt's profession. Two daguerreotypes from the 

mid-1840s demonstrate the easy transmission of symbols through different media. 

Both show Liszt with his right elbow resting upon a cloth-covered table. One has him 

marking the pages of a book, staring slightly upwards (see fig. 13); the other has him 

resting his head against his hand, looking rather more contemplative. In the latter 

example it cannot be seen in the reproduction whether Liszt holds a book. 

Fig. 12. Josef Kriehuber, Franz Liszt (1846); rpd. in Burger 160. 
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Fig 13. Anon., Franz Liszt, Daguerreotype (1844); rpd. in Burger 153. 

Facial Expression in Art 

In addition to the basics of posture, more detailed facial expressions can also be 

observed. A recurring set, even template, of facial expressions permeates Lisztian 

portraiture. These can be illustrated by two examples, dating many years apart. An 

early anonymous lithographic portrait, published by C. Motte in Paris c. 1825, shows 

the young Liszt with head turned, staring heavenwards with mouth open (see fig. 14). 

The overall impression is one of ecstatic and youthful elation. Another portrait by 

Kaulbach from 1856 shows a rather similar expression (see fig. 15). This portrait is of 

Liszt's head and shoulders, with his face in three-quarter view. The eyes are raised 

heavenwards, the brow is slightly furrowed, the mouth closed but with a hint of a smile. 

Kaulbach has enhanced the impact by placing Liszt's head above the pictorial plane, 

adding to the upward pull of the portrait. He has also created strong highlights upon 

Liszt's forehead. This aspect of the artists' use of visual devices is discussed at greater 

length in chapter five. 



Fig. 14. C. Motte, F. Liszt (Paris: c. 1825); rpd. in Burger 43. 

Fig. 15. Wilhelm von Kaulbach, Franz Liszt (1856); rpd. in Burger 205. 

38 
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The question that these very different portraits raise is what type of pictorial code 

of expression leads to such disparate works using a similar form? Certainly these 

examples do not derive from models of genteel posture. The origins of this artistic 

tradition lie instead in religious paintings and rely on a systematic code of expression 

used in art for some two centuries before Liszt. 

The study and representation of facial expression was known as "pathognomy" 

(signes pathétiques) in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.34  Its significance in 

appreciating art from these centuries is enormous. In practice, pathognomy was the 

"definition of character from dynamic, yet often habitual gestures and facial 

expression."35  This was only a means to an end, however, for these gestures and 

expression enabled artists to "create a narrative art which qualified, like poetry, as a 

liberal art in its ability to instruct, to move, and to delight."36  

Standards for the expression of emotions in visual art have been an aim of artists 

for centuries.37  The most influential figure in this quest was Charles Le Brun 

(1619-1690), with his Conférence sur l'expression générale et particulière. Le Brun 

was a French painter during the reign of Louis XIV, and his Conférence, published in 

1698, was the result of a series of lectures he gave on painting. Le Brun developed his 

models of expression from both historical precedents, such as Raphael, as well as 

scientific studies such as Descartes's work on the passions. He developed a 

sophisticated mechanistic theory of the expression of the passions, a theory that found 

ready acceptance in the Age of Enlightenment, especially with his intentional 

didacticism.38  Le Brun aimed, according to John Wilson, to provide his students with a 

method "whereby the means of producing the passions might be grasped."39  But 

Wilson goes on to note that the treatise was no mere handbook, for Le Brun saw his 

work as a encapsulating a theory of expression itself. 

Le Brun focussed upon facial expressions, and these are illustrated throughout; 

these illustrations were to become so widely used that Hogarth referred to Le Brun's 

34 John M. Wilson, The Painting of the Passions in Theory, Practice and Criticism in Later Eighteenth-
Century France, PhD diss., 1975, University of Iowa: Ann Arbor, 1981,, 12. 
35 Wilson 12. 
36 Wilson 12. 
37 Brewster Rogerson, "The Art of Painting the Passions," Journal of the History of Ideas 14 (1953): 73. 
38  Wilson 15_ 
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book as "the common drawing book."40  As had Descartes before him, Le Brun thought 

that the face was a "window of the soul."41  As Linda Walsh explains, Le Brun believed 

that "It was essential that the beholder should recognise the particular emotion 

represented on a figure's face in order to guarantee narrative clarity, or the clear 

depiction of the psychological effects of events."42  So, although the basis of his treatise 

may have involved some theorising, the aim was pragmatic—to enable artists to express 

emotions unambiguously in their painting, and thus make their intentions clearer. 

Wilson attributes the success of Le Brun's work to its practicality: 

The fact that Le Brun illustrated his theory and provided a handbook on 

the passions for use by the student of painting made him important to the 

pedagogically and practically oriented, non-theoretical eighteenth century. 

His theory itself received little significant reformulation [ . 1.43 

Even though Le Brun's influence faded, and was rejected either on aesthetic or 

scientific grounds, there had been a long established set of signs denoting very specific 

emotions. As Alistair Smart writes: `By the eighteenth century the history-painter had 

developed a whole vocabulary of gesture and expression which has now largely passed 

out of currency. It was a language remarkable for its precision [ ... 1."44  

During the eighteenth century, particularly in France, Le Brun's stereotyped 

expressions were countered by an interest in more reserved or "absorbed" expressions. 

Walsh noted the perceived limitations of Le Brun's facial types; the visual examples he 

used were not being varied by subsequent artists, largely because: 

it was difficult for artists to perceive and adapt their underlying principles. 

There was, further, little room for subtlety in Le Brun's illustrations, as they 

were intended as prototypes. They represent extreme emotional states and 

very few of them relate to tranquil feelings. Many were intended for battle 

39 Wilson 15. 
40 William Hogarth, The Analysis of Beauty, ed. Joseph Burke, (Oxford: Clarendon, 1955), quoted in 
Smart 91. 
41 Linda Walsh, "The Expressive Face: Manifestations of Sensibility in Eighteenth-century French Art," 
Art History 19.4 (1996): 527. 
42 Walsh 527. 
43 Wilson 17. 
44 Smart 91. 
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scenes in which figures would turn their faces towards the viewer so that 

these faces could "scream" fear, grief, violence and so on.45  

Another significant challenge to Le Brun's thesis came from the emerging style of 

Neoclassicism. Johann Winckelmann (1717-1768), the crucial figure in establishing 

Neoclassicism, argued that expression "changes the lines of the face, and the stance of 

the body; it alters the forms that constitute beauty, and the greater this alteration, the 

more prejudicial it is to beauty."46  

Both these views on the portrayal of facial expression had a profound impact on 

nineteenth-century iconography of musicians. Depictions of extreme emotions would 

be avoided in high art, even if the subject actually showed them. We know from 

contemporary written accounts that Liszt did exhibit a great range of facial expressions 

when he played and was animated in conversation. Artists with a Neoclassicist 

background or manner may well have wished to avoid this display in their images of 

Liszt, whether at the piano or not. Neoclassicism imposed some degree of restraint 

upon the depiction of strong emotions, as seen in the works of Ingres.47  

The interest in depicting the passions was carried into the nineteenth century by 

artists who received training in the late eighteenth century." As Wilson observes, 

however, there was an overall decline in the "academic" depiction of the passions in the 

nineteenth century: 

Younger history painters, trained in the early years of the nineteenth 

century, fell heir to the academic painting of the passions. Significantly 

however, this heritage was more limited and isolated than with those 

painters of the 1770's through the 1790's who were exposed to a 

widespread, flexible pedagogy concerning the passions.49  

45 Walsh 529-530. Emphasis original. 
45 Winckelmann, quoted in Jennifer Montagu, The Expression of the Passions: The Origin and Influence 
of Charles le Brun's Conférence Sur l'Expression Générale et Particulière (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1994) 97. 
47 Wilson. 254. 
48 Wilson 251. 
49 Wilson 251. 
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Wilson notes, nonetheless, that painters such as Géricault and Delacroix made use of 

academic facial expressions, but with a new level of realism. The continuing influence 

of the academic painting of the passions occurred for various reasons: 

The interest in painting the passions these nineteenth century figures drew 

from the eighteenth century assisted them in their various goals. Earlier in 

the century the goal may have been to generate emotion for the romantic 

artist. Later it may have been, as with Degas, to attain a heightened realism 

of sense of modern life.50  

Attempts to find new models of expression did not die out in the nineteenth 

century; various "scientific" studies renewed the push towards linking art and 

expression. A study of human expression by Francis Warner from as late as 1885 

suggested that art of the period should be judged according to previous writers' work: 

Ancient art has recorded indelibly in sculpture and on pottery the modes of 

expression seen in former times; the writings of Camper, Lavater, and Le 

Brun have taught much as to expression: and we shall inquire presently how 

far modern and contemporaneous art complies with the high requirements 

of the principles of expression in illustrating conditions of the body and the 

mind.51  

As Jennifer Montagu notes in her study of Le Brun's work, his theory and guide to the 

expression was discredited by subsequent studies in anatomy and psychology.52  But, 

she observes, "his lecture had become firmly embedded in the literature of expression, 

being included even in the bibliographies of relatively modern psychologists [ ... 1„53 

The significance of Le Brun's work for Lisztian iconography is that the system 

for expressing the passions in history and narrative painting were also used in 

portraiture. Le Brun's facial prototypes were used by many painters, including Jean-

Baptiste Greuze (1725-1805) and Jacques-Louis David (1748-1825), the latter in his 

50 Wilson 252. 
51 Francis Warner, Physical Expression: Its Modes and Principles (London: Kegan Paul, Trench & Co., 
1885) 289-290. 
52  Montagu 104. 
53 Montagu 102-103 
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earlier years. Using such expressions, genre painters could endow their scenes with the 

type of seriousness normally reserved for historical painters, such as Greuze.54  

Returning to the two portraits of Liszt cited at the beginning of this section (figs. 

14 [page 40] and 15 [page 45]), it can be seen that the most relevant of Le Brun's 

models of expression are "Wonder," "Esteem," "Veneration" and "Rapture." All four 

passions are of the same basic type, being derived from "Wonder" (see fig. 16).55  Le 

Brun's description of wonder is precise, and so is worth quoting in full: 

As we have said that Wonder is the first and most temperate of all the 

passions, in which the heart feels the least disturbance, so the face also 

undergoes very little change in any part. If there is any change, it is only in 

the raising of the eyebrow, but the two ends of it will remain level; the eye 

will be a little more open than usual, and the pupil will be situated 

equidistant from the two eyelids, and immobile, fixed on the object which 

causes the wonder. The mouth will also be slightly open, but it will appear 

otherwise unchanged, as will the rest of the face. The passion produces a 

suspension of movement only to give time to the soul to deliberate on what 

to do, and to consider the object before it attentively, for if it be rare and 

extraordinary, out of this simple movement will come Esteem.56  

53 Walsh 527. 
55 Le Brun, "L'admiration," Lecture on Expression, trans. in Montagu 132. 
56 Montagu 132. 
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Fig. 16. Charles Le Brun, Wonder (c. 1698); rpd. in Montagu 146. 

Esteem differs from Wonder in Le Brun's description in that the eyebrows "will 

appear thrust forward over the eyes,"57  lowered at the inner end and raised at the outer. 

The pupil is raised, and the mouth's corners "drawn back and downwards."58  With 

Veneration, the head and eyebrows are lowered relative to Esteem, marking "the 

submission and the respect which the soul feels towards an object which it believes to 

be above it"59  Otherwise, it is quite similar. Finally, and of most relevance, is Le 

Brun's description of Rapture (see fig. 17) which will be quoted at length: 

But if the Wonder is caused by some object which [is] far above the 

comprehension of the soul, such as the power and greatness of God, then 

the movements of Wonder and Veneration will be different from those 

described above, for the head will incline towards the side of the heart, the 

eyebrows will be raised, and the pupil also lifted up. The head, bowed as I 

have described, seems to show the humility and powerlessness of the soul. 

57 Montagu 132. 
58 Montagu 133. 
59 Montagu 133. 
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It is for this same reason that neither the eyes nor the eyebrows are drawn 

towards the [pineal] gland, but raised towards heaven, on which they seem 

to be concentrated as if to discover there what the soul cannot conceive. 

The mouth is partly open with the corners slightly raised up, expressing a 

sort of ecstasy.60 

  

Fig. 17. Charles Le Brun, Rapture (c. 1698); rpd. in Montagu 147. 

Rapture is therefore linked with religious experience, but more properly represents an 

awe of the unknown. Thus centuries later, the American phrenologist Samuel Wells 

was able to describe how "savages" expressed the same passion at the heavens.61 

Although codified by Le Brun, the use of the inspired, heaven-gazing expression 

dates back to classical times. It was a distinctive feature of many portraits of Alexander 

60 Montagu 133. 
61 Wells uses Le Brunian types as his examples of expression, proof enough of the longevity of the 
Frenchman's codification. Samuel R. Wells, New Physiognomy, or, Signs of Character, as Manifested 
through Temperament and External Forms, and Especially in "The Human Face Divine" (New York: 
Fowler and Wells, 1867). 
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the Great. According to H.P. L'Orange's study, these expressions signified the ruler's 

contact with heaven.62  This heavenly contact: 

became a characteristic pose of the rulers of antiquity. A determining factor 

in the ruler's whole demeanour, it set its stamp, one might say, upon royalty 

itself. To an even greater degree than the actual personality of the ruler, it 

determined his representation, the image consciously seeking to embody his 

elevated leadership, and serving as a political manifestation.63  

Several portraits from the early nineteenth century demonstrate the expression of 

rapture. An excellent example is a portrait of Madame de Staël by Elizabeth Vigée-

Lebrun (1755-1842), painted around 1808.64  The sitter is depicted as Sappho-like, with 

a lyre, staring ecstatically upwards, head turned and mouth open in a radiant expression. 

Here the connection between music and a rapturous state is explicit. Another example 

by Vigée-Lebrun shows the composer Giovanni Paisiello (1740-1816) at a keyboard 

(see fig. 18). The portrait dates from 1790, and shows the composer with his head 

turned sharply to his left, eyes raised and mouth open. The allusion is presumably to 

the composer's communication with his music, an inspirational state. 

62 Hans Peter L'Orange, Apotheosis in Ancient Portraiture (New Rochelle, New York: Caratzas 
Brothers, 1982). 
63 L'Orange 13-14. 
64 Reproduced in Janis Bergman-Carton, The Woman of Ideas in French Art, 1830-1848 (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1995) 174. Chapter five of Bergman-Carton's study, "Portraits of Woman of 
Ideas: Muse and Sphinx," 161-210 is of particular interest for music iconographers. 



Fig. 18. Louise-Elizabeth Vigée-Lebrun, Giovanni Paisiello (Versailles: 1791); 

rpd. in Buettner and Pauly 53. 

If the early lithograph of Liszt mentioned earlier (fig. 14 [page 38]) is viewed in 

terms of these conventions, it can be seen that he was represented as a child with God-

given gifts, able to contemplate the otherworldly state of musical creation. This 

interpretation is entirely consistent with the reception the young Liszt was enjoying, as 

contemporary accounts show (see chapter seven where this portrait is discussed 

further). This example perfectly demonstrates how iconographic material of dubious 

accuracy and reliability nonetheless provides evidence of a particular kind; in this case, 

on the reception of the young Liszt. 

A related and similar expression of inspiration is a notable feature in a series of 

portraits of Beethoven. Rita Steblin observes that the eyes turned to the side and 

upwards conforms to a tradition of depicting inspiration (or "Begeisterung" in 
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German).65  The main difference is that in the two Liszt portraits cited earlier, the eyes 

are more noticeably turned upwards, presumably as a clearer reference to divine 

inspiration. 

These expressions were not just applied by artists to performers. They were also 

used to show appropriate responses to music from a listener. For example, the state of 

rapture can be seen in Josef Danhauser's depiction of the author George Sand in his 

famous 1840 group painting of Liszt at the piano surrounded by some notable figures of 

the early Romantic era (see fig. 31).66  She alone is rapturous, the others are attentive, 

although d'Agoult appears to be almost swooning against the piano at Liszt's feet. 

Richard Leppert sees the explicit display of emotion in the females present as 

significant: 

The women are represented as emotionally undone by their response to the 

music. Sand's gentlemanly top hat lies on the floor, as if tossed aside in 

distraction. Although she is crossed-dressed, her face is that of a women in 

thrall, as if Liszt's playing has remade her into a "typical" woman. 

Overcome by the music, Sand employs her right hand to press closed the 

covers of a book held by Dumas: heart overwhelms mind, reason surrenders 

to feeling.67  

Her expression is actually little different in derivation from several portraits of Liszt; 

the difference is that she is a listener not a performer. This study diverges somewhat 

with Leppert's interpretation, and this painting will be discussed at greater length in 

chapter six, in relation to Liszt as leader. It is a good example of the repertoire of 

expressions used by artists. 

65 Rita Steblin, "The Newly Discovered Hochenecker Portrait of Beethoven (1810): `Das aehnlichste 
Beethovens,'" Journal of the American Musicological Society 45 (1992): 468-497. 
66 This portrait is discussed in detail in chapter six (see fig. 33 page 106-115). 
67 Richard Leppert, "Cultural Contradiction" 256-257. 



The Significance of Poses and Expressions 

Visual expressions and gestures, as a collection of recognisable and weighty visual 

cues, were used across different media by a variety of artists. They formed part of a 

traditional language of the body, through a combination of social conventions, artistic 

traditions and scientific study. While the visual materials were not new, their use 

was—they were now found in portraits, not just in religious paintings. They became 

legitimate resources for the portraitist, not just for the historical or allegorical painter. 

A note of warning should be expressed regarding the recognition and 

interpretation of discrete signs of expression and gesture. A portrait is more than the 

sum of its parts, and the mere use of certain well-established visual cues by the 

portraitists should not invite a naïve and reductionist reading of a portrait. These cues 

are part of the artist's resource of visual materials, contributing to pictorial style, but 

their particular usage and context takes the overall result beyond the identification of 

mere thematic allusions. This chapter, however, was concerned with the identification 

and classification of some fundamental elements of pictorial style more or less in 

isolation. The interpretation of a portrait should be undertaken from a wider 

perspective, as will be attempted in chapters five and six. 

Two particular types of emotion are displayed in Lisztian portraiture, either 

"inspiration" of a rather religious type; or "reflection," based on a long tradition of 

representing deep contemplation. It is not surprising in itself that these emotions are 

seen as representative of the appropriate response to music. What is surprising, 

however, is that they found legitimacy in the otherwise often staid and conservative 

genre of portrait painting. This in turn suggests that an emotional response to music 

was a publicly acceptable behaviour. Musically-inspired emotions thus achieved a 

visual legitimacy equivalent to religious or romantic displays of emotion. These long-

established traditions of gesture and expression would be subverted in caricature, 

challenged by artists, or found wanting when applied to new media, such as 

photography, yet there was no simple evolutionary and linear move away from them, 

and they remained significant throughout Liszt's lifetime. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Liszt and the Physiognomic Ideal 

Anyone who is familiar with even a small portion of the many hundreds of paintings, 

drawings, and photographs which make up the Liszt iconography will appreciate that he 

had one of the most mobile of faces, and there is consequently an immense diversity 

among the many likenesses, leading us to ask of two different portraits: "Can these be one 

and the same man?" 1  

Alan Walker 

This chapter examines another significant facet of the pictorial style of Lisztian 

portraiture—physiognomy and phrenology. These pseudo-sciences complemented the 

traditions of gesture and expression discussed in chapter three, forming another 

sophisticated set of visual resources available to the portraitist. It will be seen that 

physiognomy and phrenology were factors behind the remarkable spread and popularity 

of Liszt's iconography. 

Liszt visage was amongst the best-known and most often reproduced images of 

his age: his likeness can be found in a wide variety of media, in both high- and low-art 

forms, ranging from "bronze statues to chocolate effigies."2  Quite apart from his fame 

as a pianist and his tumultuous personal life, images of his ivory profile came close to 

encapsulating for many a particular ideal relating to facial types that proved to be 

particularly enduring at the time. Pauline Pocknell comments that: 

Liszt's was a "face which launched a thousand artists," and a thousand 

artists made his ivory profile—his Florentine / Dantesque / Byronic / 

Napoleonic I Mephistophelian face—one of the "looks" of the nineteenth 

century .3  

However, it is not merely a matter of Liszt perfectly fulfilling an ideal image, nor 

of him founding this image; to a certain extent his depictions were made to fit the pre-

existing expectations of what such a person should look like. The many threads behind 

1  Walker, Liszt vol. 1, n. 248. 
2  Pocknell 123. 
3  Pocknell 123. 

sn 



51 

the construction of this idealised image find their roots in the nineteenth century 

theories of physiognomy and phrenology. This chapter explores some of the ways in 

which physiognomic beliefs impacted upon both literary and visual portraits of 

musicians in the nineteenth century, using Liszt as a focal point. 

Musicologists encountering for the first time descriptions of composers and 

musicians in nineteenth-century letters, reviews, memoirs or diaries might happen upon 

physical descriptions either of a strangely detailed and systematic nature, or perhaps 

making reference to unusual facial features. A typical example concerning Liszt comes 

from the Birmingham Journal of 1840: 

He is a very good-looking young man, pale, thin, and intellectual; with a 

fine forehead, good nose, and well cut mouth; not a little resembling the 

portraits of Bonaparte, when a captain of artillery. He is plainly, in his 

department, a man of great genius and originality .4  

Underlying much of this fastidious attention to physical appearance and brazen 

confidence in assessing personality was the widespread belief in physiognomy. It was 

the means by which many nineteenth-century Europeans and Americans "saw" each 

other, or, to express this more precisely, it provided the discourse for "body criticism."5  

If an analogy can be made, physiognomy was the psychoanalysis of the nineteenth 

century; it contained a whole system of classification and language of analysis. Its 

means of propagation ranged from the erudite monograph to the popularist pamphlet, 

covering topics as diverse as the nature of the soul and tips for courtship. 

To return to the description of Liszt quoted above, physiognomic bias is often 

more readily discerned in written descriptions than in iconography because the moral 

and intellectual judgments were usually explicit. Observations such as "a fine 

forehead" were not taken to be merely aesthetic by the readers of the day; they carried 

great weight as deeper judgements of artistic and intellectual ability, as well as moral 

and social status. Parallel to such written descriptions was physiognomy's impact upon 

visual art, as impact both obvious when recognised and yet less surely interpreted due 

4 Birmingham Journal, 1840, quoted in Adrian Williams, Portrait of Liszt: By Himself and His 
Contemporaries (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990) 148. 

5  A term used by Barbara Stafford in, Barbara Stafford, Body Criticism: Imaging the Unseen in 
Enlightenment Art and Medicine (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1991) 84. 
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to the complexities of visual representation. To complicate matters more, in both 

literary and visual art of the nineteenth century, physiognomy provided a set of signs 

that tended towards two conflicting ends. It encouraged a new level of individualism in 

the detail and accuracy of representations, but also aided in the manipulation and 

stereotyping of gender, class and race.6  

Whether visual or written, the significance of physiognomically-derived 

representations can be completely overlooked today due to physiognomy's decline into 

a fringe pseudo-science throughout mainstream Western society. Physiognomically 

laden iconography tends to present itself as little more than quaint or bizarre and, as a 

consequence, means little. An understanding of physiognomy enables a more 

sophisticated analysis of iconography by providing a key to one of the most crucial 

elements in the nineteenth-century artist's pictorial style. Therefore, before examining 

specific examples of music iconography, a general background to physiognomical and 

phrenological thought is provided. 

Outline of Physiognomy and Phrenology 

The theory and practice of physiognomy, and its relative phrenology (the study of the 

shape of the skull as an indicator of personality or mental ability) permeated the culture 

of nineteenth-century Europe and America to an extent hard to appreciate now. At the 

root of both physiognomy and phrenology was the assumption that inward qualities, 

such as morality and character, are reflected in the outward, physical aspects of the face 

and body. The terms "physiognomy" and "phrenology" were often used 

interchangeably in the early nineteenth century, leading to some confusion between two 

quite distinct systems of thought. These beliefs provided moral, spiritual, practical and 

scientific knowledge and instruction to societies keen for guidance derived from nature, 

6  For discussions of this manipulation and stereotyping, see Stafford, Body Criticism; L. Perry Curtis, 
Apes and Angels: The Irishman in Victorian Caricature (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 
1971); Mary Cowling, The Artist as Anthropologist; and Charles Colbert, A Measure of Perfection: 
Phrenology and the Fine Arts in America (London: University of North Carolina Press, 1997). 
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whether God-given or not, and free from metaphysics.? Although dismissed for much 

of the twentieth century as a mere popular pseudo-science unworthy of study, these 

beliefs were taken seriously by many influential people of the day, whether scientists or 

not. Amongst adherents to either physiognomy or phrenology were the biologist Alfred 

Wallace, and the writers Honoré de Balzac and Charlotte Brontë, to name a few. 

Physiognomy is by far the older of the two disciplines, dating back to Classical 

times with the earliest treatise, the Physiognomonica, traditionally attributed to 

Aristotle. In this work a close relationship is inferred between the body and the soul, 

with various facets of physical appearance and moral character being related to one 

another.8  A notable thread of thought present throughout the history of physiognomy 

has been the association between animal and human features, commented upon as early 

as the pseudo-Aristotle text to as late as the nineteenth century.9  

The most influential pre-Enlightenment figure in the history of physiognomy was 

Giambattista della Porta (c. 1535-1615), whose De humana physiognomonica (1586) 

was to have a profound impact; by 1655 there were at least twenty editions throughout 

Europe, in several translations. Porta's work, although bound by the scientific 

principles of his day, was nonetheless a significant step in physiognomy's move away 

from belief systems like astrology. His work would be cited by other leading 

physiognomists throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In particular, his 

famous visual comparisons between animals and humans were to capture the 

imagination of artists and physiognomists for years to come. 

The most significant figure, the mastermind and founder of the final phase of 

physiognomy, was the Protestant Swiss minister Johann Caspar Lavater (1741-1801). 

Lavater established his version of physiognomy with the publication of a small treatise 

"On Physiognomy" in 1772. But it was his massive and extremely expensive 

Physiognomische Fragmente zur Beförderung der Menschenkenntnis and 

7  The significance of this element in phrenology's popularity in Victorian society is examined by David 
de Giustiono in his Conquest of the Mind: Phrenology and Victorian Social Thought (London: Croom 
Helm, 1975) 36. 
8 Graeme Tytler, Physiognomy in the European Novel: Faces and Fortunes (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1982) 37. 
9  The pseudo-Aristotelian Physiognomonica influenced much of the later history of physiognomy, for it 
gave the impression of being scientific. Throughout the Medieval and Renaissance periods physiognomy 
was closely allied to the sciences of medicine and physiology, but it also closely connected to the 
humanistic disciplines. See Tytler 38. 



54 

Menschenliebe (hereafter: Fragmente) in four volumes, published by 1778, that laid the 

foundation of his system. According to Lavater, the face was a presentation of moral 

and spiritual truth, and he believed that the science of physiognomy had a role to play in 

helping people learn the truth as well as love each other. Although his Fragmente 

received varied reactions, it was widely reviewed in journals, to the extent that it was 

well known throughout Europe even before translations were made. Translations and 

more editions soon followed; its popularity could be measured by the fact that over 

fifty-seven versions had been published in six languages by 1810. 

Physiognomists gave particular parts of the face specific significance according to 

size and shape.10  For example, the chin had two facets: projection and roundness. The 

first characteristic represented will, the latter amativeness (sexual drive). The forehead 

had the dimensions of height, width and angle in profile. A high forehead represented 

intellect, but broadness was also needed to be truly wise. Regarding the mouth, the 

degree of fullness was representative of the level of sensual passion. Sensual 

personalities, indicated by large lips, were considered with distrust; thin lips were 

indicative of a harsh, mean personality. Thus, a well-proportioned mouth was expected 

of an artist. The nose was considered to be extremely important by Lavater and 

subsequent physiognomists. To give some specific examples, an aquiline (or Roman) 

nose reflected firmness, while a straight (Greek) nose indicated refinement of emotions. 

A snub nose represented underdevelopment and stupidity. If one fundamental and 

overriding aspect of the face could have been picked, it was the facial angle; that is, the 

angle formed by the face when viewed in profile. Simply put, the straighter the angle 

the more intellectually and morally developed (the ideal being a Classical Greek 

profile), the sharper the angle the less intelligent (such as an ape-like profile).1 i 

Lavater defined physiognomy as "the science or knowledge of the 

correspondence between the external and internal man, the visible superficies and the 

10 Most of the following paragraph draws on the useful overview by Jeanne Fahnestock. See her "The 
Heroine of Irregular Features: Physiognomy and Conventions of Heroine Description," Victorian Studies 
24 (1982): 325-350. 
11 The concept of facial angle was developed to the extreme, and with great influence, by the Dutch 
anatomist Pieter Camper in his Dissertation sur les variétés naturelles qui charactérisent la 
physiognomie des hommes, first published in 1791. 
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invisible contents."12  He provides countless illustrations of various facial types, and 

then offers his analysis of them. Unfortunately, his writings are somewhat rambling, 

and it can be hard to draw a clear conclusion at times as to his means of arriving at 

certain interpretations. Lavater's opinions often appear intuitive, although an 

underlying consistency does manifest itself during the course of his work. 

Lavater's Fragmente was to receive a generally positive response from scholars, 

critics and the educated public. For example, the normally harsh Frankfurter gelehrte 

Anzeigen praised him with: "All experts are unanimously delighted by Herr Lavater's 

physiognomics. He has exceeded all expectations, and these were no mediocre ones."13  

Lavater's work was much more than just an empirical guide to a person's 

character: it provided an appealing mix of religious and scientific mores. A typical 

reaction to his work that illustrates this point comes from George Sand, as recorded in a 

letter to Liszt himself from 1835. She writes to him of her response to finding an 

edition of Lavater's Fragmente: 

You can imagine my joy, and I can assure you that I have never read 

anything more pleasant, instructive, and beneficial. Poetry, wisdom, 

profound observation, goodness, religious feeling, evangelical charity, 

morality, fine sensitivity, nobility, and simplicity of style—those were the 

qualities I found in Lavater [ 

During the course of the nineteenth century many of the physiognomic works that 

followed from Lavater were of a more popularist nature, concerning practical matters 

such as courtship and social appearance. Nonetheless, the nineteenth century also saw 

an increased stress amongst some physiognomists for their discipline to become more 

scientific, particularly via use of comparative anatomy and Darwinian theory. 

Phrenology followed hard on the heels of Lavaterian physiognomy. Developed 

around the turn of the nineteenth century, phrenology, or craniology as it was first 

12 Lavater, Essays on Physiognomy, trans. Thomas Holcroft; Also One Hundred Physiognomical Rules, 
Taken from a Posthumous work by J. C. Lavater; and a Memoir of the Author. 18th ed. (London; Ward, 
Lock and Bowden, c. 1885) 11. 
13 Translated from the German in Siegfried Frey, "Lavater, Lichtenberg, and the Suggestive Power of the 
Human Face," ed. Ellis Shookman, The Faces of Physiognomy: interdisciplinary Approaches to Johann 
Caspar Lavater (Colombia; Camden House, 1993) 84. 
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called, was founded by Franz Joseph Gall (1758-1828). Gall believed that since 

muscles grow with use, so must the brain. He reasoned that, given a flexible enough 

skull, a close examination of the head will reveal various bumps and dips indicative of 

the mental facility underneath. Detailed and complex charts of the head—the famous 

"phrenological head"—were developed, Iocating specific faculties with supposed 

accuracy.15  It is in this very notion of precise localisation that phrenology differed most 

from physiognomy, for phrenology was very much part of the nineteenth-century's 

move towards the "division and fragmentation of the physical subject into increasingly 

specific organic and mechanical systems."16  

Samuel Wells, a leading nineteenth century American phrenologist, published in 

1867 his New Physiognomy, or, Signs of Character, in it presenting a synthesis of 

physiognomic and phrenological thought up to that time. His "chief principles" of 

phrenology are a succinct introduction to the science, and so the first four are 

reproduced below: 

1. The brain is the special organ of the mind. The essence and mode of 

operation of the mind itself are inscrutable;, we can only study its 

manifestations. 

2. The mind, though essentially a unit, is made up of about forty different 

faculties, each of which is manifested by means of a particular part of the 

brain, set apart exclusively for it and called its organ [ ... 1. 

3. When other conditions are the same, the larger the brain the stronger it 

is; and the larger the portion of the brain occupied for the manifestation of a 

faculty, the stronger its manifestation. 

4. Those portions of brain used for faculties related to each other are 

located together. Thus the brain is divided into regions or groups, as well as 

into organs. The location and boundaries of these organs and regions may 

14 From Franz Liszt, An Artist's Journey: Lettres d'un bachelier ès musique, 1835-1841/Franz, Liszt, 
trans. and annot. Charles Suttoni (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989) 210-211. 
15 It was Gall's successor, John Gaspar Spurzheim (1776-1832), who was instrumental in spreading the 
science of phrenology. 
16 Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994) 81. 
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be best learned from the Phrenological bust, and the accompanying diagram 

]- 17 

A figure of the famous phrenological head then follows this introduction (see fig. 19). 

As can be seen, phrenology specified with great precision where the attribute of musical 

skill, "tune," was to be found. It was located at the temple, above and slightly behind 

the eye (number 34). Due to its placement, it would be most readily discerned when the 

subject was seen face on. Phrenology thus enabled those with musical talent to be 

identified from their head alone, potentially an important belief in the training of young 

musicians.'8  

AND 
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Fig. 19. Samuel Wells, Phrenological Head (1867); rpd. in Wells 131. 

17  Wells 130. 
18 The relationship between phrenology and music remains largely unexplored, but as an example of the 
link, an extended lecture from the Sociéte phrenologique of Paris was published in the Revue Musicale of 
7 Sep. 1834, 281-285. Such writings demonstrate the topicality of the science, and its links with music. 
For some further information, see the discussion of phrenology and music by Jamie Kassler, The Science 
of Music in Britain, 1714-1830: A Catalogue of Writings, Lectures and Inventions, vol. 2 (New York: 
Garland, 1979). In particular see the entry "Spurzheim, Johann Gasper" 962-967. 
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Physiognomy and Literature 

The profound influence and pervasiveness of physiognomy can be seen from its use in 

nineteenth-century literature. In his masterful study of the impact of Lavaterian 

physiognomy upon the nineteenth-century novel, Tytler demonstrates how the literary 

composite portrait of the era owes much to Lavater's theories. Tytler writes in his 

conclusion of how: 

the [literary] composite portrait developed increasingly away from being a 

largely pictorial device into one essentially physiognomical; [ ... ] in their 

methods of characterisation novelists made specific use of physiognomical 

principles and correlations laid down in the Fragmente. 19  

Honoré de Balzac (1799-1850) provides but one example of the many authors 

who extensively utilised physiognomy in their works. He wrote of it: "Physiognomy 

has created a true science. It has finally taken its place among the fields of human 

knowledge."2° An example of Balzac's use of physiognomy is in his novel La Vieille 

Fille (The Old Maid), written in 1836. In the story the forty year-old Mademoiselle 

Corman, desiring a husband and child, wrongly chooses her mate because of her lack of 

physiognomic skills. The outwardly robust bourgeois man she selects had a small nose 

and high voice—definite signs of male impotence 21  

Jeanne Fahnestock, in a study of heroine description in the Victorian novel, notes 

the significance of physiognomy to the genre, for physiognomy helped provide a means 

of escaping from the image of the stereotypical physically perfect heroine: 

The pressure to idealise female character was strong for the mid-Victorian 

novelist [ ... ] It was particularly difficult for a novelist to break from the 

stereotype with any outright declaration of a heroine's imperfections. But 

the physiognomical description was a way of suggesting without 

19 Tytler 317 
'-0  Honoré de Balzac, quoted in Christopher Rivers, "'L'homme hiéroglyphié:' Balzac, Physiognomy, and 
the Legible Body," The Faces of Physiognomy: Interdisciplinary Approaches to Johann Casper Lavater, 
ed. Ellis Shookman (Columbia: Camden House, 1993) 148. 
21 See Rivers, `'L'homme hiéroglyphié'" for further information on Balzac's use of physiognomy. 
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proclaiming, of imputing intelligence, caprice, and even sexuality to 

heroines without indecorous explicitness.22  

Physiognomy and Visual Art 

As far as nineteenth-century iconography is concerned, the often very close relationship 

between the visual arts and physiognomy/phrenology has yet to fully receive its 

deserved attention, despite several highly valuable studies highlighting the significance 

of the link. In music iconography the field remains almost completely unexplored. 

The art historian Mary Cowling has shown how the reception of physiognomic 

theories was particularly positive in Britain, within both scientific and artistic circles. 

Using the Victorian artist W.P. Frith's Derby Day, painted in 1858 as a case in point, 

she explains the necessity of understanding physiognomy when viewing visual art from 

the Victorian era: 

The specificity with which every line and touch [of the face] is rendered is 

itself suggestive of the intensity of thought and feeling so evidently brought 

to bear on their conception: thoughts and feelings with which we are no 

loner familiar. Born, as they are, of a system of beliefs whose credibility 

is gone, all that remains is its outward semblance, a surface pattern of 

intense realisation which no longer discloses its original meaning. There is 

something paradoxical in the fact that what once ensured clarity and 

comprehension now serves only as a barrier to the understanding.23  

Cowling explains how the influential contemporary nineteenth-century Art 

Journal "expressed itself so favourably towards physiognomy and phrenology [ ... ] in 

its recommendations to the artists to adopt them as an aid to the accurate rendering of 

character."24  The obvious implications of physiognomy/phrenology for artists received 

----- Fahnestock 326. 
23 Cowling 3. 
24 

Cowling 104. Interestingly, Lavater's physiognomic writings can be seen as both a part of, and a 
catalyst for, the pre-Romantic move towards individualisation approaching the end of the eigtheenth 
century. In France, for example, he provided a framework for artists to depict caractère rather than mere 
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explicit realisation when, in 1855, the phrenologist George Combe published 

Phrenology Applied to Painting and Sculpture.- This received enthusiastic reviews 

from art journals of the time. The influence upon art and art aesthetics, of these beliefs 

was considerable, for as Graeme Tytler notes, "the practice of judging painters by their 

physiognomical skills is common to much nineteenth-century art criticism."26  

An interesting example of an artist using physiognomy/phrenology as the basis 

for some depictions is that of the English artist William Blake (1757-1827). His series 

of imaginary portraits, the Visionary Heads, demonstrates that Blake was fully up to 

date with the two theories, as he even owned and annotated a copy of the phrenologist, 

Spurzheim's Observations on the Manifestations of the Deranged Mind, or Insanity 

(published in 1817). An article by Anne Mellor from the 1970s applies a 

physiognomical and phrenological reading to three of Blake's Visionary Heads: "The 

Man Who Taught Blake Painting in his Dreams;" "Socrates;" and "The Man Who Built 

the Pyramids." 

This image, although only dealing with what was probably a light-hearted 

example intended for a group of friends by Blake, demonstrates the extra depth of 

interpretation available through physiognomical analysis if such elements are present to 

begin with. The problem is that it is not always possible to know the artist's knowledge 

fleeting passion. A clear example of this is the great French artist Anne-Louis Girodet (1767-1824). 
Girodet's means of expressing the psychology of his subjects through their body changed from the 1780s 
to the 1790s. George Levitine has shown how the psychological meaning of Girodet's figures developed 
in sophistication from rather simple Le Brun-like pathognomic models of facial expressions and arm 
gestures, to more complex realisations of individual characters through effective use of physiognomic-
type features and models. See George Levitine, "The Influence of Lavater and Girodet's Expression des 
sentiments de l'âme," Art Bulletin 36 (1954): 33-44. 
25  George Combe, Phrenology Applied to Painting and Sculpture (New York: Simkin, Marshall & Co., 
1855). Combe's book was much more than a mere practical guide; for example, it contains chapters 
pertaining to aesthetics, criticism and self-analysis. 
26 Tytler 107. 
27 Anne K. Mellor, "Physiognomy, Phrenology, and Blake's Visionary Heads," Blake in His Time, eds. 
Robert N. Essik and Donald Pearce (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1978) 53-74. "The Man 
Who Built the Pyramids" reflects the influence of both Lavaterian physiognomy and the more recent 
phrenology of Spurzheim upon Blake. The head's general shape is based upon an isosceles triangle on its 
side, as a preliminary sketch shows, but otherwise, the proportions and shape follow precepts of Lavater. 
The profile's width is greater than its height, and with its sharp nose is indicative of inflexibility and 
black malignity, but, combined with a fleshy mouth, also reflects decadent sensuality. However, Blake 
gives his pyramid builder a prominent bulge just behind the eye; indicating, according to phrenology, a 
highly developed faculty for number and mathematical calculation. Mellor concludes that `Blake's. 
pyramid-builder is skilled at calculation and engineering, but is a cruel taskmaster and a crude,. self-
indulgent sensualist." (70.) Mellor further notes that this image is consistent with Blake's views on the 
Egyptians expressed in his writings. 
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of, belief in, or degree of use of, the physiognomical or phrenological systems. In other 

words, the relation of the visual material to such beliefs cannot be assumed, but rather 

must be inferred according a variety of evidence. Nonetheless, the general 

pervasiveness of these beliefs in nineteenth-century artistic and intellectual culture 

suggests that they will often be manifested even if only in the most general way. 

Some caricatures relating to music provide an apposite starting point for the 

application of physiognomic analysis to music iconography. Satirical illustrations, in 

their very exaggeration, tend to exhibit their physiognomic elements most clearly.28  L. 

Perry Curtis put the relationship between caricature and physiognomy bluntly, stating 

that "Physiognomy is as inseparable from caricature as the stereotype is indispensable 

to any form of prejudice."29  More generally, caricatures are a crucial part of the 

nineteenth-century construction of visual types. This link has been noted in previous 

research, such as in Cowling's study of physiognomy in Victorian art, where she 

observes: 

Caricature, even more than painting, plays a central role in the formulation 

of human types. By its nature intended for mass communication, its first 

function is social commentary, focusing on contemporary humanity with a 

degree of exaggeration impossible in painting.3o 

Caricatures of musicians promise the possibility of unique insights into how performers 

and composers were classified as physiognomic types; therefore the genre can be 

expected not only to have reflected social perceptions of the time, but also to have 

played a role in the development of those perceptions. 

A caricature by the French artist "Cham," A.C.H. de Nöe, from around the middle 

of the nineteenth century, provides a clear set of physiognomic signs (see fig. 20). 

Cham, and his fellow caricaturist Daumier, frequently used physiognomically-derived 

stereotypes, particularly in their depictions of "exotic" people.31  A youth is shown 

28 The influence of physiognomy on caricatures and consequently on. Liszt will be discussed at great 
length in chapter nine. 
29 Curtis 24. 
3° Cowling xviii. 
31 See the chapter "Physiognomy, Racism and Stereotypes: The Development of a Caricature about 
Difference," Elizabeth Childs, Honoré Daumier and the Exotic Vision: Studies in French Culture and 
Caricature, 1830-1870, PhD. dins., Columbia University, 1989. 
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practicing at the piano; the caption merely identifies him as a neighbour imposing many 

hours of scales and exercises upon the artist.32  But it is the physiognomic signs that are 

most potent, for his physical appearance is more than enough to indicate that he is never 

going to achieve any success from his labours. The low facial angle (formed by the low 

brow and weak chin) and large distance between the base of the nose and mouth are 

physiognomic signs that allude to poor mental and creative capacity.33  This young man 

will never be skilled at music, which makes his presumably banal practice all the more 

painful to endure. 

Fig. 20. A.C.H. de Nöe ("Cham"), Caricature (c. 1850); 

rpd. in Karl Stork, Musik und Musiker in Karikatur und Satire 

(Oldenburg: Gerhard Stalling, 1911) 64. 

In contrast to caricatures, realistic portraits of musicians demonstrate the presence 

of physiognomic influence in more subtle and complex ways. As mentioned before, a 

new level of interest in a subject's physiognomy could well lead to portraits of great 

detail and accuracy. On the other hand, expectations of what a musician should look 

like might easily lead to an exaggeration or manipulation of features. Certainly, before 

the widespread availability of photographic portraits, people who had not met the 

subjects were oblivious to the fact that few representations of people were good 

likenesses, and thus the potential for artists to produce idealised images were great. 

32 The caption reads "Un voisin qui me fait avaler quotidiennent trois heures de gammes et six 
d' exercices." 
33 Lavater, in his "100 physiognomic rules" notes that when the distance between the nose and mouth, 
and mouth and chin are equal, stupidity is implied. 
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The Physiognomic Ideal 

A generalised summary of a broad spectrum of selected facial features common to both 

physiognomy and phrenology will provide a check-list of characteristics expected in 

certain types of people, such as poets, artists, and the like. This summary bears in mind 

the considerable variation permitted within each group. Lavater himself discussed the 

physiognomies and pathognomies of musicians in his Fragmente, including C.P.E. 

Bach. Here Lavater observes that the faces of musicians are particularly mobile, 

reflecting their ability to change with the music» 

The best place to start is with a discussion of general forms and shapes, 

particularly of the head. To make the observation of a face based upon the most 

fundamental features, Lavater extols the significance of using shades, or silhouettes, of 

the profile. The various sections of the head can then be considered in a systematic 

fashion. He writes of the basic shape: 

Well-proportioned profiles are equal in length and breadth. [ ... ] 

Remarkable deviations from the rule appear to be either very fortunate, or 

very unfortunate, anomalies. [ ... ] If the head be longer than broad, and the 

outline hard and angular, it betokens obstinacy; if, on the contrary, the 

outline be more lax and rounded, excess of lethargy. If the head [ ... ] be 

broader than long, and with a hard, strong, angular, contracted outline, it 

denotes the height of implacability, generally accompanied by malignity; 

but if, with this greater breadth, the outlines are relaxed and flexible,. 

sensuality, pliability, indolence, the height of voluptuousness.35  

Related to this method of observing the profile, Lavater uses a basic system of 

two sets of angles formed between various parts of the head, and he terms these the 

"angles of the lines of the countenance." He proposed two sets of angles, but later 

physiognomists often used a more simple method, and this shall be used here. With 

these measurements Lavater was able to provide convenient and "objective" 

34 See Marz Gerda, "Musikerportraits in der Sammlung Lavater," Studies in Music History presented to 
H. C. Robbins Landon of His Seventieth Birthday, eds. Otto Biba and David Wyn Jones (London: 
Thames and Hudson, 1996) 165-176. 
35 Lavater 194. 
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geometrical criteria for the classification of both humans and animals, in which the 

racial stereotypes of his day were easily assimilated and objectified. For example, 

when the second angle (from the end of the nose to the outer angle of the eye, and the 

corner of the mouth) is below seventy degrees, we have the countenance of the "Negro 

of Angola and the Calmuc; and by further diminution soon loses all traces of 

resemblance to humanity. "36  If the angle is reduced more we end up with a dog, a frog, 

a bird, and so forth.37  

The whole notion of using angles of the face to grade intelligence and level of 

"civilisation" proved popular and enduring. The obvious attraction was the simplicity 

and "objectivity" of the method which lead to its durability: in the second half of the 

nineteenth century Samuel Wells was extolling the virtues of a similar method, 

although with slightly more caution. The facial angle was thus able to provide the artist 

with one of the simplest of signs for commenting upon intelligence, race and class. 

Wells demonstrates how the grading of intelligence can be associated with the 

facial line—the line formed between the forehead and the mouth. The ideal angle for 

this line was thought of as nearly perpendicular. Thus, as Wells states:. 

The falling back of the facial line [ ... ] depends upon either the projection 

of the jaws, the recession of the forehead, or upon both combined, and the 

character of the angle is determined by these conditions—the first of which 

(in excess) betokens animality, and the last (negatively) a low grade of 

intelligence. Other things being equal, then, the smaller this angle, the 

lower the degree of intelligence; and the greater this angle [ ... ] the higher 

the grade of intelligence.38  

Looking at character types, Wells provides a description of general characteristics 

for each of the basic temperaments. He replaced the ancient classification of four 

temperaments—sanguine, phlegmatic, choleric, and melancholic—with a more 

36 Lavater 495. 
37 Lavater provides a set of illustrations to demonstrate his system of classification, showing, the 
transition from a frog to Apollo. Even within the first set of profiles, all of a "frog-type" nature, Lavater 
is still able to bring his physiognomical prowess to bear, in discerning number two frog to be "of an 
improved kind" and frog number three to be "a more intelligent frog." Only by number twelve do we 
arrive at the "lowest degree of humanity." 
38  Wells 125. Original emphasis. 
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"scientific" classification based upon the three grand systems of organs he espoused: 

the motive, vital and mental. His class of temperaments are as good as any to use in an 

overview, for they contain nicely generalised physical features that reflect long-held 

beliefs on character types. 

Briefly, the motive temperament is typified by large and long bones, tending 

towards angularity. "The figure is commonly tall and striking if not elegant."39  

Physical features are strongly marked and the expression is striking. The vital 

temperament is best defined as rotundity, with the face inclining to roundness, "the 

nostrils [ ... ] wide; the neck rather short; the shoulders broad [ ... ] the arms and legs 

plump but tapering, and terminating in hands and feet relatively small."40  

Finally, and most importantly for the present study, the mental temperament is 

"characterised by a slight frame; a head relatively large, an oval or a pyriform face; a 

high pale forehead; delicate and finely chiseled features [ ... ] The whole figure is 

delicate and graceful, rather than striking or elegant."41  Wells provides an illustration 

of this type, and then goes on to explain how persons of this temperament have great 

sensitivities and refined feelings (see fig. 21).42  Clearly, "This is the literary, the 

artistic, and especially the poetic temperament."43  

39 Wells 101. 
4o Wells 103. 
41 Wells 106. 
42 A certain "Professor Tholuck." 
43 Wells 107. Wells warns that there are too many people with this temperament, caused by "sedentary 
habits, lack of bodily exercise, a premature or disproportionate development of the brain, the immoderate 
use of tea and coffee, Iate hours, and other hurtful indulgences." (107-108.) 



Fig. 21. Samuel Wells, Mental (1867); rpd. in Wells 107. 

With such highly coded features provided by physiognomy and phrenology as the 

basis, an ideal composite image of a poet, artist or musician can be formed. A basic 

temperament of the mental quality, or its equivalent, was expected, for they were 

sensitive, emotional and with excellent taste (although, as a performer, the musician 

could be expected to have a partly motive temperament). This, according to Wells, was 

typified by the oval or pyriform face. The forehead should be lofty (and so the facial 

angle accordingly high) and preferably broad. Ideally, the mouth should indicate 

sensitivity, without being sensuous, the nose should be refined (Greek). 

Finally, as already noted, phrenological theory specified with great precision were 

the attribute of musical skill was to be found—if the head was seen to widen over the 

outer eyebrow, then the faculty of tune was large; if there was a indentation, then tune 

was small. 

66 
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Liszt and Physiognomy 

It is documented that Liszt himself had a close encounter with phrenology, having his 

head "read" by Gall when a child44  Liszt is also on record as supporting the tenets of 

physiognomy and phrenology. In a reply to the letter of George Sand quoted earlier in 

the chapter, he writes: 

Thank you very much for the information about Lavater: I have for a long 

time been intending to read his book—in the mean time, I am delighted that 

it interested you enough to share a few fragments with us. Although I know 

phrenology and physiognomy only very superficially and solely from 

hearsay, I am convinced that when these two systems are completed, the 

one through the other, magnificent results will be achieved 45 

Within this context of physiognomic thought, Franz Liszt came to personify an 

ideal type. Liszt fulfilled many of the expectations of the physiognomically-ideal 

musician, as the following detailed description of his appearance by the artist Rudolf 

Lehmann (1819-1905) indicates: 

His most mobile face was full of life. In his youth slim and delicate, his 

appearance was elegant and prepossessing. In the forehead, which was of 

medium height, the temple bones, where the phrenologists place the bump 

of music, formed ridges exceptionally prominent and sharply defined. His 

grey eyes, naturally very shortsighted, were overshadowed by bushy 

eyebrows and of a most benevolent expression. His nose was thin, rather 

long, and aquiline, with very mobile nostrils. Thin lips with strongly 

marked corners gave character to his rather large mouth. His chin was 

square and well developed, his face clean-shaven. The ash-brown 

(bruncendré) hair, combed up and backwards from the temples [ ... ] fell in 

smooth soft streaks, and was worn rather long.46  

`u  Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 100. 
45 Franz Liszt, Selected Letters, ed. and trans. Adrian Williams (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998) 16. 
46  Rudolf Lehmann, An Artist's Reminiscence, (London; Smith, Elder, & Co., 1894) 260-261. 
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Liszt's general physique and overall facial structure was close to a typical mental 

temperament_ His mouth, which was quite wide, was not sensuous however, and thus 

indicated the ability to feel emotions strongly without them being of the animal type. 

Photographs and a life mask show that the proportions of his face were indeed nicely 

balanced in many respects from the physiognomical standpoint, with a well-shaped 

slightly aquiline nose, although it was slightly broad at the tip. 

In their description of him, several contemporaries indicate that phrenology 

and/or physiognomy was actually a conscious preoccupation—although their 

preconceptions of what he should look like were not always completely confirmed. 

George Sand, in the same letter to Liszt that discusses Lavater, clearly saw Liszt as an 

ideal type when she wrote: "You, my dear Franz, must be one of those perfected, quasi-

angelic beings. Your physiognomy, complexion, imagination, and genius disclose 

those capabilities with which heaven endows its elected ones."47  

Many artists aimed to highlight the ideal, as well as the distinctive elements of 

Liszt's face, mainly through showing his famous profile. Photographers also 

emphasised the profile, something easily achieved when he was at the keyboard. The 

famous. Danhauser oil painting set epitomised the way in which Liszt was shown.48  

Sometimes, artists stressed his profile to the detriment of all else, as in the 1842 pastel 

by Seckert (see fig. 74).49  

The Swiss littérateur Charles Didier (1805-1864) wrote that Liszt "looks frail 

and feminine, which makes him still more interesting [ ... I His head fully justifies 

phrenology. 5° A particularly interesting anecdote comes from Liszt himself. In 1839 

he sat for the famous Italian sculptor Lorenzo Bartolini (1777-1850). Of this occasion 

Liszt wrote: "He put trust in some bump or other that he discovered on my forehead, 

and took a liking to the angle of my face."51  This clearly suggests that Bartolini was 

concerned with the phrenology of Liszt's countenance. 

Astute observers noted where Liszt differed from the ideal physiognomic image. 

The Polish-born Countess Eva Hanska (1801-1882) wrote upon meeting Liszt in 1843: 

47 Liszt, An Artist's Journey 212. 
48 See chapter six for a more detailed discussion of this painting. See fig. 31, page 99. 
49 See chapter ten where this portrait is discussed in relation to Liszt at the piano, page 229. 
50 Williams, Portrait of Liszt 51. 
51 Williams, Portrait of Liszt 109. 



Liszt is of medium height, thin, pale, and drawn. He has the bilious 

complexion belonging to people of great talent and personality. His 

features are regular. His forehead is less high than they show it in his 

poi 	traits. He is furrowed with lines [ ... ]. His eyes are glassy, but the light 

up under the effect of his wit and sparkle like the facets of a cut diamond. 

[ ... ] His best feature is the sweet curve of his mouth, which, when it 

smiles, makes heaven dream [ ... 152 

Her apparent disappointment in the shape of Liszt's forehead reflects the degree of 

expectation developed through the wide dissemination of images that showed him with 

either a higher forehead, or an altered facial angle, or both. It is not surprising to find 

that some of Liszt's acquaintances were disappointed at the shape of his forehead. 

Several depictions of Liszt show him with an exaggerated forehead, either in terms of 

height or facial angle. The majority of these depictions are at the "lower" end of the 

artistic scale, but would have nevertheless received wide circulation. A depiction of 

Liszt from 1842 is a good example of this (see fig. 22). This lithograph was offered to 

subscribers of Gazette musicale from 1843, portraying Liszt with several other notable 

pianists, including Chopin and Thalberg. All show varying degrees of facial distortion. 

Fig. 22. Nicolas E. Maurin, Famous pianists (1842); rpd. in Burger 137. 
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52 Letter dated April 1843, trans. Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 377. 
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This drawing shows Liszt's face in three-quarter view, thus showing the slightly 

aquiline nose. The forehead is altered in two ways. Firstly, the angle that it recedes 

from the vertical is reduced, improving the overall facial angle. Secondly, the vertical 

length is increased, making it slightly longer than the nose. The mouth is less wide than 

in life, with well-proportioned lips. The chin is prominent, but is less broad laterally. 

The sum total of these elements is to make Liszt's face more refined, more intellectual, 

and more sensitive. Excessive "feminisation" is avoided through the strong chin, 

eyebrows and nose. He is portrayed in this example an excellent image of the mental 

temperament. Liszt's nose was often made more refined, that is, slightly less broad at 

the tip.53  This suggests still greater levels of sensitivity and refinement. 

Pictures such as these show how physiognomic beliefs became self-fulfilling, and 

that it is hardly surprising that when people finally met Liszt for the first time, as in Eva 

Hanska's case, they expressed surprise at his actual appearance. Nonetheless, in some 

cases, the expectation of what he should look like appears to have been more enduring 

even than his actual appearance. A young and overawed Charles Hallé (1819-1895) 

wrote in 1836: "His aspect is truly remarkable. He is tall and very thin, his face very 

small and pale, his forehead remarkably high and beautiful."54  

A final example demonstrates, with powerful irony, the strength of physiognomic 

assumptions. In Wells' New Physiognomy there is an illustration of seven musicians, of 

which Liszt is one of them (see fig. 23). Wells analyses these faces, and of Liszt he 

writes: 

[He] has a strongly marked mental-motive temperament. Observe the 

length of the face. His would pass for a three-story brain, including a high 

order of instinct, reason, and devotion. There was clearness, openness, and 

freedom, with sympathy overflowing, and an evidently highly cultivated 

brain. He could have developed into a first-class scholar, and have become 

either a statesman or a divine. But he chose the department of music, and 

became distinguished.55  

53 An example of this can be seen in an illustration by Carl Gonzenbach from 1843, based on a drawing 
by Wilhelm von Kaulbach. Reprinted in Burger 149. 
54 Williams, Portrait of Liszt 84. 
55 Wells 531. Emphasis added. 
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Here, Wells is interpreting a depiction already distorted along the lines prompted by the 

discipline he is espousing. Such was the force of the physiognomic beliefs of his era. 

Understanding the effects of these beliefs upon the visual and literary depictions of 

nineteenth-century musicians remains an important task for the music iconographer 

investigating this period. 

Fig. 23. Samuel Wells, Seven musicians (1867); rpd. in Wells 528. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

The Artist as Hero: The Isolated Genius 

The attitude expressed in Beethoven's postulate "I live only in my notes"—a notion 

intended to be understood completely outside any social context—marks the beginning, in 

the mid-nineteenth century, of the last phase of formal portraits of musicians of the 

occupationally specific type. Not only were the heroes of bourgeois society around 1835 

portrayed as honoured geniuses in monuments almost everywhere in Europe, but growing 

prosperity made it possible for painted portraits to be used either as gifts or as 

representations for oneself.' 

G. Salmen and W. Salmen 

The Romantic conception of the artist—with all that it implies of "vocation", "artistic 

temperament" and struggling "misunderstood genius"—is now so widely accepted that it 

is easy to forget its relatively recent origin.2  

Hugh Honour 

This chapter and the next will consider Lisztian iconography within the medium of oil 

paintings, according to the themes of "Artist as Hero" and "Artist as Leader." As well 

as analysing the fundamental visual techniques of representing the body and face 

through the manipulation of their shape and placement, several other factors will be 

considered—particularly, manipulation of the medium, and composition (such as 

setting and lighting used). The combination of these factors creates distinct categories 

in Lisztian iconography. 

Looking for trends in Lisztian portraiture is perilous from the beginning. He was 

depicted by many artists in a variety of styles, so there is no simple sense of evolution 

or development along any particular stylistic lineage. The sheer variety of styles in his 

portraits can easily lead to the iconographer merely picking out isolated and unrelated 

elements and arbitrarily linking them. In this chapter I will examine the depiction of the 

artist as hero. This is a distinct type within portraiture, characterised by certain motifs. 

I  Gabriel Salmen and Walter Salmen, "Portraits of Musicians in Social History," RidIM/RCMI Newsletter 
8.1 (1982): 4--7. 
2 Hugh Honour, Romanticism (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1981) 245. 
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It is not dependent upon a particular school or aesthetic approach, but transcends these 

differences. 

To understand the visual origins and significance of portraits of Liszt as artistic 

hero, a brief examination of depictions of non-musicians is required, for this type did 

not originate with Liszt, nor indeed with musicians in general. The roots of this new 

style of image were found in the portraits of political leaders, most notably Napoleon.3  

What is significant, however, is not the visual model itself, but rather the context of its 

application. 

In his discussion of early romantic portraiture, William Vaughan explains how 

portraits of Louis IX provided a prototypical, if visually uninspiring, model for 

depicting rulers that continued well into the nineteenth century. There was, however, a 

new model created late in the eighteenth century, as Vaughan observed: 

The image of the ruler took on a new vigour when a new type of leader 

was involved [ ... ] Undoubtedly the most important innovator in this area 

was Napoleon, whose power was based on his personal qualities—charisma 

and brilliant powers of leadership. Portraiture played an important part both 

in reestablishing his rights to power, and in inventing him as an emperor 

with near-religious dignity.4  

Alongside this new type of image, further ones were also developed, for there was 

"a growing tendency to show the ruler as a domestic person" in the post-Napoleonic 

period, as "someone who had a natural affinity with the increasingly powerful 

bourgeoisie."5  Moreover, there were portraits showing leaders in more languid poses 

(such as the famous portrait of Jean-Baptiste Belley), modeled on those seen in portraits 

of the aristocracy.6  Finally, with the Revolution, there were images that portrayed the 

failed insurgent or persecuted hero. These last types were later to be used for artists and 

intellectuals. A crude set of categories resulting from the above are: Napoleonic ruler; 

3  A recent article by Dana Gooley, "Warhorses: Liszt, Weber's Konzertstuck, and the Cult of Napoleon," 
19th Century Music 24 (2000): 62-88. Gooley proposes a rather different interpretation of the 
"Napoleonic" in Liszt's image to the one offered in the following chapters. The underlying basis for her 
assertion of the significance of Napoleon is rooted in a neo-Freudian explanation offered by the historian 
Peter Gay on the supposed psychodynamics of nineteenth-century bourgeois culture. 
4 Vaughan 112-113. 
5  Vaughan 113. 



74 

bourgeoisie ruler; languid aristocrat; and persecuted genius. Several portraits of Liszt 

fall into visual categories parallel to these, all of which can be considered as falling 

within the category of artist as hero. While the first three are quite similar, the last 

category is significantly different in its symbolism and implications, and will form the 

basis for most of the following discussion. 

With all of these types, the result is often little more than an effigy. The art 

historian David Piper defines effigies as images whose primary aim is to make "a social 

or professional identification of their subjects," where the individuality of the sitter may 

be overpowered by the attributes of their status? However, "many of the greatest 

examples [of portraiture] contain of course elements of both portrait and effigy."8  It is 

useful, then to think of these two elements within portraiture as variable, taking note of 

the degree of each, which in turn provides a useful sense of extra-artistic factors. In its 

extreme form, however, "the individuality of the sitter can be swamped by his very 

soldierliness in uniform, medals, weapons, or by his senatorial capacity, somber in 

dignified black [ ... ]."9  

Because the approach to iconographic analysis used here is not a linear one (in 

terms of a set analytical progression), the strongest aspect of the material is the obvious 

starting point. In the case of the portraits discussed here, the intellectual and social 

context of early nineteenth-century Romanticism is well researched and thus forms the 

point of departure. In other words, an appreciation of Romanticism will sharpen our 

perception of the portraits. Stylistic elements are considered according to the portrait 

discussed; in this case, three early oil portraits of Liszt will form the basis of the initial 

discussion. 

Essential to an understanding of the background of these portraits are early 

nineteenth-century concepts of the Romantic artist. At the centre of the Romantic ethic 

was the notion of the artist as an ideal type, and with this come the image of the artist 

6  Vaughan 113. 
7  Piper, "Development of Portraiture" 13. 
8 Piper, "Development of Portraiture" 13. 
9  Piper, "Development of Portraiture" 13. Several examples of Liszt undoubtedly show him as much as 
an effigy as an individual: the examples of him in Hungarian garb come most readily to mind. The 
concept of effigy is particularly useful if it is broadened, so that is does not merely take into consideration 
explicit symbols of status, such as medals and fine clothes. More subtle representational devices can be 
taken to be as significant as the explicit. See chapter six. 
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serving as a "model for character and behaviour."10  This new ideal type of the artist, 

characterised by imagination and genius, differed markedly from previous 

constructions, namely that of a well-mannered member of society.11  Instead, the 

Romantic artist was seen as superior to the norm, one not only free from the constraints 

of society, but at odds with it. Maurice Shroder identifies two main issues associated 

with the Romantic artist: a conviction of difference and hypersensitivity. Of the latter 

attribute, he writes that it was thought of as: 

a mark of superiority, a blessing to the man or women distinguished by it, 

but it is also a curse. The individual gifted with a refined sensibility is 

proud of his gift, proud of what distinguishes him as an individual. He 

cannot help displaying his superiority; even if he wished to do otherwise, he 

could not conceal his sensitive nature. But in so displaying his sensibility 

[ ... ] he must necessarily awaken a hostile response in society.12  

This has consequences for the treatment of the Romantic artist, for it creates a society 

`jealous of the superior man, envious of his finer nature, and [which] refuses to accept 

him for who he is." As a result of the romantic artist's inability and unwillingness to 

conform, "society persecutes the Romantic hero: he is in some cases a pariah, in others 

an exile, in still others a martyr—he is always the victim of a jealous and malicious 

society."13  These elements led to two significant consequences, central to the image of 

the Romantic artist: that of persecution, and the resulting withdrawal from society, and 

the identification of these gifts as both a blessing and a curse. 

The famous Romantic literary figures of Lord Byron and Victor Hugo were 

perhaps the most notable individuals to serve as models of the Romantic artist in the 

nineteenth century. Although there are many others, these two poets encapsulated 

much of the ideal of the Romantic man. Liszt's own life had several parallels with 

Byron's, namely his physical beauty and scandalous love life. Liszt clearly felt an 

affinity for the poet, and headed one of his early compositions (Les Cloches de G...., 

10 Maurice Shroder, Icarus: The Image of the Artist in French Romanticism (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1961) 1. 
11 Shroder 27. 
12 Shroder 29. 
13  Shroder 29. 
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1835) with a quote from Byron's Childe Harold: "I live not in myself, but I become 

Portion of that around me." 14 

British Romantic paintings provide examples of Byron as a prototype of the 

physically beautiful, brooding, inspired artist. He was a "fallen angel," the 

personification of the tragic, self-destructive artist.15  Liszt's identification with Byron 

was far from unique among musicians, as Bettina Eisler notes in her recent biography 

of the poet: 

The Byronic hero, a doomed aristocrat haunted by dark secrets and 

forbidden loves, defying the laws of God and man, inspired composers of 

music in every form: There have been 750 compositions based on Byron's 

poetry. To the musical generation immediately following the poet's, his 

writings were sacred text: symphonies, oratorios, and operas, program 

pieces, and innumerable songs poured forth from composers' pens, giving 

new life to the poetry.16  

David Piper observes that in no life portrait does Byron appear with the 

previously stock-in-trade pen and paper of the writer—a significant development with 

great importance for understanding selected Liszt portraits.l7  It was enough merely to 

show the dreamy, inspired gaze; the poet, as an individual, was central, tools of the 

trade were no longer required. And since Byron died young, he became the symbol of 

martyrdom for so much of Europe, an aspect lacking, of course, in the portrayal of the 

long-lived Liszt. 

Victor Hugo personified French Romanticism. Visually, he exemplified the 

creative intellectual, for he was blessed with a formidable forehead, which was an easy 

target of caricaturists. He fulfilled, as no other could, the image of the ideal man of 

genius. In his examination of the artist in French Romanticism, Shroder explains how 

this was achieved: 

1.1 Byron's epic poem made him enormously famous throughout Europe in 1810. 
15 See Bettina Eisler, Byron: Child of Passion, Fool of Fame (London: Penguin, 1999). 
16 Eisler 759. 
17  David Piper, The Image of the Poet: British Poets and their Portraits (Oxford: Clarendon, 1982). 
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It was not, of course, the personality of Victor Hugo the man, which may 

have been as petty and as irritating as everyone from Balzac to Biré said it 

was, as profoundly troubled as Guillemin has suggested in his study of 

Hugo and sexuality. His force lay rather in his literary personality. As a 

lyric poet, as a writer of prefaces and articles, Hugo created for himself a 

persona. In his poetry and in his prefaces, he invariably manifested this 

legendary self, this artificial emanation of his true personality.'$ 

This was to be one of the crucial differences between Hugo and Liszt: the poet 

was able effectively to construct and manipulate his persona in a way that the virtuoso 

pianist never could, or perhaps never would. Liszt was to struggle with his persona, 

both public and private, and his eventual death did little or nothing to mitigate the 

criticisms of him. It was in the arena of the visual arts that he was able to find his own 

ideal image, but even this was to be challenged. 

Liszt as the Romantic Artist 

Liszt mixed with many of the leading figures in the Romantic movement in Paris in the 

years around the July Revolution. The Revolution was, as Walker describes, "like a 

catalyst on French creative thought." Within this great social upheaval, a "Who's 

Who" of Romantic figures were active in Paris in the 1830s: 

Writers, painters, musicians, and social reformers converged on Paris, and 

the capital fairly teemed with artistic and intellectual activity. Among the 

writers and poets who lived and worked there were Sainte-Beuve, Victor 

Hugo, George Sand, and Heine. The painters included Delacroix, Devéria, 

and Ary Scheffer.'9  

While Paris was the centre of musical life in Europe at the time, it was not without 

difficulties: Louis-Philippe had drastically cut back founding for several key music 

institutions (something criticised by Liszt). 

18  Shroder 61. 
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Liszt's published writings demonstrate complete familiarity with many of the 

tenets of Romanticism in the 1830s. His writings, as Charles Suttoni observes, display 

an unshakable "belief that animated and supported all that he had to say; it was that 

music or, in a broader sense, Art had a divinely inspired cultural mission in his world, 

the aim of which was nothing less than the Betterment of Mankind."20  The authorship 

of much of Liszt's published writings has been disputed, but the consensus is now that 

he "bears the full responsibility for his writings; the basic ideas they represent and 

discuss are his."21  Moreover, his writings are, in accord with literary fashion of the 

time, often verbose but this should not divert attention from the significance of the ideas 

expressed. 

In addition to the general Romantic community in which he mixed,. Liszt was 

taken particularly by two influences: the Saint-Simonians and the Abbé Felicité de 

Lamennias. The Saint-Simonian movement was established following the death of 

Claude Henri de Rouvroy, Comte de Saint-Simon (1760-1825). Saint-Simon combined 

the radical aims of social and industrial reform with Christian ethics, and his followers 

continued to develop and refine his vision after his death. Although initially concerned 

with social reform through technological development and industrial productivity, the 

Saint-Simonians became more interested, in the late 1820s, in the "processes by which 

society could be inspired and persuaded to work towards these goals."23  One of the 

group's members, Emile Barrault, articulated the notion of the artists as a significant 

figure in society's development, as a leader of humanity.24  

While Liszt never joined the group, he became interested in it around 1830, and 

attended and even played at meetings. He distanced himself publicly from the group 

from the late 1830s onwards, but continued to remain, at least privately, sympathetic to 

their views. Locke notes that as early as 1832 Liszt "had absorbed the Saint-Simonian 

19 Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 149. 
20  Suttoni, "Liszt the Writer," Liszt and the Arts: A Collection of Papers Presented at a Liszt Centennial 
Celebration (New York: Columbia University, 1996) 64. 
21 Suttoni, "Liszt the Writer" 66. 
22 Maria Eckhardt, "New Documents on Liszt as Author," Journal of the American Liszt Society 22 
(1987): 3. 
23 Ralph P. Locke, "Liszt's Saint-Simonian Adventure," 19th Century Music 5 (1982): 212. 
24 Locke 213. 
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conception of the modern artist as an inspired being who is unappreciated and even 

mistreated by the `critical' society in which he lives."25  

Liszt was attracted to the Saint-Simonians by their humanitarian views and more 

specifically by their views on the role of the artist in society. The group viewed the 

artist as a priestly mediator and, according to Locke, "Liszt was filled with a sense of 

mission, an urge to find a fulfilling new role for the artist in a society that had come to 

treat art as a consumer good and status symbol."26  

Perhaps more important in. Liszt's long-term development as an artist was the 

influence of the Abbé Lamennais (1782-1854). Liszt met the outspoken abbé in 1834, 

after writing to the latter, and stayed with him during much of the summer of that 

year.27  Lamennais was one of the most controversial, influential and powerful Catholic 

intellectuals of his time; he argued that the Catholic church must change in order to lead 

humanity towards a new social order.28  Statements such as "The liberty of the people 

has for its condition [ ... ] the liberty of the church," 24  drew prompt condemnation from 

Pope Gregory XVI. 

Apart from his views on social reform and the church, Lamennais offered strong 

prescriptions for the role of the artist. Artists, he claimed, were "Apostles of the Spirit," 

preparing for the second coming.30  This prophetic role is made explicit: "The religion 

of the future casts its first glimmers of light on an expectant human race and its future 

destiny. The artist must be the prophet of the future."31  Suttoni notes that Liszt took 

this apostolic mission to heart while still in his early twenties. One reason for the zeal 

with which Liszt took on board this new mission is explained by Perényi. Lamennais 

offered Liszt something which the Saint-Simonians could not: the same social mission, 

but infused with a religious appeal that made his enlightened views more readily 

acceptable.32  According to Perényi, the influence of Lamennais was profound and 

zs Locke 215-216. 
26 Locke 106. Liszt was not the only musician of note to be attracted to the Saint-Simonians: Berlioz, 
Mendetsohnn and Ferdinand Hiller, amongst others, showed varying degrees of involvement. 
27 Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 157. 
28  Eleanor Perényi, Liszt: The Artist as Romantic Hero (Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1974) 102-103. 
29 Quoted in Perényi 105. 
3o Suttoni, "Liszt the Writer" 66. 
31 Suttoni, "Liszt the Writer" 66. 
32 Perényi 104. 
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enduring, with the young musician adopting the abbé's teachings "root and branch" and 

receiving his vocation as a composer while staying with Lamennais in 1834. 

An extract from Liszt's published letter to George Sand of 1837 is worth quoting 

at length, for it demonstrates how Liszt absorbed some fundamental tenets of the artistic 

and intellectual reformers he moved within: 

The artist lives alone, and when circumstances throw him into the middle of 

society, he, in the midst of discordant distractions, creates an impenetrable 

solitude within his soul that no human voice can breach. Vanity, ambition, 

greed, jealousy, and love itself, all the passions that arouse mankind, remain 

outside the magic circle he has drawn about his ideas. There, as though in a 

sanctuary, he contemplates and worships the ideal that his entire being will 

seek to reproduce. There he can envision divine, incredible forms and the 

colours that the most gorgeous flowers in the brilliance of springtime have 

never presented to his eyes. There he hears the eternal, harmonious music 

whose cadence regulates the universe, and all the voices of creation are 

united for him in a marvelous concert. A burning fever then seizes him, his 

blood courses impetuously through his veins, filling his brain with a 

thousand compelling concepts from which there is no escape except by the 

holy labour of art.33  

Here, Liszt recites the Romantic view of the isolation, difference, inspiration from 

nature and the divine and mystical elements that make up the artist's world. The theme 

of genius as blessing and curse is also implied. He is clearly attempting to articulate 

and develop his position as a musician within the broader context of the Romantic 

movement. Interestingly, later in the essay, Liszt appears to address the vexing issue of 

his great public success as a virtuoso conflicting with the image of the otherworldly and 

distant artist 34  He complains: 

33 Liszt, letter to George Sand, 30 April 1837, published in Gazette Musicale 16 July 1837, translated in 
Artist's Journey 28-29. 
34 Caricatures of Liszt from the 1830s and 1840s reflect the shallow, performing side of the virtuoso. 
Conversely, oil portraits suggest a deliberate attempt to align him with the contemporary constructions of 
the artist-as-hero. 



How many times [ ... ] must he prostitute himself to an unresponsive 

audience, must he scoff at his own most intimate feelings and toss his soul 

out, so to speak, to stir up some applause from the inattentive crowd.35  

Liszt may well have been overstating his point here, for he undoubtedly gained some 

pleasure from the fame that surrounded him. 

Visual Motifs of the Romantic Artist 

With the development of Romanticism within the visual arts, many nineteenth-century 

portraits show clearly discernable differences in composition from eighteenth-century 

paintings. These differences are nowhere more noticeable than in portraits and self-

portraits of artists. The most notable feature of early Romantic portraiture was the 

expression of the new relationship of the sitter to the external world. The sharp contrast 

between this and the older style of portraiture is summarised by Joan Siegfried, in her 

examination of portraits of Romantic artists: 

The eighteenth-century person who sat for a portrait was painted gazing out 

at the natural world, observing it, and dominating it because of his 

perception. Often he was accompanied by attributes of his social or 

intellectual life, and his ideas or sentiments could be further amplified by 

the surroundings, such as his study or his garden.36  

This form of portraiture is nicely exemplified in the portrait of Haydn by Thomas Hardy 

cited in chapter three (see fig. 9).37  The Hardy portrait shows a respectable gentleman, 

seated and pleasantly facing the viewer, with a slight smile. This portrait conforms to 

the image of the artist as esteemed yet personable, and variations upon the basic scheme 

are found in countless other examples of both musicians and non-musicians. However, 

in many Romantic portraits, while the subject: 

35 Liszt, letter, Artist's Journey 31. 
36 Joan Siegfried, "The Romantic Artist as a Portrait Painter," Marsyas: Studies in the History of Art 8 
(1957): 30. 
37 See page 33. 
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may still gaze out of the picture, he no longer seems to be looking at the 

actual world. Moreover, the surroundings, which may either serve to isolate 

his figure or to encroach upon it, serve rather to point up his individuality 

than to convey an idea of the universality of man's nature.38  

The specific visual devices used in representations of the Romantic artist were 

already well established through the genre of the self-portrait by the time Liszt was 

portrayed. It was through the use of specific visual motifs that portraitists of the 

nineteenth century loaded their depictions with subtle and not so subtle references to the 

Romantic ideal. In her study of the visual representation of artists in France at the turn 

of the nineteenth century, Joanna Stein outlines several stylistic factors typical of 

artists' portraits. She notes that, after 1800: 

Artist's portraits all have in common an organisation aimed at drawing out 

the character and emotional nature of the sitter by manipulating the medium 

rather than the subject or setting. Emphasis is on brushwork, light and 

shadow contrast, [and] sophisticated variations in paint texture.39  

Added to these devices was the fact that subjects were often presented with an 

expressionless, or perhaps sullen or melancholic face—they rarely smiled. Perhaps 

most interesting, is the subtle way in which the subjects somehow effect an "evasion" 

of the viewer. Stein describes this as follows: 

It is difficult to characterise this evasion precisely, but it is a core feature, 

nonetheless. Unlike profile portraits, where there is no possibility of eye 

contact with a viewer, the line of visual communication is presumed in 

these portraits, which are usually full or three-quarter face, but this 

communication is avoided, broken or undercut by manipulating the figure 

or facial expression.40  

This manipulation was achieved by devices such as the use of heavy shadow 

around the eyes, a mask-like depiction of the face, or turning the body away from the 

38  Siegfried, 30. 
39  Joanna Crown Stein, The Image of the Artist in France: Artists' Portraits and Self-Portraits around 
1800, Ph.D. diss., University of California, 1982, 142. 
40  Stein 145. 
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viewer. These visual devices would become standard motifs in the depiction of the 

artist. The visually constructed otherness of the artist reached its zenith in the 

"disembodied head" of the late nineteenth-century symbolist movement, where heads 

were depicted as visually separate from the torso. The link between the early 

nineteenth-century self-portraits by artists and the later nineteenth-century 

"disembodied head" is outlined by Trudie Grace: 

What Romantic artists initiated with various self-portraits, later artists 

brought to full flower. The allusive self-portrait head is the ultimate 

expression of a concern with the inner self on the part of numerous 

nineteenth-century artists. Allusive portrait heads of men of superior 

intellect and creative achievement are the ultimate expression of a concern 

with genius and the honoring of great men that developed early in the 

century and that is also evident in many Romantic portraits and many 

monuments to men of genius, which were very popular from the late 

eighteenth century through to the end of the nineteenth.41  

The image of the isolated, defiant artist received its early definitive treatment with 

Géricault and Delacroix's powerful portraits and self-portraits from around the 1820s. 

Delacroix would leave for posterity two of the most famous images of Romantic 

musicians—Niccolb Paganini (1782-1840) and Frédéric Chopin (1810-1849)—painted 

in the same vein as his other depictions of artists and poets. The Portrait of Paganini, 

painted in 1823, shows the violinist full-length, playing against a dark background. His 

body is shrouded in darkness, with only his face and hands clearly highlighted. Enough 

of his body can be seen to suggest something of its twisted shape, but it is the isolation 

of the face and raised hands that is most striking. Delacroix's Portrait of Chopin, 

painted in 1838, remains perhaps the definitive portrait of the composer (see fig. 32).42  

Originally a portrait of both Chopin and George Sand, the painting was later cut. It 

shows Chopin's face in the throes of creativity, brightly cast against the dark surrounds. 

41  Trudle Grace, The Disembodied Head: A Major Theme in European Art from 1885 to 1905, PhD diss., 
City University of New York, 1984, 244. 



Oil Portraits of Liszt as the Isolated Genius 

Of the early oil portraits of Liszt, the paintings of Liszt from his early years as a 

virtuoso, roughly 1835-1840, are of particular interest, notably those by Jean Gabriel 

Scheffer (from c. 1835), Ary Scheffer (1837) and Henri Lehmann (1839). These 

portrayals played a significant role in the formation of the early image of Liszt as a 

serious artist, and they highlight the link between the visual arts and music at the time. 

Jean Gabriel Scheffer was a minor French portrait painter and lithographer. His 

portrait of Liszt (see fig. 24) dates from late 1835 or early 1836. Liszt is shown against 

a Romantic backdrop of dark and misty skies, with one arm resting languidly on a large 

rock. The face is angled three-quarters, so that some sense of the famous profile can be 

formed. The head is not disembodied, and indeed forms part of an elegant whole. 

However, the gaze is averted from the viewer, and looks slightly upwards. Both these 

features are typical motifs in the iconographical arsenal for depicting Romantic artists: 

the first suggesting otherness, the latter inspiration. This latter motif was discussed in 

chapter three in relation to the artist's visual resources for portraying emotions. 
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42 See page 101. 



Fig. 24. Jean Gabriel Scheffer, Franz Liszt (Geneva: c. 1835); rpd. in Burger 81. 

While apparently enjoying the fruits of his success, Liszt privately complained of 

the excesses of the salon society within which he was constantly engaged. In a letter to 

his former student Valérie Boissier dating from May 1833, he wrote: 

The aristocracy of birth, the aristocracy of talent, the aristocracy of wealth, 

the elegant flirtations of the boudoir, the sultry and mephitic atmosphere of 

the salons, the stupid scrambling of the rout, the yawns and bravos earned at 

the literary and artistic soirées, the egotistical joys and effronteries of the 

ball, the prattle and nonsense of the tea parties, the embarrassments and 

remorse of the night before and the morning after, the triumphs of the salon, 

the wildly exaggerated reviews and praises in the press, the artistic 
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disappointments, the public success—I have been through all that! I have 

lived it all! I have felt, seen, sneered,. cursed, and wept!43  

The phrase "aristocracy of talent" sums up Liszt himself, and finds its visual 

representation in the Jean Scheffer portrait. The artist as aristocrat is depicted as a new 

type of leader of society. Images of languidly posing, reflective men of society were 

not new. What is of interest, however, is that Liszt is shown as an artistic type, 

independent of his piano. This is not the portrait of a skilled worker, as earlier 

portrayals of musicians had been. Rather, even in these relatively early portraits of 

Liszt, images can be found which reflect crucial precepts of Romanticism normally 

reserved for the poet. Several motifs and elements bring together poet and musician 

under the same umbrella of the "Romantic artist." Firstly, and most importantly, Liszt 

is shown not at a keyboard, nor indeed with any direct indication of his vocation. There 

is no manuscript, or allusion to music. He is shown as an artist, to be admired not 

merely for his abilities, but for the type of person he is. As in the case of the portraiture 

of Hugo and Byron, the dreamily romanticised exaltation of the artist is paramount. 

The natural setting of the Jean Scheffer portrait alludes to the inspiration of 

nature, a clichéd element in portraits of artists and poets from the late eighteenth 

century, without specifically referring to anything musical. A precedent for the use of 

this type of imagery with a musician can be found in Ferdinand Schimon's (1797-1852) 

painting of Beethoven where the great composer is shown in a somewhat similar 

setting, although more emphatically. Like Beethoven, Liszt is seen as belonging to the 

new breed of artist—inspired and distant—but unlike Beethoven, Liszt is shown as 

languid and sophisticated. 

The only possible allusion to Liszt's particular art is the beautifully depicted right 

hand. The hand is physiognomically idealised, having long, slender fingers indicative 

of the sensitive personality. Casts and photographs show that Liszt's hands did not 

actually look like that—the reference to the artistic ideal is clearly more important than 

a strict verisimilitude. The image conforms to the first model of an artist defined by 

Shroder, that of the passive, sensitive type, rather than the passionate and dominant 

type. 

43 Robert Bory, "Diverses Lettres Inédites de Liszt," quoted in Liszt, Artist's Journey 15-16, n 8. 



87 

Ary Scheffer (no relation to Jean), was a Dutch artist who became a French 

citizen in 1850, after living in Paris from 1811. He received his early training from his 

parents, both artists, and then later at the Amsterdam Teeken-Academie from 1806 to 

1809. After moving to France, where he became involved with the Paris Salon, his 

works were initially in the Neo-classical tradition. He later turned away from that style 

to become a leading figure in the Romantic school. Scheffer painted many portraits, but 

his most significant works were subjects from religious or literary themes. The leading 

scholar on Scheffer, Leo Ewals, observes that: 

Scheffer's artistic importance lies in his attempt to achieve a synthesis of 

the various styles that divided the French school. Iconographically, his 

work constitutes a mirror of the political, literary and religious contexts 

within which it was created 44 

Scheffer was an active portraitist, painting or drawing over five hundred portraits 

of over three hundred sitters. He was particularly active during the July Monarchy, 

where the well-to-do bourgeois were clamoring to be immortalised through his 

portraits.45  Scheffer's portraits are notable for there variation of structure and format,. 

but an overall sense of simplicity in treatment is apparent.46  The half-length portrait 

was the most popular format chosen by sitters, being a good compromise between cost 

and ability to show attributes.47  

Scheffer was on friendly terms with many musicians, and painted portraits of 

Chopin, Gioacchino Rossini (1792-1868) and Charles Gounod (1818-1893), as well as 

Liszt (see fig. 25). Liszt was acquainted with Scheffer from as early as 1825, and 

remained in contact with him for over twenty years. Liszt had a high regard for the 

painter, as his letters reveal. 

44 Leo Ewals, "Scheffer, Ary," The Dictionary of Art, ed. Jane Turner, vol. 28 (London: Macmillan, 
1996) 67-68. 
45 Leo Ewals, Ary Scheffer, 1795-1858: Gevierd Romanticus (Dordrecht: Dordrecht Museum, 1995) 41. 
46 Ewals, Ary Scheffer 35. 
47 Ewals, Ary Scheffer 35. 



Fig. 25. Ary Scheffer, Franz Liszt (1837); rpd. in Ewals, Ary Scheffer 219. 

In correspondence with George Sand from 1837, Liszt comments upon the "profoundly 

poetic brushstroke" present in the paintings of Ary Scheffer.48  In another letter (from 

1838) Liszt recounts visits that he made with a friend to salons of some of Venice's 

"most renowned painters." In a revealing passage, he writes: 

Emilio, blinded by his national pride, believed firmly in modern Italian 

painting. He was infuriated when I told him that the present French school 

was far superior. "One would look in vain among the Italians," I would 

sometimes tell him, "for artists who are on a par with, Ingres, Scheffer, 

Delacroix, Delaroche, Decamps, or with men of even lesser standing.49  

48  Letter dated 30 April 1837, published in Gazette Musicale 16 July 1837, trans. in Liszt, Artist's 
Journey 34. 
49 From a series of letters published in L'Artiste, 16 June to 11 August, in Liszt, Artist's Journey 130.. 
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Ary Scheffer was fascinated by Liszt's face, for he used it as the model for 

several "clandestine" portraits. Scheffer used Liszt's features for one of the three wise 

men in his Les trios mages, as well as in other pictures.SO This fact was noted by some 

contemporaries; for example, George Elliot observed that "it is curious that Liszt's face 

is the type that one sees in all Scheffer's pictures—at least, in all I have seen."51  Elliot 

compares Scheffer's Les trios mages with her own view of Liszt, after hearing him 

play. After describing the varieties of his expression while playing, she commented: 

Why did not Scheffer paint him thus instead of representing him as one of 

the three Magi? But it just occurs to me that Scheffer's idea was a sublime 

one. There are the two aged men who have spent their lives in trying to 

unravel the destinies of the world, and who are looking for the 

Deliverer—for the light from on high. Their young fellow-seeker, having 

fresh inspiration of early life, is the first to discern the herald star, and his 

ecstasy reveals it to his companions. In this young Magnus, Scheffer has 

given a portrait of Liszt; but even here, where he might be expected to 

idealise unrestrainedly, he falls short of the original.52  

Liszt evidently held the 1837 portrait in high esteem, for Richard Pohl, visiting. 

the pianist in 1854, wrote: 

Liszt took me into a little closet to the left of the dining-room. It was so 

rich in costly treasures that I glanced around this small-scale "green vault" 

in wondering amazement. On the walls was a series of works of art of the 

first rank, forming a complete portrait-gallery of Liszt: busts and medallions 

in bronze and marble [ ... ] a glorious oil-painting by Ary Scheffer (a 

portrait of Liszt in the 1830s) and other items.53  

50 See Pocknell 128-131. Princess Carolyne refers to the Trios mages in her last will and testament of 
I861 as "a painting by the celebrated French artist Ary Scheffer." See Alan Walker, Franz Liszt: The 
Weimar Years, 1848-1861 vol. 2 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989) 565. 
51 Williams, Portrait of Liszt 307. 
52 George Elliot, quoted in Williams, Portrait of Liszt 16. 
53 Williams, Portrait of Liszt 312. 
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Liszt and Scheffer had much in common artistically, and they were evidently 

inspired by similar notions, as a selection of titles of Scheffer's paintings suggests: St. 

Augustine et Ste Monique (1849), Ode de Pétrarque (1826), Faust (1831). 

In the portrait of Liszt by Ary Scheffer (see fig. 25), Liszt's gaze is slightly 

averted—he is looking somewhat past the viewer. His arms are folded across the chest, 

the body turned to a right-angle from the front. The facial expression, though not 

disagreeable, is, far from animated. Despite the folded arms, the ends of the fingers of 

his right hand are visible; once again, they are slim and tapering. Through lighting, 

Scheffer accentuates the forehead, indicating the intellect and creativity present in the 

young musician. When Liszt first sat for this portrait, he evidently struck an affected 

pose as the inspired genius, only to be reprimanded by the artist.54  The resulting 

portrait shows instead a more brooding and introspective side of the pianist. 

The careful composition of the portrait, as evidenced in the placement of the 

arms, angle of the body and lighting, are typical of Scheffer's concentration on. 

composition in his portraits. In particular, he places careful emphasis upon parallel and 

contrasting lines, through the folded arms and lines of the torso, creating a closed 

structure as the basis of the painting.55  

A portrait of Chopin, by the same artist, painted ten years later makes for an 

interesting comparison (see fig. 26). Here, the pianist looks the viewer in the eye, the 

backdrop is lighter, the viewer's link to the subject not avoided. The isolation of the 

head from the background, and from the body (via the black coat) brings this portrait 

close to the typical artist's self-portrait. In fact, Scheffer had depicted himself in just 

such a manner in one of his self-portraits.56  

54 Ewals, Ary Scheffer 218. 
55 Ewals discusses these compositional devices in Scheffer's portraits, noting that they appear in his 
works from the late 1820s onwards. Ary Scheffer 41. 
56 Grace 50. 



Fig. 26. Ary Scheffer, Frédérick Chopin (1847); rpd. in Burger 93. 

Liszt had a strong association with Mephistopheles or fallen angels, as well as a 

more divine aspect for Ary Scheffer.57  The former is significant, in that it coincides 

with Romantic notions of the driven, creative poet. While Liszt's physique was, in his 

youth at any rate, slim and somewhat fragile, artistic allusions to Mephistopheles 

countered, to some extent, the image of the frail, sensitive artist. 

Ary Scheffer painted Rossini just four years after Liszt, and it is interesting to 

compare the artistic devices used in the later painting (see fig. 27). The composer is 

shown with both his body and head in a three-quarter pose. Immediately, then, there is 

less sense of confrontation with the viewer, but rather a sense of the pensive thoughts of 

a composer. Unlike Liszt's folded arms, Rossini has the distinctly Napoleonesque pose 

of the left hand in the jacket. The eyes are gazing slightly upwards in the typical visual 

motif representing inspiration. As with the Liszt, the head is isolated from both the 
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body and surrounds through use of lighting and shade, the warm hues of the face 

contrasting with the darkened backdrop. 

Fig. 27. Ary Scheffer. Gioacchino Rossini (Paris: 1843); 

rpd. in Buettner and Pauly 71. 

In these three examples, despite their differences, a certain sameness is 

discernable. This is due to the stress Scheffer lays on the eyes, and use of similar 

shading and drab colours. The prominent nineteenth-century author and critic 

Baudelaire also noted these similarities, writing in a revealing passage: 

The painter who has never tired of doing just one more Christ in the form of 

his Faust, and one more Faust in the form of his Christ, either of which is 

indistinguishable from a pianist about to pour forth his private sorrows upon 

ivory keys—the good Ary Scheffer.58  

That Scheffer's male hero types were so similar that his Christ was the same as his Liszt 

indicates the degree to which the artist as a type was elevated in Scheffer's mind. 
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Henri Lehmann was a French artist of German background who, after studying 

with his father, became a student of Ingres in 1831. His well-known oil portrait of Liszt 

from late in 1839 (see fig. 28), one of two from the same time, was exhibited at the 

Paris Salon in 1840, and contributed greatly to his success as an artist. Lehmann, 

unlike some others, remained loyal to the Neoclassical ideals of his master. Despite a 

successful and highly regarded career, he is rarely acknowledged in art books today. If 

he is mentioned, it is probably in relation to two of his famous students, Camille 

Pissarro and Georges Seurat. 

Fig. 28. Henri Lehmann, Franz Liszt (1839); rpd. in Burger 113. 

Lehmann's association with Liszt is all the more fascinating because the painter 

became a lifelong friend of Marie d'Agoult, whom he depicted several times, most 

notably in a well-known 1843 oil portrait (see fig. 10).59  Although Lehmann painted 

Liszt in 1840, the d'Agoult picture is often incorrectly "narratively engaged" in relation 

58  Charles Baudelaire, "The Salon of 1846," Art in Paris, 1845-1862, trans. Jonathon Mayne (Oxford: 
Phaidon Press, 1965) 184. 
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to this portrait, as Bergman-Carton observes.60  D'Agoult was a significant figure in the 

so-called blue stocking group of female intellectuals and activists, especially active 

during the July Monarchy. Amongst many other achievements, she wrote books, 

articles and art reviews. She was an admirer and friend of Ingres, and both she and 

Lehmann met with Ingres for discussions in the late 1830s.61  

Lehmann's portrait of Liszt is one of the most striking portraits of the young 

pianist. It contrasts strongly with Jean Scheffer's depiction, in that it exhibits an 

excellent physiognomic likeness to Liszt (see below), even in the careful depiction of 

the hand. However, there are similarities between the two portraits, most notably in 

Liszt's pose (the Lehmann could well be based upon the Scheffer in this respect). As 

with the Scheffer, there is no direct allusion to music; Liszt is alone, although this time 

against a bare backdrop rather than a clichéd stormy scene. Lehmann's expert use of 

lighting is seen to great effect in this portrait, as is the Neoclassical sense of starkness in 

gesture and setting. True to Davidian traditions, there is a sense of drama achieved 

through economy rather than complexity. 

This portrait exemplifies several sophisticated motifs used for portraying the 

isolation and otherness of the Romantic artist. The use of light and darkness, notably 

the shadow formed across the face, is typical. The unsmiling expression is again typical 

of the genre. The eyes confront the viewer, and yet the sense of engagement is 

undermined by the remoteness of the expression and use of shadow. The starkness of 

Liszt's dark figure against the slightly back-lit background implies separation and 

difference. Interestingly, Lehmann is accurate physiognomically (in terms of facial 

angle and proportions of the head) and his aims are not achieved through physiognomic 

manipulation. The left hand is quite different from Jean Scheffer's beautiful, tapered 

digits; Lehmann shows the broadening of the fingers towards the tips.62  These are the 

real hands of a pianist who labours for his art. This indicates how Lehmann worked 

within principles of Realism, and achieved his allusions without resorting to 

physiognomic manipulation. 

59 Page 34. 
6t) Bergman-Carton 189. 
61  Bergman-Carton 192. 
62 See Walker Liszt vol. 2, 301 for a description of Liszt's hand shape. Photographs of casts of Liszt's 
hands can be found in Burger 171. 
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Lehmann's portrait of Liszt parallels the image and issues that Liszt was 

articulating in his writings at the time. Isolation and genius are the main allusions in the 

painting. Liszt is shown not as a musician, but as an artist of individuality. 

Considering the critical success of this portrait at the Salon, it probably had an 

influential role in developing public perception of Liszt's persona. Clearly, Lehmann 

took Liszt seriously, and presumably sympathised with the pianist's concerns regarding 

his place as an artist. 

In an especially revealing letter of 1840, Liszt wrote to Lehmann admiring what 

he saw as ideal in the latter's life: 

I would envy you if I did not like you so much, excellent friend. You live 

in accord with your thoughts and your heart. What you devise, what you 

dream, what you believe, you throw at your canvas, depicting it with sincere 

magnificence, alone and all-powerful in your isolation in the Palazzo 

Borghese. You avoid all contact with the masses, a contact which is almost 

always debasing. Genius can dwell peaceably within you; the clangorous 

discords outside cannot for a moment unsettle it or disturb its slow and 

dignified revelation with their squalid interruptions.63  

Liszt was clearly depressed by his own involvement, through his career as a 

virtuoso, with the "squalid masses," something that threatened both his self- and public 

image, as well as his aspirations as a serious composer. It conflicted with his yearning. 

for isolation, and his success as a pianist threatened his status as heir to Beethoven.64  

Lehmann's other portrait of Liszt, a profile in the style of a medallion, also 

received wide acclaim (see fig. 29). It was executed in Rome in May of 1839, and 

forms a pair with a profile of d'Agoult painted at the same time. This painting was 

displayed in the Salon of 1847 and was highly praised; Lehmann himself wrote in a 

letter to d'Agoult that his master, Ingres, thought highly of it.65  The profile portrait 

shares with the other portrait a similar austerity and gravity, but does not have the 

dramatic chiaroscuro effects. 

63 Burger 113. 
64 See the discussion of the Danhauser portrait of Liszt in chapter six. 
65 Marie-Madeleine Aubrun, Henri Lehmann, 1814-1882: Portraits of Décors Parisiens (Paris: Paris 
Museum, 1983) 56. 



Fig. 29. Henri Lehmann, Franz Liszt (1839); rpd. in Robert Bory, La Vie de Franz Liszt par 

L'image Précedée d'une Introduction Biographique par A. Cortot 

(Paris: Horizons de France, 1936) 88. 

Before leaving Lehmann, it should be noted that he contributed significantly to 

the image of the "women of ideas" in French Romanticism through several well-known 

portraits of female authors. Even more than his portrait of d'Agoult, his depictions of 

Princess Christina Belgiojoso and Madame Clémentine Karr created controversy from 

the critics regarding his forceful portrayal of these women. But, as Bergman-Carton 

explains, there was a reason for this: 

Lehmann was in fact prone to a formulaic treatment of the femme de 

pensée. The faces of Belgiojoso and Karr, for example, are disconcertingly 

similar. The heads are perfect ovoids set atop elegant cylindrical necks. 

Their masklike features are utterly symmetrical: two thick, arched brows 

pasted above two huge, dark eyes that directly engage the viewer, and long, 

centred, aquiline noses that terminate just over the centre of delicate but 

resolutely closed mouths [ ... ] Their generalized features are not the 
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consequence of his ineptitude or lack of imagination; they correspond to 

textual and visual descriptions of the physiognomy of female intellect in 

this period [ ... ] What Lehmann's portraits offer [ ... ] is a reverential 

version of this female type.66  

At this point it may be appropriate to discuss the famous pencil portrait of Liszt 

by Ingres dating from 1839.67  It makes an interesting comparison with the Lehmann 

portrait, but it should be remembered from the outset that parallels between the two 

depictions should not be overdrawn lest differences in the brief of the artists are 

ignored. Liszt visited the great artist at the Villa Medici in January of 1839, armed with 

a letter of introduction from the brother of one of Ingres' most famous sitters, Louis-

François Bertin, whom he had painted in 1833.68  The artist was evidently quite taken 

with Liszt, and the latter reports how they played music together, Ingres being a 

competent violinist. 

The drawing of Liszt, signed and dated May 29, and dedicated to Marie d'Agoult, 

is widely cited as the finest portrait of the young virtuoso. It is certainly unfortunate 

that an oil portrait was not produced. While in Rome, Ingres had returned with renewed 

vigour to a medium, upon which he had relied for financial reasons in previous years, 

but now enjoyed in itself. He completed twenty-three portrait drawings there, mainly 

portraits intimes of family and friends.69  In his commentary on Ingres' drawings from 

this time, Christopher Riopelle writes of these portraits: 

Immediacy and directness characterize the portrait drawings. Most often 

shown half or three-quarters Iength, the sitter always confront their limner 

with a direct, convivial gaze. Attributes are used sparingly in order to 

characterize the nature of the relationship with Ingres.70  

Immediately then, we are aware of the differences between portraits intimes and 

the grand style of the oil portraits discussed above. Having said that, in his oil portraits 

66 Bergman-Carton 162. 
67 The Ingres drawing is reprinted in Burger 112. 
68  Ingres was in Rome from 1835 to 1841. 
69 Christopher Riopelle, "Rome, 1835-1841," Portraits by Ingres: finage of an Epoch, eds. Gary 
Tinterow and Philip Conisbee (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1999) 328. 
70  Riopelle 328. 
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Ingres attempted to bridge the gap between the contemporary need for likeness and the 

aims of academic tradition.71  The similarities to the Lehmann portrait are obvious, 

particularly in posture and clarity of line. 

The portrait type representing Liszt as an allusive head was to have one later 

significant exponent, Franz von Lenbach. He achieved great fame in his native 

Germany and Europe as a preeminent portrait painter. Of particular importance for his 

career were his portraits of Otto Fürst Bismark, whom he painted approximately one 

hundred times. After 1862 Lenbach produced mainly portraits of the rich and famous. 

His acclaim was such that he was raised to nobility in 1882. Lenbach's portraits use 

rich colouring, and focus upon details of the face, particularly the eyes. The body is 

often only vaguely shown, merging into the background. His use of tone was 

reminiscent of Rembrandt's, particularly in his treatment of the body fading into the 

background.72  However, Lenbach's portraits tend to be formulaic, and his reputation 

declined towards the end of his life.73  One aspect of Lenbach's paintings, which should 

be noted, however, is that he often worked from photographs. This, no doubt, 

contributed to the often uncanny likeness that many of his portraits exhibit. 

Lenbach painted portraits of several musicians, including Clara Schumann, 

Edvard Grieg, Liszt and Wagner. Liszt sat for Lenbach on several occasions, and 

evidently the relations between the two were warm. In a letter to Baroness Olga von 

Meyerdorff (1838-1926) from 1884, Liszt wrote: "Lenbach is painting a fourth portrait 

of your humble servant. Tomorrow I have a sitting."74  Lenbach also painted Liszt's 

daughter Cosima, and according to another letter of Liszt, expressed "admirably 

without any mannerism the ideal of my daughter's personality."75  There are at least 

seven portraits of Liszt by Lenbach , several of which are studies. 

An oil portrait of Liszt from around 1870 by Lenbach is a good example of the 

artist's style (see fig. 30). It is known that the artist painted Liszt when the composer 

71 Robert Rosenblum, "Ingres' Portraits and Their Muses," Portraits by Ingres: Image of an Epoch 5. 
72 Buettner and Pauly 108. 
73 Michael Ekstein, "Franz von Lenbach, 1836-1904," Burlington Magazine 129.1008 (1987): 206. 
74 Franz Liszt, The Letters of Franz Liszt to Olga von Meyendorff,, 1871-1886, trans. William R. Tyler, 
intro. Edward N. Waters (Cambridge: Mass.: Harvard University Press) 467. 
75 Liszt, Meyendorff Letters 347. 
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was attending performances of Das Rheingold and Die Walküre in mid-July of 1870.76  

Liszt is shown almost in full face, only slightly turned to the viewer's left. His head is 

almost disembodied and his body is just distinguishable from the background. The 

focus of the portrait is on the slightly averted eyes, which are realised with great 

expressivity. The sharply delineated white collar provides a dramatic separation 

between body and head. Much of the effectiveness of Liszt's expression is achieved 

through the careful attention given to the asymmetric aspects of his face: his right brow 

drops noticeably in comparison to his left. 

Fig. 30. Franz von Lenbach, Franz Liszt (c. 1870); rpd. in Burger 251. 

Lenbach's portrait of Grieg, painted some twenty years later, shows the same 

fundamental characteristics of the disembodied head. The roughly figured torso merges 

with the similarly darkened hues of the background. Attention is focused upon the face,. 

which stands out dramatically from its surrounds. The expression on Grieg's face is 

intense, as he stares slightly to the left of the viewer. 

76 Williams, Portrait of Liszt 460-461. 
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Liszt was not the only nineteenth-century musician to receive innovative 

treatment in portraits. There are several significant portraits that require comparison. 

That of Hector Berlioz by the famous French painter Gustave Courbet (1819-1877) is 

one of the finest examples of Romantic portraiture (see fig. 31). Courbet was a seminal 

figure in nineteenth-century art, leading the movement of Realist painting. Painted 

around 1850, Berlioz stares at the viewer from under deeply shadowed brows. His head 

is isolated from the background through strong chiaroscuro. Obviously, it is similar to 

Lenbach's portraits some two decades later. The theme is the same—the head of the 

creative person is highlighted through its dislocation from its environment. 

Fig. 31. Gustave Courbet, Hector Berlioz (Louvre, Paris: c. 1850); 

rpd. Buettner and Pauly 77. 

Perhaps the most famous nineteenth-century portrait of a musician is Eugène 

Delacroix's portrait of Chopin, dating from 1838 (see fig. 32). Acclaimed as the 

greatest of the Romantic painters, Delacroix was also a great lover of music. The 

vibrancy of the brush strokes gives the composer's face a remarkable animation. Once 

again, the head is isolated, stressing the creative mind. The contrast with the almost 
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contemporary portrait by Henri Lehmann could not be greater—Delacroix's vivid 

strokes versus Lehmann's Neoclassical finish—yet in both portraits the artists have 

depicted the creativity of their subjects. 

Fig. 32. Eugène Delacroix, Frédéric Chopin (Louvre, Paris: 1838); 

rpd. in Buettner and Pauly 83. 

The Visual Liszt as Romantic Genius 

Artists such as Ary Scheffer and Lehmann created a visual image of Liszt as a serious, 

inspired, Romantic musician. Not being a painter himself, Liszt could not, of course, 

create his own ideal visual image; instead he attempted to create this image through his 

writings. However, his very success as a concert pianist constantly undermined these 

attempts, and it is arguable whether he ever fully achieved his goal. That several 

prominent artists of the day portrayed him as such is a testament to their admiration of 

him, and their conviction of his worth as an artist. Also, as had been the case for 
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depictions of artists themselves, visual depictions of musicians such as Liszt helped to 

crystallise the literary images that followed. 

During this period, the frequent self-aggrandising role of portraiture among the 

newly successful bourgeoisie was itself open to attack from critics. Among the most 

celebrated of these was Balzac, who often lampooned the falseness of the images. 

Michael Tilby, relating Balzac's attitude to portraiture, writes: "Portraiture in the 

Comédie humaine [ ... ] possesses essentially negative connotations. Balzac's overt 

references to it are almost invariably made in relation to the striking of shallow, 

insincere or ridiculous poses."77  Perhaps it was the diminishing role of Byronism, or 

perhaps Liszt felt uneasy about such portraits, but after the 1840s he would rarely be 

depicted as the artist-hero, isolated from the very society that fed his success. 

The use of Liszt's image to represent an ideal type is no more obvious than in the 

"clandestine portraits," where Liszt's visage is used as a model for historical or 

religious paintings. Pauline Pocknell explains this: 

Who and what Liszt represents for his clandestine portraitists corresponds 

remarkably to metaphorical descriptions of him in articles and occasional 

poems: Liszt as Gypsy, Franciscan, King, Magician, Napoleon, Byron, 

Mozart, Dante, Apollo, Hercules, Orpheus, Prometheus, Mazeppa, Tasso, 

and Mephistopheles.78  

Liszt, or rather his portraitists, struggled to forge an identity against the prevailing 

climate that would judge him less than an artist. Liszt can be compared interestingly 

with George Sand, in that both attempted to create personas that transcended mere 

popular imagery and battled against traditional ideals. Sand did so more successfully 

than Liszt, through a skillful interplay of textual and visual testaments, creating a 

"modern sapphic identity that was compelling to both men and women."79  

In his early years of transcendental virtuoso touring, especially in Germany, Liszt 

was portrayed in the press as a shallow finger-twister. As Carl Dahlhaus observes, in 

77  Michael Tilby, "`Telle main veut tel pied': Balzac, Ingres and the Art of Portraiture," Artistic 
Relations: Literature and the Visual Arts in Nineteenth Century France, eds. Peter Collier and Robert 
Lethbridge (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994) 123. 
78  Pocknell 160. 
79 Bergman-Carton 210.. 
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around 1830 he found himself "A prisoner of the style brilliant, while as an `avant-

garde' composer he was incapable of mastering the eruptive musical ideas then welling 

up within him [ ... ]."80  

This perception, whether by himself or others, was the basis for attacks on his 

artistic credibility in the years to come. Perhaps most damning was the portrayal of him 

by his former mistress, Marie d'Agoult in her novel Nélida written in 1843-1844. In 

this semi-biographical account of her relationship with Liszt, who is portrayed as the 

young philandering artist Guermann, she implied that Liszt was limited and impotent as 

a serious artist. In what Alan Walker suggests is the crux of the story, the artist's 

inability is realised: 

At the sight of this enormous gallery Guermann's heart suddenly 

contracted; a cold perspiration moistened his brow. He stood silently, 

contemplating with startled eyes the dazzling whiteness of the huge doomed 

ceiling bathed in light [ ... ]. At that moment he suffered a horrible 

sensation. His soul was filled with doubt; he felt himself unequal to the 

task; he was aware of the appalling discrepancy between his abilities and 

his ambition.$[ 

It is interesting to note that Nélida became a best seller. 

The message was clear; Liszt was not able to produce large-scale works of 

significance. Liszt proved d'Agoult wrong eventually, but this was not apparent at the 

time. D'Agoult's attack on Liszt is all the more significant considering that she formed 

such as significant part of Liszt's public, and no doubt personal, image in the mid-

1830s. Walker recounts the significance of her role the late 1830s and early 1840s: 

Marie idealises the "honeymoon period" in her Ménzoirs. For her, the rue 

Tabazan seemed like at first a paradise, a perfect setting for the realization 

of a cherished dream. Here, in this isolated retreat, she would become 

Liszt's Egeria, his inspirational guide. And through the stream of 

masterpieces that would now pour from his pen, her "great man" would be 

80  Carl Dahlhaus, Nineteenth-Century Music, trans. J. Bradford Robinson (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1989) 125. 
81  Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 399. 



revealed to the world—together with the true nature of her sacrifice.. Not 

for a humdrum piano player had she callously abandoned hearth and home, 

but for a shining genius whose matchless art would one day vindicate her 

choice.82  

Walker notes that Liszt's first "official biography" (in Gazette Musicale) as well as his 

writings on the role of the artists, which led to his perception by the public as a 

"philosopher and seer" would appear soon after Liszt and d'Agoult's move to 

Switzerland.83  

The early portraits of Liszt indicate how the virtuoso musician and developing 

composer was placed on a par with poets and artists—as d'Agoult's would have 

wished. By far the most telling aspect of the paintings by the two Scheffers and 

Lehmann is the very absence of direct allusion to the musical tools of trade, either 

through an instrument or manuscript. In general terms, this omission demonstrates the 

potential for an elevated position of musicians in the visual arts of the 1830s, 

particularly by the French, who, as Kerry Murphy observes, viewed virtuosity 

somewhat differently from the Germans.84  For some, they were like poets—to be 

revered because of the type of person they were—and they were presented as symbols 

of the new Orpheus of their age. Liszt was explicitly identified alongside the great 

Romantic writers by several critics, as Murphy observes. An article in Revue et Gazette 

Musicale from 1834 states: "Liszt plays Beethoven because he understands 

Shakespeare, Goethe, Byron and Hoffmann."85  This connection is present as a strong 

undercurrent in the early oil portraits of Liszt, indicating the extent to which the visual 

arts can indicate the leading edge of contemporary thought. 

The visual significance of portraits of Liszt as an outsider lies in their challenge to 

the traditional elements of portraiture for someone of his status. The Lehmann half-

length portrait is the most outstanding example, creating a striking divergence from the 

previously established norms for portraits of musicians. The pictorial style surrounding 

gesture and expression is transgressed with great impact. The paradox is, of course, 

82 Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 212. 
83 Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 213. 
84 Kerry Murphy, "Liszt and Virtuosity in Paris in the 1830s: The Artist as Romantic Hero," Essays in 
Honour of David Evatt Tunley, ed. Frank. Calloway (Perth: University of Western Australia, 1995) 91. 
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that such portraits rely upon the very traditions they transgress, so with the weakening 

of such traditions the impact of portraits like the Lehmann fades. 

85  Revue et Gazette Musicale, quoted in. Murphy, "Liszt and Virtuosity" 100. 



CHAPTER SIX 

The Artist as Leader 

How could I give you a proper picture of my father? From childhood, when he would 

pay us brief visits, to the end of his life, the impression he made on me was that of some 

fantastically legendary figure. In his features I could imagine Nornagest, and I was once 

told by a painter that his head and his whole physiognomy had influenced French 

Painting.' 

Cosima Wagner, 1889 

The image of Liszt as a distinct subtype of the Romantic hero—the isolated genius, 

outside of society—was not the only way in which he was portrayed. The three oil 

portraits examined in this chapter present him as a celebrated and esteemed figure. The 

visual techniques by which this was achieved are discussed, as are the more complex 

questions of why he was shown in these ways and what historical significance these 

portraits may have. Of particular interest is the issue of whether the portraits discussed 

in this chapter can be seen as reflecting broad trends in the changing status of the 

musician in nineteenth-century society, or whether they are a more narrow reflection of 

events and influences within Liszt's life. Finally, there is the question of whether these 

portraits represent a new representation of the musician/artist, or whether they in fact 

reflect Liszt's fame and social status as a celebrity figure, irrespective of his art. 

The Apotheosis of Liszt 

Josef Franz Danhauser left for posterity one of the most famous images of Liszt 

(see fig. 33). The painting, dating from 1840, is known by a variety of titles, including 

"Franz Liszt at the piano," "A Soirée at Franz Liszt's" and "Paris, 1840". Initially, and 

revealingly, entitled "Eine Weihemoment Liszts" ("Liszt's Moment of Consecration"), it 

was commissioned by the piano manufacturer Konrad Graf (1782-1851), following 

I Cosima Wagner, quoted in Burger 250. 

106 



107 

Liszt's hugely successful concerts in Vienna in late 1839.2  Rather than looking at the 

painting in isolation, its pictorial elements will be compared to other Biedermeier and 

Danhauser paintings. At first sight it appears to be nothing more than a "Who's Who" 

of Romanticism gathered to venerate Liszt and Beethoven, but when viewed as part of 

the tradition of narrative painting, the importance of the subtle pictorial elements 

becomes clearer. The aim here is to view the picture not so much as a group portrait 

even vaguely based on life, but as belonging to the genre of moralising, narrative 

painting—a genre in which Danhauser excelled. 

Fig. 33. Josef Danhauser, Franz Liszt at the Piano (Berlin: 1840); rpd. in Buettner and Pauly 87. 

In this painting Liszt is shown playing the piano surrounded by an enthralled 

gathering of notable contemporaries. Specifically, the painting comprises Liszt at a 

Graf piano (Danhauser painted Graf in the same year), with Marie d'Agoult sitting 

beside him on the floor. Also present in the painting are (left to right) Alexandre 

Dumas (seated), Victor Hugo (standing), George Sand (seated beside Dumas), and 

2  Comini 207. 
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Paganini and Rossini standing side-by-side. A prominent bust of Beethoven is visible 

on the far right, and on the wall in the centre of the picture is a portrait of Lord Byron. 

A statuette of Joan of Arc is on the mantelpiece on the far left. Alessandra Comini 

notes that the scene through the window is not Paris, but rather "a well-known Viennese 

panorama—the vista over the glacis to the Wiener Wald."3  

Josef Danhauser was one of the most significant artists of the so-called 

Biedermeier era, and an understanding of his work can only be reached in this stylistic 

context 4  He studied at the academy in Vienna, mostly under the guidance of Peter 

Krafft (1780-1856). Although this group is often termed the "Biedermeier Realists," 

this is a serious misnomer. As Hans Bisanz notes: 

In comparison with the Neoclassicism that preceded it and the Romanticism 

that to some extent coincided with it, Biedermeier tends to be thought of as 

an unaffected, nonintellectual style and often attracts the label "Realism." 

The label is inadequate, however, in that it was usually only the choice of 

subject and not the treatment that was "realistic."5  

While breaking away from Neoclassical trends in their subject matter, painters such as 

Danhauser remained committed to certain stylistic aspects of the Davidian model, 

notably the clean linear graphic quality evident in their work. 

Unlike most depictions of Liszt, this painting has been the subject of some 

scrutiny, notably by the art historians Elaine Brody, Alessandra Comini and, more 

recently, Richard Leppert. Brody's 1983 essay on the painting convincingly establishes 

the mythical nature of the scene, whileshe also notes that Liszt certainly knew all those 

present.6  Comini analyses the painting in terms of its relevance to the emerging 

iconographical image of Beethoven in the nineteenth century. She stresses the 

significance of Liszt's role in. Beethoven reception, noting that "the image of Beethoven 

held aloft through Europe by the Hungarian-born pianist was a mighty one—it 

3  Comini 207. 
4  The term "Biedermeier" was applied retrospectively to bourgeois middle-class German and Austrian art 
from 1815 to 1848, the name itself deriving from a fictional character from a journal of the period. 
Stylistically, Biedermeier paintings eschewed the grandiose themes and overstatement of Romanticism, 
focussing in its subject matter upon genre scenes, portraits and landscapes. 
5  Hans Bisanz, "Authentic Biedermeier Painting and Graphic Art," Vienna in the Biedermeier Era: 
1815-1848, ed. Robert Waissenburger (New York: Rizzoli, 1986) 161. 
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promised deliverance." This strong link between Liszt and Beethoven forms the 

central theme in Danhauser's portrait, a point discussed below. 

There is little historical information to suggest that the painter and pianist had 

more than a passing acquaintance: Liszt mentions Danhauser in his will of 1860 in the 

following passage naming items to be left to Princess Carolyne: "The original death-

mask of Beethoven and the Broadwood piano that belonged to Beethoven. The former 

was given to me by a painter of great talent, M. Danhauser (in Vienna) [ ... ]."8  The 

commissioning of the painting was an example of good business acumen. According to 

Elaine Brody, the piano maker Graf seized the opportunity to take advantage of Liszt's 

great success, commissioning Danhauser to paint Liszt at one of Graf's pianos. Brody 

accords Graf s idea the dubious honour of being "the project of a man well ahead of his 

time, the dream of a nineteenth century Madison Avenue adman."9  Danhauser's brief 

was therefore clear, and due prominence is given to the magnificently rendered piano. 

The stormy clouds seen though the window are a classic leitmotif of Romantic 

vision and inspiration through the wildness of nature. The placement of the bust of 

Beethoven in front of the window strengthens the association. As Comini wryly 

observes, "Danhauser has pulled out all the stops."10  The sumptuous interior scene is 

meticulously depicted, as was typical for Danhauser. The attention to detail of interior 

settings is a notable feature of Biedermeier paintings, for Biedermeier taste was 

particularly drawn to decorative furniture settings. A carefully contrived disorder of 

objects is immediately apparent, implying a sense of spontaneity and freshness. Music 

is strewn over the piano, the carpet is ruffled up, books are on the floor, still open. The 

bust, however, forms the focus. 

Liszt is shown in profile with his head tilted slightly back, as if in a moment of 

deep inspiration. His gaze is directed towards the bust of Beethoven, but he seems to be 

looking into the distance. The presence of Beethoven as a bust has an interesting 

parallel in Romantic paintings of writers and intellectuals. Numerous examples show a 

poet or author in the presence of a statuette of Shakespeare—the bard being seen of as 

6  Elaine Brody, "Paris, 1840," American Scholar 53 (Winter, 1983): 83-90. 
7  Comini 202. 
8  Walker, Liszt vol. 2, 560. 
9  Brody, "Paris, 1840" 90. 
t0 Comini 210. 
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the founder of the movement, and an ideal to be aspired to." Liszt gazes towards the 

right of the painting—to the stormy Romantic sky and the visage of Beethoven. These 

two images perfectly encapsulate Romantic ideals and aspirations. None of those 

present in the room have reached these heights, but they all have aspired to them, and, 

this painting suggests, Liszt has come closest. Most importantly, and in stark contrast 

to the previous paintings, Liszt is shown as a vehicle for music, not as an egotistical 

Romantic type. Liszt championed Beethoven's music tirelessly, through performances, 

transcriptions, donations to monuments and his writings. Comini relates how Liszt's 

"labours on behalf of Beethoven extended across the entire span of his long and 

extremely active life.." 12  

Paganini represents the ultimate Romantic virtuoso. Although parallels between 

him and Liszt are and were inevitable, the two differed in some important ways. Liszt 

never had quite the same Mephistophelian or Faustian overtones as the violinist, and the 

pianist's biography, while scandalous enough in itself, never generated the hysteria of 

Paganini's. As Walker explains, the violinist's recitals were "sometimes like a séance 

in which some unknown spirit stirred and swept the audience with fear and ecstasy."13  

Paganini, rather than Liszt, epitomised the ultimate Faustian persona of the possessed 

Romantic musician. A study of his visual representations shows the contrast with Liszt. 

Whereas Ingres chose to portray him, as with his Liszt drawing, with typical 

Neoclassical calm and clarity, paintings such as the Danhauser appear to be seeking a 

sense of his on stage persona. 

Liszt's euphoric reaction to Paganini's playing is well known, but upon the 

latter's death in. 1840, Liszt distanced himself somewhat from the violinist's persona in 

his obituary: 

May the artist of the future gladly and readily decline to play the conceited 

and egotistical role which we hope has had in Paganini its last brilliant 

representative. May he set his goal within, and not outside, himself, and by 

the means of virtuosity, and not its end.14  

11 See Piper, The Image of the Poet. 
12 Comini 217. 
13 Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 176. 
14 Liszt, quoted in Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 177. 
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Liszt's now famous 1832 letter to Pierre Wolf, written after hearing Paganini 

play, shows how the experience led to the association of literary figures with his own, 

newly forming concept of his role as a virtuoso. Liszt wrote: 

For a whole fortnight my mind and my fingers have been working like two 

lost souls. Homer, the Bible, Locke, Byron, Hugo, Lamartine, 

Chateaubriand, Beethoven, Bach, Hummel, Mozart, Weber are all around 

me. I study them, meditate on them, devour them with fury [ ... ].15  

That Paganini evoked this reaction in Liszt speaks volumes about the non-musical. 

associations that this quintessential virtuoso musician evoked in Liszt. 

The Romantic ideal of suffering and sacrifice is evoked by the statuette of Joan of 

Arc. The notion of self-sacrifice for a higher cause is nicely conveyed by her presence. 

The portrait of Byron appears to be based on the well-known portrait by Westall and 

sets another point of reference. Byron's head faces in the opposite direction to Liszt's 

(as does the original), forming a symmetry between the two. Comini writes of 

Danhauser's Liszt-Byron link: 

What is prophetic about Danhauser's pairing is that Liszt would in a sense 

share Byron's fate in history. Their adventuresome, Don Juanian lives have 

been studied more extensively than their work. Both are looked upon as 

personifications of Romanticism rather than voices of Romanticism.t6  

This may be rather harsh, but it was apparently a fear that Liszt himself felt. 

Nonetheless, the year of the death of Paganini may have represented a turning point in 

Liszt's self-image. 

Liszt himself complained in his published letter of January 1837 to George Sand: 

"don't you deplore, as I do, that mania for hyperbole that has seized so many people, 

that rage to BYRONIZE and WERTHERIZE everyone and bestow laurel wreaths on 

the most fleeting brows, the flattest heads.”" Liszt, of course received just this type of 

hyperbole himself. This letter can be seen as a public attempt to distance himself from 

15 Liszt, quoted in Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 174. 
16 Comini 215. 
17  Liszt, Artist's Journey 20. Emphasis original. The reference to fleeting brow and flattest heads refers 
to physiognomically-derived attitudes to physical appearance. 
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the popular acclaim that damaged his reputation as a serious artist, and also contradicted 

his view on the isolation of artists. The Danhauser painting certainly supports Liszt's 

publicly expressed view of the virtuoso as a vehicle for the music, most notably 

Beethoven's music. Herein lies the significance of this portrait: it presents in concrete 

form the persona that Liszt may have most wished to establish, but never fully realised. 

Of the other figures in Danhauser's painting, Marie d'Agoult is notable for being 

the only one shown from behind with her face hidden. According to Comini this is 

because Danhauser was unfamiliar with her appearance. Whatever the case, her rather 

submissive and entranced posture suggests something of the femme consolatrice of 

Balzac's imagination. Unwittingly or not, Danhauser places d'Agoult squarely in the 

mould of the devoted woman, the Romantic stereotype of the genius's mistress. 

In contrast to d'Agoult, George Sand is shown, with a cigar in her left hand, in the 

throes of emotional engagement with the music. Her right hand is placed on a book that 

Dumas has apparently only just ceased reading, but in which he marks the place with 

his finger. This gesture from him is a typical visual sign of contemplation. It appears 

that Sand has closed the book, or perhaps stopped Dumas from re-opening it. Her 

expression suggests rapture with the music; indeed, not only her face but her entire 

body is drawn towards the sounds to which she is responding. Interestingly, she alone 

is bodily pulled towards the music—the others are shown, through the positioning of 

their bodies and more contemplative facial expressions, as being in a more reserved 

state. This may not, however, be intended as a sign of weakness; it is plausible that 

Danhauser has granted Sand a crucial and complimentary role in the painting. By the 

emphatic nature of her response, Danhauser is identifying Sand as the most prominent 

member of the group. She is first to recognise the consecration and responds to the 

event as a witness to a divine miracle. The placement of her hand, halting as it does 

Dumas' reading and alerting him to the event before them all, further supports this 

interpretation. 

Hugo, like Dumas, is shown book in hand, but in this case he has ceased reading 

on his own volition. His impressive forehead is clear and, like the others present, he 

bears a wistful expression. Both male authors are shown with the trademark books of 

poets, but, interestingly, Sand is not—she is shown as the muse. 
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Despite the immediate sense of spontaneity, if not chaos, of the scene, a carefully 

considered formal balance is apparent. Most of the left two-thirds of the painting is 

made up of a reasonably tight triangle of figures. A continuous line is formed from the 

direction of d'Agoult's attention, through Liszt's drawn-back body, up to the heads of 

Rossini and Paganini. This is balanced by the postures of Dumas, Hugo and Sand, who 

lead the eye back to the right. In particular, Sand's figure almost forms a mirror image 

to Liszt's. The obvious risk is that with most of the visual attention gathered upon the 

left side of the painting the opposite side would become weak. Danhauser avoids this 

by several means. Firstly, a large curtain provides a strong sense of framing the scene. 

Both the bust of Beethoven and the rather contrived arrangement of scores below the 

bust lead the eye towards the left. Another interesting compositional element is the way 

in which Danhauser gives Liszt the primary relationship with Beethoven. Although 

d'Agoult is physically closer, she is not engaged with the silent figure, but rather has 

her attention appears focussed upon Liszt. 

By the time this painting was completed, Sand and d'Agoult were no longer on 

speaking terms, and Liszt's relationship with d'Agoult was in difficulty. Was the 

painter aware of these tensions, and if so, did he choose to ignore them? In other 

words, are any of the relationships implied visually? Certainly, Sand and d'Agoult are 

well separated, and are clearly differentiated through their disparities. D'Agoult 

unquestionably belongs to Liszt's space: they are indirectly connected through the 

piano and their physical proximity. D'Agoult's pink gloves and hat mark her 

involvement with Liszt. The gloves are on the piano, the hat on the piano stool facing 

him. In contrast, Sand's black (top) hat and gloves are on the floor beside her, one 

glove inside the hat.t$ 

Liszt may have seen himself as the "Beethoven of the future," for at any rate he 

wrote on the theme, such as in the following passage from his letter of 2 October 1839, 

to Hector Berlioz: 

The beautiful in this special land [Italy] became evident to me in its purest 

and most sublime form. Art in all its splendour disclosed itself to my eyes. 

It revealed its universality and unity to me. Day by day my feelings and 

18 The potential for neo-Freudian speculation here is almost too tempting, but it is rather pointless. 



thoughts gave me better insight into the hidden relationship that unites all 

works of genius. Raphael and Michelangelo increased my understanding of 

Mozart and Beethoven; Giovanni Pisano, Fra Beato, and I1 Francia 

explained Allegri, Marcello, and Palestrina to me. Titian and Rossini 

appeared to me like twin stars shining with the same light. The Colosseum 

and the Campo Santo are not as foreign as one thinks to the Eroica 

Symphony and the Requiem. Dante has found his pictorial expression in 

Orcagna and Michelangelo, and some-day perhaps he will find his musical 

expression in the Beethoven of the future.19  

These sentiments find their apotheosis in the Danhauser painting. Liszt is here depicted 

as the rightful heir to Beethoven, amongst the elite of Romanticism who witness the 

consecration of Liszt as Beethoven's heir. 

As mentioned earlier, this painting should be viewed as belonging to a particular 

genre, in the context of Biedermeier moralising works. If it is compared with other 

Danhauser paintings, it can be seen that these paintings are narratives that focus upon a 

particular, often dramatic, event and its effect. The reasons for this are that the artists 

wanted to make their moral message as clear and emphatic as possible. By focusing 

upon a particular moment—a response to an event—Danhauser was able to explore the 

differing responses to the event of those depicted. This painting is a nice example of a 

Romanticised construction of themes, "realistically" depicted. It perfectly illustrates the 

complexity of Danhauser's Biedermeier style. He had a clear moral and intellectual 

purpose to his work, which, while realistic, yet involves many elements of myth and 

allusion. Danhauser had perfected his style of expounding a moral or theme within a 

realistic setting in earlier paintings on moral subjects such as The Oculist (1837).20  

Because of the realism of the painting, coupled with the apparently intimate 

interior, it is easy to view Danhauser's 1840 painting of Liszt as a grossly over-

sentimentalised portrait. But what the painting alludes to is the moment of realisation 

amongst Liszt's audience that he is Beethoven's heir. This message of Liszt's 

consecration, and the support from notable Romantics, is placed by Danhauser in a 

concrete setting. But this painting is no more or less allegorical than any other of his 

19  Liszt, Artist's Journey 186. 
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moralising scenes. This painting serves as a reminder of the importance of genre, for it 

can only be fully understood as narrative, rather than as a portrait. 

Liszt as Leader 

A portrait of Liszt from 1846 by the Hungarian painter Mik16s Barabis 

(1810-1898) shows Liszt imperiously standing in Hungarian costume beside an ornate 

grand piano (see fig. 34). Barabâs achieved considerable success with his genre scenes 

and portraits and, after he settled in Budapest in 1840, "society doted on him and 

showered him with commissions."21  Liszt is shown with one hand firmly resting upon 

the piano, the other confidently placed on his hip. His grasp of the corner of the piano 

suggests his command of the instrument, and his hands are depicted as strong and 

practical (in comparison to the Jean Scheffer portrait discussed in chapter five).22  

20 Reproduced in Bisanz 174. 
21 Geraldine Norman, Nineteenth-Century Painters and Painting: A Dictionary (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1977) 34. 
22 Fig. 24, page 85. 



Fig. 34. Miklos Barabas, Franz Liszt (1846); rpd. in Burger 165. 

Of note is the manuscript on the piano: Liszt's Second Hungarian March. If it 

were not for the piano and music, this could be the portrait of a noble leader. Of course, 

it was in a sense: Barabâs has portrayed Liszt as a notable sympathiser for Hungarian 

independence, and this portrait was painted just two years before the revolution in that 

country. As Alan Walker notes, the costume and March "when seen in the context of 

the times [become] highly significant."23  In one sense then, Liszt's portrayal here is 

consistent with his political significance; he is, for all intents and purposes, a political 

figure merely rather than a musician. 

Barabâs demonstrates a commanding control of his medium, particularly through 

the effective use of contrast in both lighting and colouring. He highlights the 

background area behind Liszt's left shoulder, sharply outlining Liszt's upper left body. 

The highlight also supports the direction of Liszt's stare as if to focus the viewer's 

23 Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 431. 
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attention upon the intensity of his stare. The strong vertical line formed by the buttons 

on Liszt's coat is countered by the distinct angles formed by the placement of his arms. 

The overall focus of the portrait is on Liszt's head, with his forehead obviously 

highlighted. All allusions to the sensitive, salon artist are purged, and replaced by the 

suggestion that Liszt is a man of action. He stares intensely to the right of the viewer, 

not with the inspired expression often found in his portraits, but rather with calm 

determination. 

Liszt was certainly political and politicised, as was his public persona. This 

politicisation was especially present in his relationship to Hungary, his country of birth. 

Towards the end of 1839 Liszt returned to Hungary, receiving a remarkable welcome. 

Alan Walker places this in context and explains the lasting impact of this visit: 

At the very moment that Liszt stepped onto Hungarian soil, his compatriots 

were searching for Magyar heroes, ambassadors who might make 

Hungary's plight better known abroad. What followed—the near-idolatry 

with which Liszt was worshipped, the search for his "aristocratic descent," 

the presentation of the bejewelled "Sword of Honour," that national cry of 

"Éljen! Liszt Ferenc!" (Hail! Franz Liszt!")—all the things, in fact, that 

brought him criticism in the years to come—can only be understood once 

we see them as part of that general striving for a nation to assert itself 

through its leading individuals.24  

The Barabâs portrait, painted seven years later on the occasion of another visit to his 

homeland, can be seen as intimately tied to this. It represents Liszt as a "Magyar hero," 

a "leading individual" of Hungary; someone famous throughout Europe, promoting the 

cause of his native land by his sheer fame. 

A watercolour from 1838 by Josef Kriehuber (see fig. 6) shows Liszt in a 

Hungarian frogged jacket 25  Interestingly, this predates Liszt's actual return to 

Hungary, but coincides with a renewed passion for his homeland, sparked by the 

disastrous flooding of the Danube River in March 1838. When Liszt heard of the event, 

he was in Venice, but he arranged to go to Vienna to raise money for the victims 

24 Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 320. 
25 See page 29. 
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through concerts. In a letter to Lanbert Massart (from June—July 1838), he writes how 

the flood revived memories of his childhood, and led to the realisation of the 

unsatisfactory nature of his hectic and indulgent Parisian life: "I have spent all that time 

of burning fever, misdirected energy, and vigorous, mad vitality on French soil [ ... ]. 

How could I possibly have thought that another land had witnessed my birth, that the 

blood coursing through my veins was the blood of another race of men [ ... ]'."26  Liszt 

had intended to go to Hungary after his concerts, but this did not transpire. The 

Kriehuber portrait represents a visual display of Liszt's renewed spiritual affiliation 

with his homeland. 

An impressive full-length portrait of Liszt by Wilhelm von Kaulbach (see fig. 35), 

again presents Liszt as an esteemed personage. To begin with, the portrait is full length, 

unusual in itself for a musician, as full-length portraits generally alluded to the 

importance of their subject. His whole demeanour is regal, even aloof. Perhaps most 

significantly, there is no explicit indication of Liszt's vocation.27  This is not due to his 

fame, for in the past the sitter's craft was generally indicated in portraits, irrespective of 

fame. 

26 Liszt, Artist's Journey 139. 
27  The wooden leg of what appears to be a table may be a piano, but it not identifiable in the painting as 
anything other than an ornate piece of wooden furniture. This furniture is covered with a decorative red 
carpet with several books placed on it. In a personal communication (23 November 2001), Dr. Miîria 
Eckhardt, of the Liszt Ferenc Memorial Museum in Budapest (where the painting is housed), advised that 
it was impossible to definitively identify the object, but that it had never given her the impression of 
being a piano. 



Fig. 35. Wilhelm von Kaulbach, Franz Liszt (1857); rpd. in Burger 209. 

In visual terms, the portrait differs from several of the portraits discussed thus far 

in several aspects. Firstly, Kaulbach does not apply strong contrasts in light and shade. 

Gone is the dramatic use of chiaroscuro, or even sharp contrasts of tone. This does not 

reflect a considered break with by now established patterns of style in depicting creative 

types. Rather it reflects the individual style of Kaulbach, who was primarily a 

draftsman and did not use dramatic effects of either colour or lighting in his works.28  

Instead, there is an emphasis on line and composition, with carefully contrived right 

angles. The portrait shows Liszt wearing a medallion, the Ordre pour le Mérite, 
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28  This can be traced back to his training with the Nazarene Peter von Cornelius, who likewise focused 
on line rather than dramatic effects of colour. 
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awarded by King Friedrich Wilhelm IV of Prussia, which Liszt received some years 

earlier in 1842 during his stunningly successful tour of Germany.29  

Liszt and Kaulbach were on close terms; Liszt's student Carl Lachmund had 

noted that Kaulbach was "on intimate terms with the master."30  Liszt was impressed 

with this Kaulbach portrait, as the following passage from a letter dated 21 November 

(1858) to his daughter Blandine demonstrates. He boasted: "Kaulbach, with whom I 

have been on friendly terms for many years, did a full-length portrait of me. It is a 

masterpiece and a page of history in the manner of the finest portraits of Van Dyck."31  

In Kaulbach's painting it is possible to see a parallel between the portrayal of a 

great musician and that of a great politician. Indeed, this parallel was made in literature 

by George Eliot with her fictional character "Klemser" from her novel Daniel Deronda. 

The connection made here between Eliot and Liszt is not superficial—Eliot visited Liszt 

in Weimar in 1854, and was inspired to leave recollections of her meetings with Liszt in 

a journal.32  Eliot was struck by Liszt's inspiration towards music and art and, as 

Walker suggests, this may have well been the impetus for the character Klemser in her 

novel. In a passage from Daniel Deronda, Klemser makes the following claims about 

the status of musicians: 

A creative artist is no more a mere musician than a great statesman is a 

mere politician. We are not ingenious puppets [ ... ] who live in a box and 

look out on the world only when it is gaping for amusement. We help to 

rule the nations and make the age as much as possible as any other public 

men. We count ourselves on level benches with legislators. And a man 

who speaks effectively through music is compelled to something more 

difficult than parliamentary eloquence.33  

An image of Liszt that represents him in the mode of a political or military leader (often 

one and the same) begins to make sense when seen in relation to these sentiments. 

29  My appreciation goes to Mr Ernst Burger for the identification of this medal. 
30 Carl Lachmund, Living with Liszt: From the Diary of Carl Lachmund, An American Pupil of Liszt, 
1882-1884, ed., annot. and intro. Alan Walker (Stuyvesant, New York: Pendragon Press, 1995) 26. 
31 Liszt, Selected Letters 469. 
32 See Walker, Liszt vol. 2, 246-251 for a summary and commentary upon the visit. 
33 Quoted in Walker, Liszt vol. 2, n. 250. 
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Also alluded to in Kaulbach's portrait is a strong sense of Liszt looking towards 

the future, in both his general posture but also in his attire. This also makes sense in the 

context of Liszt's biography in the mid-1850s. Liszt was trumpeting the cause of "New 

Music," which he was to do tirelessly, most notably with Wagner. Liszt was the leader 

of a group of creative artists and intellectuals dedicated to the "New Music," called the 

Neu-Weimar-Verein. Walker describes this group as "a mutual defence-pact [ ... ] 

whose primary purpose was to form a united front at home [Weimar] in the face of 

mounting hostility abroad."34  This hostility was to the new directions in music taken by 

Liszt and others. The society had a turbulent life, but its mere formation was a 

significant indicator of Liszt's commitment to the future of his art. 

An important category of Lisztian portraiture might be designated "ceremonial." 

These portraits, such as those by Kaulbach and Barabis, celebrate Liszt as an esteemed 

member of an elite society. Visually, they are modeled along the lines of portraits of 

rulers, aristocrats and military men. Of the portraits in the Napoleonic vein, the 

Kaulbach and Barabâs stand out. Liszt is shown in these two paintings with overtly 

significant regalia, either in national costume or adorned with medals. 

Showing a composer with regalia was not new. The composer Antonio Sakeri 

was depicted by Willibord Joseph Mähler with the chain and medal he was awarded in 

recognition of the composer's fiftieth anniversary in the Habsburg court. However, 

there is no sense of depicting him as anything other than an esteemed man of learning. 

There is no pretense at nobility. What is new about the Liszt portraits is that the 

composer is represented in the same mode as a military hero. These portraits suggest 

the elevation of a musician to hero status, for they use the same visual cues. Does this 

indicate a recognition of the undoubted elevation of the musician in society, or is it 

more reflective of individual factors surrounding Liszt? 

In a sense, Liszt was a political figure, and it is uncertain whether these portraits 

simply reflect attitudes towards him as a musician first and foremost, or as a political 

figure who used his music. Although ultimately unsuccessful, several people acting on 

Liszt's behalf made claims for his nobility. As Walker writes: 

34 Walker, Liszt vol. 2, 252. 
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Liszt had grounds for believing, ever since 1839, that he might be 

descended from the nobility, irrespective of whether the Hungarians 

elevated him to the aristocracy. Thereafter, the search was on for proof of 

the fact. It was not forthcoming, but the rumour of Liszt's "titled" 

background had taken root in the literature and now started to flower.35  

Despite not being of noble birth, Liszt received ample recognition of his "noble" status 

as a musician from artists. 

Liszt and. Titles: Esteemed as a Musician? 

The image of Liszt as decorated hero was scorned by many, especially in some 

sections of the press.. Liszt gained a reputation—rightly or wrongly—for craving 

honours. For example, the Russian critic Vladimir Stasov, writing in April 1842 while 

overwhelmed by the pianist's playing, wrote of his first impression upon seeing Liszt: 

Liszt was [ ... ] wearing a white cravat and over it, the Order of the Golden 

Spur which had recently been given him by the Pope. Various other orders 

dangled from the lapels of his frock coat. He was very thin and stooped, 

and though I had read a great deal about his famous "Florentine profile," 

which was supposed to make him resemble Dante, I did not find his face 

handsome at all. I at once strongly disliked this mania for decorations and 

later on had as little liking for the saccharine, courtly manner Liszt affected 

with everyone he met.36  

But Alan Walker defends his hero, arguing that Liszt saw these decorations as proof of 

increased recognition of musicians generally. Walker explains that, prior to Liszt, no 

other musician had "succeeded so completely in breaking down the barriers that 

traditionally separated performing artists from those who were then grandly called their 

35 Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 31. Emphasis original. At one point, when he was certain that a recent 
application would be accepted, he wrote to d'Agoult for advice on the design for his future coat of arms! 
36 Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 375-376. According to Walker, Stasov was in fact in error regarding the Order of 
the Golden Spur—Liszt never received it. 
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"social superiors."37  He notes that Mozart and Haydn were "treated like servants" and 

that even Beethoven forced the aristocracy to treat him as an equal only through "his 

unique genius and his uncompromising nature."38  Walker continues: 

it was left to Liszt to foster the view that an artist is a superior being, 

because divinely gifted, and that the rest of mankind, of whatever social 

class, owed him respect and even homage. This view of the artist who 

walks with God and brings fire down from heaven with which to kindle the 

hearts of mankind became so deeply entrenched in the Romantic 

consciousness that today we regard it as a cliché. Nonetheless, the cliché is 

important, since it explains much about Liszt that would otherwise remain a 

mystery.39  

Thus, in Walker's mind, Liszt's displays of honours and titles were not a sign of Liszt's 

vanity, but rather a "telling gesture he could make to show the world that the times had 

changed."40  This may be a true reflection of Liszt's motives, but it risks being seen as 

an a priori stance to explain his displays as always motivated by the greater good. 

Walker's entirely honourable view of Liszt's attitude towards fame is not shared 

by another significant Liszt biographer, namely Perényi in Liszt: The Artist as Romantic 

Hero. She argues that Liszt was overwhelmed by his fame, particularly in Hungary, 

and that he cultivated his Magyar image to create a sense of exotic in his persona. She 

suggests that Liszt "had discovered an early form of fashionable radicalism."41  

Certainly, once Liszt decided to identify strongly with his Hungarian roots, images of 

him as a purely artistic type (as discussed in the previous chapter) are supplanted by 

portraits of him as a nationalistic hero or leader. 

The selected portraits discussed in this chapter show Liszt as a decorated (literally 

and metaphorically) man of society, in the same mode as a ruler, aristocrat or military 

man. These images contain undercurrents that sit uncomfortably with the visual types 

discussed in chapter five. Ultimately, it is hard to see these portraits as lauding Liszt as 

37  Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 287. 
38  Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 287. 
39 Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 287. 
4° Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 287. 
41  Perényi 219. 
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simply a musician; to some extent at least, they fulfill a need he had for decoration and 

social esteem. At one level, these portraits are not as significant as iconographic 

indicators of musicians in society as they might otherwise have been. It is not always 

possible to distinguish Liszt the musician from the public virtuoso and performer of 

miracles, or the political figure; they are undoubtedly intertwined. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

Liszt in Popular Imagery I: 

Lithographic Portraits 

New ways of printing in the nineteenth century made good images cheap and cheap 

images good. Never before in history had the products of highly-skilled draughtsman 

been translated with such fidelity into mass-produced form as with the inventions of 

lithography and wood-engraving. Between 1820 and 1860 the printing and publishing 

industries were transformed by the new availability of pictures and text illustrations for the 

new mass market. [ ... ] And for mass marketing, a made name was a saleable name, thus 

anonymity was rendered obsolete. Style began to compete with content for the attention 

of a clientele traditionally more interested in the icon than in its graphic qualities.' 

Beatrice Farwell 

This chapter examines some important aspects of the pictorial style of lithographic 

printed portraits of Liszt. A range of depictions will be discussed, selected according to 

their representative nature, or their iconographical significance. This significance could 

be in the form of influences upon other media and genres, or in reflecting or building 

upon visual traditions established elsewhere. The complexities of studying prints in the 

nineteenth century are almost overwhelming. Not only was there a plethora of print 

media, but the cross-fertilisation of styles and modes of representation was remarkable. 

A genre-based approach may well be insufficient to account for these complexities, as it 

no longer allows the most insightful basis for reading such material. Linda Hults, in her 

survey of Western prints, comments that "the extraordinary array of technical 

possibilities in the nineteenth century implied a democratisation of the print, its broader 

availability to a middle class public."2  

Popular prints and photographs provided the nineteenth-century public with the 

most common images of Liszt, both in terms of sheer number and variety of images. 

For the bulk of the general public who had never seen. Liszt, prints and photographs 

I Beatrice Farwell, The Cult of Images: Baudelaire and the I91ß'-Century Media Explosion (Santa 
Barbara: University of California, 1977) 8. 
2  Linda Hults, The Print in the Western World: An Introductory History (Madison: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1996) 431. 
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would have been the only guide to his physiognomy.3  Printed portraits thus presented 

the face of Liszt as it existed in the popular imagination, and in doing so provide 

scholars with some clues as to the broader development of Liszt's public persona. 

Prints and photographs were aimed at the general public, rather than the well-to-do 

connoisseur, and there are many similarities between the two media. Both lithography 

and photography allowed almost endless reproductions of a single image; they shared a 

similar type of imagery, and an incompatibility with the letter press (solved only in the 

case of photography with the invention of half-tone photographic printing), and the two 

existed in a particularly complex and interactive relationship with other media and 

genres. The degree to which subjects in lithography were translated into photography 

makes an interesting study of the transformation of iconographic themes. 

Chronologically, lithography and photography dovetail quite neatly in their popularity: 

lithographic portraits of Liszt were most popular from the 1820s to the 1840s, and 

photographic portraits were dominant between the 1850s and the 1880s. These two 

media thus offer an insight into the continuing evolution of Liszt's popular image 

throughout the course of his life. 

The rise of lithographic portraiture was, as Beatrice Farwell explains, a significant 

development in the history of portraiture: 

unlike painted portraits, which were unique and might be commissioned by 

anyone, prints imply by their multiplicity a market for the likeness among 

people who do not know the sitter personally. Thus printed portraits declare 

the fame of the person represented. The new mass market of the nineteenth 

century gave rise to new patterns in fame, most of them prophetic of what 

was to come in the era of the photographic portrait. The new heroes were 

novelists, the new heroines actresses.4  

Lithographic portraits thus signalled a new era in visual fame. Liszt was fortunate to be 

famous at just the right time, and to have his fame spread further with these new media 

of mass production. 

3  Those who had the privilege of seeing or meeting him could of course obtain lithographs as a memento. 



The Print 

if any part of the nineteenth-century visual culture can be singled out as distinctive 

from previous eras, it is the remarkable growth of methods of 

reproduction—particularly wood-engraving, photography and lithography—which led 

in turn to the growth in popular imagery. With these new media came a new audience, 

those with enough literary skills and general knowledge to appreciate them. The 

consequences were enormous, for now "people of little education become the 

consumers of mass produced goods, words, and pictures, and thus arose the disdain, 

among the most talented artists and writers, of the bourgeois philistine who wanted his 

art understandable in his own terms. Kitsch had been born."5  The consumer element of 

prints not only provides a common thread through the many varieties of form and 

content that they encompass, but also leaves us with some sense of the popular image 

that Liszt must have had for many of his contemporaries. 

The history of printmaking must be considered somewhat separately from broader 

histories of art. It has its own history, with its own high and low points distinct from 

painting.6  As well as these historical issues, further difficulties are encountered when 

examining prints because the methods of general art histories are of uncertain 

applicability, with the distinctive aesthetic and representational problems surrounding 

the print rarely being analysed. The art historian B.E. Maidment discusses the possible 

approaches to prints and whether they should be examined as an aesthetic or art-

historical category, or instead as a branch of social history.? He notes that when viewed 

from an aesthetic position they have "traditionally been regarded as `lesser' forms and 

genres, incapable of representing either deep feeling or abstract concepts, let alone 

aesthetic complexity, with any hope of success."8  Maidment argues that because of the 

uncertainty about their aesthetic status, "art history has been only partially able to 

construct proper models for the interpretation of prints which acknowledge their 

4  Beatrice Farwell, Portraits and Types French Popular Lithographic Imagery, 1815-1870 vol. 2 
(Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1997) 1. 
5  Hults 8. 
6  Hults 11. 
7 B.E. Maidment, Reading Popular Prints, 1790-1870 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1996) 
1 

8  Maidment 1. 
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particular technical and social history, their distinctive iconographical, emblematic, and 

representational traditions, and their aesthetic potential."9  Following this line of 

thought, Maidment argues that art history may have both under-valued and failed to 

understand prints.lo 

Regarding aesthetic value, the line of inquiry used here follows that of Maidment, 

whose general approach towards examining art works and whose articulation of the 

significance of aesthetics is entirely pragmatic. He argues that aesthetic evaluations of 

any popular image "are relevant here only in so far as they define the particular 

discourses and audiences in which the prints are mobilised."11  He further states that the 

putative "relationship between aesthetic success and the effective production of social 

meanings" is unproven in his mind.12  Maidment then posits a crucial point regarding 

the historical value of prints: 

it is plausible to argue that "simple" images which derive from crudely held 

graphic conventions and social stereotypes offer the student a better 

understanding of widely held cultural assumptions and values than those 

offered by the ironies, subtleties, and contradictions of, say, [the 

caricaturists] Rowlandson or Gillray.13  

This merits a simple formulation—there is no a priori reason to suppose that a positive 

correlation exists between putative aesthetic success and potential historical value. 

My main concern then, is to establish some basic precepts that avoid a too-narrow 

iconographical analysis of the materials, and that do not ignore the many socio-cultural 

factors that are inherent in prints. The art historian Roy Porter makes the point that 

while historians may have overlooked the visual, art historians "have all too rarely 

looked beyond the oeuvre to the social history milieu."14  Porter argues that an 

absorption in iconographical analysis can lead to overlooking basic questions of who 

9  Maidment 1. 
io Maidment argues that the highly valued ideal of a work of art being an "unmediated expression of the 
artist's inner life" is undermined with the various processes involved in the formation of a print (3). This, 
however, is not quite so clearly the case with lithography. Lithography can claim to reproduce the artist's 
original "intent," but nonetheless, many of the observations regarding other print media still apply. 
11 Maidment 6. 
12 Maidment 6-7. 
13 Maidment 7. 
14 Roy Porter, "Seeing the Past," Past & Present 118 (1988): 188. 
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the art works were intended for and what impact they had.15  This is not to say that 

iconographical analysis is not valuable; it shall be applied to the examples discussed 

below. Maidment, after citing several historians' approaches to print research, 

identifies three critical issues regarding the "reading" of prints: 

The first is that prints, however documentary their mode or literal their 

intentions, can never be entirely naturalistic descriptions of the past. The 

second is that prints [ ... ] use "shorthand artistic conventions" which are 

"taken as read" by the intended viewers. Clearly we, as students of prints, 

have to decode these conventions and common interpretative assumptions. 

Thirdly, prints, as much as any other medium of communication, are 

essentially ideological formations which, whether consciously or 

unconsciously, are shaped by the cultural values and social aspirations of 

both maker and audience.16  

It is, of course, arguable, that these same three points can be made for any form of 

visual art. The point, however, that is most pertinent to this study is that relating to 

"shorthand artistic conventions." 

Lithography 

Lithography is technically fundamentally different from engraving, for it allows the 

original drawing by the artist to be reproduced almost exactly. Engraving involves 

several stages, with the original drawing often being modified for the final state. Unlike 

etching and engraving, which are based upon an incised method or the relief method of 

the woodcut, lithography is a planar printing method, which essentially enables the 

achievement of a result with all the subtleties of pencil drawing. The word lithography 

derives from the Greek for "stone drawing." It was invented by Alois Senefelder 

(1771-1834), who discovered and patented the process of using grease on limestone. In 

its first years, the term "polyautography" (or non-English equivalents) was commonly 

15  Porter 188. 
16 Maidment 11. 
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used, but the term lithography became the usual expression after the first decade of the 

nineteenth century.17  

Lithography as Senefelder himself stated in his treatise on his method, introduced 

an entirely new form of reproduction: 

Lithography is a branch of a new method of printing, differing in its 

fundamental principles from all other methods now in use, and known by 

the name of Chemical Printing. All other methods of printing [ ... ] might 

be divided into two branches; the one involving the original by elevated 

forms, the other by engraved forms.18  

The long-term success of lithography varied from country to country. It was 

enormously popular in France, although it faired less well in. Germany and England. 

The main hurdle in England, where it was initially quite well received, was artistic bias: 

it was perceived as an inferior form. In France, lithography only truly flourished when 

it attracted enough skilled draftsmen, which was from about 1820 onwards. This was 

precipitated by the availability of technical manuals, such as G. Englemann's Manuel 

du Dessinateur Lithographe of 1822. Lithography was enormously successful towards 

the middle of the century, and empowered the printed press, particularly the political 

press. In France, lithography became the chosen medium of mass-market portraiture 

from about 1820 until it was supplanted by photography in the second half of the 

century. 

Although there were notable exceptions, lithography was slow to be accepted by 

artists as an aesthetically significant form. As Constance Harris writes in her study of 

printed portraiture: 

Lithography attracted a few enterprising artists almost immediately, but it 

was far more commonly used for the printing of labels, posters, maps and 

other commercial items. Because of these mercantile associations, with the 

exception of its use by Goya and Daumier, it languished as a major creative 

17  A good introduction to the history of lithography can be found in Linda Hults, The Print in the 
Western World, which forms the basis for much of the ensuing discussion on the development of 
lithography. 
18 Senefelder, quoted in Michael Twyman, Early Lithograph Music: A Study Based on the H. Baron 
Collection (London: Farand, 1996) 24. 
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tool in the first half of the nineteenth century. Ironically, Daumier himself 

unwittingly lent the process a poor reputation because he was considered a 

mere illustrator rather than a serious artist. It was perceived as low class 

and its initial artistic trails were short-lived.19  

As well as the above features, lithography had one more distinctive attribute—it 

was incompatible with letterpress printing. This had several consequences. Firstly, 

illustrated papers, such as the Illustrated London News and L'Illustration of Paris made 

use of wood-engraved pictures, which allowed pictures to be incorporated into the text. 

With lithography, the artist was forced to develop an image that could tell a story in 

itself, and thus produce "an ephemeral imagery."20  

Lithography's connection with other media was complex. Often, lithographic 

portraits were copies of photographs or paintings not originally intended for 

reproduction, although the original artists may not have complained about the spread of 

their original image. Examples include copies of Ary Scheffer's portrait of Rossini,21  

and Kriehuber's portrait of Liszt based upon the Danhauser's oil portrait of Liszt.22  

Contrary to this was the use of images made popular through lithographs in "high-art" 

painting. A notable example is Josef Danhauser's 1840 group portrait with Liszt at the 

piano (see fig. 33): most of the other figures appear to be based upon lithographic 

portraits.23  

Stalls selling prints became common in Paris, where people could peruse and buy 

images of portraits of celebrities—in fact lithographs exist showing lithographic stalls 

with potential patrons examining the items, sometimes to humorous effect. 

Stylistically, lithography was rooted in Neoclassicism, as Harris explains: 

Lithography developed simultaneously with a new fashion that conformed 

to Napoleon's theories of art. The emperor, hoping that France would sense 

in him a reincarnation of imperial Roman civilization, supported a Classical 

19  Constance Harris, Portraiture in Prints (Jefferson, New Columbia: McFarland, 1987) 156. 
2° Farwell, The Cult of Images 7. 
21 Reproduced in Farwell, Portraits and Types fig. 2F1. 
22 Discussed in chapters five and six. 
23 

See page 107. Comini discusses the possible sources for Danhauser's likenesses. See Comini 
209-213. 
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revival. It was a welcome relief from the often over-wrought Baroque and 

Rococo forms, typically refraining from deep emotion or inner tension.24  

Lithography was, with some exceptions, treated as a medium much like chalkand it was 

only towards the end of the century that its visual possibilities were explored more 

fully.0  In general lithographic portraits tended to be somewhat conservative, although 

the technique brought new freshness of texture to the medium of the print that had 

previously been the arena of engravers. At its height, however, French lithography 

preceded the Realist movement in an important visual sense by depicting contemporary 

life; it had clear links with novels of the time, and can be seen as part of a trend towards 

using contemporary subject matter. Both images and novels, according to Farwell, had 

"their raison d'être in the new popular mass market; both formed the background for 

the battle cry of the realist vanguard two decades later: 'il faut être de son temps'."26  

Lithographic portraits of Liszt as an adult were at their peak during the July 

Monarchy, a period that has generally been neglected in art history scholarship. It was 

a time of rapid change, with an expansion of popular culture as a result of increased 

mechanisation. Images formed an essential part of this process, with a hitherto 

unparalleled distribution and affordability. As Petra ten-Doesschate Chu and Gabriel 

Weisberg observe: 

improved picture printing techniques (lithography and wood engraving) 

facilitated the production of images, which quickly found their way into the 

rapidly expanding publishing industry of the July Monarchy. This created a 

popular visual culture that was not confined to newspaper caricatures and 

cartoons but included illustrations in books and magazines, published in 

huge editions for a popular readership. Such illustrations were often done 

by (or after the works of) well-known artists of the period, the very same 

ones whose large-scale works could be seen at the annual Salons in Paris 

24 Harris 156-157. 
25 Hults 454. 
26 Farwell, Contemporary Events and Caricature French Popular Lithographic Imagery vol. 8 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1997) 1. Lithography was not just the popular means for granting images to 
the masses, it attracted the attention on some of the leading artists of the time, particularly in France. 
Prudhon, Decamps, Géricault, Pissaro, Redon, Renoir and, of course, Toulouse-Lautrec all tried their 



and in permanent settings such as the Musée historique in Versailles. Partly 

as a result, Salons and museums became increasingly popular, turning from 

meeting grounds of the cultivated elite into places of popular entertainment. 

Thus in the visual as in the verbal realm, a popular culture developed that 

embraced a range of social strata unprecedented in European cultural 

history.27  

A survey of lithographic portraits from the 1830s and 1840s in France shows 

several trends in their imagery.28  Lithographs of notable people typically show the 

head, shoulders and/or the torso, and are less often full length. If a sufficient amount of 

the sitter's body is depicted, the subject was often seated in an attractive arm-chair or 

standing by a suitable object. The chair provides a useful prop for the sitter's arms, or 

simply functions to frame the subject. The head is often in three-quarters view, 

although facing the viewer is also common. The freedom of execution allows for a 

certain freshness and spontaneity lacking in engravings. The sitter's profession is often 

indicated by some tool of the trade, such as music manuscript, but this was by no means 

consistent. 

Lithographs of Liszt 

Lithographic portraits of Liszt will be examined with several issues in mind. Most 

significantly, what, if any, new visual elements did popular portraiture bring to his 

image? In particular, do lithographs represent an emerging form of Realism, perhaps 

what Weisberg has called proto-realism by?29  What is the connection between printed 

portraits of Liszt and those in other media, both earlier and later? 

hand at the medium. Daumier was the most notable artist of the first half of the century to excel, 
particularly with his technically brilliant caricatures. 
27  Petra ten-Doesschate Chu and Gabriel P. Weisberg, eds., The Popularization of Images: Visual 
Culture Under the July Monarchy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994) 4. 
28  The following is based upon the portraits contained in Farwell, French Popular Lithographic Imagery. 
29 

See Weisberg, "Proto-realism in the July Monarchy: The Strategies of Philippe-Auguste Jeanron and 
Charles-Joseph Traviès," The Popularization of Images: Visual Culture Under the July Monarchy eds. 
Petra ten-Doesschate Chu and Gabriel P. Weisberg, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994) 
90-112. 
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Lithographs of Liszt can be conveniently divided into those of him as a child, 

made during the 1820s, and those from the 1830s onwards. In this second group of 

depictions, some of these portraits were executed by two of the leading lithographers of 

the day. Liszt was already a celebrity in his early years, charming audiences with his 

skill and personality. "Le petit Litz" became the darling of Paris in particular, as 

Walker observes.30  He was represented as a musical child-wonder, akin to Mozart. 

The images of him from this period must be taken in the context of the enormous hype 

surrounding his concerts, given under the watchful eye of his ambitious father. One 

reviewer, Alphonse Martainville (1776-1830), claimed for him the mantle of the genius 

Mozart, writing in 1824: 

I cannot help it: since yesterday I am a believer in metepsychosis [sic]. I 

am convinced that the soul and spirit of Mozart have passed into the body 

of young Liszt, and never has an identity revealed itself by plainer signs 

[ 	J 

Mozart, in taking the name of Liszt, has lost nothing of that interesting 

countenance which always increases the interest a child inspires us with by 

his precocious talent. The features of our little prodigy express spirit and 

cheerfulness. He comes before his audience with exceeding gracefulness, 

and the pleasure, the admiration, which he awakens in his hearers as soon as 

his fingers glide along the keys he seems to find extremely amusing and 

diverting. 31  

Adam Liszt was astutely aware of his son's reception, and proudly wrote to a friend that 

a lithographic portrait of Franz had been ordered by a "well-regarded music society," 

and an enlargement of it hung at the Louvre.32  This is very probably the Leprince 

portrait of Liszt at a piano discussed below. 

Rather than approach these portraits as objective likenesses, the stylistic 

conventions of prints should be considered, and the public's need for the images to fit 

their preconceptions should be borne in mind. These early lithographs were 

representing someone lauded as heir to Mozart, and already considered by many 

30 Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 100. 
31 Williams, Portrait of Liszt 15. 
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reviewers to be the finest pianist in Europe. Paris was not only impressed by his 

abilities, but enchanted by his appearance and manner. It is this element that these 

portraits seek to provide. Many early portraits were accompanied by verse, making 

explicit the implications of the visual images. Some lithographs were commemorative 

of a particular event (such as the 1824 Leprince example). 

The portrait of Liszt by Baron Ferdinand von Ltitgendorf (see fig. 36) is dated by 

Ernst Burger at c. 1823, although, as he observes, it is usually dated at 1820. This 

lithograph was published in a series of portraits in Preßburg in 1825-1826 as part of a 

lithographic series entitled Magyar Pantheon.33 Not unexpectedly therefore, Liszt is 

shown in a Hungarian jacket. 

 er I'marx•z 

Fig. 36. Baron Ferdinand von Liitgendorff, Liszt Ferentz 

(Vienna: c. 1823); rpd. in Burger 27. 

The facial image (including the parting of his hair) in the Ltitgendorff portrait is 

practically identical to a French lithographic portrait by Roehn from 1824 (see fig. 37), 

32 Letter to Ludwig Hofer, 20 March 1824, Williams, Portrait of Liszt 16. 
33 Burger 27. 



136 

although the clothes are different. The Roehn portrait identifies Liszt as eleven years 

old; however, as Burger notes, Liszt did not arrive in Paris until December 1823, so he 

must have been at least twelve.3' This interchangeability of images makes ascertaining 

the "authentic" source almost impossible with many lithographs. More generally 

though, it points to the mobile currency of the likenesses produced in printed media. 

Q,..-4:  

Fig. 37. A.E. Roehn, François Liszt (1824); rpd. in Burger 39. 

A more visually sophisticated lithographic portrait dates from c. 1825, published 

by Motte (see fig. 14).35  The young Liszt is simply identified as a "Pianiste." The 

subtle tonal possibilities of the lithographic medium are exploited much more than in 

the previous examples. The expression given to Liszt in this portrait is one of 

inspiration: the eyes lifted heavenwards and slightly parted lips are classic expressions 

34 The text is translated in Burger 39, as follows: 
Harmonious bond of genius and child, 
Presentation art thou of future state; 
And at an age when hope is undefiled 
By care, thou canst fond memories create. 

35 See page 38. 
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of inspiration and wonder. The allusion is presumably to the God-given skills of the 

young boy, the new Mozart. This portrait is an early example of a significant aspect of 

Lisztian portraiture, still not fully developed at this stage in his life. Rather than Liszt 

pleasantly facing the viewer, the viewer is witness to Liszt's state of inspiration. It is 

unlikely that the young Liszt himself requested this form of portrayal. It was probably 

the artist who, as already observed, displays a sophisticated artistic sense. This portrait 

is something of a precursor to the oil portraits of the following years, not in its precise 

representation, but in its elevation of the artist. 

A portrait from 1826, by the lithographer François Pascal, was made to 

commemorate a concert given by Liszt in Marseilles (see fig. 38), one of the many 

provinces Liszt toured with his father early in the year.36  This portrait represents a 

continuation of the typical early lithographic visual type in Lisztian portraiture. Liszt is 

shown at an extremely crudely drawn keyboard, whose only purpose seems to be to 

indicate the vocation of the sitter. Such a rudimentary visual prop was not unique: other 

lithographs have similarly basic cues, and is an example of the "shorthand" of prints. It 

is hard to imagine that the artist was so incompetent as to be unable to depict a 

keyboard more carefully if desired. Whether this portrait is based upon first-hand 

knowledge of the artist is unknown. The eyes, which are directed engagingly at the 

viewer, are particularly large, and the mouth rather small relative to other portraits. 

36 Burger 47. The accompanying verses are translated in Burger as: 
When he forgot the pleasures of his youth 
And tuned his song to cheerful plaint, in truth 
The god who reigns o'er genius did lend 
Admiring ear to all that he had penned. 
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Fig. 38. François Pascal, Liszt (Marseilles: 1826); rpd. in Burger 47. 

As Liszt matured, so did the techniques of his lithographic portraitists, and he was 

portrayed by leading exponents of the medium in the 1830s and 1840s with a new level 

of visual complexity. One of the most resonant and popular images of Liszt is by 

Achille Devéria (1800-1857). Although he exhibited paintings at the Paris Salon, 

Devéria is mostly remembered as a leading lithographer of his era. His commercial 

success was no doubt aided by the fact that he married Céleste Motte, daughter of the 

lithographic publisher Charles Motte, a union that also brought him into contact with 

many leading young romantic figures.37  His output in the medium comprises over three 

thousand examples in a wide variety of styles and encompassing many subjects and 

themes, although he avoided portraying the lower classes.38  The majority of his 

"Farwell, The Cult of Images 71. 
38 Farwell, The Cult of Images 71. 
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lithographs were available at print-sellers, although he also published in the illustrated 

papers.39  

Devéria's lithographs were produced to satisfy a market, with many of his works 

erotic or fashion-based, and became very popular. But it was his depictions of his 

contemporaries, mostly literary men, that saw him at his creative and technical best. 

His portraits, which numbered over 450, constitute a "gallery of romantic Restoration 

society" including Chateaubriand, Dumas père, Géricault and Victor Hugo.40  He 

appeared to mix with the elite society that Liszt entered when he lived in Paris, and, 

given that they knew each other, it is likely that they understood one another's 

ambitions and views. Stylistically these portraits were ahead of their time, predating 

the Realist movement. As Farwell observes: "The informality of these portraits, in 

contrast to the well-dressed, correct postures of official portraits in oil, was not adopted 

in high art until Manet, Degas, and the Impressionists, probably with the intervening 

influence of photographic portraits, especially the informal carte-de-visite 

[photograph]."41  However, it is all too easy to overplay this realism. 

These traits are nowhere more visible than in the Liszt portrait of 1832 (see fig. 

39). It is sentimental, with the young musician's face refined, particularly the nose and 

mouth. Liszt is shown comfortably placed on a sofa, legs crossed, arms casually 

resting—the debonair and sophisticated artist. His particular art is represented by a 

music manuscript, roughly sketched by Devéria behind Liszt's left shoulder, but with 

no notation upon it. He looks into the distance, a cliché long-established for creative 

types, and the heavy lids give the further impression of dreaminess. The inessential. 

parts of the image are sketchily drawn, adding much to the overall informality of the 

scene. 

39  Farwell, The Cult of Images 71. 
40 Farwell, The Cult of Images 71. 
41 Farwell, The Cult of Images 20. 



Fig. 39. Achille Devéria, Liszt (Paris: 1832); rpd. in Burger 68. 

Even for Devéria, this is a heavily Romanticised image. In most of his portraits 

the subjects look at the viewer, and the expression is inviting, and less distant. This is 

not to say that Devéria was incapable of dramatic effects and expressions: a good 

example is his dramatic untitled portrait of an artist, which is in the lineage of the artist-

as-hero 42  While having all the hallmarks of his refined and elegant portrait style, this 

depiction has the effect of allowing the viewer to witness a creative persona in reverie, 

rather than engaging with an attractive and inviting likeness. It also conforms to one of 

the forms of possible creative types: the feminine and sensitive individual.43  

The music manuscript in the background is open to several possible 

interpretations. The most obvious explanation would be that it is part of the visual 

shorthand of prints in general, but there are other possibilities worthy of consideration. 

The manuscript's emptiness could simply be due to the artist keeping the detail light 

while clearly representing music. If Devéria had placed notation on the pages it may 

42 Farwell, Portraits and Types fig. 3B5. 
43 Shroder 28-29. 
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have distracted from the centre of the composition and from Liszt's expression. A more 

speculative interpretation might see the blank pages as a sign of impending creativity, 

with Liszt shown in the creative and inspired preamble to composition. Given the style 

of the portrait, with the approximate rendition of background, including the manuscript,. 

it is most likely a simple visual cue referring to Liszt's art. 

The strong use of chiaroscuro evident here is typical of Devéria's style when 

representing creative types, with bold areas of shading particularly towards the centre. 

A survey of Déveria's lithographic portraits shows that he used strong chiaroscuro in 

his portraits of creative types, such as Victor Hugo and fellow lithographer J. David.44  

Compared to other French lithographers, he used the technique frequently, but in many 

of his portraits it is only lightly used, if at all. Marie d'Agoult wrote of this lithograph 

to Liszt: "Devéria's lithograph no longer bears any likeness to you, even if it ever did, 

but it helped me to rediscover the years of our passion, our sadness and our struggle. 

Ah, how I love this face!"45  

Other portraits by Devéria from the same period make for an interesting 

comparison. His full length depiction of the caricaturist and publisher Charles Philipon 

(c. 1831) shows the founder of La Caricature and Le Charivari in an arm chair, 

comfortably posed, with legs outstretched, arms resting languidly. He faces the viewer, 

unlike Liszt, with a slightly tilted head—both posing and receptive. The impressive 

smoking gown he wears suggests an intimate and domestic setting. Another portrait, 

this time three-quarter length, shows the author Leon Noel, and dates from around 

1832. More formal in both posture and dress, Noel again faces the viewer. 

While this portrait of Liszt could be classified as proto-realist in its setting, other 

elements distance it from the ideals of the movement as it emerged later. While the 

setting appears "realistic" enough, the romanticisation of the physiognomy is counter to 

Realism, and the thematic similarity of informality which this image shares with the 

later Realist movement is perhaps better explained by an inadvertent parallelism. 

Devéria, it should be remembered, excelled in fashion and erotic drawings, suggesting 

an almost Rococo style. This neo-Rococoism is in fact very much part of popular 

44 See Farwell, Portraits and Types. 
45 d'Agoult, quoted in Burger 68. 



142 

imagery at the time. Farwell writes of the roots of the "modernity" of subjects 

contained in French prints in the nineteenth century: 

The typology of nineteenth-century imagery comes from the line of 

Rubens and the Dutch masters, throughout the French Rococo, into the 

moeurs, the fashion plates and the erotica engraved by Moreau le Jeune and 

Cochin fils. This tradition survived Neo-classicism in the prints of 

Debucourt and Boilly, and joined the heroic only briefly with the cult figure 

of Napoleon, where the high and the contemporary were for a time 

compatible. That movement coincided with the rise of lithography, and the 

Napoleonic legend was created as much through printed pictures as through 

any other medium. But for the most part, "reality" meant the ordinary, the 

quotidian, and from the viewpoint of high art, the vulgar.46  

Thus to label Devéria's portrait of Liszt as in some sense "realist" is to focus upon only 

one element, one that properly belongs to a long-established tradition. 

The true proto-realists were artists such as Philippe-Auguste Jeanron and Charle-

Joseph Traviès, who pioneered drawings and paintings of the "common people," with 

distinctive techniques like the distortion of bodies and the use of dour colouring.47  The 

Devéria example, although not classically posed, nonetheless shows Liszt as the Salon 

identity par excellence. If a term was sought to categorise his style, perhaps "Salon-

realist" would fit nicely, to explain the rather contrived intimacy it typifies. 

Josef Kriehuber left for posterity some of the most convincing pre-photographic 

likenesses of Liszt. Both artistically and in terms of sheer numbers, he is Liszt's most 

important lithographic portraitist. Kriehuber was one of the leading lithographic 

portraitists of his time, and played an important role in constructing the public personae 

of those he depicted.48  He was the equivalent of the famous portrait photographers of 

later times. Born in Vienna, Kriehuber, the son of an innkeeper, showed early signs of 

artistic ability. He studied in both Vienna and Poland, alongside artists such as 

Danhauser and Franz Eybel. By the mid 1820s Kriehuber was highly renowned as a 

46 Farwell, The Cult of Images 12. 
47  See Weisberg, "Proto-realism in the July Monarchy" 90-112. 
48  The following biographical information is based upon Selma Krasa, Josef Kriehuber: Der Portrütist 
einer Epoche (Vienna: Christian Branstätter, 1987). 
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leading portraitist inside and outside of Austria. The majority of his portraits are of the 

aristocracy, members of the military, doctors and other distinguished persons. In the 

1830s Kriehuber excelled in the then popular style of portrait, showing the subject 

either sitting or standing, three-quarter length. His accuracy of physiognomy, when 

compared with later photographs, is impressive, considering the widespread 

romanticisation of the media. Kriehuber knew Liszt, and several of his portraits bear an 

easy informality, but without the physiognomic distortions of the Devéria portrait. 

Liszt obviously valued Kriehuber's depictions of him, for he autographed several 

and sent them to friends. Liszt makes passing reference to a portrait in a letter to Marie 

d'Agoult dated 28 April 1838: 

I have made no friend here [Vienna], but still have very many courtiers. 

My room is never empty. I am the man à la mode. Fifty copies of my 

portrait have been sold in a single day. You won't wrong me by thinking 

that that makes the least impression on me, will you?49  

The particular portrait Liszt is referring to (see fig. 40) shows him seated in a chair, one 

elbow resting on its arm. The head is turned to a three-quarter view, and slightly tilted, 

as if inquiring. As with Devéria, the face is rendered most carefully, with looser strokes 

of the crayon as it moves from the centre. Unusually, the hands are not depicted at all. 

The eyes are gazing upwards and away from the viewer, as was common with portraits 

of creative types. No chiaroscuro is prominent, but the upper body is well delineated, 

as with the Devéria portrait, thus avoiding a top-heavy imbalance. No allusion is made 

to music in the drawing: Liszt could be any creative type. 

49 Liszt, Selected Letters 89. 
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Fig. 40. Josef Kriehuber, Franz Liszt (Vienna: 1838); rpd. in Burger 103. 

This portrait compares interestingly with Kreihuber's portrait of the pianist 

Sigismond Thalberg (1812-1871) from the same year (see fig. 41). Like Liszt, 

Thalberg is shown in an arm chair, the face in three-quarter view, but the body turned a 

little more away from the viewer. Similarly, the upper body only is depicted, with the 

hands likewise absent. Unlike Liszt, Thalberg looks at and engages the viewer with a 

pleasant expression, his head slightly tilted. This expression and posture was the most 

common in lithographic portraiture, by Kriehuber and others. It is notable that Liszt 

does not look at the viewer in Kriehuber's portraits, but either evades the viewer or 

appears somewhat distant, deep in thought. 



Fig. 41. Josef Kriehuber, Sigismond Thalberg (1838); rpd. in Burger 90. 

Not only were Kriehuber's portraits admired by Liszt, but others confirmed the 

likeness. Schumann, writing in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik in 1840 of a concert 

Liszt had given, wrote: 

On Monday he gave a concert; the hall was brilliant with an assemblage of 

our aristocratic society, including several members of the royal family. All 

eyes were fixed on the door at which the artist was to enter. Many portraits 

of him were in circulation, and that by Kriehuber, who has most correctly 

seized his Jupiter profile, is excellent; but the youthful Jupiter himself, of 

course, interests us to quite a different degree.5° 

In an iconographically significant portrait from 1846, Kriehuber represents Liszt 

in the classic pose of the contemplative, creative artist/poet (see fig. 12).51  Resting 

upon a mantlepiece (or similar prop), one hand is raised, supporting the head in the 

classic pose of contemplation (if not melancholy), while the other rests gently on some 

50 Williams, Portrait of Liszt 122. 
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music manuscript. The artist has rendered the music with enough detail to make the 

neat notation evident. Rather than looking heavenwards, is heavy-lidded, staring 

earthwards. Also unlike other Kriehuber depictions, there is a notable use of 

chiaroscuro, adding further weight to the image. The hands are rendered in 

considerable detail, with even the veins of the resting hand apparent. But, contrary to 

the accuracy of the face, these hands appear romanticised into the slim, tapering ideal 

suitable for a sensitive, creative individual. 

This portrait is unusual for a lithograph to the extent that it shows Liszt in a 

distinctly ruminative, even melancholic mood. Here is one of the few Byronic images 

of Liszt in printed portraiture. That Kriehuber depicted Liszt as a Byron-like figure is 

not surprising in itself, considering the significance of the poet to Liszt and other 

romantics of his generation. The iconographical importance of Byron has already been 

discussed (chapters four and five), not only in terms of Liszt but more generally. 

Kriehuber's group portrait of 1846 deserves some attention (see fig. 11).52  Liszt 

is shown playing the piano (a Graf) seated on the far left, surrounded by the violinist 

Heinrich Ernst (right, seated), Carl Czerny (middle), Berlioz (centre). This portrait is 

obviously derived from the Danhauser oil portrait of 1840, for Liszt's pose is identical, 

and clothes nearly so (he has a different collar).53  This would seem to be a deliberate 

homage, for the artist would obviously have been able to construct his own images of 

Liszt. The music on the piano is Liszt's Ungarische Nationalemelodien and 

Beethoven's Sonata in A Flat, op. 26. This lithograph is particularly interesting from 

the compositional point of view. The danger of such group lithographic portraits is that 

the figures can appear rather disembodied if the familiar technique of "fading out" the 

body is used. Kriehuber largely avoids this via his careful arrangement of the figures 

through several lines, notably those of Ernst, Liszt and himself through the diagonal, 

using the keyboard as the continuing line from Liszt to Kriehuber. However, in the 

Danhauser portrait, the direction of the painting was ultimately towards the bust of 

Beethoven, whereas here it is centred upon Liszt. 

51 See page 36. 
52 See page 35. 
53 See page 107. 
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Comini has written with considerable insight on this lithograph, particularly as it 

relates to the Danhauser painting and local Viennese "mythology" of Liszt and Czerny. 

As she notes, the two figures of Berlioz and Czerny are parallel to the figures of 

Paganini and Rossini.54  Comini argues that Kriehuber's reflective pose "would set the 

norm for future depictions on the proper pose in which to listen to Beethoven."55  Partly 

through the style associated with the medium, and partly through the refined approach, 

the excesses of Romanticism are somewhat removed from the oil painting on which this 

is based. None of the figures has a pose of ecstatic engagement with the music, but 

more a contemplative appearance. 

Lithographs and the Developing Image of Liszt 

Lithography was crucial in establishing a "realistic" setting in portraiture, Liszt being 

no exception. However, Liszt was represented within the context of the successful 

Salon artist, the ideal "Man-about-the-Salon." His iconography depicts a suave and 

sophisticated artist, exactly the persona he would have liked, it would seem. 

Lithographic portraits of Liszt represent the most emblematic and consumable aspect of 

his self-created image, the Don Juan of music. But as Perényi observes: "All his life he 

was haunted by this self-created demon who even now blights his genius and obscures 

his stature as one of the innovators in nineteenth-century music."56  

The fact that Liszt was happy to have images of this type propagated in the 1830s 

and 1840s suggests his desire to spread and confirm his artistic persona, not just as the 

oil portraits had attempted, but more broadly. His physical appearance, including the 

hint of exoticism, stood him in good stead, for as Perényi again notes: 

Had he chanced to be small and hideous, his exotic origins would no doubt 

have gone unnoticed. He was, however, a beautiful young man, tall and fair 

with candid blue eyes, eminently suited to play a leading part in a society 

that set a high value on physical allure. The Romantics were indifferent to 

54 Comini 216. 
55 Comini 215-216. 
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the charms of old age, personified in the wizened countenances of the 

philosophes. To be "beautiful, free and young" was in Gautier's phrase the 

ideal [ ... ] Equally desirable was it to have genius, or if not what is often 

an acceptable substitute—temperament. Liszt had both. 57  

The lithographic portraits of Liszt date from the 1830s and 1840s, a period when 

French painters and writers were labeling themselves as Romantics "in capitals."58  

Liszt was fully swept up in this movement, and, as discussed in chapter five, identified 

strongly with Romantic precepts and the fashionable salon society that surrounded it. 

These lithographic portraits bear the unmistakable stamp of Liszt's artistic persona, the 

creation of an ideal image. But whereas in the oil portraits, the supposed solitude or 

exile of the artist was projected, the popular portraits tend to stress the public identity. 

Lithographs, by the very nature of the medium, suggest fame, recognition and success. 

These are hardly qualities of the exiled artist. While Liszt may have professed, in 

rhetoric typical of the circle in which he mixed, a deep yearning for isolation, his public 

and popular images suggest someone enjoying posing before the public. Not just any 

public though, but that of the cultural elites attached to salon society. 

The elements of Realism potentially present in lithographic portraiture, such as 

the "natural" setting and emancipation from oil portraiture, are nonetheless coexistent 

with Romantic constructions of the image of the artist as hero. For, while the content is 

realistic enough, the treatment is not. Devéria's portrait has a realism born of fashion 

illustrations, not the later realism, born of political activism or empathy with the less 

fortunate. 

The mass-market aspects of lithographic prints may not have appealed to Liszt's 

delicate sense of status and posturing as a creative type outside the normal bounds of 

society. Nonetheless, as his boasting shows, he seemed to enjoy and encourage the 

visual fame it created. He wrote to Wagner in 1853 that he "couldn't bear well 

lithographic portraits" due to their "somewhat bourgeois appearance."54  This revealing 

comment suggests that it was the mode of his representation rather than the medium 

56 Perényi 3. 
57 Perényi 7. 
58 Perényi 30. 
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that concerned him. Certainly in the case of the Devéria the words "bourgeois 

appearance" come to mind readily. What may have worried Liszt was the lack of the 

grandiosity of oil portraits and that the new visual style showed the sitter as something 

other than an aloof leader. This is probably why he favoured Kriehuber, who added a 

sense of weight to the medium lacking in the work of many other artists. In arguably 

the most bourgeois of media, lithography, with its accompanying pictorial style, Liszt 

tried to maintain something more profound and less accessible than the merely 

agreeable portrait. 

59  Liszt, quoted in Gabriel Salmen, Musiker im Porträt vol 4: Das 19 Jahrhundert (Munich: C.H. 
Bech'sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1983) 100. 



CHAPTER EIGHT 

Liszt in Popular Imagery II: 

Photographic Portraits 

It was in portraiture that photography saw its greatest early triumphs as popular imagery. 

The daguerreotype had created a demand for portraiture. The mass production of portraits 

of the famous had to await the development in the 1850s of the collodion process on glass 

negatives and for albumen printing paper. With these, and special multi-exposure 

cameras, the carte de visite was spawned by Disdéri. While anyone might, and did, have 

his or her portrait produced in this miniature form, its popular commercial exploitation 

was in the sale to a large public of portraits of kings and emperors, statesmen, actors, 

artists, and famous courtesans.' 

Beatrice Farwell 

This chapter examines how photographic portraits of Liszt either conform to or diverge 

from the pictorial styles already discussed in relation to other media. Of interest is 

whether photographs of Liszt generated a distinctly new mode of representation. If they 

did, to what extent was the new mode of representation due to, or prompted by, the 

physical properties and processes of the equipment and photographer? Once these 

questions are addressed, the issue of photography's impact upon other media and genres 

can be examined. 

At one level photographs can be approached as yet another nineteenth-century 

medium in which established visual codes were deployed. But photography has been a 

pervasive part of western culture for some 150 years, so the novelty that it must have 

held when it first flourished is easily overlooked. Conversely, it is all too easy to see 

photography as essentially modern, to focus on the avant-garde rather than what was 

perhaps conservative yet successful. As with nineteenth-century artists in general, it is 

difficult to avoid concentrating on historically influential and remarkable artists at the 

expense of artists who were popular and/or famous in their day. 

t Farwell, The Cult of Images 90. 
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What is undeniable about photography is the fact the camera's actual presence 

locates it precisely in space and time. Photography thus involves a fundamentally 

different relationship to the temporal process. Trachtenberg explains it thus: 

The photographic image, conventional and familiar in form, bore within it a 

disruptive event—the signification, as Roland Barthes formulated it, of the 

camera's having been at the actual scene of the image at some precisely 

datable moment in the past. Each photograph represents a nonrepeatable 

event. Unlike a painting or drawing, which conflates the duration of its 

making with the inner subjective time of the maker's memory and mental 

processes, the making of the photographic image occurs at once. The 

determinable, datable character of the photograph and its machine-like 

exactness of whatever detail falls within the len's focus give the camera 

image a privilege among images in regard to the past. Each photograph 

bears a distinct and unique message.2  

The power of many photographic images of Liszt today is doubtless due to the fact that 

they bear direct witness to a unique visual and temporal event. 

An anonymous photograph of Liszt from c. 1863 makes a useful starting point for 

discussion of the medium (see fig. 42). This portrait is of a very particular type, the so-

called carte de visite portrait that flourished to a remarkable degree in the 1860s and 

1870s.3  When compared to portraits in other media, several striking points emerge. In 

an obvious but misleading sense, it is an "objective" image in terms of topographical 

exactness. But other aspects are noteworthy: Liszt appears somewhat stiff and there is 

an almost ridiculous prop and backdrop. These elements are not unique to Lisztian 

iconography, but are typical of photographic portraits of the era. Before any 

significance of intent is placed on the pictorial style of the image, however, the medium 

itself needs fuller investigation. The most remarkable feature of this portrait, is that it 

could have been taken by almost anyone, in almost any Western country over a period 

of two decades. Why this is the case can only be understood when some basic 

parameters of photography in the second half of the nineteenth century are discussed. 

2  Alan Trachtenberg, Reading American Photographs: Images of History, Mathew Brady to Walker 
Evans (New York: Hill and Wang, 1989) 5-6. 



Fig. 42. L. Haase & Co., Franz Liszt (c. 1863); 

rpd. in Burger 89 

As is typical of the period, Liszt is shown amongst appropriate props, although 

unlike many other photographs from the time, the piano provided a convincing addition 

to the scene, instead of a fake Roman column. Generally speaking, the earlier the 

photograph, the longer the exposure time, so props for the subject to steady themselves 

with were essential to the success of the picture. This led to the stiff formality of many 

early photographs, as did the tendency of many photographic practitioners to base their 

work on the conservative traditions of oil portraiture. 

Background to Photography 

Numerous histories of photography are available, so I will not recapitulate unnecessary 

details .4  Nonetheless, a few important definitions and concepts need to be understood 

before discussing more specific visual aspects of the medium. More than any other 

medium of the nineteenth century, the technical constraints and possibilities of the 

photographic process were closely bound up with the developing aesthetic that 
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surrounded it. To discuss photographs of Liszt without understanding the multitude of 

elements that influence the creation of the images is bound to lead to failure, or at least 

naïvety. Photographers in the nineteenth century were experimenting in a new medium, 

and used a variety of sources and guidelines to aid them in their creative endeavours. 

The complex relationship between the pre-existing art forms and this rapidly developing 

medium was intricate, and far from one-way. Photography was to have enormous 

impact upon other means of representation, as well as wider debates on aesthetics and 

realism. 

Contrary to popular belief, the development of photography had little to do with 

the camera obscura, but was much more closely bound to developments in chemical 

processes. Thus, the chemical and the optical should be considered separately. The 

camera obscura had been in existence for centuries, used by artists for exact perspective 

and precise placement of objects visually. The chemical processes of photography were 

discovered when it was noticed that certain chemicals changed colour when exposed to 

sunlight. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Thomas Wedgwood was able to 

make silhouettes, such as a leaf, but was unable to preserve them. The first true 

photographic image was achieved by the Frenchman Joseph Nicéphore in 1826, by 

exposing a chemically treated plate to the view from his window for eight hours. The 

actual word "photography" was invented by Sir John Herschel, who coined the term in 

1839, when the process was made public. In the 1830s and 1840s, the Englishman Fox 

Talbot developed the so-called calotype (Greek for "beautiful images") using paper 

negatives. These were nowhere near as detailed as the daguerreotype, but their 

particular quality was exploited well by several landscape photographers. The calotype 

was essentially the first modern photograph. 

Although often conflated, the development of the daguerreotype and of the 

photograph are very different. The former was actually not a photograph in the true 

sense, the image being formed by minute shadows cast by the light in tiny pits in the 

surface of a polished metal plate.5  The daguerreotype's popularity had peaked by the 

1860s, but it remained unsurpassed for its accuracy and iconic value. As William Ivins 

4  See, for example, Helmut Gernsheim, A Concise History of Photography (London: Thames & Hudson, 
1965); and George Gilbert, Photography: The Early Years (New York: Harper & Row, 1980). 
5  See William M. Ivins, Jr., Prints and Visual Communication (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1978) 118. 
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notes, "The daguerreotype had stepped into the place previously held by the painted 

miniature."6  The daguerreotype portrait was highly prized and treasured, because each 

depiction was unique. Therefore, the daguerreotype differs fundamentally from the 

reproducible photograph. Nonetheless, daguerreotypes often formed the basis of 

engravings, and so, in that sense, were responsible for multiple copies. 

Both the daguerreotype and the calotype were superseded on technical grounds by 

the wet-collodion process, developed by F. Scott Archer and made public in 1851. This 

new method was a significant step in popularising photography, because of its 

considerably shorter exposure times, and the quality of the negatives. But even prior to 

the development of popular photography, daguerreotypes did not develop in a stylistic 

vacuum. Alan Trachtenberg observes: 

Pedagogies abounded for operators and sitters [of daguerreotypes], 

prescribing costume and lighting, studio props and bodily and facial 

expression. Writers of such guides drew particularly on the popular 

pseudosciences of physiognomy and phrenology, and laced their texts with 

citations from Lavater and Sir Charles BelI.7  

Through these guides, traditions that had been established in painting for depicting 

bodily and facial expression and appearance continued into new media. Alongside 

these established traditions then, photography brought its topographical realism into 

nineteenth-century visual culture. By the 1850s, inexpensive photographic portraits 

were available, and indeed, photography became a flourishing commercial industry in 

centres such as Paris.8  Nonetheless, as Ivins observed in his seminal study of prints, the 

obvious but essential fact was that photography was yet another form of the print. 

Early histories of the medium, written by photographers themselves, created an 

image of the "scientist-martyr,"9  but popular perceptions were dominated by another 

view; photographers were frequently portrayed as con men, charlatans or, most bitingly, 

failed artists. For example, the journalist Victor Fournel wrote in 1865: 

6  Ivins 123. 
7  Alan Trachtenberg, "Likeness as Identity: Reflections on the Daguerrean Mystique," The Portrait in 
Photography, ed. Graham Clarke (London: Reaktion Books, 1992) 189. 
8 See Elizabeth Anne McCauley, Industrial Madness: Commercial Photography in Paris, 1848-1871 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994) 13. 
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I like them for their long beards, their handbills, and their good opinions of 

themselves. They are part artist, neither flesh nor fowl, adored by the 

bourgeoisie and suited to reconciling art with the admiration of the masses. 

The failures of painting, the invalids of the studio, the outcasts of the 

Salons, have a ready-made consolation in making themselves 

photographers. The invention of Daguerre is the refuge of the artistically 

incapable.10  

In the early years of its growth, photography was also subject to a raging debate over its 

artistic value. It was strongly opposed by some, such as the art critic Baudelaire, who 

"denounced the artistic pretensions of photography."11  Nonetheless, artists such as 

Ingres and Delacroix made use of photographs of models, and photographers such as 

Nadar championed the new medium as a legitimate artistic endeavour. 

Photographic Portraiture 

Even when daguerreotypes had evolved enough to be suitable for portraits, their non-

reproductivity remained a problem. This problem was initially an opportunity for the 

engraver, who could produce copies of the daguerreotype images. Thus many engraved 

portraits are based upon daguerreotype originals. While generally the daguerreotype 

remained dominant in the 1840s, until the refinement of what was to become the 

modern photograph was achieved, it maintained its popularity in portraiture up to the 

1860s, for the public liked its "minute detail" and "preciousness and fragility."12  

The introduction of the wet collodion process revolutionised portrait photography, 

and enabled the era of mass-market portraits, exemplified by the carte de visite 

developed by A.A.E. Disdéri.13  However, even with this development, exposure times 

9  An expression used by McCauley. See McCauley, Industrial Madness 13. 

10 Victor Fournel, quoted in McCauley, Industrial Madness 19. 
11 Heather McPherson, "Courbet and Baudelaire: Portraiture Against the Grain of Photography," Gazette 
des Beaux-Arts 6.21 (1996): 231. 
12  Ivins 123. 
13 Disdéri developed a method of dividing the exposure of photographic plate into four separate images, 
approximating the convenient size of a visiting card, hence the name. The result was a cheap, 
reproducible portrait. 
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could still be as long as a minute, even in a well-lit studio. Exposure times of seconds 

were not achieved until the widespread usage of the gelatin dry-plate process in the 

1880s. With the advent of the carte de visite, countless portraits were produced each 

year from the late 1850s. The overwhelming desire for photographic portraits on the 

part of the consumer led to the craze of "cartomania."14  The carte photograph remained 

popular until the end of the century, although from 1866 it was rivalled by the larger 

format cabinet photograph-15  

The necessary conditions for the success of portrait photography are listed by 

Gertrude Prescott, in her study of Victorian photography: 

In order for celebrity photography to emerge as a significant social 

phenomenon during the nineteenth century, it was necessary for the 

technological developments to make the mass production of portraits 

possible. Moreover celebrities had to be willing to sit, and have their 

portraits displayed publicly and sold widely. Finally, as eager clientele had 

to exist, their purchases stimulated by press reports of the words and 

activities of public figures.16  

Despite its remarkable success, photographic portraiture faced many difficulties from its 

conception. The stiffness apparent in many early portraits was the result of adverse 

conditions for the sitter. For, as Henisch observed: 

with exposure lasting several seconds, clients, already intimidated by the 

unfamiliar ambience of the studio, and roasted to tender conformity with the 

photographer's wishes by the sunlight that mirrors concentrated on their 

faces, had to be instructed to keep absolutely still. For those unable to 

comply, aids were produced during the early years in the form of head 

clamps and supporting stands. [ ... ] Supporting stands may be seen in many 

mid-nineteenth-century portraits [ ... ]. The results were occasionally 

14 Oliver Mathews, The Album of Carte-de-Visite and Cabinet Portrait Photographs 1854-1914 
(London: Reedminster, 1974) 22. 
15 Bevis Hiller, Victorian Studio Photographers from the Collections of Studio Bassano and Elliot & Fry 
(London: Ash & Grant, 1975) 26. 
16 Gertrude Mae Prescott, Fame and Photography: Portrait Publications in. Great Britain, 1856-1900, 
PhD diss., Austin: University of Texas, 1985, 70. 
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respectable, but more often they proved to be artistic disasters, catching 

victims in poker-stiff poses, eyes staring with expressions of anything 

between apprehension and near-terror at the strange machine in front of 

them." 

For these reasons, actors and models and, later and rather morbidly, dead children, often 

made the best subjects. Examples of the ubiquitous headrest stand can be seen in many 

photographs, including those of musicians. A study of Hans von Billow from c. 1853 

shows a reasonably discreet use of the device (see fig. 43). It is well enough placed so 

that only the base is visible behind the chair. 

Fig. 43. Anonymous. Hans von Billow (c. 1853); rpd. in Burger 193. 

Early photographers were also faced with a problem of representation; the very 

fidelity of the photograph was in many ways contradictory to the tradition of oil 

portraits and lithographs where features and expressions could be idealised. Many 

photographers merely imitated the visual paradigm of the lithographic portrait, often 

with unsatisfactory results. As Trachtenberg observes: "The attempt of photographers 

to mimic the traditional style of eminence was often mocked, however, by creased flesh 

and wrinkled clothes the camera could but record—let alone warts, baggy eyes, and 

17 Maidment 13. 
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freckles."18  Here is located the nexus of contradictions formed by the collision of the 

realism of the lens with precepts of romantic image-making. This would be nowhere 

more obvious than with photographs of Liszt. 

Both in its visual sense and in its very production and presentation, photography 

followed traditions established in print generally. In her study of photographic 

portraiture in nineteenth-century Britain, Prescott writes: 

In their mode of presentation and marketing, the photographic publications 

[in Victorian times] have much in common with patterns established in print 

publishing and collection. Prints had been offered traditionally both in 

installments, with contents pages provided periodically, or in bound series 

issued as self-contained suites. For several of the firms involved in 

producing the photographic works, graphic publishing was the foundation 

upon which they based their subsequent photographic enterprise.19  

It is particularly interesting to note the "ease with which the lithographic 

iconography melted into the photographic: landscape and historic monuments; the nude 

in general and the oriental pin-up; and above all portraiture."2° So many of the visual 

types are repeated, and thus a sense of historical exemplars already exists for much 

photographic imagery. The public was already used to seeing lithographic portraits of 

their celebrities in an interior setting, often rather domestic, seated on a chair perhaps 

(as the Devéria examples mentioned in the previous chapter show). A relaxed and 

informal pose was also typical. What was new with photographic portraits was the 

specific type of realism of the medium, and the myriad technical requirements, 

specifically the shallow depth of field necessitating careful placement of face and hands, 

and long exposures requiring props to steady the sitter. 

Because it required the actual person to be present in the physical, temporal and 

practical limitations of the studio, photographic portraits must be understood within this 

context. As no other media, what they portray is the result of the factors involved in 

their production. Prescott stresses that "a key to the understanding of the style of the 

image is the studio set—the artificial location created for the portrait sitting—and studio 

18 Trachtenberg, Reading American Photographs 46. 
19  Prescott 12. 
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practice-the production involved in the portrayal."2' Because of the new restrictions 

and qualities of photographic portraiture, particularly carte photography, artistic 

strategies were developed, and an interest in physiognomics and pathognomics was 

reignited. McCauley explains the significance of props in achieving a suitable pose and 

expression: 

Different poses were used by different carte studios, but the preferred view 

remained full length. The inclusion of the entire body necessitated careful 

posing of legs and arms, using such motifs as reading, leaning on a column 

or table, or, in the case of entertainers, holding a dramatic gesture.22  

The carte portraits play an important part in the evolution of stylistic factors of 

photography between 1857 and 1870. McCauley observes the typical features of such 

photographs as: full-length pose (also three-quarters); artificial backdrop; calm 

expression; central placement of subject(s); slightly overhead and frontal lighting; 

contemporary and stylish clothing; frequent casual disposition of limbs and torso.23  

Some outstanding photographers, such a Gaspard Félix Tournachon (1820-1910), 

known under the famous pseudonym of Nadar, developed a system of lighting and 

setting that took full advantage of the effect of dramatic shadows. This very realism 

would be both a hindrance and a powerful artistic tool in the hands of the photographer. 

Thus photographers were working in a realistic medium, but within the representational 

tradition of idealised portraiture. The often contradictory elements within photographic 

portraiture make for interesting examination. 

Oliver Mathews explains the typical setting for a carte de visite portrait: 

Once the sitter or sitters had agreed to be photographed the question of the 

backdrop and props had to be carefully considered so that they could 

contribute, and sometimes more than contribute, to expressing the character 

and personality, the aspirations and interests of the subject; often whilst 

implying a social standing of no low degree. Among the painted 

20  Farwell, Cult of Images 10. 
21  Prescott 74. 

22 Elizabeth Anne McCauley, A.A.E. Disdéri and the Carte de Visite Portrait Photograph (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1985) 3. 
23 McCauley, Disdéri 137. 



backcloths, particularly popular during the early days of carte-de-visite 

photography, were the landscaped parks and palatial interiors accompanied 

by handsome balustrades, pedestals or furniture for the sitters to lean upon 

through the exposures.24  

The prominent use of props was satirised by the caricaturist known as Marcelin 

(Émile Planat, 1825-1887) in caricatures from 1860. Marcelin consistently criticised 

portrait photographs, not only for their clichés, but also because they "did not convey 

moral resemblance, were not flattering to public heroes, and therefore undermined the 

need to present the people with upstanding examples."25  Whatever the validity of his 

arguments, his caricatures of the cartes de visite catch much of what is unconvincing in 

the genre. Artistically functionless props can easily intrude into the composition, but 

the better photographers found ways of integrating them with some success. 

The frequent sameness of photographic portraits—in poses, backdrops, props and 

lighting is due to the lack of stylistic development in many photographic studios. 

According to Prescott there was little experimentation with the sitter, because 

"variations of the set were basically determined prior to the subject's actual sitting."26  

She contrasts this with the type of stylistic development that "might be expected in an 

artist's sketches or a series of paintings produced over a similar span of time."27  

Prescott compares several series of portraits by the Victorian photographer Ernest 

Edwards, from 1864, 1868 and 1873-1875, and notes that, even over this extended 

period, there is a sameness to the props, backdrops and poses.28  Even in the details, 

well-worn aspects of composition remain: 

The viewer's eye becomes accustomed to the footstool, placed to one side to 

fill an empty area and to hide the junction between painted backdrop and 

actual floor, the side table(s), positioned at an angle to give depth to the set, 

24 Mathews 24. 
25 McCauley, Disdéri 46. 
26 Prescott 74. 
27 Prescott 74. 
28  Prescott 75. 
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the cloth draped over furniture to soften rectilinear shapes, and the three 

scenic backgrounds employed to imply changes in location.29  

The result is, of course, that "individuals of dissimilar temperament and professions 

[ ... ] adopt remarkably similar poses."30  Edwards was by no means alone in this use of 

stock settings and poses. The reasons for this sameness were in the main commercial, 

for the complexities of the photographic process led to well-trodden paths being taken 

in order to maximise success. Against this, however, there are the general conventions 

that are not particular to any given studio. This uniformity of treatment is certainly 

noticeable in portraits of musicians, including Liszt. Some photographs of Liszt could 

be of anyone, in terms of their treatment. 

Prescott observes that, of all the differing professions, artists tended to receive 

distinctive treatment. They might be shown with a tool of the trade—palette and 

brush—or in their "creative" environment—studios or homes, or perhaps depicted with 

creative lighting to highlight their features.31  As Prescott notes, these conventions were 

not new, having been popular since the Renaissance.32  She argues that these practices 

"contributed to the conservative tendencies" of Victorian portraiture, while she 

acknowledges that they were at least partly the result of pragmatic issues of 

production.33  

Photographs of Liszt 

Photographs of Liszt will be approached from several perspectives. Firstly, they will be 

compared to other forms of visual representation, particularly lithographic portraits and 

oil paintings. This is possible because the first medium is in a sense the direct precursor 

of photography in terms of reproducibility and popularity, and method books and 

treatises on the second medium, painting, were the source of theories of composition for 

29  Prescott 75. 

30 Prescott 75. 
31 Prescott 85-86. 
32 Prescott 86. 
33 Prescott 99. 
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photography. However, the various unique demands of the photographic medium led to 

interesting innovations in technique and artistic choice. 

Individual photographic portraits of Liszt can be viewed as works in a particular 

format and by a particular artist. Of course, today it is mainly the more innovative 

photographers, such as Nadar, that are remembered; many others did not develop an 

individual style. Nonetheless, they were most probably working within a specific style 

developed before them, such as the carte format. Photographs of Liszt from the 1850s 

and 1860s are typical of those of the age. Fortunately, he was photographed by some of 

the leading photographers of the era, such as Franz Hanfstaengl (1804-1877) and Josef 

Albert (1825-1866). Although daguerreotypes exist from as early as the mid-1840s, 

photographs become common only from the mid-1850s onwards. 

A typical early photograph, from 1854 by Louis Ghémar, shows how many of the 

stylistic elements were taken from traditional portraiture, with the addition of the certain 

postures and props necessitated by the medium (see fig. 4).34  Ghémar was initially 

active as a painter and lithographer, and later turned to photography, becoming a 

leading photographer of prominent members of Belgium society in the 1850s and 

1860s.35  Liszt is shown standing full length, aristocratically poised against a chair. One 

arm rests upon the back of the chair, thus providing support for the long exposure. The 

feet are correctly angled for a gentleman of breeding, similar to a typical oil portrait. 

He gazes into the distance, rather than engaging the viewer; his face is turned almost to 

profile. Neither a score nor instrument is present; however, the visual cues suggest a 

creative type. 

A carte de visite of Liszt from c. 1863, referred to earlier (see fig. 42), exhibits 

several ubiquitous elements of the format: the painted backdrop showing an outdoor 

scene, the balustrade that acts as both support and prop. These are all classic features of 

the carte portrait. No reference to the subject's profession in necessary. Elements of 

the "artistic type" genre are present only in that Liszt does not engage the viewer, but 

stares thoughtfully into the distance, past the spectator. This study, typical of the carte 

de visite genre, shows well the contradictions of the medium and the previous tradition 

34 See page 27. 
35 John M. Williams, Nineteenth-Century Photography: An. Annotated Bibliography, 1839-1879 (Boston: 
G. K. Hall, 1990) 256. 
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of depicting artistic types. Liszt is trying to look noble and profound, while surrounded 

by fake props. The uncomfortable mix of tradition, practical necessity and stylistic 

features of the genre would not remain, fortunately, for photographers would seek more 

convincing solutions to the representation of the great pianist. 

Another photograph by Hanfstaengl, dating from 1856, shows Liszt seated in an 

armchair (see fig. 44). Once again the gaze is to the distance, but with the head raised a 

little. Hanfstaengl, like several other portrait photographers, started out as a 

lithographer before turning to photography. He made a lithographic portrait series 

Corpus Imaginum from 1825-1835 and founded a lithographic firm in 1834. He 

appears to have learned photographic techniques in the mid-1840s, and opened his own 

studio in 1852 in Munich.36  His reputation led to his appointment as court photographer 

of the Royal Court of Bavaria from 1861-1865 The skills learnt as a lithographer were 

put to good use, with his excellent sense of composition and setting resulting in some of 

the best photographs of Liszt, whom Hanfstaengl photographed over a period of 

approximately twenty-five years. 

Fig. 44. Franz Hanfstaengl, Franz Liszt (1856); rpd. in Burger 200. 
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Some examples of Hanfstaengl's portraits of Liszt will show his particularly 

convincing solutions to the technical and artistic challenges of photographic portraiture. 

A portrait from 1858 shows Liszt seated, his body in three-quarter view (see fig. 45). 

Liszt's left arm rests upon a small table, while in his hand are some sheets of folded 

paper. On the cloth-covered table is a small book, a traditional sign of learning. All 

important features are aligned along the narrow plane of focus; the head, hands, paper 

and book. The lighting is strong, its source high and to the left. This strong lighting 

casts dramatic shadows upon Liszt's face, accentuating the strong brow and mouth. A 

later photograph by Hanfstaengl from 1869 shows Liszt as close to smiling in a 

photograph as he ever appears to have come (see fig. 46). This only highlights the 

difference from most other portraits of Liszt, with their frequent engagement of the 

viewer, and the lingering image of the Romantic type. 

Fig. 45. Franz Hanfstaengl, Franz Liszt (1856); rpd. in Burger 212. 

36 Williams, Nineteenth-Century Photography 282. 



Fig. 46. Franz Hanfstaengl, Franz Liszt (1856); rpd. in Burger 244. 

The abbé Liszt attracted the attention of the photographer Pierre Petit 

(1832-1909). Petit was a leading French photographer who specialised in 

photographing the clergy, having made by 1865 some 25,000 portraits of members of 

that profession.37  He had worked with Disdèri in 1855, and opened his own studio in 

Paris in 1862. Petit's portrait of Liszt, from 1866 (see fig. 47), demonstrates a relatively 

unidealised approach to his subjects, with refreshing frankness of style. 
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37 Williams, Nineteenth-Century Photography 480. 



Fig. 47. Pierre Petit, Franz Liszt (Paris: 1866); rpd. in Burger 237. 

Joseph Albert was another leading Bavarian photographer for whom Liszt sat in the 

1860s. Albert had studied chemistry and physics at Munich Polytechnicum, later 

learning photography from Aloïs Löcherer. He opened his own studio in 1850, and 

became a court photographer in Bavaria in 1858.38  Albert also photographed some of 

Liszt's famous students, as well as Cosima and Wagner. His studies show great care 

with compositional balance, both with individual sitters and groups. His study of Liszt 

from 1867 is especially fine (see fig. 48). Liszt is shown in three-quarter view, eyes 

peering upwards, with a slight furrow of his brow. The famous intense Lisztian 

expression is perhaps nowhere better captured than in this photograph. In a letter to 

Princess Carolyne dated 3 October 1867, Liszt writes of how he attended a musical 

matinée at the painter Kaulbach's studio, where he saw that: "Under the large 

photograph of me by Albert, which cost 100 florins, Kaulbach has written 

"unüberttrefflich [unsurpassable]."39  

38  Williams, Nineteenth-Century Photography 5-6. 
39 Liszt, Selected Letters 674. 
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Fig. 48. Joseph Albert, Franz Liszt (Munich: 1867); rpd. in Burger 240. 

However, the fidelity of the Albert portrait caused some discomfort, with the humorous 

magazine Müchner Punsch observing: 

One of Rome's more remarkable ruins is available from Joseph Albert; one 

feels almost uncomfortable observing the mass of line and furrows, 

produced by the ravages of time and now reproduced with all too 

conscientious accuracy by means of modern photography. We refer to the 

Abbé Liszt 4° 

A particularly interesting photograph by Albert was of Liszt and the Hungarian 

duo of pianist Reményi and violinist Plotényi (see fig. 49). This photograph will be 

discussed again in chapter ten, as Liszt is seated at the piano. Rather than attempt a 

pyramid shape, typical for a group of three, Albert arranged the line of heads ascending 

from left to right. Each individual faces a different direction: Liszt, in profile, faces to 

4U Münchner Punsch, quoted in Burger 240. 
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the left, Reményi looks towards Liszt, and Plotényi engages the viewer. This rather 

disparate arrangement of figures is a feature of many photographs from this time, 

something that will be discussed below. Nonetheless, the unity of the group is ensured 

by the composition, and framing of gazes. 

Fig. 49. Joseph Albert, Franz Liszt, Ede Reményi and Ferdinand Plotényi 

(Munich: 1867); rpd. Burger 240. 

In some cases, the inspired look towards heaven seems particularly contrived, as 

in an anonymous photograph from c. 1864 (see fig. 50). In this example, the setting and 

posture—Liszt is in a comfortable looking chair, one arm resting on a prop, legs 

crossed—seems at odds with the look of reverential inspiration he is attempting. The 

strong tradition of the artistic type developed in painting is clearly apparent in the 

expression and gestures of the photographic portraits—eyes heavenwards as if in the 

grip of inspiration, less often looking at the viewer. What is lacking of course is the 

physiognomic idealisation of the oil portraits. But we still have the impression that we 

are observing a creative person—he is not engaging with the viewer. 



Fig 50. Anonymous, Franz Liszt (c. 1864); rpd. in Burger 229. 

Several photographs of Liszt show him with his arms crossed or even 

occasionally with one arm in his jacket. This appears to be a means of placing the arms 

and hands within the narrow plane of focus, and as such, should not be interpreted as a 

significant visual gesture in itself. 

Photographs from Liszt's Last Years 

The photographer Louis Held (1851-1927) took several pictures of Liszt from his last 

days. Held moved to Weimar in 1882, and in 1886 moved just doors away from Liszt's 

residence. Held's photographs of Liszt and his students are a fascinating record of the 

169 



170 

pianist's last years at the Hofgärtnerei in Weimar.41  Held's photographs are probably 

the most familiar photographs to us now of the old Liszt. Moreover, his significance in 

contributing to Liszt's saintly image (both visual and non-visual) is crucial. Walker 

acknowledges this in the third volume of his Liszt biography: 

Held may even have changed the way in which Liszt's biography came to 

be written; for during these later years he left much pictorial evidence of the 

"saintly" Liszt, an image that aroused veneration in his disciples and 

derision in his enemies. Without such pictures, enhanced as they were by 

the clerical collar, the abbé's soutane, the long grey hair, and the 

face—above all, the face—with its piercing gaze and craggy profile, our 

literary descriptions might be different, for they would rest on hearsay. But 

Held brings Liszt into our living rooms.42  

In his diaries, one of Liszt's students, Carl Lachmund describes how, late in June 

1884, they suggested that Liszt be photographed with other students in the 

photographer's own studio. Lachmund relates how he and his wife prepared the master 

for the session: 

Monday, promptly at the noon hour, for then he always discontinued his 

work, we found him in good humour. Mrs. Lachmund smoothed his silken 

hair while I re-arranged the volume of Bach on the piano so that the name 

might show; did we not all know his devotion to Bach and Beethoven? This 

should show the orthodox fogies, I augured mentally. He had to sit still 

exactly one minute (no slight ordeal) for "flashlight" was not yet in use.43  

It is interesting to note the exposure time of one minute, and the effects this would have 

had on Liszt's posture at the piano.44  

Held's group photograph from 22 October 1884 is particularly interesting and 

warrants detailed examination (see fig. 51). Liszt is seated, surrounded by several of his 

famous students, including Alexander Siloti, Emil von Sauer (front row, second and 

41 The Hofgärtnerei was a court gardener's house made available to Liszt from 1869 by Grand Duke Carl 
Alexander. See Walker, Liszt vol. 3, 193-196. 
42 Walker, Liszt vol. 3, 8. 
43 Lachmund 336. 
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fourth from left respectively) and Moriz Rosenthal (back row, first left). Although 

those surrounding Liszt more or less frame him by facing towards him, there is a 

distinct element of discontinuity between them. Each individual has a distinct posture 

and gaze (that is, they do not all face one point), even though there is an overall 

coherent composition to the study. 

Fig. 51. Louis Held, Franz Liszt surrounded by His pupils (Weimar: 1884); 

rpd. in Burger 303. 

This study therefore contrasts markedly with lithographs or paintings of groups 

surrounding Liszt, and illustrates the distinctiveness of photographic elements of group 

composition. Liszt is sitting, passive and noble, fingers interlocked. Yet those around 

him are in a wide variety of states. The postures and expressions vary, including the 

rather Napoleonic Saul Liebling, the theatrically-seated Friedheim, the contemplative 

Sauer, with hands on his knee, and so forth. The most consistently posed figures are the 

women, all with hands clasped or together. Where does this disparate setting of figures 

come from? What is its significance? 

44 Lachmund 336. 
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This photograph shows the result of practices of composition within photography, 

where all the sitters should be seen as individuals within the larger setting. Many 

photographs from the second half of the nineteenth century exhibit such disjointedness 

of individuals, often with results that appear very forced today. When group 

photographs rose in popularity, photographers were faced with several problems of 

composition, and they turned to artist handbooks for assistance. As McCauley notes, 

there were two main concepts regarding group composition at the time: unity and 

variety 45  Despite swings towards either extreme, by the mid-century the notion of a 

group as "several independent and movemented figures united by a central motif or 

action had become accepted."46  But with photographs of groups, the problem was of 

the blank and uneasy staring of those present towards the camera. So by 1859, in a 

manual on photography, more diverse treatment of individuals within the group was 

being advocated.47  

The photographer's solution to the problem of group composition was to create: 

a casual yet elegant grouping [ ... Ito contrast varied, rather static poses and 

to direct his sitters to gaze away from the lens. The resulting image lost in 

psychological coherence what it gained in spontaneity, and the procedure 

was codified in photographic manuals.48  

Avant-garde painters soon began depicting groups in a similar disjointed way, but 

photography had led the way, although to a certain extent necessitated by the medium.49  

Returning to the 22 October 1884 Held photograph (fig. 51), we can see that it is 

meticulously composed so that no two figures, other than the two seated women, appear 

in the same pose. Those in most danger of being posed similarly, Friedheim and Sauer, 

are set in sharp relief from each other by their vastly contrasting poses. This may well 

explain Friedheim's rather odd posture. The reason for the women's similar poses is the 

notion that subjects should be "movemented according to sex" in the words of Henri de 

45 McCauley, Disdéri 113. 
46 McCauley, Disdéri 113. 
47 McCauley, Disdéri 115. 
48 McCauley, Disdéri 136. 
49  See McCauley Disdéri for further discussion on the link between photographic and painted portraits. 
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la Blanchère.50  More generally, it suggests less availability of varied postures for 

women in photography. The depiction of women in group photographs would make an 

interesting study in itself. 

The last significant photographs of Liszt are by Paul Nadar, dating from March 

1886 (see, for example, fig. 52). Paul was the son of the famous caricaturist and 

photographer. They show an aged Liszt, considerably less slim than he had previously 

been, in relatively close view of the head. As Paul would have learnt from his father, 

there is prominent overhead lighting, highlighting the angles of the face and flattering 

nothing. The focus is on the sitter's personality and psychology. Liszt appears tired, 

but dignified. The very narrow focal depth results in Liszt's hair and the tip of his nose 

being blurred, helping to centre the viewer's attention upon his eyes. Nadar is using the 

limited focal depth of the camera to his advantage. With this photograph we find a 

return to a visual type absent from much of the Lisztian iconography—the artist staring 

directly at the viewer. Although a common-enough feature of the earlier Romantic 

painters (as discussed in chapter five), the majority of Liszt's portrait show him 

avoiding the viewer's gaze. Some notable exceptions are the portraits by Lenbach, 

where Liszt does engage the viewer; interestingly Lenbach's portraits were often 

derived from, or inspired by photographic originals. 

50 McCauley, Disdéri 115. 



Fig. 52. Paul Nadar, Franz Liszt (Weimar: 1886); rpd. in Burger 331. 

Liszt's Relationship with Photography 

Liszt's letters of the 1850s and 1860s show his interest in photographic portraits of 

himself and others, but they also suggest his concern over their representation of him. 

For example, in a letter to Agnes Street-Klindworth of 17 May 1861 he writes:. 

The photographs for which I am indebted to you will be welcome. If you 

say you are satisfied with them, they have of necessity turned out very well; 

for I flatter myself that you are harder to please in what concerns my sorry 

person than I have the right to be myself. Tomorrow morning I have to sit 

for M. [Adam] Salomon, a well-known sculptor and photographer here 
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[Paris]—and will bring you this new example of my likeness, if it turns out 

well. 51  

Liszt was not particularly sympathetic towards photography, at least in the earlier years 

of its success. In a letter to Princess Carolyne dated 12 September 1856 he writes of a 

recent photograph of himself: "notwithstanding my reservations about photography in 

general, I find it not too disagreeable."52  In another letter to Princess Carolyne, Liszt 

comments upon a photograph of the Princess taken in 1860. This photograph shows her 

in the clothes she wore for an appointment with the Pope where she petitioned him for a 

divorce.53  Liszt writes: 

Have I spoken of your photograph? Your features have an expression of 

haughty melancholy, and reveal completely the concealed heartbreak. The 

pose and the clothing have turned out well, and the motion of your hands 

seems an unanswerable entreaty. I have put this photograph on your desk, 

alas now quite empty—near your letters which are in the drawer—and often 

talk with your picture [ .., 154 

This passage indicates something of the contrived nature of at least some photographic 

portraits, suggesting that they were carefully constructed for effective impact. In this 

case, Carolyne was attempting to portray an image suitable for her ambition in relation 

to her visit to Rome. 

Photographic portraits of Liszt demonstrate a variety of intersecting themes and 

influences. The comfortable settings of many photographs were not radically new, for 

lithographic portraits had prepared for this type of imagery. The postures were derived 

mainly from previous styles, but with the added requirements of the medium—props 

and poses that could be held. However, photography did introduce a new and 

uncompromising element of realism into physiognomic representation, which was to 

51 Liszt, Selected Letters 544. Liszt's comments regarding the worthiness of Agnes Street-Klindworth's 
opinion make perfect sense when it is understood that he was intimately involved with her for several 
years, from the mid 1850s till the early 1860s. The story of their relationship (while Liszt was still with 
Princess Carolyne) is recounted by Walker, Liszt vol. 2, 209-224, and makes for fascinating reading. 
Street-Klindworth was the daughter of a famous spy, whom Liszt met in Weimar. They kept a passionate 
correspondence, and while Liszt destroyed the letters he received, she kept the letters from Liszt. 
52 Liszt, Selected Letters 417. 
53 This photograph is reproduced in Burger 221. See Walker, Liszt vol. 2, 514-528. 
54 Liszt, Selected Letters 510. 
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have a wide impact. McCauley explains the broad impact of photography upon other 

means of representation: "The photographic portrait [ ... ] increased the accuracy of the 

populace's image of its leaders, and hence that of their depictions in lithographs, wood 

engravings, and mechanical reproductions of line drawings."55  

Photography provides a compelling case of a medium that contains within it 

elements encouraging change while, at the same time, often being subject to visually 

conservative treatment. The newness of photography can often be emphasised to the 

extent of overlooking the way in which photographic portraiture, in particular, was 

imbued with conservatism, the latter both a product of visual traditions and, ironically, 

the very newness of the medium itself. What is particularly apparent is how 

photography was bound to a certain extent by technical possibilities, and how it 

developed and evolved within these bounds. The technical realities of photography led 

to both great innovation and to restrictive patterns and conventions. 

Interestingly, many photographic portraits of Liszt make no reference to his 

profession. There may be complex reasons for this. Although earlier oil portraits, for 

example, also lacked such references, this was because they were portraying him as 

artist-as-hero in the Romantic tradition that was very different to that of photographic 

portraiture. By the time photographs of Liszt were taken he was already a famous 

subject, so that symbols of his art would not be required for identification purposes. 

McCauley notes how in France, by the first decade of the Second Empire, such 

references became obscure or vanished, a tendency she ascribes to the growing 

uniformity of depiction during such periods of political and economic equalisation.56  It 

could well be then, that the absence of identifying features of vocation in photographs is 

not significant in the same way it was in oil paintings from earlier years. The kind of 

exacting image combined with visual fame may have rendered the traditional visual 

cues obsolete. 

55 McCauley, Disdéri 57. 
56 McCauley, Disdéri 77. 



CHAPTER NINE 

Liszt in Popular Imagery III: 

Caricatures 

Musical caricatures have not yet received the kind of attention they deserve. Not that they are 

unknown or neglected, they are usually considered just an amusing ornament to a book, a sort 

of "divertimento" for bored musicologists, a relief from more serious, loftier matters. But a 

musical caricature can be more than this. The very fact that the artists who drew it took an 

ironic—and therefore detached—attitude towards his subject may offer valuable information 

[ ... ]; a musical caricature [ ... ] can enlighten us about the relationships between the artist and 

his social milieu, and about the position occupied by music and musicians in the society in 

which they lived and worked. Accordingly, a musical caricature, in order to be properly 

understood, must be placed in its historical, cultural, and political context; for if its context is 

ignored, the essential point of its meaning and its message may be lost.' 

Pierluigi Petrobelli 

Liszt's fame, physical appearance, and the controversy that surrounded him made him an 

easy target for the graphic satirist, and he was caricatured from his twenties until his death. 

As a result, Liszt was amongst the most frequently caricatured musicians of the nineteenth 

century. An exploration of these depictions is, consequently, as much a study of caricature 

in the nineteenth century as it is the study of an individual. Research in the last twenty to 

twenty-five years has spread considerable light on the nature of caricature in the nineteenth 

century, but much work remains, with the field of musical caricature in particular still 

largely unexplored. What is of concern here is an understanding and analysis of the 

caricaturist's "armoury of signs," to use Ernst Gombrich's expression, whether referring to 

particular biographical elements in Liszt's life, or the wider social and culture context. This 

armoury of signs constitutes part of the pictorial style of the genre. Liszt is an ideal subject 

for such a study of music caricature, as his well-documented life provides a constant 

reference point for contextualising the depictions. 

t Pierluigi Petrobelli, "On `Reading' Musical Caricatures: Some Italian Examples," Imago Musicae 2 (1985): 
135. 
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Caricatures of Liszt are so closely tied-up with their context and time that at one level 

the best approach to their discussion locates them within specific periods of his life, and 

relates them to particular events or perceptions. However, broader generalisations about 

the use of the visual devices of Lisztian caricature can be drawn, somewhat emancipated 

from the specifics of the depiction. Understanding the usage of these broader signs allows 

some insight into the place of music and virtuosity at the time. In other words, caricatures 

of Liszt are viewed both in the sense of specific portraits and also as part of a wider 

commentary on music and virtuosity. The signs used can be divided into those applicable 

to a generic virtuoso, and those specific to Liszt. 

Early Modern History of Caricature 

The significance of satirical depictions of Liszt can only be understood within the broader 

context of the caricaturist's art in the nineteenth century, which is, in turn, the result of 

eighteenth-century developments in the genre. The history of modern caricature can be 

roughly divided between pre-eighteenth century and later. In the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries popular, satirical caricatures grew enormously. This period also saw 

the genre heavily influenced by the vogue of physiognomy and phrenology, as well as by 

technological developments in printing and reproduction. The link between caricature and 

physiognomy and phrenology has been noted in previous research, such as in Mary 

Cowling's study of physiognomy in Victorian art, where she observes: 

Caricature, even more than painting, plays a central role in the formulation of 

human types. By its nature intended for mass communication, its first function 

is social commentary, focusing on contemporary humanity with a degree of 

exaggeration impossible in painting.2  

2  Cowling xviii. 
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Caricatures of musicians, particularly Liszt, therefore promise the possibility of unique 

insights into how performers and composers were formulated as types. For the genre can 

be expected not only to reflect social perceptions, but also to play a significant role in the 

development of these perceptions. In particular, caricatures of Liszt are relevant to the 

reception of virtuosi and present a counterpart to the high art depictions of the artist-as-

hero. 

The word caricature comes from the Italian, caricare—"to load" or exaggerate. 

Typically then, caricature can be defined as art which exaggerates features of the face or 

body for the purpose of amusement and/or criticism. Although examples of facial 

exaggeration can be found in early civilisations, the modern concept of the caricature as a 

satirical portrait was not clearly espoused until the Italian Annibale Carracci (1560-1609) 

coined the term caricatura. Carracci, a well-known oil painter in his day, was the first real 

exponent of the genre. He not only drew many caricatures, but also campaigned for its 

legitimacy as an art form, writing: 

Is not the task of the Caricaturist exactly the same as the classical. Artist? Both 

see the lasting truth beneath the surface of mere outward appearance. Both try 

to help nature accomplish its plan. The one may strive to visualise the perfect 

form and to realise it in his work, the other to grasp the perfect deformity, and 

thus reveal the very essence of a personality.3  

Two particularly significant concepts are expressed here: that of the "perfect deformity" 

and that of revealing the "essence" of a personality. The first encompasses the familiar 

notion of exaggerating defects. This is the distinctive visual tool of caricatures, and has 

been recognised as such from its early days in the hands of the Italian artists. However, it is 

from the second aim of capturing a person's personality that an argument can be made for 

the loftier aesthetic ideals of this form of portrait. 

Following these early Italian examples, the first popular caricatures in print were 

established in eighteenth-century England, and other countries followed its lead. Notable 

3 Ann Gould, ed., Masters of Caricature: From Hogarth and Giliray to Scarfe and Levine (London: 
Weiderfled & Nicolson, 1981) 21-22. 
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English caricaturists included James Gillray (1757-1815), George Cruikshank 

(1792-1878), and most importantly, William Hogarth (1697-1764). Hogarth, generally 

considered the father of English caricature, was to have wide influence upon artists 

throughout Europe with his moralising series such as The Rakes Progress (1733-1734). A 

measure of his influence can be gained from the several references to his work in Lavater's 

Fragmente.4  The golden age of British broadsheet caricature lasted approximately from 

1780 to 1820. After this great flowering there was a period of relative stasis in Europe in 

the 1820s, and it was only with the 1830 Revolution in Paris that caricatures again took the 

foreground as social and political satire.5  From this point the prevalence of caricature grew 

enormously, rising to considerable artistic heights in the hands of artists such as Delacroix 

and Daumier (1808-1879). Daumier's satirical caricatures were widely disseminated 

through the popular press, and he was to become the most significant and influential figure 

in French and indeed European, caricature in the nineteenth century. 

Journals, such as La Caricature (1830-1835) and Le Charivari (1832-1893), were 

devoted to the use of caricatures, so great was the genre's popularity and potency in France 

in the first half of the century. These journals had an ongoing battle with the government 

authorities over political censorship, an issue that has recently been explored in some 

4  The impact of Hogarth on other artists was no doubt due partly to his theoretical writings, notably those 
relating to physiognomic equivalence. Although he did not write directly on the subject, his famous 1753 
Analysis of Beauty and his engraving Characters and Caricatures showed his ability to depict character 
through a physiognomic schema. His writings are just as significant now in understanding caricatures. Judith 
Wechsler, in A Human Comedy: Physiognomy and Caricature in Nineteenth Century Paris, intro. William 
Feaver (London: Thames and Hudson, 1982), explains the importance of his work: 

He did not believe that copying from nature or from art led to a vivid grasp of character in 
painting. Rather, he proposed—unlike Le Brun's closed system of types—a language, a kind 
of generative grammar of character and expression which could yield an infinite variety of 
characters. His "technical memory" provided an alternative to copying nature outright: 
Mnemonic devices, formal means for recalling figures, emphasising abstract shape, such as the 
oval and serpentine line. He used line as shorthand: `two or three lines at first are sufficient to 
show the intention of an attitude. (181.) 

This recognition of "pictorial effects" is a central element in the perception of caricatures, explored two 
hundred years later by Gombrich and others. 
5  David Kunzle, History of the Comic Strip (Berkeley: Univerity of California, 1990) 28. 
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detail.6  The symbiotic relationship between caricature and the press was particularly 

strong, a point highlighted by Wechsler, who observes that by the 1830s:. 

Caricature had become a way of carrying out a political discourse particularly 

adapted to the technical and social emergence of mass daily illustrated 

newspapers. Caricature was a visual commentary on its time whose vehicle 

was the human figure; it was a vernacular art, drawing on the expressive 

conventions of painting, but unhampered by academic precept.? 

The important aspect of the genre as a vernacular art is also stressed by Bergman-Carton, 

who argues that caricatures are valuable documents because "the manipulative codes and 

authorial interventions are more visible in satirical imagery than they are in `high art' 

media."8  Caricatures are analogous to newspapers and other popular media, and as such 

carry considerable weight as reception documents. They reflect popular sentiment, 

although of a particularly satirical kind. Because they were usually consumed by a wider 

population than high art portraits and were free from the bonds of artistic decorum, 

caricatures offer valuable insights into popular culture. 

The first substantial twentieth-century studies of caricature were undertaken in the 

1940s and 1950s by E.H. Gombrich and Ernst Kriss.9  Gombrich realised that "while the 

heart of caricature is its message, its formal means have much in common with modern art: 

linear shorthand, a sophistication about graphic relationships, and an underlying abstract 

element."10  He was particularly concerned with the psychological and perceptual processes 

involved with caricatures, and applied theories ranging from Freudian to cognitive 

psychology to their analysis. What is of more concern here, however, is to establish a 

6  Such as Stuart Kadison, "The Politics of Censorship," ed. Beatrice Farwell, The Charged Image: French 
Lithographic Caricature, 1816-1848 (Santa Barbara: Santa Barbara Museum of Art, 1989) 23-27. 
' Wechsler, A Human Comedy 68. Wechlser further notes how the development of printing technology led to 
the massive expansion of newspapers in France, which had been largely the domain of the upper-classes prior 
to the 1830s. For example, six million copies of newspapers, broadsheets and circulars were distributed 
between the 1830 Revolution and 1833. The audience for caricatures in France appears to have been the 
young bourgeois who would frequent public reading rooms and cafés—in other words, a discerning and 
educated group of both men and women. 
8  Bergman-Carton 103. 
9  Judith Wechsler, `The Issue of Caricature," Art Journal 43.4 (1983): 317, 
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historically appropriate and contextually based methodology for the "reading" of 

caricatures from the nineteenth century; to understand and assess the artistic processes and 

intent involved. 

The definition of what constitutes a caricature varies, so for clarity's sake the 

definition used here will follow Werner Hofmann; that is, "all representations in which the 

appearance of human beings is consciously exaggerated or their physiognomy 

intensified,"11  whether or not the subject be an individual or a type. The narrow definition 

limiting caricature only to an individual used by several authors appears inappropriate 

given that the intent and technique remains the same when applied more broadly. 

Methods for Analysis: Understanding Distortion 

Most important in approaching the genre of caricature is the understanding that it "draws on 

and develops a twofold tradition: that of physiognomics [ ... ]; and that of pathognomics, 

the interpretation of changing emotions by facial or bodily expression."12  This interest in 

gesture is of particular importance when considering caricatures of Liszt at the piano. For 

the caricaturist's interest in gesture is likely to provide visual evidence not available though 

realistic depictions. 

Although physiognomy forms the ever-present backdrop for caricatures, it is the 

actual application of distortion or exaggeration that is distinctive and specific to the genre. 

Understanding distortion is therefore an essential part of understanding caricature, so a 

basic method of visual analysis will be developed here. Although certain aspects of 

distortion are discussed in other studies, an attempt will be made to develop a systematic 

approach. From the artistic point of view, the means by which caricaturists achieve their 

required distortion can be conducted in several ways, and this distortion often falls into two 

classes: the geometrical and the physiognomic. These can be further divided: the 

10 Wechsler, "The Issue of Caricature" 317. 
11 Werner Hofmann, Caricature: From Leonardo to Picasso (London: J. Calder, 1957) 31. 
12 Wechsler, A Human Comedy 15. These visual traditions were discussed in chapters three and four. 
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geometrical into Cartesian distortion and geometric shape, the physiognomic into feature 

exaggeration and animal-allusion. These methods of distortion are not always distinct, and 

frequently overlap. Whatever the type of distortion, it is the final physiognomic result that 

carries the most weight. 

One of the most fundamental (in a visual sense) means of distortion in caricature is 

via an alteration of Cartesian co-ordinates from the norm. The biologist D'Arcy Thompson 

demonstrated the startling results of altering these co-ordinates even in a basic manner.l3  

Thompson showed how images of different species of animals could be generated simply 

by tilting, curving or flaring the Cartesian co-ordinates of a given, arbitrary norm.14  While 

this is interesting to evolutionists, it also has relevance to the iconographer, for the concept 

of altering Cartesian co-ordinates or proportions, for the purpose of caricature is centuries 

old. In 1788 an English publication written by Francis Grose (1731-1791) entitled Rules 

for Drawing Caricaturas: With an Essay on Painting appeared.15  In it Grose demonstrated. 

how the character of a face could be manipulated by changing the profile along a concave 

or convex line. Delacroix, among others, followed on from Grose's precepts in distorting 

proportions to form faces with animal-like qualities.16  This, in turn, was underscored by a 

belief in physiognomy. 

Much of the artistic power of this basic distortion is related to classical concepts of 

beauty and form with facial angles—the ideal being the Greek profile, with an impossibly 

straight facial-angle. Indeed, throughout its history caricature relied upon the very concept 

of beauty in order to gain its power and significance. This relationship was recognised by 

Werner Hofmann in his study of caricature: 

Caricature can only be understood if we think of it as one partner in a dialogue, 

in which it plays the provocative role. This implies that it has essentially a 

13 D'Arcy Thompsom, On Growth and Form (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969). 
14 See Rudolf Arnheim, "The Rationale of Deformation," Art Journal 43.4 (1983): 319-324. Arnheim notes 
that D'Arcy's work can be connected to caricatures, but he does not follow it far. 
15 E.H. Gombrich, Art and Illusion: A Study in the Psychology of Pictorial Representation (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1960). In particular, Gombrich discusses this publication in the chapter entitled "The 
Experiment of Caricature." 
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Janus-faced character. It always remains dependent on a model, takes the 

acknowledged rule for granted, and needs the ideal of beauty in order for its 

contradiction to be understood. And in this lies a paradox: while caricature 

breaks the canon of beauty, displaces the "normal" recognised pattern, and 

deforms the world of proportion, performing a subjective artistic act of release, 

it simultaneously binds itself indissolubly to the model it is dethroning. 

Caricature, like every revolutionary, is sustained by the system it attacks.t" 

The imitation of geometric shapes has been a popular means of effecting distortion. Some 

artists showed a particular liking for it, such as the famous French illustrator Grandville 

(Jean Ignace Isidore Gérard, 1803-1847). The potential drawback of such distortions is the 

lack of subtlety and variety resulting from its arbitrariness. 

The influence of phrenology and physiognomy upon realistic depictions has already 

been noted as far as features are concerned (chapter four), and the same applies to 

caricature. Such theories provided the caricaturist with a ready made arsenal of coded 

characteristics to highlight or distort. In case it may be thought that caricaturists were 

indifferent to such scientific matters, Aaron Sheon, in a study examining the depiction of 

the insane in nineteenth-century art, emphasises the importance of the physiognomy-

caricature link, writing: 

While we think of caricatures as being the product of the artist's imagination, it 

is also true that they demonstrated familiarity with the rich lore of scientific 

illustration on physiognomy and phrenology. The caricaturists were acting as 

unofficial disseminators of scientific theories, and thus served to bridge science 

and art in the nineteenth century.tg 

16 For example see Eve Twose Kliman, "Delacroix's Lions and Tigers: A Link Between Man and Nature," 
The Art Bulletin 64.3 (1982): 446-466. She discusses this issue in depth. 
17  Hofmann 11. 
18 Aaron Sheon, "Caricature and the Physiognomy of the Insane," Gazette des Beaux-Arts 88.1293 (1976) 
149. Gombrich also realised the significance of this form of physiognomic influence in the essay "The 
Cartoonist's Armory," writing: 

The inventors of portrait caricature in the sense in which we understand the word were not 
propagandists. They were academic artists of high standing who developed the mock portrait 



185 

Della Porta, and later Le Brun set the foundation for such animal-based 

physiognomic constructions. The use of animal allusion in caricature is nowhere better 

exemplified than with Daumier, such as in his 1839 caricature Interior of a bus: Between a 

drunk and a butcher, where the butcher has the face of an ox, after Le Brun.19  With the 

wide interest in physiognomy and expression, studies of grimacing or contorted heads also 

became popular, with examples such as Louis. Boilly's (1761-1845) Thirty-five Heads 

being typical examples of a bizarre form of Lavater-style studies in facial types and 

expression. 

Subjects of Caricature 

Concerning the actual subject of a caricature, most can be broadly divided into two types: 

generalised types of people or "representative types;" and specific individuals or portraits 

charge ("loaded likeness").20  Doctors, bankers, politicians, confidence tricksters and the 

like were ideal targets for the representative type. The gluttonous, overweight banker, as 

today, was a particular favourite with the public. A form within the representative type was 

the emblematic type, such as Daumier's Joseph Prudhomme, who proved to be extremely 

popular. The moral/social/intellectual make-up of the character of these types would be 

expressed in their appearance. The distinction between representative/emblematic types 

to tease their friends. Their inspiration, I believe, came from the so-called science of 
physiognomics that had long insisted on the comparison between human types and certain 
animals. 

Ernst Gombrich, Meditations on a Hobby Horse and Other Essays on the Theory of Art (London: 
Phaidon, 1971). 
19 Reproduced in Wechsler, A Human Comedy 160. This form of animal-based physiognomic caricature 
proved to be very enduring, and endowed many caricatures with a powerful and specific language of signs 
that is easily overlooked. In many cases, human characters would be shown alongside their animal model, 
such as a pet. See Farwell, French Popular Lihographic Imagery, vol. 2, illustration 3E1. Wechsler lists the 
significance of such allusions to the work of Daumier: 

The owl, which Le Brun associated with misers, and with deceit and concealment, is clearly 
present in the features of Prudhomme refusing to give alms. Daumier's faces of clergy and 
government officials are directly compared with Le Brun's "cheats, tricksters, and predators," 
their features based on the crow. Clergy were also depicted by Daumier as a cross between Le 
Brun's donkey (boorish) and his ram (stupid). (161.) 
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and portraits charge should not be thought of as absolute, for an individual could have the 

power to represent a type, such as Daumier's series of the censor Comte d'Argo in the 

1830s. The hawk-nosed d'Argo, with his ever-present pince-nez, was the epitome of the 

ruthless suppressor. 

The development of the portrait charge was empowered greatly by the new method 

of lithography, demonstrating a frequently found symbiotic relationship between 

technology and genre. As William Feaver writes: 

[lithography] enabled the artist to think in terms of the portrait-charge, working 

rapidly, drawing directly on the lithographic stone, thus getting his images 

reproduced without undue limitation or intervention. Grandville, Garvani and, 

above all, Daumier so exploited the medium they made it the basis of a whole 

vignette genre of caricature.21  

The ultimate portrait charge may well be the Poire caricature by Philipon, in which 

the head of Louis Philippe was transformed into a pear. Gombrich considers this to be the 

locus classicus of the discovery of "like in unlike."22  The use of the pear in French political 

caricature has been studied at some length; its mention here serves to highlight the 

possibility of the currency of symbolism once the association is known. 

Caricatures and Music Iconography 

A broad study of caricatures of musicians in the nineteenth century is a massive 

undertaking yet to be done. Due to the flourishing of illustrated magazines, broadsheets 

and newspapers, there is a wealth of material from the period which is becoming more 

accessible. Before discussing themes in Lisztian caricatures, a few general observations 

can be made regarding satirical representations of music in general. Many depictions, 

20 See Wechsler, A Human Comedy, for a more detailed discussion of types in caricature. 
21 William Feaver, "Introduction," ed. Ann Gould, Masters of Caricature (London: Weiderfled and Nicolson, 
1981) 24. 
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particularly from England and France, comment upon issues of class, frequently using the 

lower classes and aspiring bourgeois as their subject matter. Such groups are often shown 

relating their status or self image to the "high" art of music. Daumier is an obvious and 

fine example, with caricatures such as La Cigale from 1837 and Orchestre d'un Bal 

Bourgeois.23  

Not all caricatures focus upon clear-cut issues of social standing, as in Pigal's 

Compositeur, but rather refer to a type. Virtuosi and, particularly, child prodigies were 

objects of fascination, rather like freaks at the circus. Generic representations of virtuosity 

(as opposed to depictions of actual individuals) relied on several visual themes to convey 

their meaning. Extravagantly awkward gestures, with limbs intertwined or bent sharply, or 

face contorted, were the most frequent. In an age when correct bearing and posture were 

still expected from the well-bred, these contortions would have carried more weight. On 

the other hand, contortions could just as readily be used to represent inability. The field of 

music teaching was another area popular with caricaturists, with particularly biting 

examples relating to children. Many illustrations comment upon the obsessive teaching 

attitudes of parents desiring their child to be the next Paganini or Liszt. Berta11's La 

Musique et les Musiciens of 1856 shows a child just hatched from an egg receiving lessons 

at the keyboard.24  

The image of the musician as bohemian was a significant theme in the 1830s-1850s, 

particularly in French caricatures by the likes of Daumier. The poor, ambulant musician 

was presented as an object to pity.25  Daumier also linked the image of the Saltimbanques 

with public figures to suggest charlatanism, such as in his Saltimbanques of 1839, showing, 

amongst others, Berlioz and the sculptor David d'Angers.26  As Brown writes: "Daumier 

22 Gombrich, Art and Illusion 290. 
23 Reproduced in Yane Fromrich-Bonéfant, Musique et Caricature en France au 
Éditions Minkoff, 1973) 16 and 32. 
24 Berta'', La Musique et les Musiciens, 1856, reproduced in Fromrich-Bonéfant 48. 
25 See Marilyn Ruth Brown, Gypsies and Other Bohemians. The Myth of the Artist 
France (Michigan: UMI Research Press, 1985). 
26 Brown 46-47. 
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seems to suggest that `the great celebrities' of literary, musical, and artistic France were all 

in their own way puppets and charlatans or used by charlatans,"27  

As far as portraits charge are concerned, some of the most frequently or notably 

caricatured musicians other than Liszt included Rossini, Wagner, Berlioz and Paganini. 

The perceived difficulty of listening to Wagner's music was a constant focus of 

caricaturists. The French artist Louis-Alexandre Gosset de Guines (1840-1885), known as 

"André Gill," showed Wagner chiseling at an ear with a hammer and crotchet (in L'Eclipse, 

1869).28  Daumier has an audience in various stages of discomfort or boredom, listening to 

a Wagner concert, while in a similar vein, Cham has them strapped to chairs in a caricature 

from 1869:29  The modernity of Wagner's music was cleverly alluded to in a caricature by 

Cham in a piece printed in Charivari in February, 1860. Wagner is conducting a throng of 

small, child-like people in exotic dress, all with what appear to be babies walking frames.3° 

Warren Bebbington notes that the allusion is to what was called Zukunftmusik, "a term 

coined by a German journalist and universally applied to Wagner's music in his day."31  

Wagner's likeness was well known, so most caricatures bear a good physiognomic 

resemblance, but this in itself does not imply familiarity on the part of the artist. 

Paganini's ghostly appearance and contorted figure were the aspects most commonly 

featured in caricatures of him. He represented the ideal, Kreislerian virtuoso—more so 

than Liszt. Jean Pierre Dantan (1800-1869) perhaps gave the definitive representation in 

one of his many bustes charge, with the violinist's physique twisted, as if in the throes of 

creation, and an enormous hand (showing his physical command of the instrument) almost 

dwarfing his violin. The brilliant satirical sculptor Dantan provides an astute image of 

Berlioz, with his buste charge showing a mass of hair atop a thin, elongated neck.32  Other 

27 Brown 47. 
28 Reproduced in Gould 90. 
29 Reproduced in Karl G.L. Stork, Musik und Musiker in Karikatur und Satire (Oldenburg: Gerhard Stalling, 
1911) 25. 
30 Reproduced in Ernest Fuchs and Eduard Kreowski, Richard Wagner in der Karikatur (Berlin: B. Behrs 
Verlag, 1907) 27. 
31Warren Arthur Bebbington, The Orchestral Conducting Practice of Richard Wagner (Germany) PhD dins., 
(City University of New York: New York, 1984) 256. 
32 Reproduced in Gould 72. 
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caricaturists allude to the massive orchestral forces used by the composer, but he is always 

identified by the tell-tale slight frame and extravagant hair. 

The use of physiognomic visual cues in caricatures has already been noted in chapter 

four, specifically with the caricature by Cham (see fig. 20).33  Many satirical depictions of 

groups, particularly from England and France, comment upon issues of class, using the 

lower classes and aspiring bourgeois as their subject matter. Such groups are often shown 

relating their status or self image to the "high" art of music. In such examples, a clear set 

of physiognomic signs tend to be used, to indicate unambiguously the intent of the artist. 

Either the musicians themselves or the audience could be the target of the caricaturist. 

In Alcide Lorentz's Vue du public des galleries of 1840 (see fig. 53), the lower 

classes are shown mouth agape at the spectacle they witness on the stage—they represent, 

literally, the low-brow of society. Their "primitive physiognomies" preclude them from 

any real appreciation of the event; they are overawed, yet lack understanding. The 

implication is that these people might just as well be at a circus or zoo, for the naïvety of 

their open-mouthed responses demonstrates a lack of emotional sophistication. All of them 

exhibit at least one of the signs of poor intelligence: weak chins, weak or snub noses, 

receding foreheads or generally poor facial angles. Their social status is unambiguous due 

to the clothing they wear, a clear example of the presumed link between physiognomic type 

and social standing. 

33 See page 62. 



Fig. 53. Alcide Lorentz, Vue du Public des Galleries (1840); rpd. in 

Fromrich-Bonéfant 60. 

Depictions of this genre follow on from their English precursors, such as Thomas 

Rowlandson's Tragedy Spectators of 1789, in showing the behaviour of a group in stark 

contrast to the event they are witnessing. This is achieved through contrasting widely 

different physiognomic and pathognomic signs. Later examples include Honoré Daumier's 

The Orchestra During the Acting of a Tragedy from 1852, which juxtaposes the dramatic 

gestures of the actors on stage with the dozing or yawning members of the orchestra. 

While most caricatures relating to music satirise musicians and their audiences, not 

all caricaturists sought to comment poorly upon them. Musicians could be represented as 

an ideal type, such as in E.J. Pigal's Compositeur of 1833 (see fig. 54). Here Pigal has 

depicted a representative type, in a similar vein to several of his other illustrations from the 

190 
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same time, such as his Mathematicien and Plagiaire from 1833.34  The physiognomy is that 

of a strong-willed and intelligent person—a Roman nose and strong brow—but the facial 

angle does not overtly suggest high intellect when compared with his Mathematicien. The 

furrowed brow and intense stare into the distance denote the force of creativity. These 

features could equally belong to any creative type, so Pigal endows the composer with 

enormous ears, alluding to the acute development of this sense. That a composer is visually 

constructed as a forceful, creative type is interesting in itself: until only recently composers 

were still thought of as merely skilled craftsmen. Portraits of Beethoven from the first two 

decades of the nineteenth century were crucial in establishing this new image, and Pigal's 

example can be seen as part of this emerging trend.35  

Fig. 54. E.J. Pigal, Compositeur (Le Charivari,15 October 1833); 

rpd. in Fromrich-Bonéfant 84. 

34  The mathematician is endowed with an enormous forehead and has a dramatically posed hand to his chin; 
the plagiarist has large eyes (for copying) but a low forehead, and is given a furtive expression. These types, 
including the Compositeur, were part of a series that appeared in Le Charivari. 
35 See Alessandra Comini's The Changing Image of Beethoven for a discussion of the significance of 
Beethoven iconography in the development of the Romantic image of musicians. 
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Caricatures of Liszt 

Liszt was an easy subject for the graphic satirist, more so perhaps than any other musician 

of the nineteenth century. Not only was he famous, his particular biography enabled a wide 

range of visual signs to be used in his representation; with other musicians, normally only 

one or two elements would be used, such as Berlioz's hair or Rossini's paunch. 

To discuss themes in Lisztian caricature, the very challenges that would have faced 

the caricaturist in the first half of the nineteenth century provide a useful point of departure. 

In his study of the conventions of Georgian caricature, Robert Patten cites three aspects of 

drawing that presented difficulties to the caricaturist: perspective, portraiture and 

anatomy.36  The second of these, portraiture, was the problem of representing a likeness 

such that the subject could be identified in an era where most people would not see a good 

likeness to begin with. Before the advent of photography and mass market lithographic 

portraits, the identification of an individual would have to be achieved through various 

iconographic devices. These included signs such as uniforms and puns on names. 

With Liszt, a good likeness of wide circulation would have to wait until examples 

such as the fine lithographic portraits of Kriehuber in the 1840s. Early caricatures were 

forced, therefore, to use physiognomic or pathognomic labels that were well known to the 

public from the press, such as Liszt's hair or his wild gestures whilst playing. Other labels 

would be the Hungarian sword, traditional Hungarian dress and medals, or a small 

keyboard hung from the neck. With the increasing recognition of a decent likeness, 

particularly with photographic portraits, these iconographic labels were no longer 

necessary, but would continue to be used occasionally. The portable keyboard would have 

the derogatory allusion to a musicien ambulant as an aside. 

Several major types and phases of Lisztian caricature can be immediately discerned: 

those of the young virtuoso (1830s and 1840s); the numerous "Hungarian sword" 

caricatures of 1840 onwards (often with political overtones, or emphasis on the exotic); the 

"Abbé Liszt" and later caricatures from 1865. Then there are caricatures by friends such as 

36 Robert Patten, "Conventions of Georgian Caricature," Art Journal 43.4 (1983): 335-336. 
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George Sand and Wilhelm Kaulbach, and numerous miscellaneous depictions. Recurring 

visual themes include hair, warts, and riding poses or horse riding—alluding to his famous 

Grand Galop chromatique, as well as the "circus" performer. 

Liszt's involvement in Paris Salon society did not escape Jean-Ignace-Isidore 

Grandville's attention in an illustration from 1845 depicting a literary tea at Madame de 

Girardin's c. 1837 (see fig. 55). Liszt is not the most conspicuous member (he is somewhat 

in the background, at a piano), with Dumas, Balzac and Hugo (the latter with the trademark 

bulging forehead) notable in the caricature, surrounding the hostess. Even here, Liszt is 

shown smiling, looking heavenwards, inspired by the music. 

. ..,,«.. ,...,..fit, ,, ...... o,.... 

Fig. 55. Jean-Ignace-Isidore Grandville, A Literary Tea at Madame de Girardin's 

(Paris: c. 1837) rpd. in Bary 122. 

From the mid-1830s Liszt's reputation as a virtuoso is commented upon in caricature. 

The focus is upon what is unique to Liszt: those physiognomic and pathognomic signs that 
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are "Lisztian." Two anonymous French caricatures from c. 1836 (see fig. 56) show him at 

a keyboard, and clearly suggest his flamboyance. The one entitled "inspiration" has his 

hair swept up as from wild movement, hands flung in the air. In the second, he is playing 

the piano with hammers—an obvious allusion to his piano-breaking reputation. Even at 

this early stage, two distinguishing features of Liszt are picked up on: his hair and his 

flamboyant gestures at the piano. These two features would become a staple for later 

caricaturists. His bodily movements at the piano attracted a lot of attention, both 

sympathetic and critical. The music critic Joseph d'Ortigue described Liszt's display in 

some detail: 

You must see him, his hair in the wind, launch his fingers from one end of the 

piano to the other [ ... ] his fingers seem to elongate and withdraw as though on 

a spring and sometimes even to leave his hands. You must see him raise his 

sublime eyes to the ceiling as though looking for inspiration, then, bleakly, drop 

to the ground, his physiognomy radiant and inspired like that of a martyr who 

revels in the joys of his torture; that terrible look that he flashes sometimes on 

the listener, that exhilarates, fascinates and terrifies [ ... ] you must see his 

nostrils swell to let the air escape from his chest in tumultuous waves like the 

nostrils of a warhorse flying on the plain.37  

Murphy links the sympathetic attitude towards Liszt's contortions from some critics to an 

ideal image of the Romantic artist, crystallised in E.T.A. Hoffmann's literary creation 

Kreisler. Kreisler represented the "prototypical" Romantic artist, "tossed back and forth by 

his inner visions and dreams as though in an eternally stormy sea."38  

37 Joseph d'Oritque, quoted in Murphy 98. 
38  E.T.A. Hoffman, quoted in Murphy 99. 
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Fig. 56. Anonymous. Two caricatures of Liszt (c. 1836); rpd. in Burger 86. 

The statuettes of Liszt by Jean Pierre Dantan are significant for their popularity and 

influence. They perfectly represent the motifs available within caricaturists armoury, and 

target Liszt's persona with an uncanny accuracy. Dantan "effectively invented the new 

genre of the buste charge."39 His new medium not only proved to be enormously 

successful with the public, he also inspired other artists to take up the form, such as 

Daumier. Dantan's buste charge also influenced graphic depictions, either directly through 

copying, or indirectly as inspiration. 

The impact of Dantan's 1836 statuette of Liszt (see fig. 57) can be measured by the 

fact that it was illustrated in Charivari of the same year, and referred to in a satirical piece 

in a contemporary periodical.40 Dantan shows Liszt in "agonised caricature," to use Alan 

Walker's apt expression. His hands are at the extremes of the keyboard, his body sways to 

the right, as seen from behind. Liszt's distinctive hair is exaggerated, covering his head. 

The body is painfully thin, and yet Liszt appears to command the instrument with his body. 

When Liszt saw the statuette he complained about the length of his hair, upon which 
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39 Laurent Baridon, "Word and Image in Daumier's Bustes des Parlementaires," Word and Image 11.2 
(1995): 109. 
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Dantan promptly began work on a new piece, with the hair almost completely covering the 

body. The influence of Dantan's statuettes of Liszt would reverberate until the end of his 

life, with caricatures as late as 1886 still showing the influence of the sculpture's basic 

formula. 

t 
Fig. 57. Jean Pierre Dantan, Liszt at the Piano (1836); 

rpd. in Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 229. 

Maurice Sand drew several caricatures of Liszt in the mid to Iate 1830s, and these 

compare interestingly with the popular depictions. A caricature from c. 1837 shows Liszt 

at the piano, with George Sand listening over his shoulder (see fig. 58). Liszt is shown in 

profile, his physiognomy is made more angular, but without the reduction in facial angle 

that would accompany the satirical popular depictions. In particular, the chin remains 

prominent., rather than receded. This type of affectionate caricaturing was very much in 

vogue at the time, and practiced amongst artists for their friends' amusement. 

g° See Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 227-228. 



Fig. 58. Maurice Sand, Liszt and George Sand (c. 1837); 

rpd. in Burger 96. 

Liszt's tours to Germany in the early 1840s resulted in several satirical drawings 

showing him in concert before hysterical crowds. A contemporary wrote of the 

overwhelming fame of Liszt in Europe at the time: 

His name, his figure like some classical cameo, his Neapolitan face, his hair, his 

appearance, his characteristic manner of speaking: all created a type, an 

individual who aroused curiosity to the highest pitch; he became the lion, the 

hero of the day. People fought over him, they took his gloves, they cut pieces 

from his clothing; in the end he no longer dared go out on foot, but when he 

was seen in a carriage people would unharness the horses and pull the vehicle 

themselves. Wherever he went, he provoked both frenzy and folly.41  

Some sense of the tide of Lisztomania that swept Germany can be gleamed from 

these depictions. In a caricature from 1842 (see fig. 59), female members of the audience 

swoon, while males look on either in amazement or disapproval. Although the graphic 

detail is poor, some sense of the rather low physiognomies of the audience is given. The 

41 Charles Dubois, quoted in Burger 147. 

197 



198 

event is represented as nothing more than a spectacle; it may as well be a circus act as a 

concert. The signature hands-in-the-air gesture of Liszt is prominent. 

Fig. 59. Theodor Hosemann, Caricature of Liszt (Berlin: 1842); 

rpd. in Burger 142. 

The presentation to Liszt of the Hungarian "Sword of Honour" in January, 1840 

marks a critical point in Lisztian biography that has been discussed at length elsewhere42. 

The reaction to this event outside Hungary was generally negative. As Walker observes: 

The press of Europe broke into a peal of laughter whose echoes were to mock 

Liszt to the grave. Cartoons appeared depicting him as a "piano hussar," 

decked out in full Magyar regalia, wearing his sword at the piano in a variety of 

more or less ridiculous postures. The Paris newspapers were the worst. They 

published some biting personal attacks on him [ ... 143 

From the point of view of the caricaturist, the sword provided another immediately 

recognisable point of reference—but not of the physiognomical type. Other than its 

obvious political aspects, the sword could be used to allude both to Liszt' s perceived 

vanity, and in a derogatory sense, to the exotic. The sword would be reused numerous 

42 See Walker, Lisa vol. 1, 323-332. 
43 Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 327. 
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times, whether Liszt was shown at the piano or not. By including it, caricaturists no longer 

even required physiognomic recognition: the famous hair and sword were sufficient. In an 

1842 depiction showing Liszt riding a horse, although the likeness is poor, the 

physiognomic distortion is unambiguously derogatory, with a sharp facial angle and low 

brow (see fig. 60). The caption accompanying the French version translates: "In spite of 

his sword, Liszt has vanquished only sixteenth notes and slain only pianos." As well as 

implying vanity, the sword politicised Liszt's image, by linking him to Hungary's emerging 

nationalism. 

r1l
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Fig. 60. Alcide Lorentz, Caricature of Liszt on a horse (1842); 

rpd. in Fromrich-Bonéfant 98. 

The 1842 French caricature visually captures the hostile sentiments of many of Liszt's 

critics. The most prominent features, the hair and sword, are explicitly mentioned in an 

attack on Liszt from the Sylphide: 
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For a long time M. Liszt has been merely ridiculous. We laughed at his long 

hair and his great sabre. His last trip to Germany begins to make him odious. 

Today, this Word of the piano is vainly trying to change into a man, growing a 

body, hat, cane, boots, like every Tom, Dick, and Harry, sticking a pince-nez to 

his eyebrows and deigning to watch the crowd pass by on the boulevard.44  

This reaction to the Lisztomania from Germany would become an ever-present theme in 

Lisztian reception. As Walker notes, the French "were determined to cut the pianist down 

to size."45  

Liszt's flashy virtuosity, perceived as the negative aspect of his undoubted ability, 

was visually represented by his wildly raised hands at the piano. This feature was 

particularly notable in German caricatures of the 1840s. While it is true that Liszt did 

indeed throw his hands into the air while playing, the emphasis placed on this characteristic 

is still significant. It was during his German tours that the perennial image of Liszt as 

showman, even if an exceptional one, was to emerge. As Saffle writes: 

In short [ ... ] Liszt [ ... ] was perceived to a considerable extent as a delightful 

entertainer who sometimes performed great works but more often merely paltry 

ones, a competent if somewhat uneven arranger of pleasant "popular" melodies, 

and a composer of limited scope and ability.46  

The importance to Liszt reception of the German tours is easily underestimated, and in 

recent studies the repercussions of these concerts have been more fully identified. Saffle 

summarises their impact: 

it would seem that the assumptions upon which his reputation was built in 

Vormärz Germany—and upon which it rests even today—were three: 1) that 

Liszt was primarily a pianist, and only secondarily a composer or accompanist 

or conductor; 2) that he was fundamentally a popular figure; and 3) that his 

44  Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 381 
45 Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 380. 
46 Michael Saffle, Liszt in Germany, 1840-1845: A Study in Sources, Documents, and the History of 
Reception (Stuyvesant, NY: Pendragon, 1994) 212. 
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artistry could be evaluated adequately in terms of technical pianism, and his 

pianism in terms of other composers' music.47  

It is likely that the satirical depictions of this time played their role in this emerging opinion 

of Liszt 

Some caricatures of Liszt rely on crude visual references to his "circus" 

act—showing the pianist riding a horse or juggling. A sophisticated variation on this is 

offered in a caricature by Grandville entitled "Galop Chromatique" from 1834 (see fig. 61). 

This caricature shows Liszt mounted upon a chair as if riding a horse, hands flailing. Also 

present is the singer Luigi Lablanche and François Antoine Habeneck, director of the Paris 

Opera. The title refers to Liszt's Grand Galop chromatique, a staple of his early virtuoso 

tours. 

Fig. 61. Jean-Ignace-Isidore Grandville, Galop Chromatique (Paris: 1843); 

rpd. in Bory 121. 

47 Saffle 206. Emphasis original. 



202 

These caricatures reflect an interest in Liszt' s act (in both senses) of playing, rather 

than an the work being performed—he had fallen victim to his own abilities. The fact that 

these perceptions were now alluded to in visual form would make it ever harder to defend 

against, considering the role of caricature in formulating types. The significance of these 

visual representations of "Lisztomania" is that they became part of Liszt's physiognomy, 

and as Gombrich observed in relation to political caricatures: "the reduction of the 

physiognomy to a convenient formula made it possible to keep certain politicians 

constantly before the public's eye in all sorts of symbolic roles."48  Liszt's music making 

was reduced visually to a simple but effective set of symbols that paralleled those in 

political caricature. 

Liszt's sword made for easy parody, as observed earlier, and in a caricature by 

Daumier from 1844, a figure resembling Liszt is shown as a "collector of sabres" receiving 

a sword from three Chinese men (see fig. 62).49  The illustration is a typical example of the 

developing visual style of Daumier, with flowing lines and a strong sense of movement. 

This caricature comes from Daumier' s series entitled "Voyage en Chine" (published from 

1843 to 1845), but neither it, nor his other series on Chinese subjects, is in any sense 

ethnographic, as Elizabeth Childs demonstrates in her study on the exotic in Daumier's 

caricatures.50  In this series, Daumier "spreads a veneer of chinoiserie over subjects already 

well-developed in Parisian caricature and satiric literature of the period."51  He uses the 

exotic to lampoon the customs of Parisians. For his satire "depends on his appropriation of 

exotic conventions, in which he grafted exotic identities onto a French type, or onto 

48 Gombrich, "Cartoonist's Armory" 135. 
49 The lesend reads: 

Une récompense artistique. Les chinois aiment la musique, mais ils raffolent surtout des 
musiciens, leur engouement en ce genre est porté à un point d'exagération qui ne serait pas 
compris dans nos pays civilisés, ainsi rien n'est plus commun que de voir des chinois s'atteler en 
guise de chevaux au cabriolet qui renferme leur idole et quand un pianiste a improvisé des 
variations quelque peu brillantes sur l'air du Clair de lune. Ah! vous dirai-je maman, ou autre 
Roi Dagobert, ils ne trouvent rien de mieux à lui décerner qu'un sabre d'honneur qui est offert et 
reçu avec sangfroid également cocasse! 

50 Elizabeth Childs, Honoré Daumier and the Exotic Vision: Studies in French Culture and Caricature, 
1830-1870, PhD diss., Columbia University, 1989. 
51  Childs 234. 
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members of an entire class."52  Therefore, this caricature should not be seen as merely a 

racist slur, although Daumier does engage racial stereotypes; this illustration is about 

French attitudes towards Liszt's fame. 

Fig. 62. Homore Daumier, Une Récompense Artistique (1844);. 

rpd. in Fromrich-Bonéfant 110. 

Although the fluid sense of line and cross-hatched shading is typical of Daumier in 

this period, the intense articulation of facial expression in other examples of his work is 

lacking, particularly in the face and eyebrows—features Daumier normally detailed with 

great care. This suggests that these figures are "types" rather than individuals. The use of 

gesture, particularly the placement of Liszt's arms and legs, is characteristic of exaggerated 

gesture. The feet (in oriental slippers) are at right angles, denoting his status, but the arms 

and oversized hands (representing his profession) with outstretched fingers are in the 

classic pose shock, and thus allude to a rather staged surprise. This theatrical, exaggerated 

type of gesture was a potent device of Daumier's, used "to signify artifice and 

52 Childs 383. 
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affectation."53  The face lacks any strong or specific expression, and thus differs 

considerably from later examples of Daumier's. The three Chinese men are shown in 

various stages of submission and humility; the individual offering the sword is shown on 

his knees, shoulders hunched. The depiction is nicely balanced, with the focus upon the 

sword and Liszt's response, and Liszt's darkened figure contrasts with the lighter figures of 

the three men. According to Childs, the real subject of this lithograph is "the cult worship 

of the Romantic genius in Europe."54  

Perhaps the most well-known set of caricatures of Liszt at the piano are the eight by 

Janos Jankô (see fig. 63). They were published in Borsszen Jank6 on 6 April 1873. Liszt is 

shown in a variety of states during a performance, with captions to heighten the humour. 

These may be translated as follows: 

1) Liszt appears, his cassock tempering the arrogance of his 

smile.—Thunderous applause. 2) Opening chords. He turns his head to be 

certain of his audience [ ... ] 3) closes his eyes and seems to play for himself 

alone [ ... ] 4) Pianissimo: Saint Francis of Assisi speaking to the birds [ ... ] 5) 

Hamlet-like broodings, Faustian despair, sighs... 6) Reminiscences: Chopin, 

George Sand, youth, moonlight, love [ ... ] 7) Dante: Inferno, the groans of the 

damned, crashing thunderclaps [ ... ] 8) He played just for us—bravo! hurray!55  

Several features of this set suggest a familiarity with Liszt on the part of the artist, and, the 

possibility of him having witnessed to the pianist's playing. Liszt had been in Hungary 

early that year (and returned later to stay for a longer period) and given concerts, and the 

internal evidence of the drawings themselves strongly suggests first-hand knowledge. They 

conform to what is known of Liszt's mannerisms whilst playing—his facial expressions 

and hand movements—but do not stress the typical, but inaccurate, visual motifs of 

53 Wechsler, A Human Comedy 159. 
54 Childs 262. 
55 Trans. in Burger 256. 
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virtuosity—crossed hands and contorted fingers. Jankô's set displays a sense of the gesture 

and expression of an individual in fleeting moments.56  

Fig. 63. Janos Jank6, Caricatures of Liszt (Hungary: 1873); 

rpd. in Burger 256. 

Several caricatures exist of Liszt conducting. They strongly suggest his uniquely 

physical style of directing the orchestra. An anonymous caricature from around 1851 (see 

fig. 64), from his period as Court Kapellmeister at Weimar, entitled "Piano" and "Forte," 

shows something of Liszt's exaggerated body movements when conducting. In "Forte" his 

arms are raised far above his head, and he appears to be shouting. In "Piano" he is shown 

56  The first and last of these eight caricatures appear be reproduced in the wrong order, since the first shows 
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sunken on bended knees, arms outstretched. As if to represent the energy emanating from 

Liszt, the flames of the candles are directed away from him towards the unseen orchestra. 

Fig. 64. Anonymous, Two caricatures of Liszt conducting (c. 1851); 

rpd. in Burger 186. 

These depictions match perfectly what is known of his mannerisms, and the novelty 

of his approach. Walker writes: 

Liszt developed a new repertory of body signals, for he recognised that 

conducting involves the whole man and not just the arm [ ... ] He would shush 

the musicians, forefinger to lips, if they played too loud, or growl threateningly 

if they played too soft [ ... ] Sometimes, when he required a pianissimo, he 

would crouch low over the podium, his body apparently sunk on itself; at 

others, when he demanded a fortissimo, he would raise himself to his full 

stature, hands outstretched above his head.57  

Liszt less neat and composed than the last. 
57  Walker, Liszt vol. 2, 278. 
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The advent of photography marks an important influence in Lisztian iconography 

(discussed in chapter eight). Its impact upon the satirical portraits of Liszt is obvious in a 

new type of realism, albeit an often grotesque one in representations of his physiognomy. 

He is now shown warts and all: for yet another visual addition had been made to the 

caricaturist's armoury. For example, a caricature from the 1873 revels in the placement of 

warts on his face (see fig. 65). This caricature places the warts with considerable accuracy, 

as can be seen from contemporary photographs. It also exhibits a basic distortion of the 

Cartesian type, with no exaggeration of particular features other than what results from the 

degree of overall change. 

. 
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Fig. 65. Karl Klic, Caricature of Liszt (1873); rpd. in Burger 256. 

The availability of photographic portraits makes it difficult to determined whether the 

caricature was based upon first hand knowledge, for a good facial likeness could easily be 

achieved though the use of such portraits. In many cases the source of the realisation can 

be traced, but even when it cannot, the expression and baring of the head can suggest 
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reliance on a photograph. Photography marks, in many ways, the end of reliance on 

physiognomic symbolism, for once a detailed and accurate representation of a subject's 

face was well known, it was no longer necessary to allude to his or her identity via other 

means. In other words, the problem of portraiture for the caricaturist had ended, with 

mixed consequences for the genre. 

An 1876 caricature by Klic (see fig. 66) shows Liszt at a steam-driven keyboard, 

being stoked with coals by the piano maker Bösendorfer. Out of the assemblage of 

mechanical and instrumental shapes in the background rises a steamy profile of Wagner. 

Wagner's The Ring had been recently performed at the first Bayreuth Festival, an event 

Liszt attended. The mechanical devices shown are an allusion to the much-lauded 

complexity of the stage devices used in The Ring,58  and it is clear that Liszt is represented 

as a leading force in Wagner's ever rising musical profile. 

Fig. 66. Karl Klic, The Bayreuth Musical Steam Engine (1876); 

rpd. in Burger 263. 

58  Walker, Liszt vol. 3, 346. 
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The link between Wagner and Liszt was again highlighted in a caricature from 1881 

showing Liszt as the "New Messiah" on the back of a donkey, flanked by Wagner and Hans 

von Bülow (see fig. 67). The keyboard suspended from his neck bears the name 

Bösendorfer. In the background crowds dressed in Wagnerian garb wave palm leaves in 

salutation. Thus Liszt's leading role in championing new music was openly satirised, but 

such illustrations also acknowledge his path-breaking explorations into new constructions 

of harmony and tonality. 

Fig. 67. Anonymous, Caricature of Liszt, Hans von Bülow and 

Richard Wagner (1881); rpd. in Burger 281. 

Caricatures and Liszt's Reception. 

Liszt recorded for posterity his dislike of caricatures, writing "I have never taken any great 

pleasure in cartoons and caricatures. They pander to universal vulgarity [ ... 1," and on 
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another occasion: "It is not to my liking to sup with wits and satirists; jokes are like 

pepper—they should be used in moderation [ . 

Despite the frequency of satirical Liszt portraits, he was not the only virtuoso pianist 

to suffer the indignity of being caricatured. A clever depiction of Thalberg from around 

1840 highlights the concern with the artist's physical ability.60  Thalberg is shown amongst 

three pianos, playing all of them at once. His arms have four sets of hands and forearms,. 

with one pair nonchalantly placed in his coat pockets. This is a clear allusion to his 

remarkably reserved demeanour while playing difficult works. He was of course famous 

for the "three-handed" effect, something also alluded to in this depiction, but exaggerated 

to make the point. In contrast to the many caricatures of Liszt, caricatures of Thalberg were 

marked by a lack of external gesture. What identifies him as a virtuoso is the eight 

arms—the allusion to extra-human physical abilities. 

A common thread throughout many caricatures of Liszt, and indeed other virtuoso 

pianists, was some type of contortion or deformity of the fingers, hands or arms. As late as 

1886 Liszt was shown with four arms on each side, demolishing a keyboard at its 

extremities.61  The Thalberg example, cited above, illustrates this as do several others. A 

caricature by Nadar from 1856 shows Liszt, Gottschalk, Emile Prudent and the well-known. 

pianistic duo of the Hertz brothers at a keyboard (see fig. 68). Liszt's right hand, with its 

contorted fingers—the third twisted over the fourth—demonstrates a visual motif of 

virtuosity used often. The closeness of the Hertz brothers' playing is symbolised by their 

interlocking arms. The hands and fingers of all the pianists shown as exaggerated or 

twisted to a greater or lesser degree.62  

59 Franz Liszt, quoted in Burger 275. 
60  Anonymous, reproduced in Leppert, "Cultural Contradictions" 271. 
61 Caricature from La Vie Parisienne, reproduced in Leppert, "Cultural Contradictions" 277. 
62 Written account of Liszt's playing (see chapter ten) indicate that his fingers were unusually fluid and close 
to the keys. This suggests that the distorted fingers are part of the armoury of devices, and were certainly not 
based on first hand experience of his playing. 

1:959 
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Fig. 68. Nadar, Une Brochette de Célébrités (1856); rpd. in Fromrich-Bonéfant 121. 

Liszt's virtuosity in general was indicated by flamboyant gestures, contorted limbs 

and digits. Some gestures depicted—such as the raised hands—appear to be an accurate 

reflection of his style; others—such as the contorted fingers—seem merely to be from the 

stock visual set of "virtuoso" motifs. His reputation for destroying pianos did not escape 

reference, nor did the income generated by playing them. Such caricatures not only 

highlight the physical act of playing, they also stress the perceived unnaturalness of the 

virtuoso's abilities. While Liszt saw virtuosity as a means to an end, the satirical depictions 

mostly focus only on the means. The motifs used by caricaturists vary from the purely 

physiognomic (hair), to the pathognomic (gesture and expression), to dress (the Hungarian 

sword or abbé's cloak). These motifs represent the reduction of Liszt's persona into 

immediately recognisable formulae. This speaks volumes about his fame, for this was a 

situation reserved for the famous. 

Caricatures of Liszt provided a counterpart to the "serious" high-art depictions of 

Liszt as ideal Romantic discussed in chapters five and six. From the earliest humorous 

depictions, Liszt was represented as eccentric and novel. While the majority of these 

satirical portraits can be considered to be more or less derogatory, they also pay homage to 

his physical abilities. They also comment less favourably upon the hysteria and flashiness 

that were part of his image. The physiognomic distortion frequently found in caricatures 

also counters the high art portraits; they generally avoid distortions, such as an exaggerated 

forehead, that would cast Liszt as an intellectual. Instead, those that noticeably distort his 

image do so tend to have derogatory implications for his intelligence and artistic status. He 
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is represented as a mere performer with an exceptional physical gift. Even then, as already 

been observed, this gift is frequently viewed as some kind of deformity. Significantly, he 

was not represented as an ideal type of composer or creative persona, such as in Pigal's 

example. Most of the time, such was his fame, Liszt was shown as Liszt, not as a 

representative type. Nonetheless, this does not mean that his representations in caricature 

do not comment upon the place of the virtuoso. 

Judging from the devices used by caricaturists in depicting virtuosi in general, it 

would appear that their craft was viewed essentially as an extreme physical act rather than 

an intellectual or artistic one. If creativity was alluded to, it was most likely to be a 

Kreislerianan type of contorted performance, with Paganini as the best example. 

Why do the images presented in caricatures differ so much from other images? The 

reasons are manifold. Firstly, caricatures were free from most of the constraints of high art, 

while still using much of the same language. Secondly, caricatures, by their very nature, 

focused upon those aspects of a person that could be most effectively satirised. The amount 

of physical movement suggested by caricatures contrasts sharply with the static postures of 

Liszt represented in oil paintings and photographs. The reason for this is not that the latter 

are more accurate, but rather that satirical depictions aimed at representing the distinctive 

pathognomy of a person, whereas high art portraits were constrained be formulae of gesture 

and posture. Paradoxically then, some caricatures probably give a better indication of 

Liszt's behaviour at the piano than photographs. 



CHAPTER TEN 

Lisztian Iconography and Performance Practice 

In reviewing nineteenth- and twentieth-century achievements in musical iconology, it 

would be overly optimistic to believe that they are all better or more careful in method 

than their predecessors, although they are based on an incomparably greater wealth of 

source material_ They often take pictures at face value, without critical discrimination 

between real and imaginary objects; without sufficient regard for successive styles, 

technical peculiarities, and mannerisms of pictorial representations; without an awareness 

of the artist's lack of freedom [ ... ] in choosing his topic and often of even delineating his 

objects [ ... ].1  

Emanuel Winternitz 

This chapter addresses the value of Lisztian iconography to performance practice 

inquiry. Different categories of portrait type, and different media are examined in 

relation to performance practice research. The use of iconography as evidence for 

organology and performance practice has long been an area of research in music 

iconography. In theoretical terms, the use of iconography for performance practice 

research brines into question the use of images as a means of reconstructing past 

physical realities. This is obviously an area fraught with difficulties. Therefore, the 

link between iconography and performance practice needs careful consideration. 

The object of investigation of this chapter is of a fundamentally different order to 

the previous ones: the concern is with actual, physical reality. The previous chapters 

have considered how and why various influences and traditions may have impacted 

upon any given artist's depiction of Liszt. A constant concern with these chapters has 

been why an artist would chose to depict a particular pose or gesture, irrespective of 

whether it reflects a physical reality or not. With performance practice, however, the 

question of the art work's relation to Liszt as a physical being is central. It is apparent 

that such a question cannot be answered until a wide range of issues has be addressed; 

most notably, pictorial style as it relates to different genres and media. Before 

proceeding further with this approach, I will review some basic aspects of iconography 

and performance practice. 
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Emanuel Winternitz, a seminal figure in the discipline, developed a sophisticated 

approach to studying art works as historical objects in his Musical Instruments and 

Their Symbolism in Western Art. He was well aware that works of art are not mere 

photographs of reality; and in this sense he cannot be criticised for having a naïve 

approach to iconographic investigation. Rather, it is what he considered the ultimate 

aim of analysis to be, and the value he placed upon the various elements contained 

within an art work that might be debated. Winternitz's approach, however, stressed the 

importance of understanding the elements of distortion. Regarding the notion of art as a 

photograph, he wrote: 

In many periods of art, the portrayal of the visible world [ ... ] is not a 

simple mirror, reflecting objects with photographic precision; rather, it 

renders or suggests them through various "stylisations."2  

He took the premise that the music iconologist "should be an art historian," so that they 

can concentrate "on the core and body of the image by consciously eliminating the 

subjective, `disturbing' elements of style."3  

It is here that the fundamental approach of Winternitz is made clear, for his aim is 

to strip away distortions to reveal a hidden "core" of truth or reality within the object of 

study. This would be considered problematic in itself by many today, but further to 

this, he regards the very elements of "distortion" to be uninteresting compared with the 

goal of the study, the underlying "reality." Yet, these very elements of distortion can be 

interesting and revealing in themselves, and perhaps should not be considered 

something to be discarded along the way.4  Winternitz devised an "approximate 

tabulation of those factors which cause an image to deviate from `reality'," in which he 

listed eight factors of distortion: 

1) limitations of the medium of depiction; 

2) pictorial style of the period or of the painter; 

I Winternitz 31. 
2  Winternitz 38. 
3  Winternitz 38-39. 
4  For through the act of uncovering of the various elements that influence this relationship, certain 
iconographic material gains a new significance and relevance. Even if the material itself has only a 
tenuous relationship with reality, the very factors that lead to this are in themselves enlightening and 
potentially valuable. 
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3) carelessness or lack of mechanical or musical understanding; 

4) requirements of pictorial composition; 

5) "prettification;" 

6) symbolic or allegorical significance of the painting; 

7) archaic aims; 

8) the fantastic. 

The methods used traditionally by music iconographers, according to James 

McKinnon, have tended towards one of two broad types; the first being an over-

optimistic and uncritical approach to the representational veracity of the material, the 

second, more cautious, considering for example the limitations of the medium and 

artist. Winternitz epitomises the latter position, and his cautious approach is still a 

model of its type. However, McKinnon criticises both tendencies as being 

fundamentally flawed, and presents an approach based upon the simple adage that 

"there is something dubious about the entire enterprise of analysing works of art as 

musicological evidence. The proper study of a work of art is the work of art itself, and 

any evidence it might produce for any historical discipline is purely incidental."5  

McKinnon's observations on the evidentiary limitations of iconography hold their 

weight even when related to the apparently familiar genres of nineteenth-century visual 

art. Although his comments on methodology are applied to early visual sources, they 

can be fruitfully applied to later material. McKinnon posits three principles that should 

mitigate the interpretation of iconographic material. These are summarised below. 

Firstly, a work of art should be "viewed as an entity unto itself," and not be 

treated as a faulty photograph .6  More precisely, 

[a painting's] relationship to external reality must be established by a 

variety of means, such as a knowledge of the history of style, a knowledge 

of the history of iconographic types, a knowledge of the subject in question, 

and above all the employment of sound general historical method.? 

5  McKinnon, "Iconography" 80. 

6  McKinnon, "Iconography" 81. 
7 McKinnon, "Iconography" 81-82. 
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Secondly, McKinnon stresses the acknowledgment of the "primacy of genres" as a 

crucial step to interpretation.8  The specific determining of the artistic genre of a work 

serves two purposes: "it enables us to search efficiently for other examples of the genre 

and it aids their interpretation once found."9  The final principle is the simple 

observation that "a great deal of the music historical information we derive from 

iconographic evidence consists in broad conclusions based upon a long-range survey."to 

McKinnon singles out organology in particular as being susceptible to over-

generalisations based upon small quantities of material. 

The tenet that forms part of McKinnon's first principle, that the relationship 

between a work of art and external reality must be established not assumed, forms a 

central theme for performance practice research. The aim of an accurate reconstruction 

of Liszt's piano playing posture and gestures are sought in this chapter, and a series of 

guidelines is required that will identify deviations from the actual postures and gestures 

that were involved in Liszt's actual playing. The list of influencing factors developed 

by Winternitz (referred to above) will be used, but with considerable modification at 

times." From Winternitz's proposed eight influencing factors listed above, only the 

first six points are pertinent to the present study, bearing in mind that his concepts were 

concerned with considerably earlier periods. These six points will be developed, 

expanded or modified below so as to be relevant to the purpose here. It should be kept 

in mind that these categorisations of factors are not without overlap, but it is useful to 

maintain these distinctions. 

(i) Characteristics of the medium 

The first of Winternitz's factors, limitations of the medium, is concerned with the 

mechanical aspects of production or reproduction. Thus, an early woodcut has less 

capacity for detail than, for example, an engraving. While the mechanical aspects of 

the nineteenth-century depictions used for this study are generally not a problem from 

the point of detail, it is still useful to consider his general concept. The various media 

in which Liszt is represented—paintings, drawings, engravings, and photographs for 

example—may have particular qualities or characteristics which can be demonstrated to 

8 A concept McKinnon develops from Gombrich; see chapter two. 
9  McKinnon, "Iconography- 82-83. 
10 McKinnon, "Iconography» 88.  
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pertain to the resulting image. While photographs can be expected to be accurate in 

terms of individual details, the influence of pictorial composition and other artistic 

factors can be expected to result in distortions. 

(ii) Style and influences of period or artist 

Because the style of the depictions is more or less one of realism where features 

are concerned, it is not as significant a factor as in the earlier depictions Winternitz was 

concerned with. Nonetheless, an examination of several portraits of Liszt show 

considerable variation in some cases. As has been shown with oil paintings, Liszt was 

depicted in differing ways in part as a result of the stylistic attributes of the artist, for 

example whether Neoclassical, or tending towards realism. Also, many portraits of 

Liszt show him "romanticised." This was not a trivial or fleeting fancy of artists, but 

has been shown in chapters three and four to be associated with contemporary ideas and 

codes of rhetoric and gesture, and more specifically with the theories of physiognomy 

and phrenology. The variability of Liszt's physiognomy in many portraits was not 

entirely due to artistic carelessness, but rather to these pervasive beliefs regarding 

human appearance. 

(iii) Carelessness or lack of mechanical or musical understanding 

Lack of musical knowledge on the part of the artist is not so problematic as 

Winternitz found for earlier depictions. Since it was the case that the piano was an 

extremely popular and accessible instrument in the nineteenth century, it is barely 

feasible to assert that artists did not really know what a keyboard looked like. But, as 

will be suggested later in this chapter, an inaccurate rendition of the instrument could 

resulty when the piano functioned pictorially as a mere attribution of vocation. On the 

other hand, some portraits of Liszt show a superbly rendered instrument; a notable 

example being the piano shown in the 1840 Joseph Danhauser group portrait discussed 

in chapter six (see fig. 33). It will be recalled that this portrait was commissioned by 

the piano-maker Conrad Graf. 

(iv) Practices of pictorial composition  

As discussed previously, compositional practice in the form of codes of gesture 

and expression is an issue with photographs as well as drawings and paintings. The 

u Winternitz 39-41. 
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frequent accuracy of details often belies the unnatural aspects of a depiction that are due 

to compositional factors. Pictorial composition was closely tied to genre, and this in 

turn to media. For example, oil paintings tend to show Liszt as rather regal, while 

lithographs tend show him as somewhat more bourgeois. These differing pictorial 

styles are attributable to the expectations associated with the genre or media. 

Photography introduced new practices of pictorial composition, often despite itself; 

most notably with some examples of group photographs. 

fv) "Prettification" 

To distinguish this from previous categories, "prettification" can be viewed as the 

manipulation of subject matter on a small scale, such that it does not effect the overall 

sense of composition. In other words, the alteration of small, almost unnoticeable 

details. An example discussed previously in this thesis includes the precise shaping of 

the gesture of the hand. 

(vi) Symbolic or legendary elements in a painting 

This category can be developed somewhat from Winternitz's original description 

of the symbolic or allegorical significance of a painting. Due to the style of much 

nineteenth-century art, the overall realism of a portrait may be subtly influenced by 

symbolic elements rather than being overtly symbolic in whole. It therefore becomes 

necessary to be able to distinguish particular strands or elements within a piece that 

allude to symbolic or legendary influences. It follows that this is a more problematic 

category than may at first be realised. It is essential to understand the pervasive aspects 

of Liszt's biography and Liszt "lore." Of particular importance is Liszt's image as a 

virtuoso and an artist-hero. 

The Iconography of Liszt at the Piano 

Given the volume of visual depictions of Liszt, it is surprising to find that little 

iconographical study has been attempted. The most significant study of Liszt's playing 

method that incorporates iconography of him at the piano is that of Bertrand Ott. Ott's 

work serves well as a departure point for examining both the difficulties of studying 

nineteenth-century iconographical material and in surveying the current opinion on 
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Liszt's place in the development of piano playing practice. Firstly, Ott's method for 

studying his material is easily summarised; he has a rather over-optimistic approach to 

the veracity of his material. Depictions are taken at face value for the most part, 

resulting in a variety of contradictions and difficulties relating to issues such as posture, 

distance from the keyboard and height. Nonetheless, Ott pointedly observes that "it is 

quite surprising that the abundant Lisztian iconography has never caused an awareness 

of his technique."12  Ott is aware of the potential significance of the visual material, but 

without a sophisticated account of pictorial style it is arguable that he falls into a series 

of traps that detract from the validity of his interpretations. 

In their broadest outline, Ott's conclusions regarding Liszt's playing are largely in 

accordance with general scholarly opinion; namely, that Liszt was essentially the 

founder of modern pianism, mainly through being the first pianist to become aware of 

the use of the whole arm in playing. However, Ott goes further than other scholars in 

offering a remarkably detailed analysis of the Lisztian technique. He gives a résumé of 

what he considers to be Liszt's technical development, which he divides into four 

distinct phases. These conclusions are particularly important for two reasons: firstly, 

they incorporate the iconography of Liszt as performance practice material; and 

secondly, they provide an unparalleled detail of reconstruction. 

Because of its importance, Ott's analysis of Liszt's technical development is 

included in some detail here: 

LISZT AND HIS FOUR TECHNICAL APPROACHES [ ... J. 

a) Between approximately 1831 and 1840, the iconography, the writings 

of the disciples, and reviews confirmed the primordial function of the wrist, 

a living hinge providing almost by itself all the power for playing, with the 

forearm in definite suspension. Indeed, the hand got its adhesion and 

solidity by reaching the keyboard from a fixed suspension of the forearm, 

and not from pressure of the forearm [ ... ]. 
b) In 1844, Saint-Rieul Dupouy's newspaper review related an important 

fact that also pertained perhaps to Liszt's technique of some years before 

12  Bertrand Ott's Lisztian Keyboard Energy/Liszt et la Pedagogic du Piano: An Essay on the Pianism of 
Franz Liszt, trans. Donald H. Windham (Lewiston: Edwin Mellen Press, 1992) 77. 



(but never mentioned by Madame Boissier in 1831-32): The action of the 

arm prolonging the action of the hand [ ... ] Henceforth the forearm, having 

become part of the pulling action, would need more than just its suspension 

alone, as in 1831 [ ... ] The Lithograph of Kriehuber from 1846 is a vivid 

illustration of this posture. The earlier picture by Danhauser in 1840 also 

supports this kind of mechanism [ ... ]. 

c) Around 1860 there was probably another change; the iconography of 

1870 gives evidence of it. The lower sitting position causes the elbow to 

fall back while the wrist, still arched, dips a hand whose axes in supination 

are accentuated [ ... ]. 

d) After 1880 Liszt again sat higher, but a little less high than in 1840, in 

an intermediate position. But other than that, his technique had not changed 

much since 1860 [...] The arm, wrist, and fingers worked harmoniously as a 

unit, a fact verified by the writings of Lachmund and the iconography of 

1880 [ ...],13  

Ott thus believes that Liszt's technique changed over his lifetime, beginning 

primarily with a wrist-based approach. Also, Ott ascribes considerable weight to the 

iconography, as it provides often crucial evidence for his description of Liszt's sitting 

position and hand and arm movements. The most obvious problem here is that Ott does 

not subject the iconography to even a basic form of assessment regarding its accuracy 

or otherwise. Moreover, he does not take into consideration visual traditions within 

genres or particular media. Once these considerations are accounted for, the 

contradictions in many depictions lose significance. Some iconographical examples 

discussed in this chapter will demonstrate this. Because Ott does not consider the 

interchangeability of likenesses, he affords the group portraits by Kriehuber and 

Danhauser separate status. Yet it is almost certain that the Kriehuber is based upon the 

earlier oil painting. While Liszt is shown sitting at various heights in relation to the 

keyboard, it will be shown that such variability can be readily attributed to different 

concerns on the part of the artist. 
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Trends in the Iconography of Liszt at the Piano 

Liszt has been shown at the piano in a wide variety of media over a long period of his 

life: from his childhood to last days. In the discussion below, a wide range of 

iconography of Liszt at the keyboard is examined, highlighting different facets of the 

issues involved when using visual resources as performance practice material. 

Several different categories of the iconography of Liszt at the piano can be 

formulated, but these categories differ in purpose from those discussed previously in 

this study. If the purpose of classification is historical veracity, then the most pressing 

issue is: did the given image result from the artist as eyewitness to Liszt playing the 

piano? On some occasions other material may assist in determining whether the artist 

saw him play, such as letters between Liszt and the artist involved. But in most cases it 

is more than likely that no written record will prove directly whether the artist did or did 

not witness Liszt play.14  Even if it can be shown that an artist had contact with Liszt, 

this still does not necessarily guarantee the image as being reliable in the narrow terms 

of interest here: historical, topographical and gestural veracity. 

In classifying the iconography of Liszt at the piano, there is a clear distinction 

between those portraits purporting to show him in concert, and those with him posing at 

the piano. Images showing him posed at the piano can be subdivided into those that use 

the piano as a mere visual attribute and those where the piano appears integral to the 

overall composition. As discussed previously, just as a poet might be shown with a pen 

and a learned person with a book, a musician's instrument was an identifying attribute. 

Certainly, there are many portraits of Liszt that do not make reference to him visually as 

a musician—such as the early oil portraits discussed in chapter five. When Liszt was 

shown at the piano the main visual purpose of the instrument can often be suspected as 

a mere prop. Further to this, a broad division can be made within portraits of Liszt at 

the piano according to the treatment of the piano itself. Portraits may include the 

instrument as a pictorially successful part of the composition. When this is the case, the 

strong tradition of postures, gesture and expression may still tend to reduce the portrait 

14 A notable exception being the G.A. Healy portrait discussed briefly in chapter three (see fig. 1), page 
20. 
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to formulae, whether based on life or not. As was discussed in the third chapter, the 

standard elements of portraiture were modified to suit Liszt posing at the keyboard. 

The complexities presented by representations of musicians playing instruments 

is inherent to the whole question of iconography's relation to performance practice, 

whatever the era. In particular, the question of the extent an artists representation 

follows actual practice is ever present. The obvious difference with Lisztian 

iconography, and that of other musicians from roughly 1850 onwards, is the addition of 

photographic portraits. Unless the photograph has been manipulated, it stands as a 

record of the actual presence of the musician with his or her instrument. However, as 

was discussed in chapter eight, photographs of Liszt were often as captive to traditions 

of portraiture as with any other media. 

Another important consideration is whether there are internal elements within the 

iconography that are indicative of their veracity; elements that could, in theory at least, 

lead the researcher to a tenable reconstruction of certain aspects of a musician's method 

of playing their instrument. From this question, another follows: are there some 

broadly systematic theoretical approaches to examining this iconographic material that 

lead to reconstructions of musical technique? 

The issue remains how to approach the iconographic material from a performance 

practice perspective, in particular, what type of categorisation and analysis is fruitful. 

Returning to McKinnon's precepts outlined earlier, it is best to approach a work of art 

on its own grounds—as a work of art. That is, firstly examining a portrait of Liszt at 

the piano as a genre and category within that genre (as is done in chapters five and six). 

Identifying genre allows elements of pictorial style to be identified and given due 

weight. Once pictorial style is understood, the move can be made towards analysing the 

image in terms of visual cues—remembering that the Liszt/piano combination is, from 

the artist's viewpoint, another visual problem to be solved. Approaching portraits of 

Liszt at the piano from this vantage point allows several categories to be created, 

categories not based upon something as simplistic as apparent realism. As will be 

argued, realism—or topographical veracity—is no guarantee of usefulness as a 

performance practice resource. 

A point of departure common to all of the previous chapters and still pertinent 

here is: what are the factors that led an artist to choose to represent a particular pose or 
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gesture, whether actually presented by their subject or not? Aspects of a pose that were 

probably visually "neutral," such as height at the piano may well pass without 

alteration. But aspects of posture such as positioning and shape of the hands, feet and 

general posture may well have been eligible for "correction." A prediction of this 

model, therefore, is that "authentic" aspects of Liszt's playing that conformed to the 

artistically acceptable would be retained, such as his "noble" expression at the 

keyboard. The pictorial style of a genre or category thus can be seen as a series of 

visual "filters." 

The iconography of Liszt at the piano suggests several key elements that diverged 

from the previous approaches to pianism. Firstly, several portraits indicate that he sat 

high in relation to the keyboard, an important change over the previous norm (see 

below). Portraits that clearly show this include Josef Danhauser's famous oil painting 

of 1840 (see fig. 33), George Healy's portrait of 1868 (see fig. 1), and the drawing by 

Charles Renouard from 1886. In all three of these portraits there is great accuracy in 

Liszt's likeness, as well as general realistic treatment of subject matter. Moreover, in 

the Danhauser and Renouard portraits, Liszt is not obviously posed at the piano, but 

rather shown playing. In all three depictions, the piano is treated as an integrated part 

of the image, that is, more than just an attribute. Danhauser's painting shows Liszt 

leaning back somewhat, with his head still further back. His arms are shown suspended 

and extended, and the forearms well above the level of the keyboard. His wrists are 

raised from the keyboard, with the hand dropping down sharply from the wrist. The 

forearm also slopes towards the keyboard. Danhauser has depicted this distinctive 

gesture of Liszt's because it presumably does not contradict visually the type of 

gestures and postures appropriate for the painting. 

The oil portrait by George Healy from the late 1860s is significant because the 

painter spent many hours watching Liszt play in the artist's own studio on a piano 

especially moved there,15  The painting depicts. Liszt seated on a chair at a Chickering 

grand piano. Liszt is seen from the right and from slightly behind, but he is turned 

t5' Healy relates: 
In my studio the picture Longfellow looked at most often was a large portrait of Liszt 
seated at the piano. I had recently painted it, and I told the poet how, during the sittings, 
Liszt had played, for hours at a time. I showed him casts I had taken of the musicians 
hands [ ... J. 
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towards the viewer. Liszt's face is an excellent likeness to contemporary photographs, 

and the depiction is convincing overall. The piano keyboard is represented accurately, 

so well in fact that the notes Liszt are playing with his right hand are clearly discernible: 

C-sharp and D with his fourth and fifth fingers respectively. Liszt is sitting well upright 

and against the back of the chair. The pianist's left foot is on the sostenuto pedal, the 

right foot turned outwards somewhat. 

Allowing for the artistic liberties of Liszt turning to face the viewer, this portrait 

is nonetheless of great importance because of the artist's first hand and extended 

observations of the great pianist in action. Liszt's hands, particularly the right hand, are 

carefully realised. The right arm is rather extended, with the forearm sloping down to 

the hand. The right wrist is approximately level with the back of the hand, which is in 

turn straight in relation to the keyboard. The fingers are bent from the first joint more 

than from the knuckle—thus the hands are not curved as in a ball shape. The left hand 

is raised from the keyboard, fingers curved. 

A drawing by Charles Renouard is significant, for it appears to be very accurate 

and unromanticised (see fig. 69). Liszt is shown as an old man, literally warts and all. 

The keyboard is well represented. Liszt is sitting back in a chair, elbows approximately 

level with the keyboard, but wrists raised. This portrait highlights the difference 

between photographic and non-photographic depictions; for here Liszt is in all 

likelihood shown with a more natural arm and hand position. 

Quoted in Williams, Portrait of Liszt 433. 



Fig. 69. Engraving based on drawing by Charles Renuard 

(1886); rpd. in Burger 315. 

There are several depictions that contradict those just discussed, and that show 

Liszt sitting lower at the piano. This is the case with the majority of photographs; the 

reason appears due to the fact that nearly all of them would have been taken in the 

photographer's studio, using a chair or stool that belonged to the set, just as any other 

photographic portrait of the time. For example, one of the earliest photographs of Liszt 

at the piano comes from Pest, dating from 1865 (see fig. 70). He is seated at a small 

upright piano, with his daughter Cosima, Hans von Billow and Heinrich Wilhelm Ernst 

present. 
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Fig. 70. Anonymous, Franz Liszt at the piano, with Cosima von Bülow, 

Heinrich William Ernst and Hans von Bülow (Pest: 1865); 

rpd. in Burger 233. 

This depiction serves to demonstrate the problems associated with this medium: 

the chair Liszt is seated in is completely unsuitable for performance, being padded with 

a curved back. The result is that Liszt is sitting quite low in relation to the keyboard, 

with his wrists well below the level of the keys. A particularly interesting portrait is the 

1867 photograph by Joseph Albert (see fig. 49) discussed in chapter eight.16  This 

photograph shows Liszt seated upon an adjustable piano stool—sitting high. 

A significant aspect of Liszt's playing suggested by the iconography was his use 

of the wrist. This is strongly implied by the caricatures and studies taken from actual 

concerts, although the actual movements and dynamics cannot be inferred from the 

iconography. Several depictions show Liszt with an arched wrist, with the fingers 

dropping to the keys. A prominent example is the drawing by Jean Scheffer from 1836 

(see fig. 71). This pencil drawing by Scheffer is significant for it purports to show Liszt 

while playing. The drawing is imprecise, but the general proportions appear accurate. 

The keyboard is only vaguely depicted, but it has a realistic perspective. This drawing 
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highlights what appears to be a fundamental change in Liszt's technique from the 

previous norm—that of a high wrist. He is seated well away from the piano, but his 

upper torso is sharply leaning towards the piano. The head and eyes are directed 

forwards rather than down. 

Fig. 71. Jean Gabriel Scheffer, Liszt at the piano 

(Geneva: 1836); rpd. in Burger 84. 

Four depictions from Liszt's acclaimed tour of Germany in 1842 provide 

interesting comparisons, and highlight the danger of taking the iconography at face 

value. A silhouette by Varnhagen von Ense, from Berlin, dates from 1842 (see fig. 72). 

It borders on being a caricature, with the body as well as the piano and chair being 

unnaturally thin. Liszt is seated well away from the keyboard, sitting back in his chair 

but leaning noticeably forward. Both forearms are raised and the elbow sharply bent, 

with the wrist of one hand straight, the other bent slightly. 



Fig. 72. Varnhagen von Ense, Liszt at the piano 

(Berlin: 1842); rpd. in Ott 88. 

An anonymous lithograph also from 1842, from Berlin, is considerably more 

realistic than the previous depiction, although Liszt's arms and legs still appear 

unusually thin (see fig. 73). Despite this, the depiction is more convincing. The piano 

is well-proportioned with a realistic perspective. The lithograph shows Liszt 

performing in front of a large audience, the view being from the right side. Unlike the 

previous von Ense silhouette, Liszt is sitting at the front end of his seat leaning only 

slightly forward. Both arms are well raised, the hand nearest the viewer being in 

contact with the keyboard, the other well into the air. The arms are extended, with no 

sharp angle between the forearm and upper arm. This depiction is somewhat 

contradictory to the previous one on several counts. Firstly, Liszt is seated well forward 

on his seat. Secondly, his arms are extended in a more or less continuous line. 

Fig. 73. Anonymous, Liszt at the piano (Berlin: 1842); 

rpd. in Ott 89. 
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Another depiction from the same tour, this time a pastel by Seckert, provides 

further contradictions (fig. 74). Liszt is shown from the right side, sitting on a chair. 

The artist appears to have concentrated on Liszt's famous profile, for it is more 

carefully rendered than any other aspect of the illustration. The perspective of the piano 

is unconvincing, and it appears awkward in relation to Liszt. He is seated quite low in 

relation to the keyboard, and well back in the chair. The arms are not extended, with a 

sharp angle present between the forearm and upper arm. The right wrist is straight in 

relation to the forearm. The left hand is bent down and rather inwards. This depiction 

is strongly at odds with those discussed thus far, and would suggest that the artist has 

merely placed a disembodied profile of Liszt upon an imagined torso at a piano. Most 

noticeable is the low body position relative to the piano. This can be explained as part 

of the artist's lack of interest in depicting the performance as opposed to the man—this 

appears to be an example of a portrait with the piano as a mere attribute. 

Fig. 74. Seckert, Liszt at the piano (Berlin, 1842); 

rpd. in Burger 140. 
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Yet another depiction from 1842, this time an anonymous lithograph, shows Liszt with 

one arms raised and the hand dropping sharply at the wrist (see fig. 75). As with the 

previous example, the artist has carefully realised Liszt's famous profile, but the 

positioning of the body at the piano is more convincing. 

Fig. 75. Anonymous, Liszt at the piano (Berlin, 1842); rpd. in Bory 108. 

The Seckert pastel has a parallel in a pencil drawing by Julius Kosak from 

Lemberg, 1847, showing Liszt in profile with his left hand artistically placed on the 

keyboard." He is not "in performance" so little can be deduced from this depiction. 

Although the drawing is reasonably convincing, close inspection shows that the right 

hand is poorly done, being more like a claw than a human hand. As with the Seckert 

pastel, the artist seems more concerned with the famous profile than anything else. 

Interestingly, all four Berlin depictions confirm that Liszt looked straight ahead when 

playing, and not at his hands. This fact is well attested by contemporary accounts of his 

17 Reproduced in Burger 168. 
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playing. The German illustrations also support the fact that Liszt often moved his 

hands well away from the keyboard. 

Liszt and Nineteenth-Century Pianism 

Unlike a "typical" performance practice study using iconography, there is considerable 

historical information regarding Liszt's piano playing. The purpose of the following 

discussion is to try to construct some fundamentals of Liszt's technique and then 

examine the iconography to test it against the historical evidence. This is not an easy 

task, for while it might be thought that understanding his technique might be straight 

forward, this is not the case. As the discussion below will show, ascertaining Liszt's 

piano playing technique is problematic from the start. Nonetheless, it must be 

attempted if the iconography is assessed in relation to his technique. 

The piano dominated the amateur music scene in the nineteenth century; it was a 

symbol of both success and sensibility.18  By the end of the eighteenth century the piano 

had became the only solo instrument to be regularly played in public concerts. While 

its popularity as an amateur instrument is important, the many changes in the 

development of the piano are related more to the demands of notable artists and 

composers upon the instrument. The first half of the nineteenth century saw 

considerable changes to closely symbiotic areas of the construction of the piano, the 

role of the pianist and the content of the programs. The changing role of the pianist is 

contextualised by Janet Ritterman: 

Between 1800 and 1850, it was the shift of emphasis from the pianist as 

composer to the pianist as interpreter that did most to alter attitudes of 

performers and audiences to piano music presented in public concerts. 

Various factors—social and economic as well as musical—contributed to 

this change. Most were connected in some way with the rapid rise in the 

popularity of the piano, a phenomenon which left its imprint on many 

18  See Leon Plantinga, "The Piano and the Nineteenth Century," in Nineteenth Century Piano Music, ed 
R. Larry Todd (New York: Schirmer, 1990). 
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aspects of early nineteenth-century life. Public concert life of the period 

was transformed by the growth of interest in the piano. By the 1850s the 

piano recital had come into being; programming conventions that still 

influence judgements made by present-day performers were beginning to 

emerge.19  

The construction of pianos and the style in which they were played had an 

understandably close connection. Unlike the relatively standardised sound of modern-

day pianos, nineteenth-century pianos varied in tonal colour considerably, and this 

variety was valued. In the nineteenth century there were many types of piano; well into 

the century two main divisions existed with the light actioned Viennese pianos 

contrasting with the heavier English pianos.20  The Viennese pianos had a clear, 

brilliant sound, and through the playing of the likes of Johann Hummel (1778-1837), 

Friedrich Kalkbrenner (1785-1849) and Ignaz Moscheles (1794-1870) these pianos 

became inextricably linked to the "brilliant style."21  Nonetheless, the fuller sound of 

the English pianos remained desirable, and piano manufacturers aimed at combining 

both qualities, so a sonorous but responsive piano could be developed for playing in a 

large hall.22  Ritterman notes that: 

Although the concept of keyboard brilliance retained its allure, during the 

1830s pianists began to cultivate a more expressive playing style. By the 

close of the decade the favoured style of playing was one that drew from the 

piano tonal resources which, by their richness and variety, invited orchestral 

analogies.23  

The recognition of the new style of "orchestral" playing has important consequences for 

later developments, and Liszt's place within them. 

19  Janet Ritterman, "Piano Music and the Public Concert, 1800-1850," The Cambridge Co ►upaniva te'' 
Chopin ed., Jim Samson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992) 13. 
20  See Bart van Oort, "Haydn and the English Classical Style," Early Music (Feb.) 2000: 73-89. 
21 Ritterman 18. 
22 Ritterman 20. 
23 Ritterman 20. 



Examining Liszt's Piano Technique 

Despite the considerable material pertaining to Liszt's piano technique, gaining an 

understanding of this technique is considerably more problematic than might initially be 

thought, for reasons explained below. Ask a pianist today to recite some common 

assumptions regarding the piano technique of Liszt and the following two could well be 

amongst those offered: Liszt was inspired to "re-learn" the piano after hearing Niccolb 

Paganini play; and he was the first "modern" pianist, in the sense of making use of what 

might be called a "modern piano technique."24  

A fresh look at nineteenth-century sources suggests that a revised model of some 

specific aspects of Liszt's piano technique is required, which in turn requires a more 

circumspect positioning of his place in the development of pianism. Instead, a scenario 

emerges suggesting that Liszt, along with most other virtuoso pianists maturing in the 

1820s and 1830s, was in some respects a dead-end in the history of pianism. The 

largely undebated nature of the Liszt-as-founder notion might have more to do with the 

easily acceptable nature of the claim than anything else, for it was a safe place to put 

Liszt when his status as a composer was being debated.25  In recent decades Liszt's 

prominent place in the history of nineteenth-century music has been secured, so his role 

in the development of pianism can be re-examined without the fear of endangering the 

precious common ground it once occupied. 

Liszt left no comprehensive account of his technical approach to piano playing in 

his own words, and therein lies much of the problem of determining some important 

24 While crude, "modern technique" is a useful term in referring to a physically eclectic approach to 
technique that makes use of the fingers, wrists, upper and lower arms. For example, see William S. 
Newman, The Pianist's Problems: A Modern Approach to Efficient Practice and Musicianly 
Performance, 3rd ed., (New York: Harper & Row, 1974). He describes in his book the "modern 
technique" where he writes under the heading "The Four Main Playing Mechanisms:" 

It is common knowledge that most playing is done by the finger working from the knuckle 
at its base, of the hand from the wrist, or the forearm from the elbow, or the upper arm 
from the shoulder [ ... ] These four mechanisms are sometimes used separately, 
sometimes in various combinations. (430.) 

25 For example, in 1911 the music journal Musica felt it necessary to include the following within a set of 
survey questions sent to distinguished musicians: 

Do you maintain, with those admirers of his, that the fame and popularity of Liszt's great 
works are only beginning, or do you consider that, on the contrary, they are mainly 
interesting for the new paths they opened up and do not possess the intrinsic perfection of 
durable works of art? 
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aspects of his piano technique.26  There is no shortage of secondary studies on, or 

surveys of, Liszt's teaching and playing.27  To account for the paucity of references to 

details of technique in his later years, Liszt's technical approach is sometimes assumed 

to have been intuitive.28  However, presumed lack of evidence is not evidence of a lack 

of interest on Liszt's part regarding piano technique—in fact, there is unequivocal 

evidence of his systematic interest in the issue during his early days of "transcendental 

execution," 1835-1847.29  

Nineteenth century accounts of, and reflections upon, Liszt's playing and 

technique are significant not only for their contemporary or near-contemporary status. 

A distinction between this material and twentieth-century sources can be drawn, for 

earlier accounts precede an important paradigmatic divide due to the development of a 

zealous arm-weight pedagogy at the beginning of the twentieth century. Liszt's 

assumed role in the development of pianism was inevitably to become an important part 

of this new movement, so pre-twentieth century material is less coloured by this debate. 

Most of the material on Liszt's teachings by his students date from later in Liszt's 

teaching life, when he gathered a considerable number of students and/or disciples 

around him. Recollections of these students were usually in the form of published 

letters or journals. Despite the considerable volume of references to Liszt's playing by 

students, associates and others, only a small percentage are of value in relation to his 

specific technical approach. Their nature was often such that they are filled with quaint 

anecdotes regarding Liszt's behaviour and general interpretive comments made by him. 

Translated in A copy in Facsimile of the Music, October 1911. On the 175th Anniversary of Birth and the 
100th Anniversary of Death of Franz Liszt (Budapest: Foundation Cziffra, 1986) 119. 
26 The Liszt-as-founder conviction has resulted in a retrospective colouring of contemporary accounts of 
his playing and teaching. As an a priori conviction, it also risks detaching him from contemporary 
developments in piano technique; it thus creates an artificial sense of his isolation. 
27 Amongst the more important are two references by Reginald Gerig. See Reginald Gerig, Famous 

Pianists and Their Techniques (Washington: R.B. Luce, 1974) and the extended article: "Observations on 
Franz Liszt's Piano Technique," Journal of the American Liszt Society 18 (1985) 3-28. See also Elsie 
Machek, The Pedogogy of Franz Liszt, PhD diss., Northwestern University, 1965. There is also the more 
popularist, but thorough book by Schonberg. See Harold Schonberg, The Great Pianists, Front Mozani 

to the Present (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1987). 
28  For example, Schonberg writes: "Liszt himself was no theorist of technique and must have played 
without thinking twice about how he accomplished his effects." (180.) 
29 Letters and documents indicate that Liszt was working on a piano method for the recently founded 

Geneva Conservatoire during the mid-1830s. It is not known what became of it, and Liszt would later 
deny having ever written such a method. See Walker, Liszt vol. 1,215-217. 
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There is one significant exception: The Boissier Lesson Diaries from the early 1830s 

which are discussed below. 

Liszt's place in the evolution of keyboard playing must be set against the quiet 

arm, fingers only school of playing predominant in the first half of the nineteenth 

century. The method books of the early nineteenth century indicate that the arm still 

served basically as a stable platform for the fingers. For example, Carl Czerny 

(1791-1857)—Liszt's teacher from 1822-23 and one of the most influential 

pedagogues of the early nineteenth century—stated that from the forearm to the 

knuckles must be absolutely straight with the wrist "neither bent [ ... ] downwards nor 

upwards." To facilitate the quiet hand he suggested that "the height of the stool must be 

so exactly proportioned...that the ends of the elbows may be about an inch higher than 

the [ ... ] keys."30  

The late eighteenth and early nineteenth century saw a widespread move away 

from the non-legato touch of the classical era; several pianists independently aimed for 

a full and pure cantabile touch. This was achieved by and large through a close touch 

with the keyboard, as opposed to a non-legato and high-fingered approach that 

characterised earlier schools. Notable exponents were Kalkbrenner and John Field 

(1782-1837). Kalkbrenner was important enough in his day for the young Chopin to 

consider having lessons with him. Kalkbrenner's quality of touch had a considerable 

impact on those who heard it, such as Charles Hallé, who wrote that: 

he has a special mode of handling the piano, particularly in melodious 

passages, which made a great impression, but which I cannot describe to 

you; the reason of it lies mostly in that he keeps his fingers so closely over 

the keys.31  

Moreover, Kalkbrenner was one of the first exponents of a wrist technique,a 
cr uct`il 

development in nineteenth-century pianism. 

John Field (1782-1837), a student of Muzio Clementi (1752-1832), is best known 

for developing the genre of the nocturne that was so extensively explored by 
Chopin, 

30 Carl Czerny, Complete Theoretical and Practical Piano Forte School, 1839, quoted 
ill Gel 

Pianists 16. 
31 Gerig, Famous Pianists 131. 

lbs  Famous 
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but his playing itself foreshadowed Chopin's own.32 The development of the nocturne 

style of composition, that is a cantabile, lyrical melody over a sustained and arpeggiated 

bass, had much to do with the increased sustaining power of the piano and the greater 

use of the sustaining pedal. 

Czerny, writing in 1839, was astutely aware of the changes that had and were 

taking place in piano playing. His observations are particularly valuable because they 

demonstrate an understanding of the mutual relationship between the mechanical 

aspects of the piano with the playing style that is developed around it. His opinions are 

worth quoting because he places recent developments in context. He considers there to 

be six main styles of playing (starting with Clementi), and of the last two he writes: 

e. The modern brilliant School founded by Hummel, Kalkbrenner, and 

Moscheles. Its particular qualities are perfect mastery of all the mechanical 

difficulties; the utmost possible rapidity of finger; delicacy and grace in the 

various embellishments; the most perfect distinctness, nicely suited to every 

place of performance, whether small or large; and correct declamation [ ... l 

f. Out of all these schools, a new style is just now beginning to be 

developed, which may be called a mixture of an improvement on all those 

which preceded it. 

It is chiefly represented by Thalberg, Chopin, Liszt, and other young 

artists; and it is distinguished by the invention of new passages and 

difficulties, and consequently the introduction of new effects—as also by an 

extremely improved application of all the mechanical means, which the 

Piano-forte offers in its present greatly improved state, and which, like all 

former improvements in their day, will give new impulse to the art of 

playing on this much cultivated instrument.33 

Czerny's "new style" which he describes last specifies Liszt, Sigismond Thalberg

(1812-1871)—Liszt's main pianistic rival in the mid-1830s, and Fr6d  'ic 
Chopin. 

Thalberg epitomised refinement and reserve at the piano, while nonetheless posscssing 
e he 

an extraordinary technique. He was famous for his "three-handed" technique, whet'  

32 Gerig, Famous Pianists 58. 
33 From Gerig, Famous Pianists 48. Emphasis original. 
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would play a melody with his thumbs and surround it on both sides with rapid 

arpeggios. Thalberg was not merely a man of special effects, however, for he was 

noted for his clear singing tone and skilful pedalling.34  History has not been kind to 

Thalberg; his compositions are forgotten and he is chiefly remembered as the pianist 

that dared to rival Liszt.35  

Another important innovation of Liszt's was a pliable hand shape and flexible 

position. The diaries of Madame Auguste Boissier, whose daughter Valerie 

(1813-1894) studied with Liszt in 1831-1832, provide detailed accounts of his playing 

and teaching. Boissier records that Liszt did not keep his hands "in a rounded position" 

nor were they "altogether flat," but rather his fingers were "so flexible as to possesses 

no fixed position."36  Liszt's unusual positioning of the hand caused disquiet amongst 

reviewers from as early as the 1840s. He was reproached by a German critic in 1844, 

for holding "his fingers about the keys in an unnatural or affected manner."37  

The Boissier lesson-diaries make repeated mentions of Liszt's recommended 

training of the wrists and fingers for tone production. For example, Madame Boissier 

writes that Liszt's "hand is never unwieldy, for he moves it with grace according to his 

fancy," then she stresses that he does not play with his arms or shoulders."38  In a later 

lesson, Liszt instructed Valerie to play "without exception, entirely with a wrist action,"  

that is, playing with: 

what is called a "dead hand," without any interference by the arm; with each 

note he wants the hand to fall from the wrist on the key in a rebounding 

fashion.39  

34 Walker, Liszt vol. 1, 233. 
35 See Walker, Liszt vol 1, 232-243, for background on Thalberg and his association with Liszt. A 
reassessment of Thalberg's significance is offered by E. Douglas Bomberger. See E. Douglas Boiiibe n g' 

`"rhe Thalberg Effect: Playing the Violin on the Piano," Music Quarterly 75.2 (1991): 198-2U8' 
36 Auguste Boissier "Liszt Pedagogue: A Diary of Franz Liszt as a Teacher, 1831-32." ed. 111ii1 

traies 

Elyse Mach, The Liszt Studies: Essential Selections from the Original 12.Voluure Set of Technical Slit 
for the Piano (yew York: Associated Music Publishers, 1973) xii. 
37  Signale für die musikalische Welt 2 1844, trans. in Saffle 169. 
38  Boissier xii. 
39 Boissier xvii. 
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What is particularly important is that Liszt emphasised the role of the wrist in producing 

a full tone for individual notes, not only in relation to octaves or chords. Boissier 

records the following instructions that make this clear: 

All notes must be round, full, equal-sounding and never abrupt or uneven, 

betraying the thumb or some other finger [ ... ] One must listen to them [for 

unevenness] and correct them carefully. For this purpose, it is important to 

practice slowly, regularly, by attacking and by striking each tone with a 

wrist action in order to give it its fullness and completeness.° 

Here is explicitly stated Liszt's approach to fullness of tone, and the use of the wrist to 

compensate for varying finger strength. 

Influence of Paganini 

The Boissier lesson diaries, of course, date from before Liszt heard Paganini play in 

early 1832. Common knowledge has it that Liszt was inspired to "re-learn" the piano 

after hearing the great violinist, and in doing so he developed his mature virtuoso 

technique 4L Because of this belief, Boissier's material has been undervalued, and the 

assumption has been that Liszt significantly altered his style of playing from that date. 

Yet, when the sources are scrutinised, the story is less than convincing, for Liszt had 

revolutionised his playing before then. In 1831 he told Boissier that: 

he had played the piano for years, and was brilliant in concert, and so 

believed that he was quite marvelous. Then one day, being unable to 

express with his fingers all the feelings which weighed upon him, he re-

examined himself point by point and found that he could not perform trills 

nor octaves very well, nor even certain chords. Since than he studied his 

° Boissier xvii. 
41 For example, Gerig writes that Liszt: 

encountered an important moment of truth when he heard Paganini in Paris in April of 
1832. He was never the same again, as he determined to accomplish at the piano no less 

than Paganini had on the violin. 
Gerig, "Observations on Liszt" 7. 
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scales again, and little by little completely changed his touch. Formerly, 

when attempting to express certain tone energetically, his hands stiffened, 

but now he has banished all stiffness from his playing; from the wrist, he 

tosses his fingers upon the keys, at times with force and at times with 

softness, but always complete suppleness.42  

In other words, Liszt had developed his own solution to the challenges he set himself, 

including producing and controlling tone, presumably in relation to the pianos he was 

playing and the musical effects he wished to execute. The resulting approach to piano 

technique was neither a given skill nor an intuitive response, but a conscious rebuilding 

of an already impressive facility. This positions Liszt historically amongst other 

virtuoso pianists who were also experimenting with, and responding to, the 

developments surrounding the piano and its new music and audiences. 

What is the evidence for Paganini's direct influence upon Liszt's technique? 

Liszt's letter of 2 May 1832 to his friend Pierre Wolf expressing his euphoria over 

Paganini's playing, includes the oft-quoted passage: "I practice exercises four to five 

hours a day (thirds, sixths, octaves, tremolos, repeated notes, cadenzas, etc...) [ ... ]. 
In isolation this could be taken as support for the premise that Liszt was inspired to re-

learn his technique, but in fact it does no such thing—he had been practising and 

recommending such drills before. In an entry from February 14 1832 in Boissier's 

dairies we find the following: 

[Liszt] stressed the great need of flexing and relaxing the fingers in all 

directions by multiple exercises for at least three hours a day; these 

exercises would include varied scales in octaves, thirds, arpeggios in all 

their inversions, trills, chords, and, finally, everything that one is capable of 

doing.43  

The Paganini story is one of the most enduring myths of the Liszt biography. It is 

convincing because it explains in one sweep what was no doubt in reality a complex 

42 Boissier xix. 
43 Boissier xvii. 
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tale a4  Paganini provides a convenient point of articulation in the Liszt biography, full 

of Romantic notions of inspiration and revolution. While such biographical clichés are 

attractive, the truth appears to have been rather more mundane. Liszt was certainly 

inspired by Paganini, particularly in the development of new keyboard figuration, but 

there is nothing to suggest that he changed his technique of tone production. He 

appears to have developed his mature technique in the years 1828-32, and it remained 

more or less consistent from then on. 

Post-Paganini Sources 

Liszt's letters generally provide little evidence relating to his technique. One 

significant reference, apparently overlooked in the literature on Liszt's piano playing, 

exists directly from Liszt himself regarding his technique. In a rather incidental passage 

within a letter to his friend Louis de Ronchaud dated 20 September 1837, he casually 

observed: 

Until now I had enjoyed being totally incognito in Bellagio, although I did 

bang mightily away on a Viennese piano bereft of almost all its strings. No 

one bothered to pay the slightest attention to it or to suspect that I was but 

an amateur endowed with a very strong wrist.45  

Implicit here is the notion of the wrist as the apparatus for "banging," whereas most 

pianists today would surely cite their arm as the culprit. 

In a letter to Marie d'Agoult from the following year, Liszt mentions an 

interesting incident: "I almost sprained my wrist during my improvisation at Rossini's, 

and became aware of it only the next day. The whole of yesterday it gave me great 

pain, and for several hours I found it impossible to use my right hand."46  This may also 

a4 The influence of Paganini upon Liszt is questioned by Perényi in her Liszt: The Artist as Romantic 

Hero. She prefaces her discussion of Paganini with the vexed remark: "That Liszt was 'the Paganini of 

the piano' is a legend I despair of laying to rest but it is worth a try." (52.) Perényi considers that the 

violinist's impact has been greatly exaggerated; but here it is only the specific question of Liszt's 
technical development that is of concern. 
45 From Liszt, An Artist's Journey 67, 
46 Liszt, Selected Letters 78. 
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suggest the wrist as the fundamental mechanism of his technique, although it is less 

clear than in the previous example. 

The best-known contemporary account of Liszt's playing and teaching, post-

Paganini, is contained in Amy Fay's (1844-1928) chronicles of her piano studies in 

Germany 47  Fay not only studied with Liszt, but also with other leading pianists and 

teachers in Germany from 1869-1875. She provides lively accounts of the teaching 

methods of Carl Tausig (1841-1871), Ludwig Deppe (1828-1890) and Theodor Kullack 

(1818-1882) to name some. Fay studied with Liszt in 1873, and it is her observations 

regarding his classes that have made the largest contribution to posterity. Importantly, 

she compares Liszt's playing and teaching with that of other pianists and teachers she 

either heard or studied with, and these comparisons are particularly enlightening. Her 

observations show complete consistency with Boissier's lesson-diaries some forty years 

earlier. 

Among the more important observations Fay notes that Liszt held his fingers 

closer to the keyboard than was typical at the time, thus facilitating a legato touch.48  

Interestingly she also records how on one occasion, when she was playing with too 

much hand movement (probably rotation), Liszt reproached her with "Keep your hand 

still, Fräulein, don't make omelette."49  This indicates Liszt's aversion to unnecessary 

hand movement, despite his own frequently recorded gestural extravagances. When 

Fay later studied with. Deppe, she was prompted to recall that: 

Liszt has an inconceivable lightness, swiftness and smoothness of execution 

[ ... ] when he was playing scales or passages, his fingers seemed to lie 

across the keys in a slanting sort of way, and to execute these rapid passages 

almost without any perceptible motion.50  

Although in his later lessons Liszt generally did not discuss technical matters, he 

did stress to his students freedom and suppleness of the wrist. For example, Pauline 

Fichtner (1847-1916), who was a student of Liszt's in the 1870's, wrote: 

47 Amy Fay, Music-Study in Germany (Toronto: Dover, 1965). 
48 Fay 288-289. 
49  Fay 223. 
5o Fay 291. 



Studying with Liszt was mostly concentrated on the spiritual and 

intellectual element of the music [ ... ] Mastery of technique was taken for 

granted [ ... J He did no more than guide us fervently towards a freer, more 

natural position of the hands, elasticity of the wrist, and the practice of 

large-scale studies in passage work and octaves—plus the advice to play 

anything difficult in all keys.51  

The importance of the wrist is unequivocally confirmed by August Stradel 

(1860-1930), who studied with Liszt towards the end of the latter's life. Stradel wrote 

that: "As new theories about arm movement are being advanced nowadays, it must be 

stressed that, were Liszt still alive, he would eschew them, as after finger technique, his 

whole technique was a wrist technique."52  

What might have given the impression that Liszt used arm weight is the fact that 

he often threw his hands into the air during concerts, something which was commented 

upon several times by his contemporaries. The virtuoso pianist Moscheles, upon 

hearing Liszt play in London in the early 1840's, wrote that: "it is only rarely [...] that 

his hands, which he throws high into the air when he is playing, land on a wrong 

note."53  This movement appears to have been largely a gestural trait of Liszt's, along 

with his animated facial expressions. 

The idea of making significant use of the upper arm and forearm appears to have 

been largely absent from the minds of pianists of the first half of the nineteenth century, 

Liszt included. The influential American pianist and pedagogue William Mason (1829-

1908) provides illuminating insights into the state of piano playing in mid-nineteenth 

century Europe. In his Memories of a Musical Life he wrote: 

At the time of which I write (1849-1850) very little seems to have been 

known of the important influence of the upper-arm muscles and their very 

efficient agency, when properly employed in the production of tone quality 

51 Pauline Fichtner, quoted in Williams, Portrait of Liszt 462. 
52 August Stradel, quoted in Ott 127. 
53 Emil F. Smidak, Isaak-Ignaz Moscheles (Hampshire: Scolar Press, 1989) 124. 
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and volume by means of increased relaxation, elasticity, and springiness in 

their movements.54  

Mason further comments that the virtuoso pianist Alexander Dreyschock (1818-1869),. 

with whom he had over a hundred lessons, paid no attention to the role of the arm, but 

instead concentrated upon the importance of the wrist. It is interesting to note that 

Mason, who also studied with Liszt, does not attribute an arm-weight technique to the 

master. Critically, Mason recounts how Liszt had told one of his students "You are to 

learn all you can from my playing, relating to conception, style, phrasing, etc., but do 

not imitate my touch, which I am well aware, is not a good model to follow."55  Indeed, 

in an interview late in his life, Mason said that very few pianists had a "true piano 

touch, not [ ... ] even Liszt completely," because they all "sought for a more orchestral 

manner of playing."56  Nonetheless, Mason was emphatic that Liszt was the greatest 

pianist of the nineteenth century. 

The crucial role of the wrist in virtuosos such as Liszt and Dreyschock is strongly 

inferred by the article on "Pianoforte-Playing" in the 1889 Grove Dictionary of Music 

and Musicians. The contribution, by Ernst Pauer (1826-1905), describes with faint 

distaste the rise of a new breed of virtuosi during the 1830s.57  In an enlightening 

passage, Pauer notes the "orchestral" style of these pianists, commenting that: 

Such increased force and rapidity [in their playing] demanded an alteration 

of the movement of the arm, hand, and of a swinging movement of the 

hand—"playing from the wrist", or to a nervous force that arises from a 

stiff elbow, and leads with some players to a kind of playing commonly 

called "thumping."58  

Mourning the corresponding decrease in tone quality, Pauer states that the "greatest 

heroes of this period of piano-playing were Thalberg, Liszt, Henselt, and Dreyshock." 

54 William Mason, quoted in Gerig, Famous Pianists 238. 
55 Williams, Portrait of Liszt 291. The student Mason heard this from was either Klindworth or 
Pruckner. 
56 William Mason, quoted in Hariette Brower, Piano Mastery: Talks with Master Pianists and Teachers 
(New York: Frederick A. Stokes, 1915) 258-259. 
57 Pauer (1826-1905) was a noted pianist with an interest in historical pianos. 

58  "Pianoforte-Playing-  in A Dictionary of Music and Musicians, vol. 2, George Grove ed., (London: 
Macmillan, 1889) 741. Emphasis added. 
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The idea that Liszt founded arm-weight playing appears to have crystallised around 

the turn of the twentieth century with the development of an enthusiastic arm-weight 

pedagogy. Rudolf Breithaupt (1873-1945), a zealous advocate of the arm weight 

school, stressed how Liszt exemplarised his system of playing, and used Liszt as a 

historically proven example of his method. In 1911 he outlined Liszt's supposed 

technique, including the following crucial point: "[Liszt] used to the fullest extent the 

massive weight of the whole arm, and its parts. Unlike all the other players of his day 

] he played from the shoulder."59  

The seeds of the "Liszt-as-founder" lore have grown sturdily since then. A 

particularly influential exponent of Liszt as an arm-weight player has been Harold 

Schonberg in his very popular book The Great Pianists, first published in 1963. In 

Schonberg's view Liszt clearly made use of a weight technique, with "loose shoulders 

and a fairly high position of the hands and fingers."60  Most recently, Bertrand Ott, in 

his Liszrian Keyboard Energy, has further cemented Liszt's place as the revolutionary 

founder of a physically comprehensive system of playing. Ott makes the bold claim 

that "Liszt was certainly the first to become aware of the role of the shoulder and arm 

after the pedagogues who concentrated on playing from the fingers alone."61  

Liszt's Place in Nineteenth-Century Pianism 

Liszt's use of the wrist was a significant development upon the quiet arm, stable wrist 

method prevalent in the first decades of the nineteenth century. But he was only one of 

several pianists to make this quantum leap. If Liszt's actual technique must be placed 

anywhere, it is alongside pianists such as Dreyshock who developed an "orchestral" 

style of playing, dependent upon the wrist as the main apparatus for stronger tone 

production. These pianists were the first generation to explore new methods of tone 

production using more than pure finger technique. Those that followed in Liszt's 

footsteps were soon accused of "thumping," for they apparently lacked his musicality. 

59 Rudolf Breithaupt, quoted in Gerig, Famous Pianists 333-334. 
60 Schonberg 180. 
61 Ott 155. 
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Those who developed and passed on the practice of combined whole arm, wrist and 

hand technique were pianists and teachers such as Ludwig Deppe and William Mason. 

But the advent of arm-weight appears to have occurred more or less simultaneously 

throughout several countries late in the nineteenth century. For instance, late in his life 

the great American pianist Godowsky recounted how he had "discovered" arm weight 

in 1891.62  

The two "common-knowledge" claims regarding Liszt—that he founded arm-

weight playing and was inspired to re-learn the piano because of Paganini—have 

provided mutual support for each other for several years, and this may partly explain 

their endurance. The Paganini story provides the convenient biographical point of 

revelation which allowed Liszt to rise above his historical context and re-learn his 

technique. The Liszt-as-founder belief has imbued the whole issue of Paganini's 

influence with an even greater historical significance. The durability of this Liszt-lore 

suggests that even basic questions of performance practice can become embroiled 

within a web of biographical myth and, for want of a better expression, pedagogical 

propaganda. 

Liszt's genius, however, remains undiminished within a revised model of the 

history of nineteenth-century pianism in which the development of a lasting and 

comprehensive physical approach to technique, including arm-weight, is credited to 

later pianists.63  Apart from his playing and teaching, one of Liszt's greatest 

contributions to the piano lies in the fact that he "was the first composer in history to 

understand fully the musical significance—dramatic and emotional as well as aural—of 

new techniques of execution."64  Liszt's achievements seem all the more astonishing 

when placed in their proper context. 

62  The Musician, 1911, quoted in Gerig, Famous Pianists 196. 
63 There is, of course, the question of Chopin. Chopin stands out as a truly revolutionary figure in the 
development of pianism_ His writings show an awareness of the need for a more than just fingers-and-
wrist technique. In his sketches for a piano method, he wrote: 

It is important to make use of the fingers and no less so to employ the rest of the hand, 
wrist, forearm and arm. To attempt to play entirely from the wrist, as Kalkbrenner 
advocates, is incorrect. 

Chopin, quoted in Alfred Cortot, In Search of Chopin, trans. Cyril Clarke and Rena Clarke (London: 
Peter Nevin, 1951) 46. It is presumably due to his short life and quality of students that Chopin did not 
leave a greater legacy with his playing. 
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Visual Genres and Media as Performance Practice Material 

To summarise, the iconography supports several aspects of Liszt's piano style alluded 

to in the written sources, and as such demonstrates the reliability of suitably assessed 

depictions_ Firstly, it indicates that he sat high in relation to the keyboard, so that his 

forearms sloped down from the elbow towards the keys. Secondly, the iconography 

often shows Liszt's head facing straight forwards, not downwards to the keyboard. 

Thirdly, the contemporary written accounts of Liszt's unusual positioning of the hands 

and wrist is supported by several pieces, particularly his often high wrist. Fourthly, 

Liszt's distinctive characteristic of throwing his hands in the air is often found in the 

iconography. Fifthly, the iconography suggests that little or no change appears to have 

occurred in his technique over his mature years, other than some (self-confessed) 

compromises in his last years. 

Would it be possible to adduce this from the iconography alone? In this case the 

iconographic evidence has been assessed first, and the documentary evidence examined 

in relation to this. Can the iconography be relied upon in isolation to assure reliable 

reconstruction of performance practice? The answer is most definitely no. But this 

does not allow for some very tentative prescriptions for assessing the significance of a 

portrait for performance practice to be formulated. Allowing for the individual 

creativity of the artist, some general precepts regarding the value of differing genres and 

media are possible. If each medium and/or genre is thought of as having its own set of 

visual traditions and prescriptions, then visual elements can be thought of as a set of 

filters to what the subject originally offered. If a gesture or posture is shown in a 

portrait of Liszt that does not conform to pictorial conventions of the day, it may well 

have some authenticity. For example, the traditions of oil portraiture were such that the 

pictorial style of posture and gesture were not transgressed. If something that Liszt did 

naturally did not affect these conventions, then it could well remain unaltered, such as 

his height relative to the piano, some aspects however, would have to be changed, such 

as placement of feet. 

64  Charles Rosen, The Romantic Generation (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1995) 496. 



247 

The potential value of any given portrait must be considered based upon a careful 

delineation of what is relevant, such as topographical accuracy, gestural accuracy and 

postural. Different media and categories of genre provide different contributions to 

these questions. Simply thinking in terms of "accuracy" is short sighted. Accuracy of 

image, in the sense of topography, is no guide to the usefulness of the image as a 

performance practice document. For example, the "flung into the air" hand became a 

trademark of Liszt in the caricatures, as discussed in chapter nine But the gesture was 

certainly authentic, for it was also captured in a private caricature by Maurice Sand that 

predates the popular depiction by several years (see fig. 58).65  This arm gesture is not 

reproduced in the "serious" depictions of Liszt, despite being common in the 

caricatures. This raises the issue of the varying representational media, and their 

differing interests and influences. One of the reasons that caricatures show such 

movement is that they grew out of a tradition influenced by concepts of both 

physiognomy and pathognomy, as was discussed in chapter nine. Thus caricatures tend 

to show a great concern for physical gesture as a means of expressing an emotion or a 

character, and it is this interest that gives caricatures a particular iconographical value. 

The "high art" depictions were restrained by the codes of gesture and posture, in which 

the etiquette for any person of breeding would forbid such a movement to be recorded. 

The greatest contrast is between photographs and caricatures. Photography offers 

great veracity with isolated details, but not necessarily with larger issues, while 

caricatures provide some useful general information, while details may be lacking. 

Regarding the issue of accuracy at the small or large level, Thomas Heck has observed: 

At issue, for example, is whether a painting of an angelic choir shown 

hovering in the air playing instruments and singing around a renaissance or 

baroque nativity scene might reflect either (a) a larger musical reality—an 

actual combination of singers and instruments used in performances of the 

period, or (b) certain smaller ones, by preserving details as to how the lute 

or the lira da braccio was held and played at a given point in time. 

Experience has taught us that in painting, just as in novels or storytelling, 

65 See page 197. 
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highly accurate smaller realities might well be present in larger fantasies or 

fictions.66  

In terms of pictorial style, caricatures display what was essential for the very 

effectiveness of the genre—a gesture or feature that could identify their subject within 

the limitations of the genre's representative abilities, at least pre-photography. In other 

words, it was pointless for a caricature to depict something that would not aid in the 

recognition of its subject, in this case Liszt. Mostly this recognition was achieved via 

simple visual cues, such as Liszt's hair, and his demeanour at the piano. Once his habit 

of tossing his hands in the air became well known, this would provide the required 

visual cue. As with any other genre, Liszt was actually providing a visual element 

suitable for the aims of the artist—a shorthand visual cue. 

The issues relating to the analysis of Lisztian iconography as performance 

practice records discussed here only reiterates James McKinnon's sage advice quoted at 

the beginning of this chapter that "the proper study of a work of art is the work of art 

itself, and any evidence it might produce for any historical discipline is purely 

incidental." Lisztian iconography should, therefore, be approached primarily in terms 

of its pictorial style before any broader generalisation should be discussed. 

65  Heck 98. 



CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Conclusion 

In its history of more than two thousand years, the portrait has served not only as a 

depiction of human beings—of physiognomy, character, individual, or type—but also as 

a representation of social pretensions and hierarchies, status norms, self-evaluation and - 

devaluation. Portraits are therefore documents of the existing social order, its habits, 

conventions, and behavior patterns. 1  

G. Salmen and W. Salmen 

At the beginning of this thesis several questions were posed; the most fundamental of 

which were: how was Liszt portrayed in visual art, and why was he portrayed in these 

ways? The ensuing chapters of the thesis have attempted to answer these questions by 

developing a sophisticated approach to Lisztian iconography and by applying it 

appropriately to various visual genres and media. 

In answering these main questions, the first point to establish is that there is a 

plurality of Lisztian visual types and there was no single influence upon these types. 

An explanation for these varying visual types and influences is not hard to propose: 

Liszt was portrayed by many artists over a period of many years in a century of 

dramatic changes in the visual arts. As a result, there is no one dominant image of 

Liszt, nor is there even a consistent one. 

This should not be taken to imply, however, that Liszt's image was at the mercy 

of forces beyond his control. By and large, it can be confidently assumed that Liszt 

chose the artists that depicted him (with "serious" portraits, not caricatures), for he 

would have to offer to model for them. There emerges a clear sense of the type of 

image that Liszt was happy to have created of himself, and with it a sense that Liszt 

attempted to foster an image carefully that reflected his public persona at any given 

time. Where there are contradictions within the iconography, these can be explained as 

the result of contradictions within Liszt himself. For example, several oil portraits from 

the mid 1830s to 1840s show Liszt according to a model of the creative artist prevalent 

at the time: the isolated genius. Yet the post-1830s oil portraits, such as those by 

I Salmen and Salmen, 4. 
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Wilhelm von Kaulbach and Miklôs Barabâs, present an image of someone either 

receiving or claiming public esteem. These portraits reflect a change in Liszt's 

circumstances and attitudes. The early portraits reflect his close association with the 

Paris salon society, and show the signs of what might be considered rather deliberate 

posturing on his behalf. The latter portraits reflect Liszt's growing international 

acclaim, and his readiness to receive acknowledgements and accolades. 

Another question framed at the beginning of the thesis was whether Liszt was 

portrayed differently in different media. In an obvious and trivial sense, Liszt was 

always going to be portrayed differently if only because of the qualities of the media 

themselves_ But the question can refer to a more precise issue of whether the 

fundamental pictorial style altered consistently from one medium to another. The 

answer is a qualified yes. If oil portraits and lithographic portraits are compared, it can 

be seen that the former tended towards the aggrandising, whilst lithographic portraits 

show a more reserved and "domesticated" Liszt. The different nature of the 

lithographic poi 	traits can be largely attributed to their market, or to consumerism. This 

being the case, lithographic portraits of Liszt serve a valuable function as documents of 

his reception amongst a broader section of society than do oil portraits. As such, they 

show an image of Liszt tempered for mass consumption—suggesting that both Liszt 

and his lithographers knew well what was appropriate. 

With photographic portraiture there is a sense that the medium brought innovation 

in pictorial style despite itself. As discussed in chapter eight, much Lisztian 

photographic portraiture was modeled upon precedents from oil portraiture and 

lithography, and what was new to the imagery was due to necessity. However, some 

genuinely innovative elements exist (such as the treatment of groups), and some of the 

most powerful images of Liszt are by photographers (Hanfstaengl in particular). 

Photographs of Liszt were then to have an indelible and irreversible impact upon 

other forms of representation, both directly and indirectly, after 1850. With an accurate 

likeness now known, caricatures would merely have to place a more or less realistic 

head on a distorted body, causing them to rely less on well-known pathognomic cues. 

More broadly, the emerging expectation of realism led to a new level of physiognomic 

likeness in genres that had previously bypassed it frequently. 
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Did photographic portraits of Liszt create a new type of imagery? The answer is 

yes, but only in certain instances and in some ways despite themselves. Much of the 

previous pictorial style remains; that is, posture and expression, within the limits of 

what was physically possible. With portraits of Liszt as the only subject, photographers 

followed well-established traditions, and most deviations from previous models were 

due to the properties of the media and its processes. What does stand out as a radically 

new pictorial style are the group portraits showing the subjects as highly individualised. 

The most significant impact of photography, including upon other media as well, 

is that Liszt could be represented with absolute certainty using only himself as the sign. 

That is, Liszt, warts and all, became for the first time the only visual element necessary 

in an image intended to represent him. No other signs were required; the photograph 

offered all that was required. This was the irreversible influence of photographs on 

Liszt's iconography. 

Despite the differences in Lisztian portraiture, some general themes remain 

consistent. He is always presented as dignified, if not somewhat aloof. Even with that 

most bourgeois of media, the lithographic portrait, Liszt was evidently keen to be seen 

as someone rather separate, as his averted or absorbed gaze does not allow direct 

engagement with the viewer. Liszt appears to have sought an image of himself as 

dignified and apart from society. This theme of psychological distance from the viewer 

in Lisztian portraiture—that of his difference—remained central in the construction of 

the Romantic artist. It can be traced back to the initial and underlying tenet in the 

formulation of the Romantic hero by Jean-Jacques Rousseau.2  

Why did Liszt feel compelled to construct or seek the image of the misunderstood 

genius? Perényi argues that he was caught up in the swell of romantic posturing 

prevalent in Paris in the 1830s: 

The Romantic [...] was dramatizing himself when he assumed the 

outsider's guise and when he inveighed against society [it] meant something 

other than the fashionable world he found it so easy to penetrate. The 

difficulty was indeed all the other way. For someone like Liszt, who adored 

high life, the problem was to evade the blandishments of a society that, 

2  See Shroder, Icarus. 
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apart from everything else, has been attracted to novelty, which is the 

essence of fashion, than any other.3  

Just as Napoleon's portraits played a part in his public image, so did Liszt's portraits 

attempt the same. As just noted, a particularly significant factor in the imagery of Liszt 

from the 1830s and 1840s was the influence of his connections to Parisian society. This 

influence may explain why Liszt never looked quite convincing in his role as the 

isolated, misunderstood artist, as Perényi writes: 

Liszt never recovered from this early training in personal and professional 

conviviality. Like Hugo and everybody else he knew in his youth, he paid 

lip service to the joys of solitude, and avoided it. Try as he would, he 

couldn't convince himself that social life was an evil—or, given Hugo's 

example, that it interfered with the artist's output.4  

Perényi does not see these influences upon Liszt as ultimately negative, for she 

continues with the following assessment of the influence of Parisian intellectual society: 

had he not, by the fluke of circumstance and his own burning desire, been 

able to insinuate himself into precisely this group of talkative, gregarious 

and exhaustingly creative people, to see them day after day and night after 

night, he might never have been a composer worth bothering about, and 

assuredly not the one we know.5  

Liszt did not have any control over his image when it was at the hands of 

caricaturists. Caricatures provide a very different view of Liszt from that of "serious" 

portraiture, and yet themselves provide a multitude of variant images. There is no 

single visual type of caricature, either in the sense of visual style or particular topic. 

The elements common to Lisztian caricatures are their reliance upon distortion or 

exaggeration, but even this changed over his lifetime. The indelible impact of the 

photographic poi 	tiait saw the emergence of a new visual type of caricature—one which 

reproduced the topography of his face as a sufficient sign of his identity. The humorous 

3  Perényi 31. 
4  Perényi 39. 
5  Perényi 39. 
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message of caricature targeted several different themes surrounding Liszt: most notably 

his gestures and expressions while playing; his acrobatics at the keyboard; and the 

ready acceptance of medals and honours. Overall, caricatures depended upon the 

traditions of, and messages contained in, serious portraits to gain their power. 

Considering that Liszt appears to have cultivated his public image carefully, it comes as 

no surprise to find he disliked satirical portraits of himself. 

It could be argued that Liszt had difficulty constructing a convincing image of 

himself as an artist-hero, although many of the portraits discussed in this thesis present 

that image. The reason for this difficulty may be because many of the required. 

biographical elements were missing from his life to fulfil such an image. Absent was 

the deafness of Beethoven, the insanity of Schumann, the early death of Schubert. 

Liszt's life was, for all intents and purposes, highly successful—a fact that has haunted 

Lisztian reception throughout its history, as Alfred Brendel observes: 

When Liszt died he made the mistake of leaving behind an unusual legacy 

of envy. There is a relation between envy and posthumous fame. Liszt's 

early European success as a virtuoso and improviser equaled that of Mozart; 

a few years later, his "genius of expression" (Schumann) and boundless 

pianist skill made him, as a player, superior even to Chopin, Mendelssohn, 

or Clara Schumann. The combination of a lively mind, personal 

magnetism, masculine beauty, and the social triumphs enjoyed by a 

privileged parvenu, and a love life bordering on scandal turned out to be, 

within one human being, barely forgivable.6  

Liszt was never to receive a canonic image, irrespective of whether it would have been 

representative or not. Liszt seems to have been only too happy to sit for any artist of 

merit, and the resulting array of styles and moods in his portraiture reflect this. But 

even given this variety of portraitists, there was a confusing, and at times contradictory, 

array of visual presentations of Liszt. 

Liszt's search for an image, however, must be seen in terms of the degradation of 

artists in general in the years leading up to Romanticism. George Levitine tracks the 

development of the image of the artist through the eighteenth into the nineteenth 
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century, and he observes that the typical representation of the artist, even when 

bolstered by allusions to ancient figures, was far from laudatory. He writes: 

The pleasure and reassurance that artists could derive from triumphant or 

edifying episodes which they could find in the lives of their great antique 

and "modem" [Renaissance onwards] predecessors found little justification 

in the popular culture of the 1800s. It is true that the artist's image was not 

always totally disfigured by clichés and that, on occasion, [the artist] was 

depicted in conventionally favourable terms. Nevertheless, when the artist 

was not depicting himself and when he was not personally directing the 

glorification of his own profession he was seldom given heroic, fashionable, 

or flatteringly attractive roles.? 

So even artists, more in control of their image-making than musicians, had trouble 

establishing a respectable position in society. Liszt's posturing must be seen in the light 

of these pressures and struggles. In France, before Balzac, few writers portrayed artists 

as serious literary heroes, and they had until then remained the subject of vaudeville 

acts .8  

That no single image of Liszt became overriding is not surprising. The only 

common theme throughout Liszt's oil portraits is his representation as the artist as hero; 

it might vary in its precise articulation, but it remains a leitmotif. Perhaps it is fitting 

that the complexity of Liszt's iconography, one that refused to fit any given mold of 

taste, reflects the complexity of the man himself. 

Richard Leppert argues that Liszt encapsulated many of the nineteenth-century's 

views on virtuosity. Leppert writes: 

The virtuoso anchored a broad range of paradoxical, often contradictory 

meanings: artist and businessman; inspired superhuman and machine; 

utterly sincere in character and calculatingly manipulative; authentic and 

fake; masculine and feminine; Byronic hero possessing militaristic stamina 

and strength, but ironically in the body of a pale, thin, and sometimes 

6  Burger 7. 
7 George Levitine, The Dawn of Bohemianism: The Barbu Rebellion and Primitivism in Neoclassical 
France (London: Pennsylvanian State University Press, 1978) 36. 

r 
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fainting aesthete. These polarities not only define people's obsessive 

fascination with the virtuoso in the nineteenth century but also mark the 

virtuoso at the epicenter of the cultural and social issues that characterize 

modernity itself.9  

Liszt's importance in the development of the iconography of the nineteenth-century 

musician is no doubt significant, even if only because of the prevalence of his imagery 

and the uses of visual models derived from non-musicians. If anything limited the 

long-term influence of his iconography, it was probably the inconsistency of message 

that was contained within them. Nonetheless, Liszt was perhaps the first musician to 

gain a "modem," mass-produced image. As such, he represents an important stage in 

the development of a "modern" iconography of music and musicians. 

Iconographical Method and Interpretation 

It has been a focus of this thesis to establish a sense of the pictorial style from which 

many portraits of Liszt were constructed. To neglect this pictorial style leads to treating 

images as if they contain an ahistorical symbolic imagery of "meanings;" meanings that 

can be found simply as the result of inadvertent parallelisms. Thus an understanding of 

nineteenth-century attitudes towards physiognomy and phrenology, traditions of 

expression and gesture, helps to establish a sense of the period under examination's 

pictorial style. 

It was argued in chapters three and four that much of what makes up the pictorial 

style present in Lisztian portraiture can be traced to two broad underlying ways in 

which nineteenth-century Europeans "saw" each other: pathognomy—the body in 

movement, or gestures and expression; and the topography of the body, or 

physiognomy and phrenology. These systems of thought contained both old and recent 

components, but the imagery confirms that they remained current through much of the 

nineteenthcentury. Any iconographical study of the Romantic era must consequently 

acknowledge the way the body was seen as a set of highly specific signs. 

8 Levitine, The Dawn of Bohemianism 38-39. 
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Closely tied to the concept of pictorial style is that of genre. The genre—or 

category within the genre—of an art work is in a symbiotic relationship with the 

pictorial style. Alongside a grasp of pictorial style and an appropriate classification of 

genre type, any relevant biographical data is essential for a fuller analysis of a portrait. 

The aspects of "method" are not in a linear relationship, and whatever the strongest 

element happens to be may well make the best point of departure. 

The use of iconography as performance practice material is a particularly complex 

and difficult issue. As this thesis has been at pains to demonstrate, performance 

practice should be one of the last stages of iconographical investigation, simply because 

the many facets that contribute to an image must be understood before any reference to 

actual "reality" is assumed. 

Another issue confronting music iconographers is the temptation to approach 

music iconography as some kind of "mirror" of society. While it may be true in the 

obvious sense that various beliefs and attitudes of society are somehow reflected in that 

society's imagery, this is little more than a trivial truism. More importantly, it is 

misleading in several ways. Firstly, it relegates images to the position of passive 

reflector of aspects of a culture active elsewhere. It is arguable that images are in fact 

often active, and on the leading edge of a society's opinions. Secondly, if images are 

conceived as a mirror of anything, the question must be asked; whose opinions or 

attitudes are they reflecting? Some of the portraits discussed in this study show the 

attitudes of a very select group within society (such as salon society of Paris in the 

1830s), and they do so in a very active way. That is, they display the intention of 

impressing public opinion in a particular way. 

One redress to this view of images as passive, is to see them as didactic, even 

IA hen not ostensibly so. That is, portraits of Liszt can be approached as having an 

instructional intent—of portraying a particular message to the viewer regarding Liszt. 

This didactic aspect of a picture is approximate to the concept of intention. This does 

not exclude from iconographic analysis the investigation of other factors that constitute 

an image, such as possible unconscious elements. However, it would seem obvious to 

try to ascertain what was intentional about an image before rushing off into long 

9  Leppert, "Cultural Contradictions" 281. 
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discursions about how a given portrait of Liszt's is supposed to carry any particular 

meaning at all. 

As far as iconographical method is concerned, Lyckle de Vries identifies a 

fundamental problem with the application of a method to an art work, which leads him 

to the following sceptical conclusion: 

The imposition of methods is impossible without a gross reduction of reality 

schemes that fit such methods. Their very success is their failure. The 

better they work, the farther they are removed from the reality we want 

them to master through their application. The closer they stay to reality, the 

greater is the risk that their complicated nature will prevent us from 

recoonizina the structures we hoped to lay bare.'° 

This is the paradox as de Vries sees it; there is no solution to it other than to keep the 

material itself at the forefront of inquiry. Perhaps the work of Michael Baxandall will 

serve as a good model for future music iconographic studies. Baxandall's writings 

display an avoidance of overtly complex discourse. Indeed, he admits to seeking 

"economy and pragmatic utility" in his explanations." Baxandall's simple yet 

challenging precepts have the advantage of keeping iconographic discourse focussed 

upon the image under consideration, rather than vehicles for theoreticism.12  

Perhaps one more important point should be added to these considerations, a 

point that becomes subsumed in the very process of thinking about pictures. Other than 

specific postmodern issues, there is a concern about art history analysis raised by the art 

historian James Elkins that is not specific to recent developments in theory. Elkins 

expresses frustration at the excessive complexity of writing on art; the obsession, as he 

sees it, with treating pictures as "puzzles" to be solved via an intricate and complex 

teasing-out of presumed meanings. He gives a variety of explanations for this 

phenomenon and generalises that: 

to De Vries 63. 
11  Baxandall, Patterns of Intention 119. 
12 The American literary critic Frederick Crews uses the term "theoreticism" to describe "frank recourse 
to unsubstantiated theory, not just as a toll of investigation but as anti-empirical knowledge in its own 
rinht." From Frederick Crews, Skeptical Engagements (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986) 164. 



pictures may be objects that set in motion a certain anxiety, and one of the 

principal signs of that anxiety may well be our penchant for seeing art 

works as puzzles, as things that pose problems and require solutions. It is 

strange, after all, that a mute object—a conglomerations of oil and rock, or 

photographic chemicals—should need to be solved. It is strange that our 

favoured ways of solving the object should bring it into proximity with the 

conventions, the repressions, the obsessions and repetitions of murder 

mysteries. And in linguistic terms, it is strange that words can "solve" 

images at all.13  

Whether pictures induce "anxiety" is a matter for psychologists to determine, but his 

observation that art historians assume that pictures are puzzles to be solved is very 

astute, and temper the over-enthusiastic search for "solutions" to images. 

Future Research 

Several possible areas worthy of future research in nineteenth-century music 

iconography stand out. Firstly, there is scope for detailed studies of the iconography of 

many individual musicians, such as Marie Pleyel, Jenny Lind or Paganini. Also of 

considerable interest would be a study of specific media or genres, such as lithographs 

or photographs, using several musicians as subjects. Research focusing upon 

comparing female and male musicians could uncover deeper trends in the depictions of 

gender in music iconography. The potential of caricatures for performance practice 

studies appears well undervalued because of a reserve toward treating the genre as a 

useful resource. This reserve is only natural considering the genre deals with distortion 

and exaggeration as its very basis. A great paradox of Lisztian iconography is that the 

"realistic" depictions don't necessarily tell volumes of how he was perceived by 

society, whereas the "unrealistic" ones speak volumes. The historical value of these 

particular "distorted" depictions, is considerable, and their value lies in the very 

distortion. These images are not mere empty romanticisation, devoid of concrete 

258 

13 James Elkins, "Why are our Pictures Puzzles?: Some Thoughts on Writing Excessively," New Literary 
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significance; they follow physiognomic influences that endow them with specific 

meaning.. 

Jane Kromm, in her study on the iconography of madness, observes how 

Lavaterian theories helped define an "objective" image of the insane.14  Likewise, it 

could be said that Liszt became the "objective" face of the musician during much of the 

nineteenth century, for his features were most easily altered to fit the physiognomic 

ideal. Of course, those depictions that most fit this trend look least like Liszt, so that is 

why they tend to be dismissed as poor art. This widely disseminated image is 

especially bound up with the new mass-market medium of the lithograph. The 

lithographic portrait was notable because, unlike the oil portrait, it reflected the tastes of 

a great number of the public, and yet still maintained a high-art appeal. Liszt's 

idealised and heavily symbolic image had, for many, clearly become more significant 

than his actual appearance; in the long run, his real image was only marginally relevant 

to the mythology that grew around him. 

History 27.2 (1996) 285. Emphasis original. 
14 Jane Kromm, Studies in the Iconography of Madness, Ph.D diss., Atlanta: Emory University, 1984, 
124. 
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