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LES PRELUDES

Franz Liszt succeeded in becoming the greatest piano showman of all times.  He did so not only with 
his razzle-dazzle technique, but by shamelessly exploiting the public with every trick imaginable, 
capitalizing on his unusual shoulder length hair and his magnetic and flamboyant personality and 
behavior.  

Yet, while he had amazing pianistic artillery and firepower at his disposal, he had also consummate 
poetry at his fingertips.  The effect of juxtaposing muscular pyrotechnics with poetry magnified the 
dramatic impact of his recitals.  In sum, he had it all. 

Liszt’s concert appearances easily equaled in electricity those of the Beatles and Elvis, and in many 
instances, put them to shame.  Overwrought ladies in search of a liaison flung their jewels on the stage, 
shrieked in ecstasy, and frequently fainted.  When the music ended, they fought over his velvet gloves, 
cigar butts, and broken strings deliberately left on stage to continue to excite the crowd.  It was sheer 
pandemonium.  

Liszt invented the genre of music we know as the symphonic poem, which is a one-movement 
instrumental piece the intent of which is to embody in musical terms the essence of another literary or 
artistic work.  

Les Preludes is Liszt’s most well-known symphonic poem.  It was inspired by the French poet Alphonse 
de Lamartine’s work entitled Poetic Meditations.   Liszt printed the following quotation from Lamartine 
in the score as a guide to the music:
 
 What is our life but a series of preludes. Love forms the enchanted daybreak 
 of every life;  but what is the destiny where the first delights of happiness are  
 not interrupted by some  storm, whose fatal breath dissipates its fair illusions,  
 whose fell lightning consumes its  alter?  And what wounded spirt, when one  
 of its tempests is over, does not seek  to rest its memories in the sweet calm  
 of country life?  Yet man does not resign himself long to enjoy the beneficent  
 tepidity which first charmed him on nature’s bosom; when the trumpet’s loud  
 clangor has called him to arms, he rushed to the post of danger, whatever may  
 be the war that calls him to the ranks, to find in battle the full consciousness  
 of himself and the complete possession of his strength.

This is a blockbuster piece with one of the big endings of all time.
  
p.s. If Les Preludes seems familiar, it might be because it was used as background music for the Lone 
Ranger radio show in the 50s.


