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steven vande moortele

Form, Program, and Deformation 

in Liszt’s Hamlet1

A problematic and still somewhat neglected group of works (in the concert hall as well as

in the academy), the twelve tone poems Franz Liszt wrote between 1848 and 1861 contin-

ue to prompt fundamental questions, concerning both their formal organization and the

relationship between form and content in them. This paper aims to shed new light on

these issues, focusing on Liszt’s symphonic poem Hamlet. Drawing upon the theory of

sonata deformation, it claims that Liszt’s Hamlet can best be understood as a sophisticat-

ed interaction between program and autonomous musical form, in which the deformation

of normative sonata-form characteristics guides the construction of a narrative by the lis-

tener.

Liszt’s symphonic poems have an ambiguous reputation. Although their historical
importance as crucial documents of nineteenth-century musical culture remains
unchallenged, they are widely considered too pompous, too theatrical, and too uneven
aesthetically as well as technically to appeal to a contemporary audience. As a result,
most of them are rarely performed, and when they are discussed in musicological liter-
ature, authors seldom do so without a bad conscience.

Although it is certainly true that Liszt’s symphonic poems constitute a problematic
group of works, a regrettable consequence of their half-hearted treatment in most of the
musicological literature is that a number of fundamental questions, particularly con-
cerning their formal organization and the relationship between form and content, have
never been sufficiently answered. This article tries to reflect on these issues, taking Liszt’s
symphonic poem no. 10, Hamlet – composed in 1858, published in 1861, but first per-
formed only in 1876 – as a case study. Although it is one of Liszt’s lesser-known sym-
phonic poems, it might, as Humphrey Searle and others have considered, very well be
one of his best.2 Its style is austere and homogeneous, its harmonic language innovative
and its form concise, it is orchestrated well, and – above all – it does not culminate in the
multiple cymbal clashes characteristic of the final bars of most other Liszt symphonic
poems. If only because of this, it deserves our attention.3
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1 Earlier versions of this paper were presented at a study day at the Orpheus Institute in Ghent, 28 April 2004,

as well as at the Seventh International Congress of the Dutch-Flemish Society for Music Theory in Tilburg,

25 February 2005.

2 See Christian Martin Schmidt, ‘Die “Aufhebung” der Symphonie Beethovens in Liszts symphonischer

Dichtung’, in: Probleme der symphonischen Tradition im 19. Jahrhundert,  ed. Siegfried Kross & Marie Luise

Maintz, Tutzing 1990, p.531. 

3 Although the work is sometimes referred to in the margin of other issues or discussed briefly in overviews

of Liszt’s symphonic output, no more than two musicological studies deal exclusively or primarily with

Hamlet: Martin Wehnert, ‘Imagination und thematisches Verständnis bei Liszt – dargestellt an Hamlet’, in:

Bericht über die wissenschaftliche Konferenz Das Weimarer Schaffen Franz Liszts und seine Ausstrahlung auf die
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1
It goes without saying that Liszt’s Hamlet is based on the eponymous play by William
Shakespeare. The significance of the work’s program is, however, often downplayed. Just
like Liszt’s other symphonic poems, Hamlet is usually considered not as a musical mir-
roring of its extra-musical program, but rather as an original musical creation that mere-
ly takes its literary source as a starting point. It may offer a psychological portrait of
Shakespeare’s main character, but it is certainly not constructed along the lines of his
play. Here as well as in other symphonic poems, Liszt is believed to have abstracted the
literary source he refers to in the title of his composition to such an extent that the pro-
gram does not prohibit the musical form from fully developing itself according to its
own laws. A typical – and very authoritative – exponent of this position is Carl Dahlhaus.
Explicitly referring to Hamlet, he wrote:

‘Liszt illustrierte nicht den Text von Shakespeares Hamlet oder Goethes Faust durch
musikalische Themen und Themenkonstellationen, sondern löste aus einem dichterischen
Werk den Mythos heraus, an dem er in musikalischer Sprache gleichsam weiterdichtete.’4

A few writers, however, have insisted that Liszt’s symphonic poems are closely modeled
on the literary or other sources on which they are based. According to them, their musi-
cal form is to a large extent determined by their program. One of the most arduous
defenders of this opinion is Constantin Floros. In an article on the Faust Symphony, he
commented on Liszt’s symphonic music in general as follows:

‘Ein weiteres fundamentales Prinzip der symphonischen Programmusik Liszts war die
Forderung, daß das Sujet einer Komposition (die “poetische Idee”) die Form bestimmen
müsse. Durch die Befolgung dieses Grundsatzes suchte Liszt seine Musik von dem
Schematismus der “klassischen” Form zu befreien und ihr unbegrenzte Möglichkeiten for-
maler Gestaltung zu erschließen.’ 5

For the specific case of Hamlet, Edward Murphy has argued that ‘a detailed program,
derived from Shakespeare’s play, can be perceived in Liszt’s symphonic poem Hamlet,’
and that ‘Liszt has combined elements of harmony, tonality, and form with vivid picto-
rial realism to portray effectively the most important aspects of the play’s famous scenes
and characters.’6 The same position is held by Kenneth Hamilton, who even claims that
‘Hamlet is the most programmatic of all Liszt’s symphonic poems, evoking crucial scenes
from the play in detail.’7
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Weltmusikkultur, ed. Uta Eckardt, Wolfram Huschke & Wofgang Marggraf, Weimar 1987, pp. 30-46, and

Edward W. Murphy, ‘A Detailed Program for Liszt’s Hamlet’, in: Journal of the American Liszt Society 29

(1991), pp. 42-60. 

4 Carl Dahlhaus, ‘Liszts Idee des Symphonischen’, in: Klassische und romantische Musikästhetik, Laaber 1988,

pp. 396-397.

5 Constantin Floros, ‘Die Faust-Symphonie von Franz Liszt. Eine semantische Analyse’, in: Franz Liszt (Musik-

Konzepte 12, ed. Heinz-Klaus Metzger & Rainer Riehn), Munich 1980, p. 50.

6 Murphy, ‘A Detailed Program’, p. 48. 

7 Kenneth Hamilton, ‘Liszt’, in: The Nineteenth-Century Symphony, ed. D. Kern Holoman, (Studies in Musical

Genres and Repertories, ed. R. Larry Todd), New York 1997, p. 145. 

tijdschrift 2006 #11-2-7  27/4/06  18:15  Pagina 72



An interpretation of Liszt’s Hamlet as a mere psychological portrait of its titular hero is
indeed contradicted by the presence of a number of passages that clearly invite to be
heard as references to specific characters or scenes from Shakespeare’s drama. Mm. °51-
738 may be linked to the apparitions of the ghost of Hamlet’s father (Act 1, scene 1 and,
more substantially, scenes 4 and 5), the thematic material in mm. 74-159 can be identi-
fied with Hamlet himself, and mm. 160-174 and 202-216 may be heard as a depiction of
the character of Ophelia. The return of Hamlet’s motives between both Ophelia episodes
may be associated with Hamlet’s confusing behavior towards Ophelia (Act 3, scenes 1
and 2), and it seems a reasonable assumption that mm. 286-337 represent Hamlet’s duel
with Laertes as well as his subsequent death.

Most of these passages, however, can unequivocally be identified as overtly program-
matic only because of explicit non-musical annotations Liszt has made in the score. The
lower strings’ tremolos in mm. °51-73 are to be played ‘eerily’ (schaurig), a footnote
explains that mm. 160-174 point to Ophelia (auf Ophelia hindeutend), and several
entrances in mm. 176-200 are labeled ‘ironic’ (ironisch). Every attribution of program-
matic meaning to other passages remains hypothetical. The opening measures, for
instance, might be related to Hamlet’s doubt – to Christian Martin Schmidt, they even
are a musical equivalent for Hamlet’s words ‘to be or not to be’9 – but they may also be
heard more prudently as creating a general setting. The chords in mm. °26-31 may be
associated with the clock at Elsinore striking twelve,10 but they have also been heard as a
premonition of Hamlet’s death.11

Pointless though it may be to ignore the presence of such overtly programmatic
aspects, it is certainly equally idle to search for a full-fledged predetermined narrative in
Hamlet. Even Murphy, in spite of his claim to have discovered a ‘detailed program’ for
Hamlet, has to restrict his programmatic overview to a relatively free succession of a
selection of main characters, central moods, and crucial scenes from the play. Large parts
of his interpretation remain mere conjectures, some of which are actually quite improb-
able – consider the identification of mm. 9-25 with Hamlet’s uncle and stepfather
Claudius, and that of the theme in mm. 225-231 with his mother Gertrude – while oth-
ers simply are logically or even factually wrong.12

73

tijdschrift voor muziektheorie

8 The symbol ‘°’ signifies ‘with upbeat’.

9 Schmidt, ‘Die “Aufhebung” der Symphonie’, p. 531.

10 Keith T. Johns, The Symphonic Poems of Franz Liszt, New York 1997, p. 78.

11 Murphy, ‘A Detailed Program’, p. 52. 

12 I will return to the improbable associations of mm. 9-25 and 225-331 with Claudius and Gertrude respectively

in §4. Here, I only want to give two examples of conjectures made by Murphy that I find logically or factu-

ally wrong. According to Murphy, mm. 41-49 ‘vaguely describe both ‘B’ and ‘C’ tonal centres’, and thus refer

to both Hamlet (with whom Murphy associates the B-minor from the opening bars) and his uncle Claudius

(symbolized by the key of C minor in mm. 9ff.; Murphy, ‘A Detailed Program’, p. 52). As a matter of fact, the

harmony in mm. 41-49 is not vague at all, and there is no hint whatsoever of a ‘B tonal centre’: the whole

passage simply expresses a diminished seventh chord over a seventh degree in C minor. About mm. °65-68

Murphy says that ‘long notes in the low woodwinds, horns, and trombones are struck ‘sf’ and then fade

away, resolving (i.e., pointing) twice to the vertical interval ‘C’-‘E’ that represents Claudius’ (p. 54). If one

accepts Murphy’s own association of C minor with Claudius, it is difficult to understand how the major third

C-E can be interpreted as a reference to this character. Moreover, although it seems acceptable that chords

can have a referential meaning, it is far less evident that individual notes do so as well, especially if they are

part of a larger chord that refers to a different key, as is the case here (A minor).
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This is perhaps the place to emphasize that the notion of musical narrative is a deeply
problematic one, not in the last place because of the semantic indeterminacy of music.
Although I feel insufficiently equipped to engage in a discussion with the specialists on
this thorny issue,13 I agree with Jean-Jacques Nattiez’s position that a narrative within
music in an unmetaphorical sense is, strictly speaking, impossible.14 A narrative can, how-
ever, be constructed by the listener and projected onto the music. In this act of con-
structing and projecting a narrative, the reader may be guided not only by the music itself,
but also and even more by a program and a title, as well as by certain generic conventions.

It seems more promising altogether to abandon both mutually exclusive standpoints
– a negligible program allowing for a fully autonomous musical form on the one hand,
and a heteronomous musical form that exclusively serves the articulation of a very spe-
cific program on the other – and to take as a new starting point the consideration that the
relationship between program and form in a symphonic poem is one of flexible interac-
tion in both directions. The decision of a composer to choose a certain program might,
for instance, have been influenced by the consideration that its overall design is in some
way similar to that of a standard musical form. If this is not the case, the program may
have been adapted, or elements from it may be filtered out to fit it to a musical form. The
other way round, a musical form will hardly ever remain unaffected by the program it is
associated with. This influence can be described in negative terms – the conventional
course of the form is ‘disturbed’ by the program – but it need not. The point I want to
make is that in Hamlet, the musical form and the disintegration of the musical form guide
the construction of a narrative by the listener in a positive and rather sophisticated way.

2
What musical form is Hamlet? Although its formal organization has been paid fairly lit-
tle attention to, most authors agree that it is a free or at least a novel form. Hamilton, for
instance, considers it ‘an ingenious and tautly written arch-form.’15 Even Richard Kaplan,
who claims that several of Liszt’s symphonic poems basically are sonata forms, categor-
ically states that Hamlet does not ‘display sonata organization.’16 However, by arguing
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13 I am thinking here, among others, of a number of contributions from Carolyn Abbate (Unsung Voices: Opera

and Musical Narration in the Nineteenth Century, Princeton 1991) and Anthony Newcomb (e.g. ‘Narrative

Archetypes and Mahler’s Ninth Symphony’, in: Music and Text: Critical Inquiries, ed. Steven P. Scher,

Cambridge 1992, pp. 118-136), as well as, more recently, Byron Almén, ‘Narrative Archetypes: a Critique,

Theory, and Method of Narrative Analysis’, in: Journal of Music Theory 47 (2003), pp. 1-39. 

14 Jean-Jacques Nattiez, ‘Can One Speak of Narrativity in Music?’, in: Journal of the Royal Musical Association

115 (1990), pp. 240-257.

15 Kenneth Hamilton, Liszt. Sonata in B Minor, Cambridge 1996, p. 26.

16 Richard Kaplan, ‘Sonata Form in the Orchestral Works of Liszt: The Revolutionary Reconsidered’, in: 

19th-Century Music 8 (1984), p. 144. According to Kaplan, Tasso, Les Préludes, Orpheus, and Prometheus are

sonata forms. In my view, this is correct only for Orpheus and Prometheus. Tasso and Les Préludes can better

be understood as what is commonly referred to as ‘double-function forms’ or, as I prefer to call them, ‘two-

dimensional sonata forms’, in which sections of a sonata form and movements of a sonata cycle are com-

bined at the same hierarchical level in a single-movement composition. Concerning the term and the con-

cept ‘two-dimensional sonata form’, see my ‘Die Funktion des Mottos in der zweidimensionalen

Sonatenform bei Schönberg und Zemlinsky’, in: Form follows function. Zwischen Musik, Form und Funktion,

ed. Till Knipper, Martin Kranz, Thomas Kühnrich & Carsten Neubauer, Hamburg 2005, pp. 331-341, as well

as my Two-dimensional Sonata Form in Germany and Austria between 1850 and 1950. Theoretical, Analytical,

and Critical Perspectives, Ph.D. dissertation, University of Leuven, 2006. 
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that at least four of Liszt’s symphonic poems are sonata forms, Kaplan also makes a
strong case for the importance of sonata form as a generic convention for the symphon-
ic poem in general. And it still seems wise to follow Dahlhaus’s more than thirty-year-
old advise that one should try and interpret a composition as a variant of a generically
conventional form as long as reasonably possible.17

Since the early 1990s, moreover, James Hepokoski has been developing his very influ-
ential theory of ‘sonata deformation.’ Hepokoski understands sonata deformation as a
number of formal strategies from the nineteenth and the first decades of the twentieth
century that recycle traditional sonata-form procedures in an innovative way.18

Hepokoski’s own definition runs as follows:

‘A sonata deformation is an individual work in dialogue primarily with sonata norms
even though certain central features of the sonata concept have been reshaped, exaggerat-
ed, marginalised or overridden altogether. What is presented on the musical surface of a
composition (what one hears) may not be a sonata in any ‘textbook’ sense, and yet the work
may still encourage, even demand, the application of one’s knowledge of traditional sonata
procedures as a rule for analysis and interpretation.’19

Alternatively affirming and contradicting the pattern of expectation of a sonata form, a
sonata deformation combines innovative with traditional elements. In doing so, it avoids
a reproduction of schematic models, while still functioning within the boundaries of a
proven tradition. The postulate of originality is, however, not the only incentive for a
sonata deformation. In program music, the deformation of normative characteristics of
sonata form can also be linked to the program the composition is associated with. By the
middle of the nineteenth century, even the theoretical model of sonata form had by con-
vention become firmly allied to a number of general extra-musical associations, most of
which have remained familiar to this day. To list but the most obvious of them: the
thematic duality of sonata form was associated with the opposition between masculine
and feminine; certain formal units were associated with stability, others with instability;
the development section was the place in which a conflict was elaborated; and the char-
acter of the recapitulation as a whole was generally considered affirmative. For a com-
poser wanting to write program music that was more than what Richard Strauss once
referred to as Literaturmusik, these conventional associations were a goldmine.

Elsewhere, I have tried to demonstrate that the concept of sonata deformation is not
always the most effective approach to large-scale musical form from the second half of
the nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries.20 Not all compositions, even if they are
obviously related to sonata form, can most rewardingly be interpreted within the gener-
al framework of normative sonata form, for example because they function within
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17 Carl Dahlhaus, Analyse und Werturteil, (Musikpädagogik. Forschung und Lehre 8, ed. Sigrid Abel-Struth),

Mainz 1970, p. 93.

18 The theoretical concept of sonata deformation is presented at some length in James Hepokoski, Sibelius:

Symphony No. 5, Cambridge 1993, pp. 5-8 and ‘Beethoven Reception: the Symphonic Tradition’, in: The

Cambridge History of Nineteenth-Century Music, ed. Jim Samson, Cambridge 2001, pp. 447-454. For a per-

ceptive critique of deformation theory, see Julian Horton, ‘Bruckner’s Symphonies and Sonata Deformation

Theory’, in: Journal of the Society for Musicology in Ireland 1 (2005), pp. 5-17. 

19 Hepokoski, ‘Beethoven Reception: the Symphonic Tradition’, p. 447.

20 See my aforementioned dissertation, as well as my article ‘Beyond Sonata Deformation. Two-dimensional

Sonata Form and Generic Identity in Liszt’s Symphonic Poem Tasso’ (in preparation).
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another, more specific referential framework. Hamlet is, however, one of those composi-
tions to which the categories of sonata deformation can be fruitfully applied, although
we will see that it does not so much engage in a dialogue with normative sonata form in
general, but rather with a specific part of the sonata-form tradition.

Hamlet indeed displays at least the rough traits of a sonata form. Mm. 1-73 can per-
fectly pass for a slow introduction. This is followed by a number of formal units that
exhibit characteristics of a main theme group (mm. 74-106), a transition (mm. 107-159),
a subsidiary theme group (mm. 160-217), and a development section (mm. 218-337).
M. 338 marks the beginning of a recapitulatory space, which includes portions from the
slow introduction, the main theme group and the transition, and is followed in m. 370 by
a fragment that may safely be interpreted as a coda.

Closer scrutiny rapidly reveals a number of features that are less in line with mid-nine-
teenth-century textbook sonata form and may thus be interpreted as deformational. First of
all, there is the unusual length and nature of the slow introduction. Not only is this intro-
duction relatively long, it also consists of several contrasting formal units that do not merely
function as an introduction, but display expository traits as well. The opening motive from
the introduction (G-C-B-A�) returns in the course of the main theme group from 
m. 83 onwards; its first three notes are inverted in the theme presented in mm. 105-118 
(F�-C�-D) – and the dotted rhythm played by flutes, oboes, and horns in m. 2 is a broadened
prefiguration of the central rhythm of this same theme (Example 1).21
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21 The chord in the winds in mm. 2-3 has a distinctive tristanesque flavor, although it is not identical to the

Tristan chord (it is an ordinary diminished seventh chord, consisting of the superposition of two tritones a

minor third apart, whereas the Tristan chord consists of a tritone and a perfect fourth a major third apart)

and is functionalized as a dominant in B minor by the F� in the timpani and the double basses. This is not

the only place in Hamlet where one feels reminded of Tristan: mm. 378-385 clearly echo (or should one say:

prefigure, since both compositions came into being at about the same time) the prelude to the Third Act

from Wagner’s masterpiece.

83
(lower strings, trombones)

(double bass+timp.)

1
Sehr langsam und düster

(woodwinds, horns)

+8b

(all strings)104

Example 1

Hamlet, mm. 1-3, 83-84, and 104-106.
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Representing a preparatory stage of main theme group material, all this may still be seen
as introductory rather than expository. In mm. °10-12, however, the first violins intro-
duce a melodic line that will play an important role in the development, but does not
return in the exposition, and may thus be said to be exposed in the course of the intro-
duction (Example 2).

In m. 74, the tempo changes to an Allegro appassionato ed agitato assai, thus apparently
indicating the beginning of an exposition. Yet it is only in m. 105 that both the first scale
degree of B minor and a first thematic presentation of the main theme group material
are attained. Harmonically, mm. 74-104 function as a long dominant preparation of
m. 105, and from a thematic-motivic point of view too their character is preparatory
rather than expository. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that Murphy was tempted to see
this unit as part of the – consequentially multi-tempo – introduction; in his opinion, the
main theme group begins only in m. 105 (or 103).22 But although it starts on a very
stable tonic, m. 105 marks the beginning of a modulating formal unit. Mm. 105-118
return in D minor in mm. 119-132, and over A � minor (m. 133) and E minor (m. 141)
the subsequent measures attain a dominant in D� major (m. 153), the key in which the
subsidiary theme group begins. In spite of the very thematic nature of mm. 105-118,
mm. 105-159 as a whole function as a transition.

This situation – a seemingly preparatory formal unit that reveals to function as the
main theme group, followed by an apparent main theme group that turns out to be 
the beginning of a transition – is not uncommon in Liszt’s instrumental music from the
Weimar period, and is, for instance, reminiscent of his B-minor Sonata (1853). In 
the Sonata, the change of the initial slow tempo into an Allegro energico in m. 8 seems to
indicate the beginning of the exposition. The ensuing measures present the basic motivic
material of the sonata, but remain too disparate to create the impression of a firm the-
matic presentation. Until m. 31, moreover, a tonic chord in root position is avoided. Only
in m. 32 – at the point where the music first gains full momentum – a thematic presen-
tation and an unequivocal tonic key area first coincide in the manner typical of a main
theme group exposition. M. 32 behaves as the beginning of a musical sentence (basic
idea mm. 32-35, repetition of basic idea mm. 36-39, continuation mm. 40ff), but instead
of leading to a cadence, its continuation is extended and starts to modulate.

The subsidiary theme group in Hamlet behaves even more awkwardly than the main
theme group. It consists of three parts, the third of which (mm. 202-217) is a transposed
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22 Murphy, ‘A Detailed Program’, p. 48.

222

9

(Allegro molto agitato)
(first violins)

Etwas bewegter, aber immer langsam
(first violins)

appassionato assai

Example 2

Hamlet, mm. °10-12 and °222-224.
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but otherwise identical repetition of the first (mm. 160-175). Because of their quiet and
lyrical nature as well as their motivic content, both outer parts greatly contrast to the
impetuous main theme group and transition. Surprisingly, the middle part (mm. 176-
201) of the subsidiary theme group is entirely based on material from the main theme
group and the transition. As far as its tonal organization is concerned, the first part of
the subsidiary theme group remains close to the conventional scheme: it begins in 
D� major (with strong inclinations towards F minor) and ends in F� minor – the dominant
minor to the B minor of the main theme group and the beginning of the transition.
Because its third part is a transposition of the first up a minor third, however, the sub-
sidiary theme group as a whole ends in A minor, a key that hardly establishes a conven-
tional relationship to B minor at all.

Apart from the fact that the apparently contrasting motives confronted in mm. 218-
337 all originate in the introduction and the main theme group – not in the subsidiary
theme group – the development section is not very exceptional. The radically abridged
recapitulation is so all the more. Mm. 338-345 are identical to the first eight bars of the
slow introduction, and in mm. 346-369 material from the slow introduction, the main
theme group, and the transition is recombined and transformed. There is no trace of the
original impetuous nature of the main theme group and the transition, nor of the sub-
sidiary theme group.

3
We may safely conclude that Liszt’s Hamlet is a sonata deformation. Yet it is not so much
a sonata deformation that engages in a dialogue with the generic tradition of sonata form
as a whole. Rather, it takes issue with a subgeneric tradition that Warren Darcy has called
the ‘redemption paradigm.’23 When an eighteenth-century sonata form begins in the
minor mode, its exposition usually presents the subsidiary theme group and the closing
group in an (often third-related) major key. A possible continuation of this scenario is
that in the recapitulation, both return in the tonic major, thus transforming the initial
tonic minor into a definitive tonic major. From Beethoven’s middle period onwards, this
widespread tonal trajectory for a minor-mode sonata form is thematized and problema-
tized. The transformation of the minor into a major mode is presented as the result of
strenuous processes, and in multi-movement works, the definitive shift from the tonic
minor to the tonic major does not take place in the first movement, but only towards the
end of the entire work – a paradigmatic example is, of course, Beethoven’s Fifth
Symphony. The resulting per astra ad aspera trajectory, in which an initial tonic minor is
‘redeemed’ into the tonic major, is one of the central plot archetypes in large-scale
European instrumental music from the nineteenth century.

Obviously, a single-movement symphonic poem such as Liszt’s Hamlet cannot be
compared to a movement of a multi-movement composition or to a multi-movement
composition as a whole just like that. Nonetheless, it is clear that Hamlet emphatically
expresses a failure – or, if one prefers, a deformation – of the redemption paradigm. The
composition initially suggests an adherence to the group of works that express this plot
archetype, but then conspicuously moves away from it. The main theme group and the
transition are in minor and open to redemption. The expectation that the subsidiary
theme group will be presented in the major mode is, however, only partially met. In the
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23 Warren Darcy, ‘Bruckner’s Sonata Deformations’, in: Bruckner Studies, ed. Timothy L. Jackson and Paul

Hawkshaw, Cambridge 1997, p. 259. 

tijdschrift 2006 #11-2-7  27/4/06  18:15  Pagina 78



recapitulation, there is no trace of a tonic major either, and the potentially redemptory
subsidiary theme group does not even return at all.

Two other – more local – deformational aspects contribute to the articulation of a
failure of the redemption paradigm in Liszt’s Hamlet. One is the so-called ‘gendered two-
block exposition.’ Hepokoski defines this deformation category as follows:

‘Most commonly, the two-block exposition opened with a tormented, driven ‘masculine’
first theme, typically thrashing about in the minor mode and sometimes bonded to a con-
tinuation or transition, although one similar in distressed urgency. To this would be imme-
diately counterposed a contrasting block, an angelically redemptive, lyrically ‘feminine’ sec-
ond theme in the non-tonic major mode and not infrequently in a slower tempo as well.’24

There is no doubt that mm. 74-217 in Hamlet are organized as a deformational two-
block exposition. Instead of a bridge between the main and the subsidiary theme groups,
the transition constitutes a continuation of the main theme group, something to which
the unusual functional and syntactic relationship between main theme group and tran-
sition contributes as well. And although it is hardly in the major mode, the subsidiary
theme strongly contrasts to the preceding block in tempo, texture, and expression, and
is even physically separated from it by a three-bar general pause. Because the two-block
exposition, as Hepokoski’s definition suggests, is intimately allied to the redemption par-
adigm, Liszt’s use of this pattern explicitly evokes this specific subgeneric context.

A second more local deformation in Hamlet is the distorted or negatively modified reca-
pitulation. As seen before, the recapitulation in Hamlet recombines and transforms materi-
al from the slow introduction, the main theme group, and the transition, and discards the
subsidiary theme group altogether. In sonata forms that express the redemption paradigm,
the recapitulation is often modified in a positive and triumphant or even jubilant way, in
order to emphasize the definitive attainment of the tonic major. Liszt’s Hamlet inverts this
principle, and by distorting the recapitulation, it highlights the failure of the redemption.

Interestingly, there is at least one rather famous example of a mid-nineteenth-century
single-movement composition that expresses the redemption paradigm and associates it
with the two-block exposition and a – positively – modified recapitulation; exactly the
kind of form, in other words, that Hamlet ‘deforms’. In the overture to Der Fliegende
Holländer, Richard Wagner confronts two strongly contrasting blocks in the exposition.
The first of these blocks (mm. 1-64) comprises the main theme group and the transition,
closely associated both thematically and in character and style. The second block 
(mm. 65-96) constitutes the subsidiary theme group. This is separated from the first block
by a general pause and contrasts with it not only thematically and tonally, but also in tex-
ture and tempo. The recapitulatory space (mm. 322-388) is strongly modified. Not only
is the order of the themes inverted; the subsidiary theme group (mm. 322-376) returns in
a transformed and extended version and is in the tonic major now, as is the monumen-
talized recapitulation of the main theme group (mm. °377-388).25 This is not to suggest
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24 Hepokoski, ‘Beethoven Reception’, p. 448.

25 The overture to Wagner’s Der Fliegende Holländer is a severely underestimated composition that displays a

very ingenious formal organization. Its overall redemptory trajectory from tonic minor to tonic major is, for

instance, also articulated by the strong suggestion of multi-movement elements within its single-movement

sonata-form plan. The main theme group and the transition can be heard as a first movement substitute,

and the subsidiary theme group as a slow movement. An episode that is interpolated in the development

functions as a scherzo substitute (mm. 195-216), and the recapitulation and the coda strongly suggest the
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that Liszt has consciously modeled his Hamlet after the specific example of Wagner’s
Holländer overture. Wagner’s overture merely is an excellent counterexample that makes
explicit the subgeneric conventions Hamlet refuses to follow. It is by engaging in a dia-
logue with these conventions that Hamlet directs the listener-constructed narrative.

4
To develop a narrative and project it onto the composition is not the task of a musicol-
ogist – this remains the individual responsibility and privilege of every listener. It is
important to note, however, that such a narrative may, but need not be identical to the
narrative of Shakespeare’s tragedy. For Liszt adapts his literary source to the limitations
of a sonata deformation by retaining only a relatively small number of elements from the
play that are easily reconcilable to this particular musical form: the apparition of the
ghost (introduction), the male and the female main character and the dialogue between
them (exposition), the conflict, the fight (development), and the subsequent general dis-
may (recapitulation and coda).

Instead of spelling out a full-fledged narrative for Liszt’s Hamlet, I would like to focus
on a number of salient moments in this symphonic poem that invite to be linked to ele-
ments from Shakespeare’s play because of the individual way they treat generic conven-
tions. A first interpretative suggestion – perhaps the most fanciful – concerns the expo-
sition. Given the clear references to the gendered two-block exposition as well as Liszt’s
explicit identification of the subsidiary theme block with Ophelia, it seems safe enough
to associate the first block of the exposition – the main theme group and the transition
– with the character of Hamlet. One might go one step further, and interpret the inter-
nal organization of the first block as a depiction of the main protagonist as well. As I have
stressed before, the interchange of stability and instability between the main theme
group and the transition (or at least the beginning of the transition) is a significant devi-
ation from the norm, and it is exactly here that important features of Hamlet’s character
might be observed. The unusual instability of the actual main theme might be linked to
Hamlet’s (real or feigned) mental instability, while the fact that the first fully thematic
presentation is at the beginning of the transition – the place where the music really gets
going – might refer to the fact that it is only in his thirst for action that Hamlet fully
comes to himself.

A second and rather more complex example of a potential programmatically signifi-
cant treatment of generic conventions can be observed in the development section. In
mm. °222-283, a lyric and a rhythmic theme are confronted. The confrontation of rhyth-
mic and melodic material – typically main and subsidiary theme group material respec-
tively – is, of course, a typical feature of the development of a mid-nineteenth-century
textbook sonata form (although it is relatively rare in actual compositional practice). Yet,
while the rhythmic theme (mm. 232-237) clearly consists of both principal motives from
the main theme group, the lyric theme (mm. °222-231) is unrelated to the subsidiary
theme group (Example 3).
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finale of a sonata cycle. Although the definitive 1860 version of the overture differs considerably from both

the original 1842 version and the intermediary versions from 1846-1853 – particularly in the recapitulatory

space and the coda – the basic formal plan of an inverted recapitulation with a jubilant transformation of

the subsidiary theme and a subsequent return of the main theme in the tonic major has remained

unchanged from the outset.
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Murphy has interpreted this passage as a musical illustration of the conflict between
Hamlet on the one hand and his uncle and mother on the other. However, the theme
fragment Murphy associates with Hamlet’s mother (m. 225) is not, as he seems to pre-
sume, new. It is a transformation of a fragment from the Hamlet-associated transition,
more exactly of mm. °111-112 (Example 4).

I find it equally hard to accept that the first portion of the lyrical theme in the develop-
ment should be associated with Claudius. It obviously originates in mm. 9ff of the intro-
duction, and although a programmatic interpretation of this passage will always remain
hypothetical, it is surely implausible that Liszt would have portrayed the villain of the
play in this manner. Moreover, the whole passage from m. 9 onwards is permeated by the
Hamlet-rhythm from m. 2. It is tempting, therefore, to associate all themes that are con-
fronted at the beginning of the development with Hamlet himself. This would imply that
Liszt understood the main conflict in Shakespeare’s Hamlet not to be one between its
protagonist and the outside world, but one within the protagonist himself.

A final suggestion is about the end of the development. As Murphy considered,
mm. 286-337 may be interpreted as the duel between Hamlet and Laertes and Hamlet’s
subsequent death. Although Murphy does not expand on this, the depiction of a duel is
suggested by playing with conventions of the per aspera ad astra plot archetype. The devel-
opment reaches its final stage in m. 286, where a long pedal point on G� is combined with
an immense crescendo. This is followed by a new pedal point (now on G �) and a new
crescendo from m. 305 onwards, and tension increases even more when the formal units
start to shorten (mm. 322ff.). Long pedal points such as these are typical of the end of a
development, of course, and in a sonata form dating from the second half of the nineteenth
century, it is not unusual either that the recapitulation is only reached after several of them.
The conventional association in the per aspera ad astra plot archetype is that of a struggle
in order to attain a goal, leading to the entry of the tonic major at the beginning or at least
in the course of the recapitulation. The development in Hamlet, however, ends in complete
ruin with the utterly tensionless C-minor bars in mm. 331-335, which constitute a feeble
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221

(Allegro molto agitato)

(first violins)
appassionato assai

(+flutes, oboes, cellos)
disperato

heftig

furioso
(lower strings)

(first violins)

229

Example 3

Hamlet, mm. °222-236.

111+8b
(all strings) ten.

(Allegro appassionato ed agitato assai)

Example 4

Hamlet, mm. 110-112.
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echo of the preceding bars. The development collapses, and with it the sonata form as a
whole. As a result, the ensuing recapitulation does not function as a rounding-off of the
form, but consists merely of broken fragments from the previous sections of the form. The
beginning of the introduction returns, followed by material from the first block of the
exposition transformed in the manner of a funeral march; as mentioned before, the sub-
sidiary theme remains absent altogether. Although the music lasts for another 55 bars, the
sonata form ceases to function with the death of its program’s main character; in terms of
the narrative, after m. 337, the rest is silence.

By way of conclusion, I would like to stress once more that the interpretations offered
above are only suggestions. Although it is hoped, of course, that they appear plausible,
they are not intended to impede each individual listener’s construction of a narrative for
Liszt’s Hamlet – in this realm, no definitive interpretation is possible, or even desirable.
At the same time, this article hopes to have demonstrated the possibility of a way of hear-
ing program music that transcends mere pictorialism and that does not expect a simple
one-to-one relationship between a work of program music and its extra-musical source.
It aspires to a more sophisticated level of interpretation, emphasizing the manipulation
of musical form and the interaction between form and content. For it is because of the
subtlety of these manipulations and the complexity of these interactions that Liszt’s sym-
phonic poems – and, indeed, nineteenth-century program music in general – continue
to fascinate.
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