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Many people believe that
Hungarian-born Franz Liszt
was the greatest piano player
of all time. Certainly he was
the first musical superstar.
During an eight-year concert
tour in the 1840s, he
revolutionized the way that

pianists performed in public. He had
several love affairs before taking Holy
Orders in the Catholic Church. One of
the most versatile figures in music
history, he was also a composer,
concert promoter, and conductor. He
was a very generous man, freely
offering support and encouragement to
younger musicians. In this book by
music lover Jim Whiting, young adults
get to know Franz Liszt, superstar.
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Masters of

Music

The most important event in the history of rock music in
the United States took place on the evening of February
9, 1964. An estimated 73 million Americans gathered

around their television sets, which at that time showed programs
mostly in black and white. They were watching The Ed Sullivan
Show, an entertainment variety program on the CBS network.

For many people, watching The Ed Sullivan Show was a regular
Sunday-evening ritual. But it had never attracted so many viewers.
It had also never had such a demand for studio-audience tickets.
More than 50,000 people had tried to get them. But there was
room for only 703. The lucky ones—almost all of them teenage
girls—sat on the edge of their seats.

They were there to watch the American debut of a band that
was already wildly popular in England. It consisted of four young
men from the seaport city of Liverpool. Their names were George
Harrison, John Lennon, Paul McCartney, and Ringo Starr. They
were the Beatles, and as journalist Sandy Gardiner wrote the previ-
ous year, “A new disease is sweeping through Britain, Europe and
the Far East . . . and doctors are powerless to stop it.”1

Lisztomania
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Gardiner called this “disease” Beatlemania. People became so
carried away by their intense emotions that they would do things
they probably never would have thought of doing otherwise.

It was obvious that Beatlemania had crossed the Atlantic on
that memorable evening. As soon as Ed Sullivan introduced the
band and they began playing “All My Loving,” the girls in the audi-
ence began screaming and crying. The wave of emotion continued
as John, Paul, George, and Ringo played four more songs: “Till
There Was You,” “She Loves You,” “I Saw Her Standing There,”
and “I Want To Hold Your Hand.” Their performance may have
even provided a brief cure for illegal activity. According to reports,
the crime rate in major U.S. cities dropped dramatically during the
time the show was being broadcast.

That was just the beginning. The Beatles appeared several more
times on The Ed Sullivan Show in the following months, and they
also performed a number of live concerts. The way people reacted
was perfectly depicted the following year when Beatlemania led to
box-office magic as millions of moviegoers thronged to see A Hard
Day’s Night. Told in a sort of documentary style, the film opens with
George, John, Paul, and Ringo being chased by a mob of several
hundred teenage girls. The members of the mob don’t mean any
harm. They just want to get as close as possible to their idols,
maybe even touch them or grab a piece of clothing as a souvenir.
The four young men try to shake their pursuers. But they can’t.
Finally they jump on a train just as it is pulling out of a station and
escape. The rest of the film shows them preparing for a concert and
then performing it.

“Women in the audience screamed and fought for a souvenir—
half of a handkerchief, a few strands of hair combings, even the
fabric of a chair on which their hero had sat. If their emotions were
too intense, they even fainted,” write Dorothy and Joseph
Samachson in their book, Masters of Music.2



Franz Liszt

9

While this sounds like a description of how people acted at a
Beatles concert, it isn’t.

The Samachsons continue, “This was an audience of supposedly
mature women in the sedate middle nineteenth century, and the
man they were adoring was the most magnetic and popular pianist
the concert stage had ever seen.”3

His name was Franz Liszt. More than a century before the
Beatles, he too inspired manic behavior. A German poet named
Heinrich Heine took one look at the frenzied adulation that sur-
rounded Liszt during a three-month stay in Berlin in 1841 and
coined a name for it: Lisztomania.

As author Ronald Taylor observes, “The name of the King
seemed to be not Friedrich Wilhelm IV von Hohenzollern but
Franz Liszt. His portrait was displayed all over the city and cameos
bearing his likeness were to be seen on the dresses of elegant ladies
in salons and concert halls, where a rampant hero-worship raged,
forerunner of the modern fan club and hysterical cult of the pop-
star idol. . . . It needs only an irreverent flicker of the anachronistic
imagination to picture ‘I Love Franz’ badges being proudly distrib-
uted among his female camp-followers, and even more proudly
worn.”4

This enthusiasm continued up to the moment of his departure
from Berlin for the next stop on his performing tour. Even the king
and queen drove out to watch him leave, though some members of
the court grumbled that so much attention was being splashed on
someone who wasn’t of noble birth.

“A carriage pulled up, drawn by six white horses,” wrote music
critic Ludwig Rellstab. “Amid the shouting and cheering Liszt was
practically carried down the steps and into the carriage, where he
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took his place beside the dignitaries of the university. Thirty
coaches-and-four packed with students, and a number of riders on
horseback, wearing their academic finery, accompanied his depar-
ture, and many other coaches also joined the cavalcade, while
thousands swarmed around the scene on foot. Not only were the
streets and squares crowded with people but all the windows along
the way were filled with spectators.”5

Similar spectacles occurred wherever Liszt performed. The only
variation between one place and another lay in the degree of
uncontrollability displayed by the ecstatic women in the audiences.
Many would fight over the gloves that he took off and threw away
before he started playing. Frequently the excitement extended even
further.

“When he asked for a glass of water and put it down without
draining it, the delirious beauties in the hall rushed forward at the
end of the recital, picked up the glass and pressed it to their lips so
as to quell their passion by taking a sip of the water he had left,”
Taylor says.6

Sometimes it seemed that nothing was too far-out to be claimed
as a souvenir. Women often fought over his discarded cigar butts,
and there’s at least one case in which a woman emerged from one
of these scrambles, lit it up her prize possession, and puffed away.

Besides the fact that Liszt and the Beatles each inspired a ma-
nia, there’s another similarity: they also inspired movies. Eleven
years after the release of A Hard Day’s Night, director Ken Russell
made a film called Lisztomania that was very loosely based on Liszt’s
life. In an unusual twist, Ringo Starr, the Beatles’ drummer, plays
the Pope in the Liszt movie.
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The Beatles—Paul, George, Ringo and John—run down an alley with a mob of
teenage girls not far behind. This is one of the opening scenes of their 1965
film, A Hard Day’s Night. Director Richard Lester originally shot it in black and
white, in a semi-documentary style that showed their activities during a single
day. The movie concluded with a concert that showed the audience of mostly
teenage girls screaming and crying. A Hard Day’s Night is still popular today.
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Liszt was fully conscious of the theatrical effect that he pro-
duced during his performances. In a letter he wrote to Lina
Ramann, the author of his first biography, he compared his life to a
play. Writing less than a year before his death, he said:

My insignificant career in performing and writing is divided up
unclassically, like a Classic tragedy, into five acts:

1st = my childhood years until the death of my father, 1828;

2nd = 1830 to 1838, desultory studies and creativity in Paris and,
for a time, in Geneva and Italy, before my reappearance in Vienna
in 1838, the success of which launched me on my career as a vir-
tuoso;

3rd = Concert tours: Paris, London, Berlin, Petersburg etc.:
fantasias, transcriptions, living like a lord;

4th = 1848 to 1861, self-composure and work in Weimar;

5th = Its logical continuation and conclusion, in Rome,
Budapest, Weimar from 1861 to . . .7

Yet despite the fame that would make his a household name,
the story of Franz Liszt begins in obscurity.
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