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Danse macabre

for three pianos (two pianos and orchestra reduction)

Some of the titles of Liszt’s pieces, such as Totentanz, Funérailles, La Lugubre

gondola, Pensée des morts, let me suspect that the composer was fascinated with death.

In the young man already we can observe manifestations of his obsession with death,
with religion, with heaven and hell. Not only was Liszt an enthusiastic Catholic. Not
only did he devour Dante’s Divine Comedy. 1In the early 1830s he is reported to have
frequented Parisian “hospitals, gambling casinos and asylums,” and he even went
down into prison dungeons in order to see those condemned to die.

In no way though is this obsession with death an isolated phenomenon in European
culture. The traumatic impact of the Black Death inspired a rich tradition of
“Totentanz,” “Danse Macabre,” or “Triumph of Death,” paintings and since the Middle
Ages, throughout the Renaissance until today painters, such as Bosch, Brueghel,
Holbein and many others, have ritually cleansed our subconscious of this archetypal
fear with fantastic, sometimes humorously horrible, images of dancing corpses and
armies of skeletons. Those images contained a morale message as well: They were to
remind us of how fragile our bodies were and how vain the glories of earthly life.

In the Romantic ages, fascinated with everything Medieval, the aspect of fantastic or
grotesquely macabre irony seems to have replaced the original moral intent. A
musical example of such wayward irony can be found in the last movement of the
Fantastic Symphony by Hector Berlioz which quotes the medieval (Gregorian) Dies
Irae (Day of Judgment) melody in a shockingly modernistic manner. In 1830 Liszt
attended the first performance of Berlioz’s Fantastic Symphony and was struck by the
powerful originality of this work. Since Liszt’s Totentanz (Dance of Death), a set of
variations for piano and orchestra, is also paraphrasing the Dies Irae plainsong, it is
generally believed that he must have received the inspiration from Berlioz.

Another source of inspiration for the young Liszt may have been Franceso Traini’s
famous fresco “Triumph of Death” in the Campo Santo, Pisa. Liszt had eloped to
Italy with his mistress, the Countess d’ Agoult, and in 1838 he visited Pisa. But only
ten years later had Liszt’s first sketches materialized into a complete version of his
Totentanz. Revisions followed in 1853 and 1859, and in its final form the Totentanz
was first performed at The Hague on 15 April 1865 by Liszt’s student Hans von Biilow,
to whom this work is also dedicated.
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Since it is based on Gregorian material Liszt’s Totentanz contains Medieval sounding
passages with canonic counterpoint but by far the most innovative aspect of the
scoring is the shockingly modernistic, even percussive, nature of the piano part.
Already the opening comes surprisingly close to the introduction in Bartok’s Sonata
Jfor Two Pianos and Percussion, a work composed almost a hundred years later. This
may be no coincidence since Bartok (as well as Rachmaninov) frequently performed
Liszt’s Totentanz. Other modernistic features are the toccata like sections where the
pianist’s repeated notes bleat with diabolic intensity and special sound effects in the
orchestra—for example the col legno in the strings which sounds like shuddering,
clanking bones. Richard Pohl (an early biographer) notes, “Every variation discloses
some new character—the earnest man, the flighty youth, the scornful doubter, the
prayerful monk, the daring soldier, the tender maiden, the playful child.”

Like with most Liszt pieces a number of versions do exist. Besides the first version
of the Totentanz a De Profundis version has been prepared from manuscript sources by
Ferruccio Busoni (1919). The standard version is the final third version of the piece.
My own arrangement from 2001 is based on the final version of the Totentanz. 1have
left the orchestra score—played here by the third piano—untouched and arranged the
solo piano part for two pianos. In the theme and in the canonique variation I merely
distributed the material to two pianos, but more often—in the virtuoso variations—I
have added extra counterpoint though without substantially altering the overall effect
of the music. This arrangement may be performed as a piece for two pianos and
orchestra (using the same orchestra score as the original 1859 version) or as a three
piano piece.
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Var. I Molto vivace
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