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Ludwig van Beethoven’s (1770-1827) symphonies themselves need no 
introduction today but Franz Liszt’s (1811-1888) transcription of them for 
the piano does. It was a task which occupied him, intermittently, for some 
three decades. He had initially intended transcriptions of only the third, fifth, 
sixth and seventh symphonies but eventually only transcribed the first three 
of these together with the funeral march of the third. The transcription of 
the fifth has its beginnings in 1835, was completed in 1837 and published in 
1840, the transcription of sixth symphony being composed and published 
simultaneously. Work was begun on the transcription of the seventh 
symphony in 1838, its publication following in 1843. The transcription of the 
second movement of the third symphony, however, appeared in 1841 with the 
title Marche funèbre de la Symphonie héroïque. All of these transcriptions, 
save the latter, bore a dedication to the painter, Jean Auguste Dominique 
Ingres (1780-1867).

By 1850, Liszt resolved to embark upon a complete transcription of the 
whole series and proposed the work to the publisher Breitkopf & Härtel, but 
it wasn’t until 1863 that a contract was finally settled. Work on transcriptions 
of the entire series, comprising revisions of the earlier versions of the 
third, fifth, sixth and seventh symphonies, was begun the same year and 
completed in 1865 – a period of no small significance, as these were the years 
which witnessed Liszt’s admittance to the Madonna del Rosario where he 
received the tonsure of the Roman Catholic Church on the 25th April 1865, 
entering the four minor orders of the priesthood on the 30th July of the 
same year, and was thereafter known as the ‘Abbé Liszt’. It was only shortly 
before receiving the tonsure that he had submitted the manuscript of these 
transcriptions to the publisher and, in all likelihood, it was at the Vatican, 
where he was to live for the next fourteen months, that he checked the 
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say that I should have thought it a rather useless occupation of my time 
had I but added an umpteenth version of the symphonies in the path trod 
hitherto, but I shall consider my time well spent if I have been able to carry 
over to the piano not just the broad strokes of Beethoven’s compositions, 
but in addition the multitude of finer lines which contribute so powerfully 
to the complete wholeness. I shall be satisfied if I have fulfilled the duty of 
an intelligent engraver, a conscientious translator, who grasp the spirit of a 
work along with the letter, and who thus help to spread the understanding 
of the masters and the appreciation of the beautiful’1

Liszt’s transcription of the fifth symphony, strictly speaking, exists in two 
versions; the first published in 1840, and the second in 1865. However, the 
changes made in the later version, while extremely numerous, are all minor 
ones, undoubtedly born of the wisdom of experience, and only serve to 
render a more practical summation of Beethoven’s orchestral score on the 
piano. As such, this later text is the one which has been observed for this 
recording.

Liszt’s song transcriptions occupy a sizeable portion of his catalogue 
and his most famous forays into the genre include examples by Franz 
Schubert (1797-1828) and Robert Schumann (1810-1856) which have never 
left the repertoire. As with the Beethoven symphony transcriptions, Liszt’s 
veneration for the German master witnesses him at his most deferential 
in his treatment of Beethoven’s scores for voice and piano. Yet, while the 
symphonies undergo a sort of translation in Liszt’s arrangements, where 
certain passages in Beethoven’s orchestration are sometimes altered in order 
to, paradoxically, produce an equivalent and satisfactory effect on the piano, 

proofs to them. The completed set was published in 1865 with the subtitle 
Partitions de Piano – a term used to clarify that these were transcriptions 
in the more literal sense of the word as opposed to the looser paraphrase. 
Together with a dedication to his then son-in-law, Hans von Bülow (1830-
1894), they also comprised a preface which adorned the selection of earlier 
versions in which Liszt sought to clarify his intentions in writing these 
transcriptions and which is well worth reproducing here. It runs as follows:

The name of Beethoven is sacred in art. Today his symphonies are 
universally regarded as masterpieces. For anyone with a serious desire 
for knowledge or the wish to create, there is no meditation upon them 
nor study of them too profound. Consequently, any and every mode of 
propagating and popularising them has its place, and the rather numerous 
piano arrangements of these symphonies which have already appeared are 
not without merit, even though for serious study they are mostly of little 
intrinsic value. Yet even the poorest lithograph or the worst translation 
gives some idea of the genius of a Michelangelo or a Shakespeare; in 
the sketchiest piano reduction the half-effaced traces of the master’s 
inspiration may be detected here and there. But the recent developments 
in piano design and manufacture and the resultant mechanical advantages 
permit greater and better results than heretofore. With the vast 
development of its harmonic power the piano tends to take unto itself 
the entire orchestral repertoire. Within its seven octaves it can pretty well 
produce all the character, combinations and figurations of the most learned 
works, and the only advantages it leaves to the orchestra (immense though 
they be) are the variety of timbre and the effect of numbers.

This has been my aim in the work which I am now publishing. I must 



first being the first movement of Beethoven’s Concerto No.3, Op.37 and the 
second, the entirety of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s Concerto No.20, K.466. 
These last two transcriptions are the largest and most important and Alkan 
provides him own cadenzas for both works. The Beethoven transcription 
has fared best in the Alkan revival of recent years no doubt due to its mind-
boggling cadenza with which Ferruccio Busoni (1866-1924) famously (and 
quite rightly) enraged Berlin critics by playing it at a Philharmonic concert 
in 1906. Little wonder it created the reaction it did as it causes eyebrows 
to raise in even today’s desensitised times. In has been aptly described by 
Ronald Smith (1922-2004) as:

“Almost two-hundred bars in length and shorn of all the improvisational 
trappings normally associated with cadenzas, it unfolds in eight linked 
sections, a fiercely argued commentary on the movement as a whole. From 
its laconic opening to an apotheosis of the cadential trill it probes every 
nook and cranny of Beethoven’s masterpiece, enlarging its perspectives in 
a continuum of far-flung tonal relationships”.3

At its apex it veers into blazing quotation of the finale of Beethoven’s fifth 
symphony; a moment of hair-raising audacity but one which, nevertheless 
in the context, is a stroke of ingenuity as both themes, like many of the best 
ones, are formed from a simple arpeggio. Whether this cadenza, as masterful 
as it is, would stand up in the context of Beethoven’s original is debatable 
but we can be thankful that it is easily presentable in the context of Alkan’s 
transcription and that a further recording of it here enriches the discography.

© Mark Viner, London 2020

Liszt’s transcriptions of Beethoven’s scores for voice and piano, by their 
very nature, are far more literal; requiring fewer adjustments, amplifications 
and reorganisations and, as such, fall into a category which, in this instance, 
can safely be regarded as a strict transcription.2 Liszt made his transcription 
of Beethoven’s An die ferne Geliebte, Op.98 in 1849, however, among the 
precious few liberties he allows himself in these arrangements, we can, in 
fact, count occasional suppressions of reiterated phrases of the vocal line 
in order to bring out varied figurations in the accompaniment to the fore, 
making for a more homogeneous conception for solo piano.

Beethoven/Alkan
1er Mouvement de 3e Concerto pour piano et orchestre en ut mineur Op.37 
de Beethoven, arrangé pour piano seul avec une cadence

Charles-Valentin Alkan’s (1813-1888) catalogue as transcriber is as wide as it 
is varied, comprising three sets of six transcriptions of baroque and classical 
repertoire – the two series of Souvenirs des concerts du Conservatoire, 
partitions pour piano which were published in 1847 and 1861 and the 
Souvenirs de musique de chambre, 6 partitions pour piano in 1865 – while 
other examples include solo arrangements his own music, namely the 2e 
Concerto da camera arrangé pour piano seul (1859). Several commissions 
can be counted among his output of transcriptions and these include an 
arrangement for both solo piano and four hands of the overture to Giacomo 
Meyerbeer’s (1791-1864) opera, Le Prophète (1849) which was commissioned 
in 1850 for the publishers Brandus and Troupenas and two concerto 
transcriptions commissioned by the publisher Richault in 1860 and 1861, the 

1 Translation by Leslie Howard.
2  An exception to this rule is the set of Beethovens Geistliche Lieder von Gellert, 

S.467 (1840) where Liszt allows himself fulsome use of effects such as tremolo 
and arpeggic figurations to flesh out sparer textures.

3  Ronald Smith, Alkan: The Man, The Music, Volumes 1-2, Khan & Averill, (2000), 
(Volume 2, The Music) p.178



He has performed with many prominent orchestras, including the Fort 
Worth Symphony Orchestra, the Nordwestdeutsche Philharmonie, the North 
Czech Symphony, the Orchestre Royal De Chambre de Wallonie, La Fenice 
Symphony Orchestra, LaVerdi Orchestra, the Wuhan Philarmonic and the 
North Czech Philharmonic Orchestra among the others, collaborating with 
such esteemed conductors as Nicholas McGegan, Paul Meyer, Yves Abel, 
James P. Liu and Diego Matheuz. 

In 2015 Leonardo was one of the six pianists selected to compete for the 
“Arturo Benedetti Michelangeli” Prize and to participate to the exclusive 
masterclass held by M° Daejin Kim at the prestigious Eppan Piano Academy. 
He was also named Fellow of the prestigious 2016 Music Academy Of The 
West Festival in Santa Barbara, California, having the opportunity to perform, 
work, and collaborate with Guest Artists like Jeremy Denk, Jerome Lowenthal, 
Jean-Yves Thibaudet, Julian Martin and Leon Fleisher. 

Solo recitals have brought him to major venues worldwide, including the 
Bass Hall in Fort Worth (TX), Sala Verdi of Milan Conservatory, Auditorium 
Parco della Musica in Rome, La Fenice Opera House, Studio 4 Flagey in 
Brussels, Konzerthaus Berlin, Qintai Concert Hall in Wuhan (China), Hahn Hall 
in Santa Barbara (CA).

Mr. Pierdomenico has been featured in both live and recorded 
performances on Medici.tv (more than 3 hours of performances), RTBF 
(Belgium), KUSC California (USA), RAI Radio3 (Italy), Euroclassical 
(Eurovision) and France Musique (France).

His debut recording, dedicated to Franz Liszt and published by the 
prestigious label Piano Classics (Brilliant Classics), was internationally praised 
by public and critics and received an “Editor’s Choice” as one of the best 
album of September 2018 by the renowed english magazine “Gramophone” 
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and received one of the 7 nominations for the best Classical solo piano 
recording of the year for the Preis der Deutschen Schallplatten Kritik (Prize 
of the German national musical Critque) His disc was also presented by 
France Musique and the Belgian Musiq3 (RTBF).

Born in Pescara, Italy, Pierdomenico graduated cum laude from the 
conservatories of Pescara and Foggia under the guidance of M° Alessandro 
Deljavan, then studied with M° Pietro De Maria at the School of music of 
Fiesole: the advices from the legendary Maria Tipo were also really important 
for his musical training. In 2017 he earned a Master’s degree cum Laude 
at the “Accademia Nazionale di Santa Cecilia” of Rome, in the class of M° 
Benedetto Lupo.

In 2011 he was awarded a Medal by Italian Republic President Giorgio 
Napolitano because of his artistic achievements.

He’s currently also a professor in the conservatory of music of Salerno and 
in Rome, in the AvosProject Academy.

When not at the piano, Leonardo enjoys painting and sports.


