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Shay Loya 

Jewish Stereotypes and Anti-Semitism in Liszt’s Des Bohémiens et de leur musique en 

Hongrie (1859) 

 

Des Bohémiens et de leur musique en Hongrie (»Of the Gypsies and their music in Hungary«) 

is one of the most problematic pieces of prose writing that bear Franz Liszt’s name as the 

author. Liszt initially thought of adding a preamble of »3 ou 4 colonnes« (three or four 

paragraphs) to his Hungarian Rhapsodies, as he told Marie d’Agoult in a letter from 17 July 

1847.1 Liszt had an outline for this preamble in mind which he did not specify in his letter, but 

from other correspondence and the book’s eventual content, we can safely surmise that he 

wanted to present himself as the artist best placed to gather the »fragments« of music scattered 

in Hungary into a national epopee, due to his »native« knowledge of Gypsy-band music and 

his considerable ability to render it artistically on the piano. Subsequently Liszt and d’Agoult 

had a falling out, the preamble was never written, and the collected editions of fifteen 

Hungarian Rhapsodies were published in 1851 and 1853 without it. Although these famous 

works became popular irrespective of a verbal explanation, Liszt evidently wanted to earn the 

Rhapsodies a higher aesthetic status on top of their commercial success. He entrusted the ghost 

writing to his life partner Carolyne von Sayn-Wittgenstein, and according to Alan Walker, by 

1854 »the preface had grown into a book-in-progress«.2 The digressions the book takes into 

issues of history, philosophy, anthropology, as well as its problematic racial discourse on Roma 

and Jews, can certainly be understood as part of a concerted effort during Liszt’s Weimar period 

to build a reputation as a composer-critic in the vein of Berlioz, Schumann and Wagner. Be 

that as it may, a preamble advocating Liszt’s unique musical mastery of Gypsy-band music 

grew inexorably in ambition and intellectual pretension in the second half of Liszt’s period in 

Weimar. 

Liszt’s authorship of all of his prose writing has long been debated, and during the Weimar 

years (1848–61), and then much later in the 1870s and 1880s, Carolyne von Sayn-Wittgenstein 

played a central role in his book-form publications, namely the two editions of F. Chopin 

(1852/1879) and Des Bohémiens (1859/1881).3 Like the Chopin biography, Des Bohémiens 

has intrinsic issues of dilettantish scholarship and of writing, a proclivity for flowery prose and 

digressions, and yet, very occasionally, some evocative moments of arresting romantic 

 
1 Serge Gut/Jacqueline Bellas (eds.): Franz Liszt – Marie d'Agoult. Correspondance, Paris 2001, p. 1178. 
2 Alan Walker: Franz Liszt: The Weimar Years, London 1989, p. 381. 
3 Walker: Franz Liszt. The Final Years, Ithaca, NY 1996, pp. 368–380 and 389, note 59. 
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imagery. Further expansions and new ideas in the second editions of both the Chopin and 

»Gypsy« books (1879 and 1881 respectively) add further complications of authorship, 

especially as the Liszt-Sayn-Wittgenstein correspondence shows that Liszt himself exercised 

little or no control over these edits and rewrites.4  

Of all of writings attributed to Liszt, Des Bohémiens poses the greatest challenge in terms of 

its reception and authorship. Both the first and second editions (1859 and 1881 respectively) 

were badly received in different locales for different reasons. Des Bohémiens (1859) 

encountered fierce criticism in Hungary in 1859/60, due to the claim that Hungarian music 

originated with the Roma. The controversy endured for decades and spilled over into the 20th 

century. We will not deal with it here.5 Des Bohémiens (1881) caused a fresh scandal, as well 

as satirical and mocking responses, due to its third, anti-Semitic chapter entitled »Les 

Israélites«.6 Most prominently, Des Bohémiens 1881 notoriously advocates the immigration or 

population transfer (!) of Jews to Palestine.7 This was a serious matter because such ideas were 

associated at the time with anti-Semitic political parties, which signified a threat not only to 

Jewish emancipation and integration but to the liberal order that reigned in post-1848 Europe.8  

 

After the early 1880s the book did not provoke any further responses of that magnitude. But 

for the fact that Liszt’s name appeared on it, it would have long ago sunk into oblivion. Today 

it is remembered more for the two fateful historical moments of reception in 1859–1861 and 

1881–83 than for any other reason, although some academic studies have looked more closely 

at forgotten aesthetic and musical aspects of the book, as well as examined racialist »Gypsy« 

 
4 Dezső Léganyi: Liszt and his Country 1874–1886, translated by Elizabeth Smith-Csicsery-Rónay, Budapest 

1992, pp. 182–185. 
5 The literature is too extensive to list here, but for incisive studies, see Klára Hamburger: Understanding the 

Hungarian Reception History of Liszt’s Des Bohémiens et de leur musique en Hongrie (1859/1881), in: Journal 

of the American Liszt Society 54 (2003), pp. 75–84, and Lynn Hooker: Redefining Hungarian Music from Liszt 

to Bartók, Oxford 2013, pp. 78–93. 
6 The uproar was triggered by none other than Eduard Hanslick, whose 22 November 1881 review in the Neue 

Freie Presse (pp. 2–3) quoted extensively from Des Bohémiens 1881 and suggested Liszt had been infected by 

Wagner, Catholic and political anti-Semitism. It was this article that also advertised more widely the pamphlet 

»Franz Liszt über die Juden« by »Sagittarius« (the Pester Lloyd reporter Max Schütz), which excoriated Liszt in 

much stronger terms. Hanslick’s article was reprinted in several newspapers and triggered similar responses in 

the liberal press in Budapest and elsewhere. The most extensive study of this reception can be found in Jonas 

Karlsson: The Strange Case of Franz Liszt: The Long Suppression of Des Bohemiens et de leur musique en 

Hongrie, in: Richard Wagner and the Rise of German Anti-Semitism, PhD Dissertation, Yale Univ. 2012, pp. 

111–162. 
7 Liszt: Des Bohémiens 1881, pp. 91–95. 
8 See Karlsson: The Strange Case of Franz Liszt, pp. 111–162; Andrew Handler: An Early Blueprint for Zionism. 

Győző Istóczy’s Political Anti-Semitism, New York 1989, pp. 62–96. 
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stereotypes of which late-20th century scholars are far more sensitive than critics in Liszt’s 

time.9  

Arguably, the anti-Semitic content remains the most problematic aspect of the book due to the 

sheer hostility of the text, and mixture of religious and other traditional negative stereotypes 

(love of money, unnatural existence, evil cunning, deceitfulness, dirtiness and so on), as well 

as more paranoid anti-capitalist and anti-assimilationist varieties of modern political anti-

Semitism. Of course, this damning piece of writing has raised the prospect of Liszt himself 

being anti-Semitic, on which issue there are essentially two opposite, irreconcilable positions.  

A common defence is the verifiable fact that Sayn-Wittgenstein hugely expanded the anti-

Semitic content in Des Bohémiens (1881) without Liszt having any notion this was happening 

or seeing the proofs before the book was published in 1881.10 Defenders of Liszt further point 

to the fact that he was willing to take all the anger on himself while refusing to shift the blame 

to Sayn-Wittgenstein due to protective instincts, or »misplaced chivalry« to use Walker’s 

phrase, a sentiment echoed by contemporaries who knew him.11 Finally, Liszt put out a public 

statement explicitly distancing himself from anti-Semitism while carefully avoiding saying 

anything negative about the book just published under his name.12  

An equally common countercriticism is that, irrespective of authorship issues and public 

gestures, Liszt made no attempt to edit out the offensive bits, and in fact insisted on this chapter 

being included unchanged in Lina Ramann’s 1883 German translation, as a result of which Die 

Zigeuner und ihre Musik in Ungarn (1883) finally appeared as volume 6 in his legacy 

Gesammelte Schriften. It happened despite warnings from Ramann about what this will do to 

his reputation – a warning she has recorded for posterity in her diary (published posthumously 

in 1983), as well as Liszt’s resolute insistence on publishing everything unaltered.13 It is the 

version familiar today in the German-speaking world. Without arbitrating the question of 

Liszt’s alleged anti-Semitism, Jonas Karlsson articulated the issue by stating that, whatever 

 
9 For example, Jonathan Bellman: The Hungarian Gypsies and the Poetics of Exclusion, in: idem (ed.): The Exotic 

in Western Music, Boston 1998, pp. 74–103. Nicholas Saul: Gypsies and Orientalism in German Literature and 

Anthropology of the Long Nineteenth Century, London 2007, pp. 1–19, however, has argued that Des Bohémiens 

was an outlier in the way he departed from standard, more negative Gypsy stereotypes, especially in the context 

of German anthropology. 
10 Klára Hamburger: Understanding the Hungarian Reception History, pp. 80 and 83, note 10; Léganyi: Liszt and 

his Country, pp. 182–183. 
11 Walker: Liszt. The Final Years, p. 409, note 16. 
12 I avoid presenting and analysing this important and oft-quoted letter as the main topic of this paper is not the 

1880s reception, and getting into the detail of this letter will create an unwanted digression. For the original French 

text see Franz Liszt: Briefe, ed. by La Mara, vol. 2, Leipzig 1893, pp. 345–346. An English translation can be 

found in Walker: Liszt. The Final Years, p. 408. 
13 Lina Ramann: Lisztiana. Erinnerungen an Franz Liszt in Tagebuchblättern, Briefen und Dokumenten aus den 

Jahren 1873–1886, Mainz 1983, pp. 196–197.  
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Liszt’s motivation may have been, allowing the publication of this text in 1883 was an act of 

huge public irresponsibility if not »moral failure«.14 At present there is no serious attempt to 

contend with these opposing views, and we will also leave this scholarly debate well alone in 

order to focus on the text, especially the neglected original. We begin with an overview of the 

main versions. 

 

1. The Four Main Versions of Des Bohémiens: 1859, 1861 (Cornelius), 1881 and 1883 

(Ramann) 

Des Bohémiens (1859) has 140 (!) short chapters numbered in Roman letters. It is extremely 

difficult to get a sense of the content at a glance, and the book tends to jump from one topic to 

another quite erratically. One would have to note carefully that the ›Jewish‹ section of that 

book runs from chapter VII to Chapter XVI (ten chapters overall), and what each chapter is 

about can only be determined by reading the chapters themselves.  

In a bid to organise the book more tightly, the German translator Peter Cornelius created fewer 

and longer chapters with titles in his 1861 edition. Chapter 2 is entitled ›The Gypsy’s Opposite: 

The Israelite‹ (»Des Zigeuners Gegensatz: Der Israelit«), which attempts to explain at a glance 

the existence of a ›Jewish section‹ in a book about the Hungarian Roma and their music. This 

is why Cornelius begins this chapter with Des Bohémiens (1859) Chapter VI (not VII), which 

still deals with the Roma. At the same time, his title visually draws attention to a ›Jewish‹ topic 

in a way Des Bohémiens (1859) did not, and the idea or suggestion that Cornelius cleaned up 

the anti-Semitic content is a myth.15 A quick look at the Cornelius edition will show he merely 

tightened the text a little and omitted the original chapters VIII, XIV and XVI (by no means 

the worst ones) to cut down on unnecessary repetitions, whilst leaving all of the essential 

stereotypes and anti-Semitic ideas of Des Bohémiens (1859) intact.16 

In Des Bohémiens (1881) Sayn-Wittgenstein took the opportunity to reverse Cornelius’s 

greater concision by massively expanding the book in general, and the content on the Jews in 

particular. She did borrow the idea of chapter headings from Cornelius, but even more than 

Cornelius, her »Les Israélites« chapter decidedly isolates the ›Jewish‹ content as a separate 

essay within the book, beginning with the same words that opened chapter (or section) VII in 

 
14 Karlsson: The Strange Case of Des Bohémiens, p. 162. 
15 Walker makes a straightforward claim for this in: Liszt. The Final Years, p. 409, and Légany suggests it in: 

Liszt and his Country 1874–1886, pp. 182–183. 
16 Franz Liszt: Die Zigeuner und ihre Musik in Ungarn, translated by Peter Cornelius, Pest 1861, pp. 29–38, 

https://imslp.org/wiki/Des_Boh%C3%A9miens_et_de_leur_musique_en_Hongrie_(Liszt,_Franz). By 

comparison, the 1861 Hungarian version is a more literal translation: A cigányokról és magyarországi zenéjükről, 

translated by József Székely, Pest 1861. 

https://imslp.org/wiki/Des_Boh%C3%A9miens_et_de_leur_musique_en_Hongrie_(Liszt,_Franz)
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the old Des Bohémiens (1859). She also restored the structure of shorter sections numbered in 

Roman letters, equivalent in length to the Des Bohémiens (1859) chapters. In the new chapter 3, 

there are no fewer than 16 such subchapters in Roman numerals.  

To allow readers to have a clearer idea of the content, Lina Ramann added to her German 

translation from 1883, a content summary for each of these Roman-numeral subchapters: 

I. (20–22) Israeliten und Zigeuner. Die Verachtung der Juden seitens der Christen; Haß und Rache 

seitens der Juden. Ihr heiliger Muth, ihre Hoffnung, ihr Glauben, ihr Gehorsam. 

II. (22–24) Das ›Volk Gottes‹. Konsequenzen dieses Glaubens für ihren Charakter. Entwickelung ihrer 

geistigen Kräfte auf Kosten der physischen; scheinbare Feigheit, Hinwendung zum Handel. Ihre 

Ausbeutungssucht.  Ihr Hoffen auf ›ihren‹ Messias und ›ihr‹ Land der Verheißung – als Konsequenz: 

ihr Fernhalten von dem Bebauen ›fremder Erde‹. 

III. (25–28) Die gesetzliche Gleichstellung der Juden mit den Christen in Folge der Philosophie des 18. 

und der Demokratie des 19. Jahrhunderts, ihr Theilnehmen an den äußeren Segnungen der 

christlichen Civilisation, ihr Unberührtsein von deren inneren Segnungen. Festhalten an ihren 

Verheißungen. Zionslied aus dem 12. Jahrhundert. 

IV. (29–32) Fortsetzung. Der Fanatismus der eingefleischten Juden. 

V. (32–33) Ihr fanatisches Schwelgen. 

VI. (34–36) Das Prosperiren der Israeliten trotz der Verfolgungen des Mittelalters. Der Kern der Nation 

heute wie damals. 

VII. (37–39) Ihre hervorragende Intelligenz. Ihre Pflege derselben. Ihre Besitznahme der Tagespresse 

und der Börse. 

VIII. (39–43) Das Verbergen ihrer Gefühle seitens der Israeliten; die Konsequenzen derselben für ihr 

künstlerisches Schaffen. Bedeutung des Wortes ›schaffen‹. Unterschied zwischen diesem und 

künstlerischem Hervorbringen. Genie und Talent. Mangelndes ›Schaffen‹ der Israeliten. 

IX. (44–47) Die Juden als Komponisten und Virtuosen in der Musik. Ihr materielles und förderndes 

Eingreifen in das musikalische Leben. 

X. (47–49) Meyerbeer. Mendelssohn. Die Gefühle der Juden im Gegensatz zu den Gefühlen der 

Christen. 

XI. (50–51) Über eine event[uelle]. jüdische Tonkunst. Von der christlichen Kunst dargestellte jüdische 

Typen. 

XII. (51–54) Sulzer, der Vorsänger in der Synagoge zu Wien. Eine Sabbatfeier daselbst und hier 

empfangene Eindrücke. 

XIII. (55–56) Eine Sabbatfeier in Jerusalem (eine Vision). 

XIV. (56–59) Das Schweigen über sich selbst: das Recht der Israeliten. Gebet von Juda-Ha-Levi. 

XV. (59–64) Das Festhalten der Juden am ›alten Bund‹ trotz der Erscheinung Christi. Das Festhalten an 

ihrer Nationalität, trotzdem sie Bürger aller Nationen sind. Ihre Unthätigkeit, das jüdische Reich 

wieder herzustellen, als eine Konsequenz ihrer Gläubigkeit. Der Jude, der versteckte Feind der 

christlichen Staaten und des socialen Lebens. Pflicht der Christen, ihnen zur Wiederherstellung ihres 

Reiches zu verhelfen. 
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XVI. (65–68) Rechtfertigung dieses Gedankens.17 

 

This content summary is interesting for what it conceals as well as reveals. First, it is clear that 

although some of this content follows the original order of Des Bohémiens (1859), there can 

be notable departures too. For example, subchapter X–XI matches much of the discussion in 

Des Bohémiens (1859) chapters X111–XIV, but as Ramann’s outline already shows, it is very 

significant that Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy and Giacomo Meyerbeer are brought to attention 

in chapters dealing with Jewish lack of originality: these composers do not feature in the 

context of this discussion in Des Bohémiens (1859), as we shall see. Second, as much as 

Ramann’s content summary points to the anti-Semitic content of Die Zigeuner (1883)’s ›Die 

Israeliten‹ chapter, it can also be concealing and euphemistic, probably in an attempt to present 

the text in the best possible light, in response to the anti-Semitism row that dogged Liszt around 

1881–83.   

The most obvious example is that Des Bohémiens (1881)’s biggest provocation – the extreme 

anti-assimilationist suggestion that Jews should return to Palestine either voluntarily or by force 

– is only vaguely implied in Ramann’s outline at the end of subchapter XV. No one would 

guess from this that the main offensive proposal appears under ›Justifications for these 

thoughts‹ (»Rechtfertigung dieses Gedankens«), or the way this conclusion changes the whole 

›Die Israeliten‹ chapter into a self-standing extended essay, with subchapters I–XV being 

retrospectively transformed into a preparatory rationale for the climactic, provocative 

proposition at the very end.  

Anti-Semitism in Des Bohémiens (1881) is not only objectively worse than in the original, it 

also created a reception event that inevitably shaped Liszt biographies. There is not much 

biographical incentive to go into the content of anti-Semitism in Des Bohémiens (1859), when 

that content hardly made an impression or made any difference to Liszt’s life. However, this 

(conventional) bio-centric bias actually leaves quite a lot of Liszt’s life story unexplained: why 

is there anti-Semitism at all, back in 1859, in a book »On the Gypsies and their Music in 

Hungary«? How bad is it? What led to it, and what purpose did it serve? The question that 

looms large at the very beginning of this decade, and of special interest to this publication, is 

the extent to which anti-Semitism in Des Bohémiens (1859) relates to Wagner’s notorious, 

historically proximate article, »Das Judenthum in der Musik« (1850).  

 

 
17 Franz Liszt: Die Zigeuner und ihre Musik in Ungarn, translated by Lina Ramann, Leipzig 1883 (Gesammelte 

Schriften 6), pp. V–VI. 
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2. »Das Judenthum in der Musik« (1850) 

 »Das Judenthum in der Musik« was published in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik on 3 and 6 

September, 1850.18 Despite Wagner’s idiosyncratic way of writing and the way he tied together 

revolutionary or post-1848 anti-emancipation sentiments with the world of music, the anti-

Semitic tropes and imagery in »Das Judenthum« are not original (anti-Semitism rarely is).19 In 

summary, Wagner’s essay claims that, with very rare exceptions, Jews are incapable of 

escaping their inner nature and truly assimilate. They are not an organic part of the »Volk«, 

which is why their compositions are also inorganic and imitative, unlike the real organic genius 

of composers such as Johann Sebastian Bach and Ludwig van Beethoven. The article is 

sceptical of political emancipation, which is equated with giving Jews political dominance over 

Christians through the power of commerce and money (a common anti-emancipation trope).  

Above all, emancipation has not solved the instinctive disgust felt towards Jews socially. An 

example which Wagner gives of what Christians find instinctively repelling is the way Jews 

speak European languages, which always sounds alien to the indigenous community due to 

certain inflections of »Semitic pronunciation«, garbled grammar and vocabulary and an 

unpleasant, rude or noisy »voice-sounds«.20 This inability to speak properly is related to the 

inability to sing, and from there Wagner develops in the rest of the essay the argument about 

the inorganic production of art music.  

 

3. Anti-Semitism in Des Bohémiens (1859) 

The ten chapters on the Jews in Des Bohémiens (1859) read quite differently, and not only 

because of their mixed and possibly confused authorship. First, their immediate purpose 

appears to be a contrasting comparison between ›Israelites‹ and ›Gypsies‹ (I will drop the scare 

quotes from this point forward), although readers soon find out that within these chapters Jews 

are invariably judged against a Christian society, not against the Roma. Second, there is no 

criticism of any specific Jewish composer. Third, the text is more digressive and less driven 

toward a conclusion (this changes with the conclusion of Des Bohémiens 1881’s Chapter 3 as 

 
18 K. Freigedank [Richard Wagner]: Das Judenthum in der Musik, in: Neue Zeitschrift für Musik (NZfM) 33 

(1850), pp. 101–107 and 109–112. Only cursory references will be made to Wagner’s essay in this paper, for 

which purpose I consulted Richard Wagner: Judaism in Music and Other Essays, translated by William Ashton 

Ellis, Lincoln 1995, pp. 77–122. See also https://hugoribeiro.com.br/area-restrita/Wagner-Judaism_music.pdf and 

Ulrich Konrad’s article in this publication. 
19 For an immediate precedence see Paul Lawrence Rose: Wagner: Race and Revolution, London 1992, pp. 40–

44. Rose points to an essay by Wagner’s friend Heinrich Laube, who in a preface to his play Struensee (1847), 

and for similar personal reasons, attacked Meyerbeer and the corrupting, commercially driven ›Jewish‹ infiltration 

into the pure world of German literature. However, unlike Wagner, Laube turned away from anti-Semitism shortly 

after.  
20 Wagner: Judaism in Music, p. 85.  

https://hugoribeiro.com.br/area-restrita/Wagner-Judaism_music.pdf
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previously discussed). Fourth, Des Bohémiens has many theological passages and stereotypes 

related to religion that are entirely absent from Wagner’s text. Nevertheless, quite a few motifs 

from »Das Judenthum« appear in Des Bohémiens (1859) in some form, and the significance of 

that should be questioned. As we go through a summary of these ten chapters, I will therefore 

point out and ponder specific parallels between the two texts, and also some notable 

differences, after which we shall return to the question of motive. 

My summary of the ten chapters loosely follows Ramann’s model from 1883, with invented 

subheadings but with a little more detailed and interpreted content outline. Unlike Ramann, my 

purpose here is to highlight rather than soft-pedal the anti-Semitic content, without a protective 

anxiety or fear for Liszt’s posthumous reputation, an issue which will remain unresolved albeit 

slightly elaborated at the very end of this paper. There is critical commentary added throughout, 

including references to »Das Judenthum«. 

 

Chapter VII: The Foul Nature of Jewish Survival 

Both Gypsies and Jews are persecuted people, but Jews are presented as the opposite of the 

incorruptible noble savage; they are ignoble, parasitic assimilators. Their survival strategy is 

through deceitful hate and secretive money hoarding. This chapter is somewhat less 

antagonistic than others, but there are occasional slips into horror-like caricatures: »their true 

character«, writes the author, is »dark, hostile and alluring like the dull and fatal gaze of a 

serpent of legend« (probably a reference to the Basilisk).21  

 

Chapter VIII: The Deceitful Nature of Jews 

This is the chapter that starts rolling out familiar stereotypes. Jews abandoned physical for 

mental prowess and harnessed their weakness into an advantage. They knew that they could 

not take something by force, so they took it by cunning, by going into commerce, and (to quote 

the most anti-Semitic imagery of this chapter), they »quickly understood that it is enough to 

attach themselves to society like outshoots of parasitic plants, absorbing its vital juices«.22 This 

is similar to both to Wagner’s anti-Capitalist anti-Semitism (which in turn has precedence in 

Karl Marx) and the organicist imagery in »Das Judenthum« which likens Jewish artistic efforts 

to »an offshoot« of the main living plant, »entirely loosened from the real, the healthy stem«.23 

 
21  Liszt: Des Bohémiens (1859), p. 23: 

»leur véritable caractère, sombre, hostile et attractif comme le regard terne et exitial du fabuleux serpent.«  
22 Ibid., p. 24: »Ils ont vite deviné qu'il suffisait de s'at tacher à cette société par les mille fibres des plantes 

parasites, pour absorber ses sucs vitaux.«  
23 Ibid., pp. 90–91. 
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There is nothing special or specific about this use of language that can convincingly link the 

two texts, however.24 Moreover, unlike »Das Judenthum« this chapter is not about Jewish 

contributions to art music. Instead, the opening general tropes about Jewish stealth and cunning 

lead to an obsessive critique of implacable aspects of the Old Testament law, the idea being 

that »an eye for an eye« translates to a religious duty to hate the Gentiles. This derives from an 

old Judeophobic dichotomy that contrasts Christian charity with Jewish vengeance. 

 

Chapter IX: The Wandering Jew 

The myth of the wandering Jew – which also comes up at the very end of »Das Judentum« in 

a different context25 – is here attached once more to commerce and money. Unlike the Gypsies, 

Jews have no natural Wanderlust. They prefer to settle wherever they can prosper.26 This idea 

developed later in Des Bohémiens (1881) into Sayn-Wittgenstein’s Zionist fantasy (it will be 

recalled that this version of the book was not supervised by Liszt). But here, the anti-

assimilationist arguments give way to more traditional and strident dehumanisation of Jews in 

the next chapter. 

 

Chapter X: The Unnatural, Dirty Jew 

Jews despise nature. They only adore the fabled Zion of their imagination. They live in squalor 

in the Ghetto on purpose, to disgust Gentiles and prevent them from coming into their 

neighbourhoods. Apart from victim-blaming, this chapter is replete with repetitions and quite 

poor scholarship, of which the preposterous claim that »Ghetto« is derived from the Hebrew 

word »Geht« (divorce) – thus supposedly exposing the inner discourse and purpose of Jews to 

keep themselves »divorced« from Gentiles  – is but one example.27 But the real purpose here 

is to provide more material for why assimilation cannot work. 

 
24 One could argue that for a closer similarity, one can find other sources, for example it closely resembles how a 

secretly baptized Jewish boy named Edgardo Morata was described in 1858 as an »obscure shoot of a parasitic 

plant« by the politically anti-Semitic Jesuit journal La Civiltà Cattolica. See »Il piccolo neofito Edgardo Mortara«, 

in: Civiltà Cattolica 4 (1858), p. 416, quoted in Jose David Lebovitch Dahl: The Role of the Roman Catholic 

Church in the Formation of Modern Anti-Semitism: Civiltà Cattolica, 1850–1879, in: Modern Judaism 23, no. 2 

(2003), pp. 180–197 (p. 185). Edgardo Morata was a famous and controversial case of a boy abducted from his 

Jewish family by the Vatican in 1858. 
25 Wagner’s »Ahasverus« was another name for the Wandering Jew, and signified an eternal, unchanging Jewish 

essence. But Wagner’s use of this image is a little more complicated, part of an argument about how this seemingly 

indestructible essence had to be destroyed to allow proper assimilation. See Rose: Wagner, pp. 84–85. 
26 Liszt: Des Bohémiens (1859), p. 26. 
27 Ibid., p. 31. The word »Ghetto« originated in Venice in 1516 and derives from the Italian »getto« meaning 

»foundry« (metal shop), because those quarters were built on the grounds of an old foundry in Venice. To point 

the obvious, Jews were forced to live in such confined spaces. Wendy Z. Goldman/Joe William Trotter: The 

Ghetto in Global History, 1500 to the Present, New York 2018. For the origins of »Ghetto« see ibid., p. 4. 
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Chapter XI: The Eternal Jew  

Although not all Jews are the same, they have a national essence that commands all of them 

almost unconsciously. In countries on the edges of Europe and beyond we see that nature 

familiar from Europe’s past. »There the Jews are almost what they were in the Middle Ages; 

concealed, cunning, supple, shrewd and skilful enemies of society whose vices they flatter and 

whose entrails they decompose, whose resources they suck and suck while despising [society’s] 

weaknesses.«28 These East-European Jews are then contrasted with those in Central Europe, 

where such naked characteristics are covered up by assimilation and political equality. Jews in 

Central Europe do not even have to conceal their wealth anymore. Yet all this is a façade. Given 

the right kind of circumstances, the Jews will revert to character, and revel in the downfall of 

the Gentile, »just as at the exodus from Egypt, they rejoice, in a religious feast, at the death of 

the first-born of their iniquitous oppressors.«29  

The one sentence about decomposing entrails creates an unavoidable association with a similar 

organicist horror imagery of decomposition in »Das Judenthum«, likening Jews to insects and 

parasites taking over a dead body. 30  I am not quite sure at this stage how significant or 

coincidental this similarity is, but we can note that once again the texts diverge in their focus: 

in Des Bohémiens (1859) the image of decomposition is about society, whereas in Wagner it 

is about music.  

The theme of oppression and injustice done to Jews running through these chapters of Des 

Bohémiens (1859) so far is markedly different from Wagner’s »Das Judenthum«. Nevertheless, 

it serves a similar argument. By explaining, even justifying the innate, putative hatred of Jews 

towards Gentiles, Des Bohémiens (1859) provides a rationale for the inevitable failure of 

integration. 

 

Chapter XII: The Invading/Integrated Jew 

This chapter begins negatively with further descriptions of social »infiltration«,31 but then turns 

mostly positive: Jews are industrious in learning, they have produced great thinkers and 

scientists, and so on. This finally brings the author to the discussion of music. Jews are praised 

 
28 Liszt: Des Bohémiens (1859), p. 34: »Là , les Juifs sont à peu près ce qu'ils étaient au moyen âge ; ennemis 

dissimulés , rusés , souples , fins et adroits de la société dont ils flattent les vices et dé composent les entrailles , 

dont ils sucent et pompent les ressources en en méprisant les faiblesses.« 
29 Ibid., p. 35: »comme à la sortie d’Égypte, ils se réjouissent, en un festin sacré, de la mort des premiers-nés de 

leurs iniques tyrans.«   
30 Ibid., p. 99. 
31 Ibid., p. 35. 



11 
 

for excelling at every form of music, including composition, with a slight qualification that 

their genius lay in new combinations and that »they have always done well, and often better, 

what others have already done«.32 They are then praised for raising the status of music as art 

form through their restless activities. Through talent at making and distributing it, but mostly 

(it seems) funding it and promoting it, the music industry benefited from Jewish entrepreneurial 

genius. The whiff of stereotype is never far off, but Chapter XII reads, if anything, as a 

corrective to the vituperative attacks on Jewish corruption of art music in »Das Judenthum«. 

As part of this section of Des Bohémiens (1859), it functions as a respite from previous 

negativity and the blow that is about to come. 

 

Chapters XIII-XIV: But… they are Imitators, not Creators  

After all the forced positivity, the word »but« is followed by a rant about imitative Jews, who 

can be clever and talented but not natural geniuses. »To do art, and even do it well, is not the 

same as possessing the supreme gift of creating; it is the difference between talent and genius. 

One handles sentiments and forms already known, the other sings by virtue of a personal 

inspiration, in the modes which it dictates and teaches him.«33 We can see how the familiar 

Lisztian rejection of post-classical form in favour of freer formal invention, and Liszt’s belief 

in the virtuoso’s supreme inspiration beyond learnedness, are both given an anti-Semitic twist 

reminiscent of Wagner’s rejection of »Jewish« creativity in »Das Judenthum«. Yet, in contrast 

to the Wagner essay, no one is targeted or named; the negative mention of Mendelssohn and 

Meyerbeer only occur in Des Bohémiens (1881).  

Also, in contrast to Wagner’s concentrated attack, this chapter cannot keep its focus. Soon 

enough, the momentary reference to »Zukunftsmusik« and virtuosity is lost, as the theme of 

non-creativity takes a strange turn into flowery descriptions of a Jewish tradition of esoteric 

ecstasies and mysteries that cannot be revealed, hence cannot be sung. Judaism is described as 

a religion of silence, which (supposedly) explains why music is not natural to Jews. The 

clincher is: Jews have produced no modern art that expresses their national essence. Readers 

are left to make their own connection to the contrast with the Roma, or indeed to »Das 

Judenthum«’s rejection of Jewish creativity, despite some differences of argument and 

emphasis between the two texts on this matter. It would be interesting to try and work out if 

 
32 Ibid., pp. 37–38. 
33 Ibid., p. 40: »Faire de l’art, et même en bien faire, n’est cependant pas encore posséder le don suprême de créer; 

c’est la différence du talent au génie. L’un manie des sentiments et des formes déjà connus, l’autre chante en vertu 

d’une inspiration personnelle, dans les modes qu’elle lui dicte et lui enseigne.«  
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there is also a shift in prose style from Liszt to Sayn-Wittgenstein in the middle of this chapter, 

but my hypothesis is that the first part is also quite heavily transposed from whatever original 

opinions Liszt had about creativity and virtuosity. I shall keep these speculations wide open at 

this point. 

 

Chapter XV: Sulzer and »Real« Jewish Music 

This is ostensibly an autobiographical chapter about Liszt’s visit to the »Stadttempel« in 

Vienna and his rapturous response to Salomon Sulzer’s singing. Serge Gut quotes from it 

extensively, in an attempt to show that Liszt was not an anti-Semite.34  

The chapter is more positive on the surface, like chapter XII, and therefore its latent anti-

Semitism has not been very well understood or explored. The first thing to note is that the 

description of Sulzer’s singing is actually very short and perfunctory. This is because it is only 

a foil to the main argumentative thrust of the chapter when read in the context of the 

immediately preceding chapters: this is what Jewish art could be if it stopped being imitative 

and assimilative. And yet there is no interest in delving into the character of this music at all, 

perhaps because this would further expose inconsistencies with previous claims that Jews have 

no innate musicality. Instead, the chapter concludes with a foreboding description of a mass of 

indistinguishable male Jews chanting and moving in strange and alienating ways, which 

emphasises ethnic otherness and the whole subtextual anti-assimilationist message of 

preceding chapters.  

Fond descriptions of Sulzer’s singing are interspersed with imagery of Jews longing for 

redemption and release for their captivity in the diaspora (read: they will never assimilate), and 

the accompanying singing of the congregation is described as »a strange choir of muted and 

guttural voices«,35 to clearly signify the »real« way Jews sing. This is quite different and far 

from the hostile caricature of Jewish vocal production in »Das Judenthum« (»the first thing 

that strikes our ear as quite outlandish and unpleasant, in the Jew’s production of the voice-

sounds, is a creaking, squeaking, buzzing snuffle«).36 But it is a form of exoticization that 

replicates an old trope of unmusical Jewish sound-making, as evidenced in Ruth HaCohen 

magisterial study of this topic.37 Moreover, it misrepresents and re-Orientalises the »reform« 

music of the ceremony, deliberately ignoring all of the things that would overcomplicate the 

 
34 Serge Gut: Franz Liszt, Paris 1989, pp. 208–209. Problematically, Gut glossed over much of the anti-Semitic 

content of the book in other chapters, a highly selective approach that amounts to misrepresentation. 
35 Liszt: Des Bohémiens (1859), p. 47: »un étrange choeur de voix sourdes et gutturals«. 
36 Wagner: Judaism in Music, p. 85. 
37 Ruth HaCohen: The Music Libel Against the Jews, New Haven, Conn. 2012. 
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anti-assimilationist message of previous chapters: Sulzer’s reconstitution of the synagogue 

music, the harmonisation of prayer, and changes to singing style, the specific art-music quality 

of Sulzer’s tenor singing (beyond general descriptions of how moving it is), all of which had 

been put in place in effort to assimilate into Viennese society.38  

There is much in these descriptions that is also generic rather than necessarily based on Liszt’s 

actual memories. It reflects a history of quasi-ethnographic visits to synagogues by non-Jews 

and the way their impressions were filtered through an exoticising gaze.39 Here the emphasis 

on the strangeness of Hebrew is reinforced by prayers supposedly pleading for deliverance 

from the »prostituted Babylon«, once again touching on Jewish unremitting hostility to their 

host countries and societies as codified in their sacred texts.40 In civilised Vienna, all of this 

sanctified hostility is read neutrally, and any emotion it provokes is well-hidden behind 

»impassive, indecipherable faces«. 41  But something more primally frightening is the 

description of a mass of indistinguishable male Jews chanting, moving in strange and alienating 

ways, and the chapter ends with the »triple and terrible names of Jéhova! Elohim! Adonaï!« 

This is again an invention for effect, since the written-only word »Jehovah« is considered too 

holy by observant Jews to be uttered. But more significantly, there is a lot of dog whistles in 

this chapter, including this fantasy evocation of »Jéhova!« In anti-Semitic writings »Jehovah« 

was code for the alienness of Jews, with the image of a vengeful Jewish God contrasting with 

the compassionate essence of Christ and Christianity.42 »Jehovah« also appears in chapter VIII, 

which makes the most potent argument about the separateness of Jews and their role as 

imitators rather than creators. 

 

Chapter XVI: Jewish Dogmatic Adherence to the Law 

This really is a chapter that was forced in. Small wonder Cornelius has omitted it altogether in 

his German translation. It is all about the centrality of text to Judaism, a theme that has become 

quite tired and repetitive at this stage. It serves one more purpose, however: a clunky of finally 

 
38 David Conway: Jewry in Music: Entry to the Profession from the Enlightenment to Richard Wagner, Cambridge 

2011, pp. 133–136. 
39 HaCohen: The Music Libel, pp. 117–163. 
40 Liszt: Des Bohémiens (1859), pp. 47–48. 
41 Ibid., p. 49 (also the following quotation). 
42The anti-Semitic sense of »Jehovah« even entered philosophy by the end of the 18th century. According to 

Michael Mack: German Idealism and the Jew, Chicago 2003, p. 6, Immanuel Kant and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich 

Hegel were the first to promote the trope of »Jehovah« as a vengeful »Jewish God«, mirroring the implacable, 

vengeful Jew. Mack argues that this is one of the single points at which both Kant’s and Hagel’s anti-Semitic 

fantasy tips ever so slightly into the kind of paranoia that will take flight in Wagner’s writings. 
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steering the discussion back to the Roma, contrasting codified Jewish rigidity with Gypsy 

lawlessness.  

* * * 

This will suffice for presenting the content of these chapters. There is much more content I 

have glossed over, of course, but it should be clear from these short summaries that Jewish 

stereotype and anti-Semitism are present throughout, if not as potently as in some other writings 

from this era. I have also gone into interpreting some aspects of and phrases in chapter XV in 

order to complicate the impression that it is as philo-Semitic as it is often made out to be. Apart 

from possibly incidental resemblances of particular stereotypes and tropes, Des Bohémiens 

seems to share with »Das Judenthum« a rejection of post-Enlightenment Jewish emancipation, 

even if it is closer to reactionary political Catholicism, whereas »Das Judenthum« stems from 

»revolutionary« anti-Semitism. But whereas Wagner’s motive in weaponising anti-Semitism 

is easy enough to understand and explain, it is not so simple with Des Bohémiens (1859). 

The simple answer to the supposed function of the chapters on the »Israelites« is that all this 

emphasis on their supposed implacable hatred, feelings of vengeance, love of money, industry, 

exploitative practices and dogmatic adherence to Jewish law, contrasted sharply with the 

Romantic, equally made-up image of »Gypsy« innocence, freedom, lawlessness, and 

connection with nature. In music, the sharp dichotomy was between those who were talented 

imitators and those who were instinctive, organic creators and natural virtuosi. There is no 

curiosity about Jewish indigenous music, and nothing else in Des Bohémiens that might 

complicate or disrupt this dichotomy (such as the possibility that Jewish and Roma musicians 

used to intermingle in Hungary and that Klezmer music interfaced with the verbunkos 

tradition).43 Most ironically of all, much later in the book where Liszt discusses great figures 

of the verbunkos tradition, Ede (Eduard) Reményi is valorised (both his personality and 

playing) as embodying a high »Gypsy ideal in all its pride, its profound emotions of grief…«44 

and so on, without any mentions of his Jewish origins. It is not difficult to find such logical 

cracks in Des Bohémiens (1859). 

The purpose of the dichotomy was ostensibly to bring into sharp relief the ideal of unfettered, 

instinctive inspiration, the imperative to create – compose and perform – organically, without 

following academic strictures. »Israelites« in this reading have a peripheral function in bringing 

into relief aesthetics whose ultimate goal is to promote Liszt himself. The problem with that is 

 
43See Conway: Jewery in Music, pp. 137–138. 
44 Liszt, Des Bohémiens (1859), p. 330: »[L’idéal suprême] de Réményi est bien l’idéal bohémien dans toute sa 

fierté, son profond sentiment d’amertume«. 
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that this purpose could have been better served in a paragraph or two, without the need to go 

into all the digressive detail of chapters VII–XVI. After all, ca. 30 pages of this content distract 

readers from what was so outstanding about »Gypsy music« and why Liszt was the latter-day 

bard who would elevate it further and spread its fame throughout Europe through the 

Hungarian Rhapsodies. Liszt’s purpose in doing this (or allowing this to be published) appears 

somewhat misdirected. 

 

4. Liszt’s Response to »Das Judenthum« (1851–1853) 

By contrast, there can be little doubt about the concentrated purpose and personal motive for 

Wagner’s »Das Judenthum in der Musik«. Wagner’s resentment of Giacomo Meyerbeer, an 

early patron and supporter who opened many doors to him, had been brewing for almost a 

decade. The root of this resentment was Meyerbeer’s powerful dominance and unparalleled 

success in the world of opera, as compared with Wagner’s own struggles, and a painful 

indebtedness to Meyerbeer and his music that he was loathe to acknowledge.45 It was ultimately 

Theodor Uhlig’s attack on Meyerbeer’s Le Prophète in an article from 23 April 1850 published 

in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik, and the latter’s concept of »Hebraic art-taste«, which gave 

Wagner the opportunity to break with Meyerbeer publicly, albeit under the pseudonym »K. 

Freigedank« (Wagner republished the article in 1869 under his own name).46  

Wagner wrote »Das Judenthum« ostensibly for the readership of the Neue Zeitschrift, but given 

the small circulation of that journal, it was as much for himself and for the circle of confidantes 

who knew who »Freigedank« was. Weaponising anti-Semitism was a way of being released 

from the bonds of gratitude and indebtedness to Meyerbeer, a way of turning ingratitude into 

a just cause, if not a moral crusade. The sense of cathartic release is palpable in a letter Wagner 

wrote to Liszt on 18 April 1851, after Liszt provoked him to admit his authorship of »Das 

Judenthum«. The letter is also telling in the way it reveals the underlying motive for writing 

the article: an anxiety of influence and Wagner’s need to slay the opera world’s father figure, 

in order to claim the world of opera for himself. 

You must know that the article is by me. Why do you ask? […] I felt a long-repressed 

hatred for this Jewry, and this hatred is as necessary to my nature as gall is to the blood. 

 
45  A letter from Wagner to Schumann where the former complains about his music being associated with 

Meyerbeer’s, reveals this resentment and anxiety of influence as early as 1843, and some aversion to Meyerbeer’s 

character dating from 1842. See Conway: Jewry in Music, pp. 199–200. 
46 Rose: Wagner, p. 75. For Rose, ibid., pp. 44–48, the real trigger for Wagner’s turn to anti-Semitism was his 

paranoid conviction that Meyerbeer clandestinely sabotaged the Berlin reception of Rienzi in 1847 (Meyerbeer 

was in fact instrumental in securing that performance), and this had also cemented the stereotype of nefarious 

Jewish influence through money. 
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An opportunity arose when their damnable scribbling annoyed me most, and so I broke 

forth at last […]. Towards Meyerbeer my position is a peculiar one. I do not hate him, 

but he disgusts me beyond measure. This eternally amiable and pleasant man reminds 

me of the most turbid, not to say most vicious, period of my life, when he pretended to 

be my protector […].47 But from inner causes arose the necessity to relinquish all 

considerations of common prudence with regard to him. As an artist, I cannot exist 

before myself and my friends, I cannot think or feel, without realising and confessing 

my absolute antagonism to Meyerbeer, and to this I am driven with genuine desperation 

when I meet with the erroneous opinion even amongst my friends that I have anything 

in common with Meyerbeer.48 

Following this confession, characterised in terms of liberation, Wagner ends with a direct 

appeal to Liszt to liberate himself likewise or, at least, tolerate Wagner’s thoughts and feelings: 

What you will feel think of this […]. I do not yet know exactly. I know who you are, 

and perfectly feel what you are, and yet it must appear to me as if in this point you could 

not as yet be entirely your own self. But enough of this. There are earthly things on 

which we may occasionally be of different opinion without ever parting from each other 

in divine things. If you don't approve of something here, shut your eyes to it.49 

Liszt responded a month later in his customary warmth about everything to do with Wagner’s 

music and its promotion, but ignored the »Das Judenthum« subject and Wagner’s confessional 

outpouring.50 After this, »Jews« hardly occur in Wagner’s letters to Liszt, except for the 

occasional, half-joking anti-Semitic jibes at »Philistines and Jews«, as if to dare Liszt laugh 

with him.51 Only once Wagner tried to recruit Liszt once again to his anti-Semitic cause, using 

anti-Semitism as a call to personal and artistic freedom (letter from 30 March 1853), to which 

Liszt finally responds in an uncustomary admonishing if gentle tone, exhorting Wagner to turn 

to the Christian faith to cure himself from his own psychological misery (letter from 8 April 

1853).52 Lawrence Kramer, who quotes and analyses this specific correspondence around »Das 

Judenthum« and anti-Semitism at much greater length, draws attention to the fact that at the 

 
47 Here Wagner details how insincere their relationship was, falsely affecting to like each other due to self-interest. 
48 Correspondence of Wagner and Liszt, ed. and translated by Francis Hueffer [1888], Cambridge 2009, vol. 1, 

pp. 145–146. 
49 Ibid., pp. 146–147.  
50 Letter from Liszt to Wagner, 16.5.1851, ibid., pp. 147–150. 
51  For the occurrence of such phrases during 1853–1855, see ibid, pp. 257, 272, 343–344, 347, and 

Correspondence of Wagner and Liszt, vol. 2, pp. 4, 49, 80, 97. There is no mention of Jews after 1855 in this 

collection of letters. 
52 Correspondence of Wagner and Liszt, vol. 1, pp. 272–273, which quote the end of Wagner’s letter, full of 

outbursts, and the beginning of Liszt’s response, trying to calm him down. 
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same time Liszt wrote an ›ecumenical‹ and humanistic programme to the Lohengrin prelude 

that countered the message in »Das Judenthum«.53  

The most important difference in terms of motive is to note that Liszt never wrote anything 

against Mendelssohn or Meyerbeer (although »his« words against these composers appear in 

Sayn-Wittgenstein’s unsupervised edits in Des Bohémiens 1881). He certainly did not do this 

publicly, to denigrate and humiliate. On the contrary, pace Wagner, he promoted both 

composers in transcriptions as well as highly positive articles. Liszt praised Mendelssohn 

profusely in his article »On Mendelssohn’s Music for a Midsummer’s Night Dream« (1854)54 

and arranged many of Mendelssohn’s works, including Concertparaphrase über 

Mendelssohn’s Hochzeitsmarsch und Elfenreigen aus dem Sommernachtstraum (1849/50). He 

also wrote several paraphrases on Meyerbeer’s operas, and praised this composer’s historical 

achievements in »Scribe’s and Meyerbeer’s Robert le Diable« (1855). This latter article 

predicted that Meyerbeer’s dramatic innovations would be perfected by Wagner’s, but this is 

argued reasonably, in the context of the history of opera, and without the slightest hint of malice 

(on the contrary) or ethnic profiling. Moreover, notwithstanding Wagner’s insistence that »his 

friends« must understand his complete opposition to Meyerbeer, Liszt pointedly pokes at 

Wagner’s anxiety of influence by linking the latter’s innovations to Meyerbeer’s, presenting 

him as Meyerbeer’s most gifted spiritual descendent: 

Today, when a new generation demands from opera – which it justly dubs music drama 

– a yet more satisfactory merging of poetry and music than has been accomplished by 

Scribe and Meyerbeer, we ask whether without the experiments of those two masters 

one could even have raised these demands […]. New ideas unfold, sprouting from the 

same trunk – a second generation, in effect.55 

 

5. Unclear Purpose and Muted Responses 

 
53  Lawrence Kramer: Contesting Wagner: The Lohengrin Prelude and Anti-anti-Semitism, in: 19th-Century 

Music, 25, nos. 2–3 (2001/02), pp. 190–211 (pp. 192–198). Kramer further surmises that Wagner, in his April 

1851 confessional letter to Liszt exhorting him to »shut his eyes« to any anti-Semitism from Wagner he may 

disapprove of, »guesses correctly that Liszt, though no anti-Semite himself, will be willing to tolerate anti-

Semitism in those close to him«, due to his close relationship with Sayn-Wittgenstein and Hans von Bülow (ibid., 

p. 136). This to my mind, is an assertion that, although logical and widely accepted, will need substantiation in 

future, as well as a more nuanced approach to Liszt’s views beyond a binary choice between whether he was or 

was not an anti-Semite.  
54 Franz Liszt: Essays on Opera and Drama. A New Translation of Dramaturgische Blätter, translated by Allan 
Keiler and Traute M. Marshall, San Fransisco 2021, pp. 26–32, https://archive.org/details/liszt-essays_202106/ 
(12.2.2025). 
55 Ibid., p. 47–48. Note how even the use of organicist language (»spouting from the same trunk«) reverses 

Wagner’s characterisation of Jews’ creative efforts as »entirely loosened from the real, the healthy stem« (Wagner: 

Judaism in Music, p. 91). 

https://archive.org/details/liszt-essays_202106/
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What, then, could explain the anti-Semitic content of Des Bohémiens (1859), if Liszt did not 

necessarily agree with such ideas? Is it possible Liszt was extraordinarily lax about, »shutting 

his eyes« to what his ghost writer put into this book? Did he gloss over many pages, or read 

inattentively, perceiving it to be a fairly innocuous Catholic worldview about the difference 

between the old and new religion? Or – and here is a darker possibility – is it just possible that 

Liszt was a closet or »performative« anti-Semite who allowed his views to be aired in public 

just this once? If so, why would he choose to operate like this, and to what end?  

In two successive articles, Beverley Jerold has presented a prosecutorial case that places Liszt 

firmly in the dock, alongside some accomplices. For Jerold Des Bohémiens is no accident, but 

one clear expression of the broader anti-Semitic environment of the Liszt circle in Weimar. 

According to her article »Zukunftsmusik/Music of the Future. A Moral Question« (2017), both 

editions of Des Bohémiens alongside Wagner’s »Das Judenthum« are presented as 

symptomatic of aggressive and anti-Semitic culture politics designed to promote members of 

Liszt circle and undermine their opponents, among whom were several Jews, and who 

generally moved in more liberal circles.56 In »A Vindication of Ferdinand Hiller« (2018), 

Jerold argues that an account repeated in several Liszt biographies that alleges Hiller rudely 

interrupted Liszt’s conducting in a concert at the Aachen Festival (1857), was falsely concocted 

by Liszt pupils Hans von Bülow and Hans von Bronsart, as part of a wider anti-Hiller campaign 

that stooped to occasional anti-Semitic rhetoric.57 The evidence on Hiller’s innocence and 

Liszt’s associate’s guilt is strong and direct. By contrast, Jerold’s conjecture that Liszt was 

clandestinely directing anti-Semitically tinged attacks is based on weak circumstantial 

evidence. The thesis that anti-Semitism was a weapon of choice in the service of promoting 

»Zukunftsmusik« in general is also weak, despite the compelling Hiller case and some 

inevitable, loose associations with Wagner’s »Das Judenthum«. 

The problem with this weaponisation thesis is that not much distinction is made between Liszt 

and Wagner, their respective influence on followers, and the clear way Wagner used anti-

Semitism combatively, unlike Liszt.58  It is hardly straightforward to work out how racist 

arguments about Jews contrasting with Gypsies help promote flagship compositions of 

 
56 Beverly Jerold: Zukunftsmusik/Music of the Future: A Moral Question, in: Journal of Musicological Research 

36 (2017), pp. 311–335. 
57 Beverly Jerold: A Vindication of Ferdinand Hiller, in: Journal of Musicological Research 37 (2018), pp. 141–

165. Jerold shows that despite Hiller winning a libel case against a reprint of this story in 1882 (at a time when 

Liszt’s Des Bohémiens (1881) was widely criticised and anti-Semitism was on the rise), Lina Ramann repeated it, 

and subsequent biographers followed suit, for example Alan Walker: Franz Liszt. The Weimar Years, Ithaca, NY 

1993, p. 419 (and note 82). 
58  Additionally, there is no consideration in Jerold: Zukunftsmusik, of Liszt’s cautious lack of support for 

Wagner’s »Das Judenthum«, as evinced in their correspondence. 
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»Zukunftsmusik« like the symphonic poems. A possible subtextual hypothesis (mine) is that 

Liszt, or Sayn Wittgenstein, used the denigrating cypher »Jews« to symbolise rule-following 

conservatives and likewise, map freely creative »Gypsies« onto the Music of the Future. The 

problem is to show that anyone actually read the book this way, and so far, no such evidence 

has turned up.  

It might also be worth asking where else Liszt resorts to such racist dog whistles to promote 

the Music of the Future rather than talk more directly about his aesthetics. If he wanted to use 

anti-Semitism »performatively« to attack the »conservative« establishment and promote 

himself or his followers, he could have done it more directly and effectively in his articles 

promoting Wagner or in his article »Berlioz and his Harold Symphony« (1855),59 among 

others. He did not. Des Bohémiens was, in any case, a scattered attack on Jews interspersed 

with some theological and poetic rambling. As a weapon for any anti-Semitic cause it was 

hopeless, and no one seems to have read it that way a far as I can establish (I am open to new 

evidence, however).  

For example, real anti-Semites like Bülow noted with mock disapproval the rare moments in 

which the anti-Semitic tone in the book turns into softer quasi-philo-Semitism:  

I have returned to the »Bohémiens«, in which there are really beautiful things. But I am 

somewhat tempted to remove from the Jewish nation that halo, at once poetic and 

ingeniously philosophical, with which you have surrounded it. Nevertheless, I [too] 

would only risk [publishing] a thoroughly peaceful polemic [on this matter].60 

This is the only thing Bülow had to say about the book, which tells us something about his way 

of thinking rather than, necessarily, Liszt’s. Note also that Bülow assumes Liszt is soft-

pedalling to avoid a scandal – that is his logic, not Liszt’s. Liszt does not respond to this 

superficial review of a book he has just personally given to Bülow, and of which he was 

evidently proud. It is unlikely, nor is there any evidence, that Bülow for his part thought much 

about this book, let alone evidence for him, Hans von Bronsart or anyone else from the Liszt 

circle using the book in partisan activities on behalf of what was called since June 1859 (i.e. 

just before the publication of Des Bohémiens) the »Neudeutsche Schule«, or »New German 

School«.  

 
59 Franz Liszt: Berlioz und seine Harold-Symphonie, in: NZfM 43 (1855), pp. 25–26, 40–46, 49–55, 77–79, 

80–81, contained Liszt’s own manifesto for programme music and indirectly promoted his Symphonic Poems. 

An abridged English translation is available in https://is.muni.cz/el/1421/podzim2008/VH_751/liszt.html. 
60 Letter from Bülow to Liszt from 14 August 1859, in La Mara (ed.): Briefwechsel zwischen Franz Liszt und 

Hans von Bülow, Leipzig 1898, p. 270: »J’en reviens aux Bohémiens où il y a de bien belles choses, quoique je 

sois quelque peu tenté d’ôter à la nation juive l’auréole aussi poétique qu'ingénieusement philosophique dont vous 

l’avez entourée. Ce serait pourtant une polémique bien pacifique que je hasarderais.«  

https://is.muni.cz/el/1421/podzim2008/VH_751/liszt.html
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The more formal reception of the book took very little notice of the chapters on the Jews, let 

alone connect these chapters with »Zukunftsmusik«. Hanslick made only a perfunctory 

reference to these chapters, in contrast with his withering attack on Des Bohémiens (1881) 

decades later.61 What had changed, clearly, is the political context and the rise of anti-Semitic 

parties – nothing to do with »Zukunftsmusik«. The French critic Paul Scudo merely used a 

review of the book as another opportunity to mock Liszt (summarised in the sentence »M. Liszt 

writes like he composes«) rather than consider in any depth the book’s content.62  

As for the Jewish communities in Hungary, responses seem to have been equally muted. Unlike 

the uproar that Des Bohémiens (1881) created decades later, anti-Semitism in Des Bohémiens 

(1859) met with no notable response. The anti-Semitism of Des Bohémiens (1881) was indeed 

more potent in places, but the real reason for the much stronger reaction against it is not so 

much a change in content as a change in historical political context. In the early 1880s the 

Jewish community in Budapest was politically emancipated and much larger than in the 1850s. 

A strong Magyarisation trend made it imperative to face down political anti-Semitism.63 The 

muted response in 1859 is likewise a reflection of the Jewish community’s smaller size, weaker 

position and the controversy over the »Hungarian or Gypsy« question becoming the patriotic 

issue de rigueur that overshadowed everything else.64  

The manner in which  the Archives israélites de France published a bowdlerised version of the 

Sulzer chapter (XV) in 1859 is another example of a muted response. It presented that text in 

the best possible light, cutting the beginning which talks about the Jews’ non-European 

»Oriental genius«, replacing wording such as »prostituted Babylon« (signifying Jewish 

alienation from and contempt for Gentile society) with »demoralised Babylon« (signifying 

more neutrally Jewish subjugation), and completely cutting the ending that depicts all the 

guttural voices and strangeness of the congregation. 65  It seems the sole purpose of this 

euphemistic misrepresentation of the text is to celebrate the fact that a famous person like Franz 

 
61 Compare Eduard Hanslick: Liszt über die Zigeuner, in: Die Presse (15.–17.9.1859), with his article: Concerte. 

Liszt über die Juden, in: Neue Freie Presse (22.11.1881), pp. 2–3. 
62 Revue des deux Mondes, second période, vol. 22 (1859), pp. 757–763. 
63  See Miklós Konrád: Hungarian Expectations and Jewish Self-Definitions, 1840–1914, in: Modern Jewish 

Scholarship in Hungary. The ›Science of Judaism‹ between East and West, ed. by Tamás Turán and Carsten 

Wilke, Berlin/Boston 2017, pp. 329–348. For population statistics see Yehuda Don/George Magos: The 

Demographic Development of Hungarian Jewry, in: Jewish Social Studies 45, no. 3/4 (1983), pp. 189–216. 
64 Hamburger: Liszt, p. 177. As Hamburger noted, in 1859 pre-emancipated Jews in Hungary under harsh Austrian 

occupation (»twice repressed«, as she put it) were in no position to raise objections unrelated to the book’s 

perceived lack of patriotism.  
65 Archives israélites de France, 1.12.1859, pp. 698–700. https://www.retronews.fr/journal/archives-israelites-de-

france/1-decembre-1859/1879/4655142/16. 
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Liszt has written glowingly about the synagogue in Vienna, rather than wishing to complicate 

things and complain about anything in this book.  

 

6. Some Concluding Reflections 

Unlike the way »Das Judenthum« weaponises anti-Semitic verbal terrorism to undermine 

Meyerbeer (and Mendelssohn), a weak hypothesis about the systematic weaponisation of anti-

Semitism throughout Liszt’s Weimar years is not a credible explanation for the sudden, 

mystifying appearance of anti-Semitism in Des Bohémiens (1859).66 Similarly, as previously 

argued, the idea that anti-Semitism in Des Bohémiens (1881) was of a completely different 

order to that of Des Bohémiens (1859) underplays similarities between the two texts and the 

offensiveness of the latter. The idea that Peter Cornelius cut out the anti-Semitic content in his 

1861 German edition is just untrue. Should we not consider, however, the (admittedly scant) 

reception evidence that shows 19th-century readers were not perturbed by the ten »Jewish« 

chapters? This question obviously deserves more research and the weighing of more evidence 

than I was able to offer here. Like the unanswered question of Liszt’s alleged anti-Semitism, it 

will have to wait for another study.  

For those who have less of a stake in managing Liszt’s reputation, the text itself raises other 

(some would argue, more important) questions than »was Liszt an anti-Semite?«. We need to 

know more clearly whether some passages echo other writings and events of the time. The text 

requires more in-depth analysis of its language and symbolism. Des Bohémiens (1859) is more 

interesting in this respect, despite being »less anti-Semitic« than Des Bohémiens (1881), 

because Liszt had collaborated more closely in its creation, and it reflects more authentically 

the long road travelled from the text’s innocent beginning as a preamble to the Hungarian 

Rhapsodies. 

The absence of a critical edition of Des Bohémiens (1859 or any other version of the book) 

leaves a problematic historical document to continue to fester and generate misunderstandings. 

In an age when we argue about removing or explaining historical monuments, a book such as 

this certainly needs more than just a plaque that guards against »innocent« or not-so-innocent 

readings. No such thing exists today, and as a result this is just another unmediated text 

available for readers in the 21st century.67  

 
66 To be clear, Jerold: Zukunftsmusik, is not asking what led to anti-Semitism in Des Bohémiens, but takes the 

book as a priori damning evidence. 
67 It is ready to be marketed and consumed in a careless and unthinking way, as for example, the way Ramann’s 

1883 translation of Des Bohémiens (1881) is promoted on Amazon’s German website: 
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Des Bohémiens is certainly about many other complications, surprises and even a few delights. 

But the odd and enigmatic anti-Semitism of Des Bohémiens (1859) is reason enough for a 

critical edition. Liszt’s personal involvement in the gestation of this text during the Weimar 

period makes this a historically more significant document than Des Bohémiens 1881, despite 

the latter’s reception history. We need to look at but also beyond reception histories to make 

sense of chapters VII–XVI in Des Bohémiens (1859) and how they came about. 

 
https://www.amazon.de/Die-Zigeuner-ihre-Musik-Ungarn/dp/3956980174. Note for example: »Auch heute noch 

ein interessantes und aussagekräftiges Meisterwerk der Literatur aus der Feder des großen Franz Liszt«. It would 

be unimaginable if »Das Judenthum in der Musik« were similarly advertised as wonderful critical masterpiece 

»from the sharp and witty pen of the great Richard Wagner« I exaggerate a little, but only just. 

https://www.amazon.de/Die-Zigeuner-ihre-Musik-Ungarn/dp/3956980174

