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My paper examines the act of musical transcription—the arrangement of a work 
for different instruments. When engaging in this process of adaptation, the transcriber  
endeavors to rework the musical language of a composition to suit the new instruments.  I  
argue that musical transcription should be viewed as a form of translation. As a case  
study in the topic of musical translation, my paper analyzes how Franz Liszt (1811-1886)  
transcribed, for solo piano, the nine symphonies of Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827).   
Liszt’s skills as a performer and composer informed his project of translating symphonies  
into a pianistic idiom.   

I apply several theories of literary and cultural translation (Derrida, Kristeva, 
Bhabha) to Liszt’s transcriptions of Beethoven’s symphonies. My paper is thus engaged 
in its own project of translation: namely, the translation of literary theories into a musical 
context. My presentation, which will include audio excerpts and non-technical discussion 
of the relevant musical passages, aims to explore the ways in which Liszt translated 
Beethoven’s orchestral language into a pianistic medium. I then analyze why Liszt chose 
to undertake such a massive and daunting project. I suggest that his motivation stemmed 
from a quest to link himself to the prestige associated with Beethoven’s works, for the 
image of Beethoven had already achieved mythical, even godlike, status. Many of Liszt’s 
contemporaries, including Johannes Brahms and Richard Wagner, aspired to be perceived 
as the “next Beethoven” and to attain the same monumental reputation. Indeed, as 
Alexander Rehding has observed, Liszt’s own compositions, which are heavily indebted 
to Beethoven’s style, signal his bid for inclusion in the Beethovenian tradition. I suggest 
that Liszt’s transcriptions embody this ambition as well. I conclude that Liszt used the act 
of transcription as a vehicle for impersonating Beethoven through a mimetic form of 
translation. Transcription, in Liszt’s hands, becomes impersonation. 


