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The Damnation of Faust
So many composers make a Faustian pact of 
some kind in their lives and in their art. In 
order to be able to do what they do, to 
create the masterpieces with which the 
Proms is stuffed season after season, the 
sacrifices they make involve giving up some 
part or other of their lives or even their soul 
to … well, if not to the Devil, then at least to 
some Platonic idea of music, because their 
lives are lived in service of some bigger goal 
of artistic creation. And it’s not just the 
glamorously ‘Faustian’ Romantic composers 
of the 19th century I’m thinking of – like Liszt, 
Schumann or Mahler – we’ll get on to them! 
Brahms, too, fell victim to his own Faustian 
deal with his personal devil: a complete 
renouncement of the idea of romantic love, a 
bargain with his music that came at a terrible 
cost to those women who got close to him, 
not to say his own potential happiness  
in human relationships.

With the Faust story’s essential place in 
German-speaking cultures in the 19th 
century, and above all Goethe’s recasting of 
it, it’s no surprise that so many composers 
have been attracted to the figure of Faust, 
finding in it a refraction of their own lives  
as creative artists as well as the evocations  
of the ‘eternal feminine’ and the connection 
with some supernatural, mystical realm. 
Schumann was just one of the composers to 
turn Goethe’s hybrid play-philosophy-myth 
into music in his Scenes from Goethe’s ‘Faust’, 
itself a hybrid cantata-drama-oratorio with 
some of his finest and most visionary music. 
Mahler sets the closing scene of Faust in the 
cosmic superabundance of the second and 
largest part of his own Eighth Symphony, 
whereas Liszt transforms Faust into the most 

ambitious orchestral piece he ever 
composed, his A Faust Symphony, which 
contains one of the earliest melodies to 
feature all 12 notes – a sort of musical 
serialism avant la lettre. Gounod’s Faust  
might be the most famous operatic 
adaptation of the story but much richer  
and stranger is Busoni’s Doktor Faust, in 
which the legend is turned into, among other 
things, a parable of creative renewal and the 
relationship between art, life and religion. 
And in Stravinsky’s opera The Rake’s Progress 
Nick Shadow is a Mephistopheles in another 
guise, who plays a game of cards with Tom 
Rakewell in which Rakewell’s soul is forfeit.

Some of the most astonishing music ever 
imagined that’s indebted to the Faust story  
is music that no-one can hear. Thomas 
Mann’s novel Doktor Faustus is about the 
composer Adrian Leverkühn, who gives  
up his soul to a syphilis-induced vision of 
Mephistopheles in return for 24 years of 
musical genius in the early years of the 20th 
century. In the apocalyptic music that Mann 
imagines Leverkühn creates, and in the story’s 
reflection of half a millennium of German 
history, the novel is one of the richest 
Faustian inspirations ever conceived. And, 
while we don’t have Leverkühn’s music, we 
do have the Faustian musics of all of those 
composers I’ve named – and many more.
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