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Sophie’s Chopin and other Choice Music for the Summer Season  
 
Together with his compatriot Dvořak, Bedřich Smetana brought world attention to 
the national Czech flavours of their country. Although never consciously using folk 
music, contributions such as his famous tone poem Ma Vlast (My Country) and his 
best-known opera The Bartered Bride (Prodanà nevěsta) offer his audience some 
insight into this fascinating musical vocabulary.  Furthermore, the opera is an 
excellent example of the folk opera genre, and is therefore reminiscent of works such 
as Humperdinck’s Hänsel und Gretel. Much of this can already be experienced in the 
delightful Overture to the opera. The plot is equally simple and charming: A peasant 
girl Mařenka has been promised as a bride to Vašek, the son of the rich landowner 
Tobias, but she is secretly in love with the poor Jenik. She has never met the 
bridegroom, and when she sees him she advises him not to marry the promised 
bride, on account of her bad character, to which Vašek gladly agrees (he actually has 
somebody else in mind). In the meantime, Jenik makes an agreement with the 
matchmaker to stay away from Mařenka if he is paid a substantial sum of money, 
provided Mařenka marries another son of Tobias. It turns out that Jenik is the long 
lost older son of Tobias from a previous marriage, so everyone is happy in the end. 
 
Chopin’s keyboard style is often seen as unique in the sense that the composer 
maintained the same style throughout his creative career; an attribute which he 
shares with Domenico Scarlatti, in whose style there seems to be no significant 
necessity for change. On the other hand, the Irish-born composer John Field (1782-
1837) would have remained virtually unknown had it not been for the important role 
he played in the development of Chopin’s unique piano style. Field moved to Russia 
in 1803, where he taught young Russian musicians such as Glinka. He was a 
talented pianist and composer, leaving behind at least seven concertos for the 
instrument, and is seen as the “inventor” of the piano miniature genre of the 
Nocturne, a genre which would become an important vehicle of the young Chopin’s 
career as “poet of the piano”. Although Field’s 18 contributions appear bleak next to 
Chopin’s, this “night music” genre did not only motivate Chopin to write 21 works 
under that title, but its characteristic arpeggiated left hand accompaniment for an 
ornate right hand melody is a strong stylistic feature of Chopin’s music in general. 
Together with Field’s work, that of Chopin’s contemporary piano virtuosos Friedrich 
Kalkbrenner, and Johann Nepomuk Hummel no doubt had an effect on Chopin’s 
style. Radio listeners of FMR’s 12 o’clock programme will be familiar with the very 
Chopinesque character of the programme’s signature music, the finale from 
Hummel’s 6th Piano Concerto. 
 
Much of Chopin’s piano music (which is the bulk of his oeuvre) was meant for the 
intimate atmosphere of Parisian salons.  These were private venues where the 
Parisian rich and influential elite of the early 19th century gathered regularly to enjoy 
art and culture, and to exchange thoughts on the news of the day. Apart from lavish 



eating, drinking and dancing, musical soirées, readings of poetry and other literature 
were favourite pastimes. And it was also here that musical celebrities such as Liszt 
and Chopin were often seen. Although Chopin would never stoop as low as the 
excessive virtuosos of the time, such as Kalkbrenner, Moscheles and Herz 
(Schumann had much to say about this music), his exquisite waltzes, nocturnes and 
other piano miniatures were immediate favourites with the exclusive audience.  
 
All six of Chopin’s larger-scale works were for piano and orchestra, of which two are 
three-movement concertos (the other four are single-movement works for piano and 
orchestra). Composed between 1827 and 1831, they date from his early career, while 
he was still residing in his native Poland. After these works he decided to dedicate his 
art to the solo piano.  
 
The two piano concertos were composed within months of each other, and date from 
1829 and 1830, immediately before he left Poland for good. The F minor concerto 
was chronologically the first, with the E minor concerto second. Apparently Parisian 
publishers were not overly eager to publish these works, and saw them as far too 
difficult for ordinary domestic use.  It is believed that the publisher’s eventual decision 
towards the e minor work led to its numbering as the first (op. 11).  Nevertheless, the 
works are structurally virtually identical: a fast, more complex first movement, a slow 
nocturne-like second in ternary form, and a lively dance for the rondo-finale. His 
models for these works seem to be the concerto approach of at least Hummel’s work, 
a composer whom the young Chopin heard in Warsaw. This type of concerto would 
later be labelled as belonging to the “brilliant” type, a term which at least from the 
point of Beethoven’s contributions, was not always flattering, but indeed bordering on 
“emptiness”, characteristic of the likes  of Kalkbrenner’s salon music.   
 
As far as Beethoven’s heritage is concerned, Chopin was very clear – he referred at 
least once to the great German’s art as “vulgar and noisy”.  And neither was he 
interested in the intricacies of “real” orchestral writing. The resulting absence of 
intricate orchestral dialogues between orchestra and piano do not necessarily point 
to his incapabilities in this area, but rather the result of a new type of concerto in 
which the solo instrument is in the foreground for most of the time, with the orchestra 
limited to very little action. Apart from marking the main sections of the music, it 
serves mainly as harmonic support for the piano. The long orchestral introduction of 
the first movement follows the principles of the classic tradition, by announcing the 
main themes, and returns to announce the beginning of the development section, 
and again for the recapitulation of the beginning.  Countless commentators felt it 
necessary to complain about Chopin’s lack of “understanding” the genre, and some 
indeed tried to “improve” his work... 
 
With the piano at the forefront of the sound Chopin used the genre to construct a 
variety of piano textures and soundscapes with an orchestral background: we hear 
nocturnes (especially so in the slow movement), exquisite etudes (such as several 



individual sections in the first movement), and a dance-like rondo finale, reminescent 
of the neighbouring works for piano and orchestra, such as the Krakowiak, or the 
Fantasy on Polish melodies.  
 
In brief then, Chopin’s concerto is not classicist, neither symphonic, and certainly not 
mere effect, in spite of clear similarities with both Hummel’s and Kalkbrenner’s works. 
One may think of an earlier historical similarity: Both Mozart and Salieri were gifted 
composers and excellent craftsmen, but one of them was more so...   
 

The musical phenomenon of younger composers such as Chopin being eager to put 
new wines into older containers is normal practice, and applies equally to Brahms as 
to Chopin. Brahms’ symphonies were written in the second half of the 19th century, 
that is, at a time when leading composers such as Wagner and Liszt saw the genre 
as outdated. They believed that Beethoven had exhausted the genre, and, starting 
with his ninth symphony, was looking for ways to create something entirely new. 
Whereas Liszt designed the symphonic tone poem, Wagner saw the future in a 
symphonic drama involving all the forces available at the time, in the form of his 
“musical dramas” – his code for operas. As far as symphonies composed between 
these periods are concerned, i.e. those of Mendelssohn and Schumann (and many, 
many others), music historians seem to have waited for Brahms to arrive, in order to 
take the lead directly from Beethoven as the true hero of the genre. Beethoven’s 
work equalled a certain way of measuring the ideal symphony: If a new symphony 
didn’t comply, it was discarded. At least one reviewer attempted to summarise the 
deadlock: the new symphonist who tried too hard to follow in Beethoven’s steps 
would be called a mere copyist, and somebody who tried to follow his own head 
would be dismissed too because he was deemed anti-Beethoven.  

Of course this is an easy oversimplification, but does explain a somewhat tense 
stage in the development of the genre.  It was Robert Schumann, who lamented the 
absence of true symphonies, and who “discovered” the young Brahms, and 
dedicated an essay to him in 1853. Schumann characterised a piano sonata 
composed by the 20-year-old, calling it “a symphony in disguise”, and no doubt 
expected Brahms to become the next Beethoven. Although Brahms started his First 
Symphony (C minor, op. 68)  in 1852, his friend Schumann would not live to hear 
the work in 1876. The choice a composer had in the post-Beethoven era can be 
summarised as one of three possibilities: 1. Continuation of  Beethoven’s heritage of 
structural balance (form), 2. emphasis on what was called “contents” – mostly boiling 
down to some or other concrete  musical “picture”, i.e. programme music (Liszt), or 3. 
the middle road, between the two extremes. The last of the three is normally credited 
to be related to Schumann’s “romantic” leanings. 

It is generally accepted that Brahms’ four symphonies are exemplary for the late 19th 
century, freeing the genre from mediocrity and lack of direction. His reformation of the 
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symphonic idea, strong artistic personality and musical vision, and his attractive 
“poetic” and expressive style ensured his place next to Beethoven.  These works are 
at once lyrical and dramatic (and for many also “romantic”), and still firmly structured 
within the boundaries of symphonic form. To generalise somewhat, it would be 
plausible to argue that the typical Brahmsian emphasis on motivic material (derived 
from the themes) is in line with Beethoven’s approach.  

From the time of his first ideas for the work which finally would become his first 
symphony, it took Brahms 14 years of thinking, planning, and discarding before its 
completion in 1876.  It was well received, and conductor Hans von Bülow, aware of 
the symphonic tradition, immediately provided it with the nickname “Beethoven’s 
tenth”, thereby ensuring the work’s stature in symphonic history.  

The choice of C minor, a key closely associated with Beethoven’s exclusive use of it 
for dramatic music, such as in the fifth symphony and the third piano concerto, added 
to the work’s serious qualities. The ominous pulsating bass and tympani of the 37-bar 
introduction (Un poco sostenuto), through to the first movement already give the 
listener an idea of the drama which is to follow. In the light of the symphony’s 
nickname Beethoven’s tenth, the mood and tension of this introduction has been 
dubbed Brahms’ version of the “knocking of fate”.  The “thematic” material here is 
located in the rising and falling three-note chromatic motives (c - c# - d and c - b-flat - 
a) in the upper instruments, that acts as a kind of “motto” pervading the whole work – 
a typically Brahmsian feature, taking Beethoven’s motivic approach even further.  

By and large, the Allegro itself carries on the traditional sonata form, with the second 
theme (oboe) clearly connecting with the motto-motive. The end of the movement 
suggests a gradual resignatory tone, ending with a sigh in C minor. The motto also 
turns up at the start of the slow movement (Andante sostenuto). Brahms’ link with 
older traditions – which has led commentaries to the ever-present casting of the 
composer’s alleged “conservatism” – can be seen in the gracious third movement 
(Un poco Allegretto e grazioso), with the binary form of the main theme: the second 
part is an exact inversion of the first, a favourite contrapuntal device more associated 
with the Baroque.  

The timid and relaxing mood of the two central movements serves as a diversion 
before the renewed tensions of the finale, the most complex movement of the work. 
Its function is, as is customary in the Beethoven tradition, to provide the final solution 
to all tensions encountered so far in the work. As is the case with first movement, it 
also begins with a long slow introduction (also 37 bars), starting with an indication of 
the later main theme, a chorale-like texture. Equally important, but still belonging of 
the introduction, is a horn theme, which the composer sent to Schumann’s widow 
Clara, as a birthday gift (See example: the first phrase, sounding an octave lower.) 
The melody, which is related to a typical Swiss horn call from the Alps, has a special 



function in the finale, maybe in connection with Clara Schumann. 

 

The movement proper starts with the dark, yet sonorous chorale theme in the strings. 
It is clearly a reminiscence of the famous choral theme from Beethoven’s ninth 

symphony (See 
example). Whilst 
maintaining the traditional 
form, it is also in the finale 
that Brahms deviates 
from tradition by the 
unique means of direction 

in the movement. The typical second theme appears to be present only for the sake 
of tradition. The main theme only reappears once again in its original form at the 
beginning of the development section. From this point onwards it clearly forms the 
most important mterial for the rest of the movement. Its development is so thorough 
that there is apparently no need for the recapitulation of the theme. The birthday 
alpine horn motif on the other hand, suddenly appears once again, at the climax of 
the development section. From this point on the pace steadily increases (animato) 
until the music reaches the glorious Coda (Piú Allegro), ending in the major mode. As 
in Beethoven’s fifth symphony the dark moods of the beginning have to give way to a 
new affirmation of life and joy. 

 


