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Preface

Composed: 1830 in Warsaw

First performance: 17 March 1830 in Warsaw; soloist: the composer
Original publisher: Breitkopf & Hirtel, Leipzig, 1836
Instrumentation: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —

2 Horns, 2 Trumpets, Trombone — Timpani — Strings

Duration: ca. 31 minutes

The short sketch of the first movement of the F minor Piano Concerto (bars 225 and 226)
that is contained in the autograph score of the G minor Piano Trio, Op. 8 shows that Chopin
began work on the concerto at least as early as the first half of the year 1829, while he was
still a student at the Warsaw Conservatory. Chopin was taught composition and music theory
at the Conservatory between 1826 and July 1829, by Jézef Elsner, Carlo Evasio Soliva and
others. During these years he devoted himself primarily to composing music for piano with
orchestral accompaniment; the works he wrote for these forces comprised the Vatiations on
‘La ci darem la mano’, Op. 2 (1827), the Grande Fantaisie sur des airs polonais, Op. 13 (1828),
and the Krakowiak, Grand Rondeau de Concert, Op. 14. Chopin’s first allusions to his work
on the F minor concerto occur in letters of 3 and 20 October 1829 to his friend Tytus
Woyciechowski. In the second of these letters he writes: ‘Elsner praised the Concert Adagio
[= movement II], he said it was new, but as far as the Rondo [= movement III] is concerned,
I don’t yet wish to hear anyone’s views, for [ am not entirely satisfied with it. I am curious to
see whether I shall actually finish it when I come back.’ This last remark refers to a visit
Chopin was shortly due to pay to Prince Radziwitt at Antonin castle - a visit that was to last
only a week, however, for reasons he explained in a subsequent letter to Woyciechowski on
14 November: ‘my interests and, in particular, my concerto, still unfinished and impatiently
awaiting the completion of its Finale, compelled me to quit this paradise.’

On 7 February and 3 March 1830 Chopin tried out his new work for the fitst time with full
orchestra, in private performances held in the drawing-room of his parents” house in Warsaw;
friends and connoisseurs were invited, as well as some of his former teachers. The general
acclaim that the concerto received, echoed in reports in the local press, encouraged him to
arrange two public concerts in the Warsaw National Theatre on 17 and 22 March. He report-
ed the outcome to Woyciechowski on 27 March 1830: ‘The first concett, then, although it was
completely sold out and the boxes and seats had all gone three days beforehand, did not have
as strong an impact on the general public as T had expected. — The first Allegro [= movement
I] was accessible only to a few, it was applauded but, it seems to me, that can only be because
people were wondering what it was! — and wanted to act the connoisseur! —The Adagio and
the Rondo [= movements II and III] made the greatest impression, indeed genuine cheers
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could be heard, [...] and Elsner said it was a pity that my pantaleon sounded muffled and
that the bass passages were not audible. On that evening the people standing in the gods
[= the gallery] and the pit were satisfied, whereas the stalls complained that the playing was
too quiet [...]. [... In the] second concert I played on a Viennese instrument, rather than my
own [...], and this time the audience, which was even bigger than before, was satisfied. — I
was praised for the way each note was clear as a pearl, and congratulated for playing better
than I had in the first concert.’

Although the creative achievement represented by Chopin’s works for piano and orchestra,
and especially by the piano concertos in F minor and E minor, has often been acknowledged,
judgements have by no means been uniformly favourable. For example, the concertos have
been found lacking in structural balance, by comparison with the concertos of Mozart and
Beethoven. To take this view, however, is to ignore the stylistic context in which Chopin’s
concertos were composed. That context was shaped, not by Mozart’s concertos, but by the
virtuoso concertos, based on the stile brillante, of composers such as Hummel, Kalkbrenner,
Field and Moscheles. Set against these works — among which it is known that Hummel’s in
particular served Chopin as exemplars — Chopin’s two concertos stand out as superior in
every respect.

Chopin’s instrumentation in the piano concertos has come in for much harsher criticism. As a
consequence, adaptations and alterations of the scoring have been made, and even certain
recent editions based on more scholarly principles of textual editing have introduced some
retouching of the orchestral accompaniment. One writer has gone so far as to maintain that
the instrumentation of both concertos was done by Chopin’s fellow student in Warsaw, Igna-
cy Feliks Dobrzyfiski. On closer examination, however, it becomes apparent that in the F
minor concerto, in particular, Chopin produces some subtleties of orchestration that are all
the more effective for being so fastidiously deployed. For the rest, Chopin adhered to an
important principle of the s¢ile brillante, namely to use the orchestra to support, but not out-
play, the piano.

Jurgen Neubacher
Translation: Richard Deveson
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Piano Concerto No. 2

Frédéric Chopin
(1810-1849)
Op. 21
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