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Preface

Composed: 1830 in Warsaw

First performance: 11 October 1830 in Warsaw; soloist: the composer
Original publisher: Schlesinger, Paris, 1833

Instrumentation: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —

4 Horns, 2 Trumpets, Trombone — Timpani —~ Strings

Duration: ca. 38 minutes

When Frédéric Chopin gave the first performance of his F minor Piano Concerto in Warsaw
on 17 March 1830 (the work was not published until 1836, as No. 2, with the opus number
21), he was already working on a new composition for piano and orchestra. Tytus Woj-
ciechowski, a close friend of Chopin’s, was one of the first to be told about the work:
Tbelieve that my second concerto in E minor will remain without merit for me until you have
heard it.” Wojciechowski was also informed in detail about the further progress of work on
the piece: “The Adagio of the new concerto is in E major. I have not tried to display power
in this movement; it is a quiet and melancholy romance. Its effect is meant to be like that of
gently gazing upon a place that awakens a thousand sweet memories, like a reverie in a beau-
tiful moonlit night in spring. That is also why the accompaniment is to be played with mutes.’

Concealed beneath the lyrical emphasis of these lines lies a biographical fact: Chopin’s
unhappy, never-declared love for the singer Konstancja Gladkowska (1810-89). The com-
poser’s feelings had already found sublimated expression in the slow movement of the
F minor concerto: ‘T have met my ideal, whom I have been faithfully serving for six months
without making mention of my feelings. I dream about her, and the Adagio of my new con-
certo has taken shape under her influence. [...] It is unbearable not to be able to free oneself
of an oppressive burden. You know to what I am alluding. I am therefore entrusting to the
piano what [ have sometimes spoken of to you.” Even though this passage refers to Chopin’s
Op. 21, we can assume, given the biographical background to the genesis of the E minor
concerto, that the later work too — or at least the middle movement — is a musical portrait of
Konstancja Gladkowska. We should certainly be waty, however, of assigning too much signi-
ficance to these facts. After all, it was the excessive emphasis placed on such matters that led
to the romantically distorted image of Chopin that could be found well into this century {and
can still be found today): ‘All his life Chopin needed a feminine ideal of this kind, to which his
musical addresses were directed; and, as befitted his chivalresque nature, gratitude expressed
in a pair of beautiful eyes was usually sufficient for him.’

Chopin was feeling more and more unhappy and constrained in Warsaw, and especially so
after his concert tours to Berlin, Vienna, Prague, Dresden and Breslau. All he wanted was to
wait for the first performance of his new concerto and then leave Poland. ‘My plan is to spend
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two months in Vienna and to go from there to Italy, so that I can be in Milan during the
winter.” This plan was to be only partially realized. ‘Last Wednesday I rehearsed my concerto
with the quartet. [ was satisfied to some extent, but not completely so. The finale is generally
felt to be the most attractive movement {it is also the easiest to follow). How will it go with the
orchestra? The rehearsal is on Wednesday, and I shall send you word then. Tomorrow I shall
go through it with the quartet once more. And when it is all over, I shall depart. [...] But
where, when there is nowhere to draw me [...]?" But the concert preparations dragged on.
“You cannot imagine how much this confounded yet unavoidable waiting bores me, After the
orchestral rehearsal for my second concerto the public performance was fixed for Monday
next. [...] On the one hand, I am scarcely looking forward to it; on the other, I am curious
to see what impression it will make. The Rondo, 1 think, will go down well with everyone.
Soliva told me to my face: “It does you the utmost credit.” Kurpifiski praised its originality,
Eisner the thythm.’

The concert, on 11 October 1830 (in the second half of which Konstancja Gladkowska sang
a cavatina from Rossini’s La downa del lago), was Chopin’s last public appearance in Poland.
‘I did not have the slightest trace of stage fright and I played as if I was alone. Everything went
well. The hall was full. The first piece was the symphony by Gorner. Then came yours truly
with the Allegro in E minor; on the Streicher grand it seemed to play itself. Ear-splitting
“Bravo”s. [...] Then it was the turn of the Adagio and Rondo. [...] If Soliva had not gone to
the trouble of taking my score home and studying it, and if he had not conducted in such
a fashion that I could not race ahead of the orchestra — then I don’t know what might have
happened yesterday. But he had everything firmly under control, and it was the first time
I'have had such an easy performance with an orchestra.’

On 2 November 1830 Chopin left Warsaw and headed for Vienna; Wojciechowski’s company
no doubt made departure somewhat easier for him. The first stop on the journey was Breslau,
where Chopin played the last two movements of his new concerto before a small gathering,
“The Germans were very astonished: “How easily he plays,” they whispered, paying not the
slightest heed to the work itself. Tytus even heard someone say that my playing might be
good, but not my composing.” The friends went on via Dresden and Prague to Vienna, where
on 29 November they were surprised to hear news of the outbreak of the Warsaw revolution.
Wojciechowski returned to Poland to join the uprising; Chopin stayed on alone and found
himself in increasing difficulties: ‘Above all, it is the events in Warsaw that have worsened my
position here, to the same extent that they would have improved it in Paris.” Even the fact that
Tomasz Nidecki included the new piano concerto in one of his concert programmes did noth-
ing to alter the politically motivated indifference (not to say hatred) of the Viennese. After
protracted efforts Chopin finally obtained a visa and on 20 July 1831 was able to turn his back
on the city, travelling via Munich and Stuttgart to Paris, where he arrived in September.

As he had foreseen, the French capital received him with open arms, and he was soon a mem-
ber of the select circle of artists who were 4 lz mode. The favour of the fashionable public
brought the interest of the publishers in its train, and as early as 1833 Maurice Schlésinger
published the French first edition of the E minor concerto. Friedrich Kistner followed with
the first German edition in the same year, Wessel with the first English edition in 1834.
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On 7 December 1834 Chopin appeared in one of the concerts that Hector Berlioz was
arranging at the Paris Conservatoire. It may have been the middle movement of Op. 11 that
he played: ‘In conclusion, Monsieur Chopin, a highly gifted composer and a pianist in-
imitable of his kind, gave a performance of an Adagio of his own composition. It is a piece
which, when combined with the movements that precede and follow it, must assuredly make
the finest impression.” A few months later, on 5 April 1835, the E minor concerto received a
performance as part of a benefit concert on behalf of Polish refugees; besides Chopin and the
conductor Frangois Habeneck, Franz Liszt, the violinist Heinrich Wilhelm Ernst and the
flautist Louis Dorus also took part: ‘Chopin’s Piano Concerto, a most original and vividly
written work, full of moments of genius and possessing great melodic freshness, obtained
very considerable success.’

These two laudatoty notices, it should be said, appeared in the Gazette musicale de Paris,
whose proprietor was Maurice Schiésinger; in point of fact, Chopin’s appearance in the
Berlioz concert and the performance of Op. 11 in the Théatre Italien were both decided fail-
ures. Various reasons for this are possible, Berlioz, for example, criticized the instrumentation
(not entirely without justice): ‘In Chopin all the interest is concentrated on the piano part; the
orchestra in his piano concertos is merely a cold, almost superfluous accompaniment.” To
others, the formal conception seemed to show weaknesses: ‘The bold flight of his imagination
is less readily suited [...] to the stricter forms, and what is called thematic working was sim-
ply not Chopin’s strong point.” ‘Besides, his concertos are the victims of their sonata form,
despite their beautiful themes [...]." ‘In the instrumental music [...] he is unable to control
and get the measure of the large symphonic forms, nor is he able to provide them with the
necessary substance by means of organic expansion and strict development of the themes.’
These quotations reveal a misunderstanding of Chopin that can still be encountered today.
The critics took the classical concerto form of Mozart and Beethoven as a yardstick, meas-
ured against which Chopin indeed shows ‘weaknesses’, whereas Chopin in fact took as his
models quite different representatives of the genre: the concertos brillants of Hummel and
Kalkbrenner. Thus the withdrawal of the orchestra behind the solo part and the free, often
improvisatorial shaping of the music are intentional and are thoroughly suited to the work’s
requirements. Franz Liszt warned early on, in his biography of Chopin, that the written notes
should not be forced into an inappropriate framework: ‘But since art does not exist in order
merely to display its means for the means’ own sake, or its forms for the forms’ own sake, it is
clear that the artist needs to employ these means and forms only when they are beneficial or
necessary for the expression of his idea or his feeling. If, however, they are demanded neither
by the nature of his genius, nor by the nature of the object he has chosen to create, then he
dispenses with them.” Robert Schumann was therefore also wrong — despite the praise he
extended to the E minor concerto in the Newue Zeitschrift fiir Musik ~ when he compared the
work with those of Mozart. “The two piano concertos of Chopin are, in structure and charac-
ter, perfect specimens of the brilliant romantic piano concerto. [...] With all the merits and
failings of the genre, they are documents of a golden age of pianism and, as such, of lasting
value.’

Michael Stegemann
Translation: Richard Deveson
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I. Allegro maestoso ( d 126)

Piano Concerto No. 1

Frédéric Chopin
(1810-1849)
Op. 11
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