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Preface

Dedicated to Adolf Brodsky

Composed: 17 March — 11 April 1878, Clarens on Lake Geneva

First performance: 4 December 1881 in Vienna by the Vienna Philharmonic
Orchestra, soloist: Adolf Brodsky, conductor: Hans Richter

First publication: P. I. Jurgenson, Moscow, October 1878

(arrangement for violin and piano), August 1879 (orchestral parts)

and June 1888 (full score)

Orchestration: 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons — 4 horns,

2 trumpets — timpani — solo violin — strings

Duration: ca. 38 minutes

In the early part of 1878 Tchaikovsky, staying at Clarens, received a visit from his former
pupil, the violinist Josef Kotek. The weather was bad and they played through a great deal of
music together, both piano duets and violin with piano; among other things, they played
Lalo’s Symphonie Espagnole for violin and orchestra which — as Tchaikovsky wrote to Mme
von Meck (3/15 March) — gave him great pleasure. Two days later, although he had only just
begun the Piano Sonata in G, he set about the composition of a violin concerto of his own,
obviously in emulation of Lalo’s ‘freshness, lightness, piquant rhythms, beautiful and
admirably harmonised melodies’; it was the first time he had ever embarked on a new com-
position before finishing one already begun, he told Mme von Meck, but he wanted to take
advantage of Kotek’s presence. His letters to his brother Anatol also tell us about the progress
of the concerto: ‘It will be a new and difficult task for me, but interesting all the same’. And
on 8/20 March, ‘The concerto is moving — not very quickly, but it’s moving’. Two days later he
was able to announce to Mme von Meck:

“The first movement of the Violin Concerto is already finished. Tomorrow I shall set about
the second. Ever since the day when the auspicious mood came upon me, it has not left me.
In such a phase of spiritual life composition completely loses the character of work; it is pure
enjoyment. While you’re writing you don’t notice how the time is passing, and if no one came
to interrupt the work you would sit all day without getting up.’

On 16/28 March the concerto was ‘finished in the rough’ and the next day Tchaikovsky
began to copy it out.

The following excerpts from letters to Anatol tell their own story:
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‘T’ve finished copying out the first movement of the concerto and I played it in the evening.
Modest [his brother] and Kotik [=“Tomcat”: nickname for Kotek] were both in absolute
raptures, I was very pleased with the ovation they gave me.’ (20 March/1 April)

‘Kotek has managed to copy out the violin part of the concerto and we played it before
dinner. The success was tremendous both for the composer and performer. Actually Kotek
played as if he were just going to give a public performance. [...] In the evening he played the
Andante, which pleased me much less than the first movment. As a matter of fact, I'm not
particularly satisfied with it myself.’ (22 March /3 April)

“The finale of my concerto creates a furore among us, but we’ve rejected the Andante and
tomorrow I shall have to write a new one.’ (23 March/4 April) (The ‘rejected’ Andante was
later published as a “Meditation” for violin and piano, Op. 42, No. 1.)

‘T have written a new Andante with which both my severe but sympathetic critics are satis-
fied. [...] With what love he [Kotek] fusses over my concerto! Needless to say that without
him I shouldn’t have been able to do anything. He plays it marvellously.” (24 March/5 April)

‘I’'m working hard at the instrumentation of the concerto.” (25 March/6 April)

The date on the autograph score shows that the orchestration was finished on 30 March/
11 April.

Tchaikovsky would have liked to dedicate the concerto to Kotek, but, he told his publisher
Jurgenson, ‘in order to avoid gossip of various kinds’ (gossip that was not without foun-
dation) ‘I shall probably decide to dedicate it to Auer. In no circumstances to Wieniawski or
any other celebrity. I like Auer very much both as artist and as a man’ (letter of 1/13 July).
He had already dedicated his Sérénade mélancolique for violin and orchestra to him. A week
later or so he decided: ‘I shall dedicate the concerto to Auer’. What happened next is best
told in Auer’s own words:

“Tchaikovsky [...] came to see me one day in St Petersburg to show me a concerto for violin
and orchestra which had already been engraved and was ready for circulation, and which
bore the dedication “A Monsieur Leopold Auer”.’

‘Profoundly touched by this mark of his friendship, I thanked him warmly and at once had
him sit down at the piano, while I, seating myself beside him, followed with feverish interest
his somewhat awkward piano rendering of the score. I could hardly grasp the entire content
of the work at this first audition; but was at once struck by the lyric beauty of the second
theme in the first movement, and the charm of the sorrowfully inflected second movement,
the “Canzonetta”. Tchaikovsky left the music with me, upon my promise to study the work
and to play it at the first opportunity. When I went over the score in detail, however, I felt
that, in spite of its great intrinsic value, it called for a thorough revision, since in various
portions it was quite unviolinistic and not all written in the idiom of the strings. I regretted
deeply that the composer had not shown me his score before having sent it to the engraver,
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and determined to subject it to a revision which would make it more suited to the nature of
the violin, and then submit it to the composer. I was eager to undertake this work as soon as
possible; but a great deal happened to prevent my getting to it, and I decided to lay it aside
for a short time.’

‘T had just been offered the directorship of the symphonic concerts of the Russian Musical
Society. [...] This new position, in addition to all my other work, pre-empted all my time and
energy: I was obliged to make up programmes for the entire season, to choose the solo artists
— and the correspondence carried on with them was by no means the least part of my duties —
and attend to a thousand and one other managerial details. Naturally, the Tchaikovsky con-
certo suffered. In fact, I deferred the matter of its revision so thoroughly, that after waiting
two whole years, the composer, very much disappointed, withdrew the original edition. Quite
frankly, admitting that I was to blame, I thought him perfectly within his rights.’

It had originally been intended that Auer should play the concerto at a Russian Musical
Society concert on 10/22 March 1879, Then Kotek and Emile Sauret wanted to give it, but
these performances also were abandoned — Tchaikovsky believed owing to pressure from
Auer.

The concerto had begun to be spoken of as unplayable when it was taken up by a younger
man, Adolf Brodsky, who told the story himself in a letter to the composer:

‘It has been my dream to play this concerto in public ever since the minute I read it through
for the first time. That was two years ago. Several times I set about it but broke off; indolence
defeated my will to attain my goal. You’ve piled up so very many difficulties! Then last year,
being in Paris, I played the concerto to Laroche so badly that he couldn’t grasp it properly,
but all the same he approved of it. [...] On my return to Russia I set about the concerto
really energetically. How delightful it is! — one can play it endlessly and never weary! This is
very important if one is to conquet its difficulties. When it seemed to me that T knew it well
enough, I decided to try my luck in Vienna.’

After trying it out at a Novititenprobe under Richter, Brodsky had been allowed to make his
Viennese début with the concerto at the Philharmonic Concert on 4 December 1881, It was
the only one of Tchaikovsky’s works to be played abroad before it had been heard in Russia.
The reception was mixed and very stormy, but the applause dominated over the disapproval
and Brodsky was called back three times. The reception by the critics was on the whole hos-
tile; Hanslick’s outstandingly offensive one in the Newue Freie Presse, with its reference to
‘stinking music’ in the finale, has often been quoted; it wounded Tchaikovsky so deeply that
he knew it by heart to the end of his life. But one or two voices were more friendly; Oskar
Berggriin in the Morgenpost hailed it as ‘one of the most original and effective’ of violin con-
certos and the anonymous critic of the Wiener Abendpost wrote that:

‘The wildly fantastic Violin Concerto by Tchaikovsky divided the audience for and against
this original production. The first movement with its splendid, healthy themes, the myste-
rious quiet middle movement (who could fail to be reminded by this of Turgenev’s female
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characters!), and the wild peasant dance make up a whole for which we would claim an out-
standing place among contemporary compositions.’

Brodsky next introduced the concerto to London, at a Richter Concert (8 May 1882), and to
Russia (Moscow, 8/20 August 1882), and in gratitude Tchaikovsky re-dedicated the work to
him. Then Kotek rather shamefacedly played it in Moscow, not very successfully. Next it was
taken up by Karol Halir in Prague and Joseph Marsick in Paris. It was not until 1893, a few
months before the composer’s death, that Auer played the concerto in public; he also per-
formed it at the Tchaikovsky Memorial Concert on 6/18 November. Later still he published
his long-delayed ‘revision’. According to his autobiography;, it

‘has been played in that form by all my older pupils on both sides of the Atlantic. I often
played it in Europe, as I had revised it, and thus — after a sufficiently protracted delay, for
which I trust Tchaikovsky’s manes will forgive me — I have kept the word I gave the great
Russian composer long years ago.’

Tchaikovsky sold the concerto for 50 roubles to Jurgenson, who brought out an arrangement
for violin and piano in October 1878, the orchestral parts in August 1879, and the full score
in June 1888.

Gerald Abraham
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