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Preface

Dedicated to Hans von Biilow

Composed: 1875 in Kamenka

First performance: 25 October 1875, Boston, soloist: Hans von Biilow,
conductor: Benjamin Johnson Lang

First publication: P. I. Jurgenson, Moscow, 1875 (orchestral parts

and version for 2 pianos) and August 1879 (full score)

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

2 trumpets, 3 trombones — timpani — solo piano — strings

Duration: ca. 34 minutes

The earliest mention of the B flat minor Piano Concerto occurs in a letter from Tchaikovsky
to his brother Modest on 29 Octobet/10 November 1874: ‘I should like to start work on a
piano concerto’. Eleven years later he wrote to the publisher Bessel: ‘I’'m beginning to shape
a big new work which has dominated all my thoughts ever since I finished the vocal score of
the opera [Vakula the Smith]’. Other letters to his brothers during the next month or so give
us glimpses of the composer at work:

‘T'm now completely immersed in the composition of the piano concerto. I am particularly
anxious that [Nikolai] Rubinstein should play it at his concert; the thing moves very slowly
and doesn’t come at all easily. [...] I force my brain to think out piano passages.” (21 Novem-
ber/3 December 1874)

‘U'm submerged with all my soul in the composition of the piano concerto; the thing is
advancing, but very badly.’ (26 November/9 December 1874)

‘I work unceasingly on the concerto, which I must finish this week without fail.” (undated,
mid-December 1874)

It was actually completed, though with the orchestral part only as yet for a second piano, on
21 December 1874/2 January 1875, and the urgency was owing to the circumstances that
Tchaikovsky wished to play it to Nikolai Rubinstein on Christmas Eve. How he did so and
how cruelly Rubinstein criticised it, he told at great length to Mme von Meck three years later
in a letter (21 January/2 February 1878) which Modest Tchaikovsky first published in his
great biography of his brother and which has been quoted many times since. Commenting on
the letter, Modest says, ‘Peter Ilyich crossed out on the score the dedication of the concerto to
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N. Rubinstein and in place of his name put that of Hans von Biilow’, and this story has often
been repeated. But the ‘score’ did not yet exist; it was not completed until 9/21 February —
the piano part being copied in by another hand — and the crossed-out dedication on it was not
to Rubinstein but ‘to Sergei Ivanovich Taneiev’.

The change of dedication was a matter not of pique but of expediency. Taneiev was 18 and
still a student at the Moscow Conservatoire; Biilow was a world-famous pianist. And he was
genuinely flattered by the dedication. He thanked Tchaikovsky in a long and gushing letter in
French (1 June 1875) in which he speaks of the concerto as ‘so original in thought (yet never
affected), so noble, so strong, so interesting in details (the quantity of which never interferes
with the clearness and unity of the conception as a whole). [...] In short, this is a real pearl
and you deserve the gratitude of all pianists’. More importantly, he immediately took the con-
certo to America and gave the first performance of it in the Boston Music Hall on 25 October
1875, when the conductor was Benjamin Johnson Lang. The first performance in Russia was
given in St Petersburg 19 days later by Gustav Kross, with Napravnik conducting. This was
ruined by too fast tempos, but the first Moscow performance, on 21 Novembet/3 December,
was a model one with Taneiev as soloist, and as conductor — Nikolai Rubinstein. (In 1878
Rubinstein began to perform it as soloist.) England heard the concerto soon afterwards
(23 March 1876), when Eduard Dannreuther played it at the Crystal Palace, London, and
Germany on 17 June 1876 (played at Wiesbaden by von Biilow).

Smarting under Rubinstein’s original criticisms, Tchaikovsky had declared, ‘I won’t alter a
single note; I shall print it exactly as it is now’. And Jurgenson did publish the orchestral parts
and the version for 2 pianos in 1875 in the original form. But directly after the first Moscow
performance Tchaikovsky began to contemplate alterations and wrote to von Biilow to tell
him so. Von Biilow replied:

“You write to me that you want to make some changes in your concerto? I shall, of course,
receive them with great interest — but I should like to express my opinion that they are not at
all necessary — except some enrichment of the piano part in certain fuztis, which I took it
upon myself to make, as I did in Raff’s concerto also. And allow me one other observation:
the great effect of the finale loses something if the triumph of the second motif before the last
stretta is played ‘molto meno mosso’.’

Dannreuther was bolder. He not only ‘made changes in the piano part to heighten its effect-
iveness, without interfering with the composer’s intentions’, but had the temerity to tell
Tchaikovsky what he had done. However, the composer took this in good part, thanked
Dannreuther for his ‘very sensible and practical suggestions’, and assured him that he would
adopt them ‘if there is any question of a second edition of my concerto’ (letter of 18/30 March
1876). Actually the original version was never published in score until it appeared as Volume
28 of the Tchaikovsky Complete Edition in 1955; Jurgenson did not bring out a full score
until August 1879, when it was described as a second edition ‘revised and corrected by the
composer’. A genuine ‘second edition’ of the 2-piano version was issued at the same time in
conformity with this. The changes concern only the layout of the piano part in the first move-
ment and may well embody Dannreuther’s suggestions, the originals of which are lost.
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During the period December 1888 — February 1889, Tchaikovsky prepared a third edition of
the concerto, in consultation with Ziloti who had become one of its best exponents. In this,
besides minor alterations in the introduction to the first movement and in the finale, he made
a major change in the finale: the substitution of five bars (109-113 in the present edition,
which follows the definitive version) for a passage of 17 bars — which Tchaikovsky had jest-
ingly called ‘die verfluchte Stelle’ — in which the skipping figure of the piano appeared all over
the orchestra (letter to Ziloti, 27 December 1888/8 January 1889), The same letter shows that,
for the performance he had conducted at Hamburg nearly a year before with Sapelnikov,
Tchaikovsky temporarily took out this ‘skipping figure’ altogether. The third edition of the
concerto was published at the end of 1889 or the beginning of 1890.

Many of the changes made by Tchaikovsky concern tempo-markings: for instance, the origi-
nal marking of the famous introduction was Andante non troppo. The time-signature of the
ensuing Allegro was corrected in pencil by the composer from € to €; but his intention is not
clear, for his bilingual instruction to the conductor to ‘beat 2 in a bar’ (because of the crotch-
et triplets) occurs much later, at the point where the marking Alla breve and the new time-
signature now appear. A number of the present tempo-modifications are translations of
Tchaikovsky’s blue-pencil additons to the autograph MS: e.g. plus lent at bar 186 of the first
movement, which now appears as Poco meno mosso. The marking Sostenuto molto at bar 101
of the Finale — the first appearance of the ‘skipping figure’ — appears in neither autograph nor
first edition. Nor does Tempo I ma tranguillo at bar 214; but an unknown hand has written
Tempo I in the autograph and Tchaikovsky added muais peu plus lent. However, not all
Tchaikovsky’s pencillings were given the permanence of print; among these may be men-
tioned the repeated injunction not to hurry (ne pressez pas le mouvement) at bars 420 and
425 of the first movement. In the original edition the middle section of the second movement
is marked not Prestissimo but Allegro vivace assaz, and there is extant a letter from Taneiev to
K. N. Igumnov in 1912 (printed in Sovetskaya Muzika, 1946, No. 1, pp. 88-9) in which he
protests that this is the correct tempo, that Prestissimo is too fast.

It is generally known, from Modest’s biography, that this section is based on a French cha#n-
sonette, ‘Il faut s’amuser, danser et rire’, ‘which my brother Anatol and T were constantly
singing at the beginning of the 70s’, and that the first Allegro theme of the concerto is part of
a tune sung by blind, so-called ‘lyre singers’ in the Ukraine:

The first theme of the finale is also derived from a Ukranian folk-song which Tchaikovsky
found in Rubets’s ‘Sbornik ukrainskikh narodnikh pesen’ (St Petersburg 1872):

Gerald Abraham
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Piano Concerto No. 1

Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky
(1840-1893)

I. Allegro non troppo ¢ molto maestoso Op. 23
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