Survey the solo piano works of Fryderyk Chopin.  


"...the Official Bulletin declared that the Poles should be as proud of me as the Germans are of Mozart; obvious nonsense."
 Fryderyk Chopin (1810-49).  
Chopin was born in Poland, the second of four children to a French immigrant and a native Pole.  From a very young age Chopin showed prodigious musical talent, and at eight he made his first public appearance at a public charity concert. Three years later he performed in the presence of the Russian tsar Alexander I who was in Warsaw to open Parliament
.  Throughout his life he lived in Italy, Spain, Prussia, Scotland, and a few other places in Europe until his death in England – after over a decade of ill health – in 1849.
While many of his contemporaries spread their talents over a range of instruments, Chopin confined himself almost exclusively to the piano.  Indeed, to survey his solo piano works is to survey almost his complete canon. His output includes 2 piano concertos, 2 books of etudes, 4 ballades, a Fantasie, 3 sonatas, some mazurkas, nocturnes, marches and variations, preludes, a book of songs and a handful of chamber works, mainly for cello and piano.  

Many of the techniques and styles used by Chopin were unheard of before his time, not in fact because of his virtuosity at the keyboard but due to technical developments in the instrument itself such as the sustaining pedal and much greater resonance.  Chopin did however make use of these new developments in remarkable ways.  The Nocturne in E-Flat Major, Op. 9, No. 2 is a good example of Chopin’s unique style.  The sustained chords in the left-hand part, the very chromatic harmonies and the use of tempo rubato; (a technique where the right hand either lags behind or pulls ahead of the left-hand part) none were extensively used before Chopin’s time.

The opening quote indicates something of Chopin's insecure performance persona.  Chopin rarely performed publicly, and when he did it was often poorly received due to his delicacy at the keyboard
.  He preferred smaller halls and private performances and always downplayed his talent.

The opening quote also touches on an important aspect of Chopin’s musical style.   Much of Chopin’s solo piano music can be described as nationalistic.  Russia’s domination of his native Poland strongly influenced Chopin and pervaded his music. The power and majesty in his Polonaise in A flat major, Op.53 No.6 is evidence of this.  Chopin popularised the Polish dances, the polonaise and the mazurka in the rest of Europe.  He also incorporated the raised fourth of the Lydian mode, which was often used in Slavic music.
Another work popularised by Chopin was the nocturne.  Irish composer John Field (1782-1837) is credited with the development of the nocturne and Chopin derived both the name and the general idea from him.  Chopin’s trademark strongly chromatic harmonies and beautiful lyrical melodies made his nocturnes more popular than Field’s.  

One traditional pianistic form in which Chopin was particularly remarkable was in his etudes or studies.  The name evokes images of dry technical pieces with little artistic content.  Unlike many of his contemporaries, Chopin took the form beyond its technical application to new artistic heights, thus influencing the likes of Liszt and Brahms. Chopin managed to find a perfect balance between technical studies and beautiful music.  His etudes are often performed as pieces of music in their own right.   

Another traditional genre in which Chopin was an innovator was the prelude.  JS Bach is probably the most notable composer of preludes with his Well Tempered Clavier, Chopin – heavily influenced by Bach – composed a book of preludes (also in a circle of 5ths), as well as several individual works.  Again Chopin’s chromaticism and modulations were inspirational and influential on later composers for centuries to come.
The Poles did indeed have reason to be proud of Chopin, being the most notable composer to come out of Poland to this day.

Bibliography

Barbara Russano Hanning, Concise History of Western Music – Based on Grout/Palisca A History of Western Music (USA: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc 1998).

Claude V. Palisca Ed., Norton Anthology of Western Music: Ancient to Baroque.  3rd edition, Vol. 1 (USA: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc 1996)

Frederic Chopin, E. L. Lethel Lilli Voynich, Henryk Opienski Chopin’s Letters (USA: Dover Publications 1998)

www.britannica.com The Online Encyclopaedia Britannica 2000-2001 (2001)
� Frederic Chopin, E. L. Lethel Lilli Voynich, Henryk Opienski Chopin’s Letters (USA: Dover Publications 1998)


� “Chopin, Frédéric (Francois)" Britannica.com http://members.eb.com/bol/topic?eu=84513&sctn=1#s_top [Accessed September 2 2001].


� Barbara Russano Hanning, Concise History of Western Music – Based on Grout/Palisca A History of Western Music (USA: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc 1998) P. 396





