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PREFACE

We have always valued instrumental music as it has spoken to us, and can never listen to the delightful works of Beethoven, Mozart, Haydn, Ries, Onslow, and some others, without having their sentiment—nay, when we are in a fanciful humor—their story, as clearly impressed upon our minds as if it had been told in words.

Henry F. Chorley, The Athaneum, 15 March 1834

This is the meaning of this poem, and all Chopin’s works are poems. Only seek and you will find, and you will be a thousandfold rewarded for your researches.

Jean Kleczyński, The Works of Frederic Chopin: Their Proper Interpretation, 1880

The age of description is over.

Hans Keller, “The Chamber Music,” in The Mozart Companion, ed. H. C. Robbins Landon and Donald Mitchell, 1956

The Second Ballade, op. 38, of Frédéric Chopin (composed in 1836–39 and first published in 1841) occupies a secure position on piano recital programs, yet seems to be one of the most incompletely understood pieces in the entire nineteenth-century repertoire. It is known to have existed—to have been performed by the composer, in fact—in at least two radically different versions, though he published only one, and such basics as the key and the proper ending are still matters of debate. The form of op. 38 as published is notoriously problematic, so much so that completely contradictory views of it go back more than a century. There is probably no other work of similar stature about which there is so little consensus on the most fundamental issues.

No artwork appears in a vacuum. Some reflected light is shed on op. 38 by a group of almost offhand remarks made about the work by certain of Chopin’s contemporaries—remarks that both open windows into the ballade’s cultural and musical worlds and (predictably) raise further questions. More may be gleaned from the work’s musical style and style referents, from its relationship to the contemporary Parisian operatic and amateur repertories, and from the cultural milieu and nationalistic aspirations of the diasporic Polish community in 1830s Paris, a community with which Chopin associated. The Second Ballade is a piece in which aesthetic, popular, cultural, and personal realms intersect in striking ways, yet the work’s very familiarity has tended to obscure its radical and unique aspects. To pianists and music scholars it is completely familiar, one passage proceeding predictably after the next; anything radical and interesting has virtually to be reimagined because of the music’s secure and familiar place in our piano culture.

The critical literature on Chopin in general and the ballades in particular has grown in recent decades, but it seems that many core issues are still being wrestled with, and that the ballade as a musical genre shares its secrets far less willingly than the sonata or the symphony. In the course of this study, the work most helpful to me has been that of Jeffrey Kallberg (on Chopin in a variety of musical and cultural contexts in Paris), Halina Goldberg (on Chopin in the context of broader Polish culture and literature), Jim Samson (on the ballades as a genre and Chopin’s biography), James Parakilas (on Chopin’s ballades in relation to poetic models and the genre of the instrumental ballade that evolved after Chopin’s op. 23), David Kasunic (on Chopin’s ballades and their formal and aesthetic relationships to opera), and John Rink (on the reception history of Chopin’s ballades). Not only has the work of these scholars provided a wealth of raw material and discerning thought for me to mine and reflect upon, but they have all been unfailingly generous with their time and resources as, in the long gestation of this project, I returned repeatedly with questions and requests for advice.

The decision to concentrate on Chopin’s Second Ballade without assuming the responsibility of formulating a coherent view of the four ballades as a group was made because of my unwillingness to forgo—as must be the case in all genre studies—the full examination of a single work’s unique qualities in order to identify broader generic patterns: not what makes a work special, in other words, but what defines the family resemblances of a group of works. I do devote a chapter to Chopin’s First Ballade, op. 23, but that is necessary background in that it is the first—unavoidably, Chopin’s first essay in a new genre will provide crucial context for his second. The two works are related in general aesthetic and narrative ways yet very different with respect to form and musical procedure, and in any case a study of the Second Ballade that ignored the first would be impossible. As the subject of my story is the Second in its time, though, there was no need to expand the picture to encompass the Third and Fourth, except in certain tangential ways.

If nothing else, Chopin’s Second Ballade serves to illustrate the complexity of the ways in which in a single, relatively brief musical work—a justly celebrated work, though (less sentimentally) but one of myriad piano pieces from the 1830s that takes at most eight minutes to perform—engaged with its time, and with listeners ever after. It is a unique masterpiece. I hope this study will demonstrate how studies of other masterpieces that foreground the individual works rather than the other members of their generic families might contribute to a better understanding of each, rather than less helpfully reinforcing the more common view of The Repertoire as a great jumble of works that are examples of this or that template, approach, or pattern.

My love affair with op. 38 dates back decades, to my years as an undergraduate piano major at the University of California, Santa Barbara; a certain young pianist named Deborah Kauffman performed it on her senior recital. Perhaps the original impetus for this study, though, was an almost offhand remark by Jeffrey Kallberg in his 1982 doctoral dissertation. He mentioned a couple of intriguing contemporary remarks made about the Second Ballade by people close to the composer but then needed to return to other matters in his already titanic study of the Chopin sources and manuscripts. Before shutting the door on the subject of op. 38, though, he made the observation (on p. 100) that “a thorough study is warranted.” To him, then, goes the credit for the original nudge in this direction.
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CHOPIN’S POLISH BALLADE


1

TWO VERSIONS, TWO KEYS, AND “CERTAIN POEMS OF MICKIEWICZ”

Three persistent issues have bedeviled the reception of Fryderyk Chopin’s Second Ballade, op. 38, and all three were first raised in Robert Schumann’s review of the newly published work. In the 2 November 1841 issue of the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik, Schumann recalled his first encounter with the piece in 1836, when Chopin had visited Leipzig and played it for him (among other works); at that time, it had ended in a different key and been structurally very different from the version later published. Schumann also remembered that Chopin had made an apparently offhand remark about drawing inspiration for the First and Second Ballades from the poetry of Adam Mickiewicz. In what would become one of the most frequently quoted passages from the entire Chopin literature, Schumann wrote:

We must direct attention to the ballade as a most remarkable work. Chopin has already written one composition of the same name—one of his wildest and most original compositions; the new one is different—as a work of art inferior to the first, but equally fantastic and inventive. Its impassioned episodes seem to have been inserted afterwards. I recollect very well that when Chopin played the Ballade here, it ended in F major; now it closes in A minor. At that time he also mentioned that certain poems of Mickiewicz had suggested his Ballades to him.1

Schumann had recorded his immediate impressions of the meeting with Chopin in two places: his diary and a letter to his old teacher, Heinrich Dorn. The diary entry for 12 September 1836, the day Chopin visited, is disappointingly fragmentary and vague. The piece that most caught Schumann’s fancy was the Ballade no. 1 in G Minor, op. 23, which had been published just two months previous: “In the morning, Chopin. ... ‘His Ballade I like best of all.’ I am very glad of that; I am very glad of that. Doesn’t like his works being discussed. [Noting pieces played:] ... two new ones—a Ballade—Notturno in D flat. ... [I] bring him Sonata and Etudes by me; he gives me Ballade.”2

Chopin would have given him a copy of the new publication, the Ballade no. 1 in G Minor, op. 23, as a gesture of professional courtesy, particularly because he was being given copies of Schumann’s works. What might not immediately be clear from Schumann’s cryptic notes is which Ballade Schumann liked “best of all,” since—as we know from the 1841 review—he knew both: he was given the one but heard the other (albeit in different form). His inclusion of a ballade among the “two new ones” does not clarify which it was; he had mentioned a ballade already, but because the “D-flat Notturno” (the Nocturne, op. 27 no. 2) had also recently seen print, both publications might have been considered equally “new.” So we know from the 1841 review that he preferred the First Ballade and that he heard the Second on this visit, but his jotted notes yield nothing more definite.

The matter of what Schumann was given versus what he had heard is clarified somewhat by his description of the meeting in a letter to Dorn of 14 September, two days after the visit:

From Chopin I have a new ballade. It seems to me to be the work which shows most extraordinary genius (if not greatest inspiration); and I told him that I like it the best of all his works. After a long pause to reflect, he said emphatically: “I am glad of that, for it is my favorite also.” He also played me a host of newer etudes, nocturnes, and mazurkas—all incomparable.3

So the favored ballade was the one Schumann had, as opposed to the one he had simply heard, which would have been the G Minor, and it was probably one of the “new ones” mentioned in the diary entry; F. Gustav Jansen, who published this letter in his 1904 anthology of Schumann’s correspondence, even inserts “G moll” in brackets after the “new ballade” reference.4 Still, we know that after Chopin’s visit Schumann knew two ballades: the one he preferred above all and received a copy of, and the one (“inferior to the first”) he later described having heard Chopin play in a form different from what it would later become. The only explicit reference to a “ballade” other than the G Minor lies in Schumann’s plural from 1841; Chopin said that “some poems of Mickiewicz” suggested seine Balladen to him. This—though it is at five years’ distance from the actual conversation—is the clearest indication that the early version of op. 38 had already acquired the title “Ballade.”

Painstaking examination of these fossil shards of memory is necessary because so much has been extrapolated from them, and not always judiciously. All we can say for sure from Schumann’s accounts is that he preferred the G Minor Ballade but did hear a different version of op. 38 in 1836. Although the Second Ballade did not speak to Schumann as the First did, he still thought highly of it, at least in its published version. Although it might appear that Chopin’s dedication (in 1841) of op. 38 to Schumann was in some way connected to the latter’s affection for it, the dedication was probably just Chopin’s professional reciprocity for to Schumann’s 1838 dedication (“To his friend F. Chopin”) of his Kreisleriana. Ultimately it does not matter that much. For our purposes, that Schumann heard Chopin’s op. 38 in an earlier form from the composer’s own fingers is a good starting point, and the absence of further information is very instructive, in a kind of negative way, when we consider the speculations and theories that have grown up around it.

Two Versions

Chopin’s early performance for Schumann in Leipzig was not the only time the Ballade was heard in a form notably different from the published one, though; he played it this way at other times as well, as did those close to him. This well-documented point is relevant to all the problematic issues concerning the piece and is by no means a mere odd historical footnote. In this case, “versions” implies something quite different from the localized variants in ornamentation, phrasing, or chord voicing that emerge, say, from a comparison of different manuscripts and publications of Chopin’s nocturnes, originating with the composer and those around him. It seems instead that the two versions of op. 38 reflected radically different conceptions of what the form, dramatic trajectory, affect, and even genre of the piece ought to be. Moreover, because the composer continued to perform the alternate version well after the piece was published in its now-familiar form, he was clearly not troubled by the coexistence of two such fundamentally different concepts of the work, any more than he was by the many variants that survive for his other works (many of which he provided himself).

There has been a good deal of speculation about the two versions, so a thorough reexamination of the available evidence will indicate what if anything concrete there is to be ascertained. The published version of this ballade is well-known and widely played; the phantom alternate version tantalizes because of the persistence of discussion coupled with the almost total lack of hard information about it, though such performance history as can be assembled seems to suggest that the composer preferred playing it. I would argue that the early history of the Second Ballade means that both versions have to be considered “works” in some sense, complete enough for performance. (It is not impossible that more than one additional version existed, though there is no particular reason to suppose so.) Although many of the items that follow have been published before, it seems appropriate to assemble them once and for all and compare them, to see if a plausible solution to the mystery might emerge.

In its published form, op. 38 begins in F major (with a B-flat in the key signature, which remains until the closing section) and ends in A minor.5 Schumann’s statement that the fiery A minor episodes originally were entirely missing means that, when he heard it, this other, non-G Minor Ballade was a much shorter and more monochromatic piece than the First Ballade. Such a piece is also at least generally consistent with the later descriptions of an alternate version of op. 38, which in turn may mean that what Schumann heard in 1836 may have remained a viable alternative rather than an early, incomplete, or superseded version. Reviews of Chopin’s 1848 performances in England and Scotland suggest that this is the version he was playing at the end of his life (perhaps having been too weakened from the wasting effects of the illness that would ultimately kill him to play the larger version). For example, on 8 July 1848 an anonymous reviewer from the London Examiner wrote:

Perhaps there is no one who at all who knows the works of Chopin, but knows and loves the Ballade in F Major, Op. 38. It opens with a tone repeated and swelled like a sound of nature—a breeze or a stream—out of which a song develops itself, as the witch of the Alps is shaped from the rainbow of the waterfall; but it still retains the character of a thing that grows up and is not made. It is short, simple, single; always fresh. In the last piece [meaning the last program group] this was set between the graceful whim of the Mazurka, first of Op. 5th, and the marvelous intertexture of an undulating Valse [probably op. 7 no. 1 is meant].6

Three months later Chopin was in Edinburgh. In the Edinburgh Evening Courant of 7 October 1848, a reviewer mentioned two other works, an “Andante et Largo,” that

were also very beautiful, introducing two Polish melodies, somewhat peculiar in style, yet very pleasing. That they went home to the hearts of such of the performer’s compatriots as were present was evident from the delight with which they hailed each forgotten melody with all its early associations, as it rang in their ears. The concluding piece was also national, the ballad, reminding us somewhat of one of the choruses in Mendelssohn’s St. Paul (“How Lovely are the Messengers,” we think) and consequently having less originality than the other.7

“Short, simple, single,” according to the Examiner, while the notably “national” ballade was, according to the Edinburgh Evening Courant, less original than the specifically Polish works. Example 1.1 gives the opening of Mendelssohn’s “How Lovely,” and example 1.2 gives the opening of op. 38.



EX. 1.1. Felix Mendelssohn, St. Paul, “How Lovely Are the Messengers,” mm. 1–8.

[image: image]



EX. 1.2. Fryderyk Chopin, Ballade no. 2, op. 38, mm. 1–11.

[image: image]

Another contemporaneous review (published anonymously in the Glasgow Herald on 29 August 1848) seems to describe the same work, though it is not specifically identified: “Again in another subject, one single note of the key was heard with its monotonous pulsations moving through [a] peculiar series of musical embellishments. One thing ... must have been apparent to every one of the audience, namely the melancholy and plaintive sentiment which pervaded his music.”8 These descriptions might well describe something like one of the op. 28 preludes: a short, single-affect piece programmed as part of a group. It seems highly unlikely that anything like the published version of op. 38 would have resulted in these descriptions, all of which omit any discussion of the blistering A minor sections and off-tonic close.

Leaving the question of an alternate version aside for the moment, we can identify at least a limited tradition of performing only the first section of the piece, the F major siciliano of mm. 1–46. Chopin’s childhood friend Józef Brzowski described the composer’s performance, in late spring or early summer 1837, of—among other works—“the beginning of the Ballade no. 2 in F Major.”9 This is definite: not an earlier or alternate version, but instead just the first part of the version we know. Camille Saint-Saëns mentions the same approach: in his essay “A Chopin M.S.: The F Major Ballade in the Making,” Saint-Saëns (who had never actually heard Chopin play) explained that his friend, the opera singer Pauline Viardot-Garcia, who had been both a close friend and a student of Chopin, “told me that [Chopin] had often played for her the Andantino of the beginning, but he had never continued and finished the piece.”10

Two musical documents testify further to the tradition of playing only the first forty-six measures of op. 38 as a complete work. The first is a marking the composer made in Jane Wilhelmina Stirling’s score of op. 38. Stirling was a Scottish admirer and student of Chopin in the mid-1840s who remained his friend and supporter during and after his 1848 voyage to England and Scotland. In the words of Jean-Jacques Eigeldinger, she “remains famous for her devotion to the person, the works, and the memory of Chopin.”11 At the end of the first section in her score, Chopin simply marked an “X,” as if to indicate “No further; you should only play to here.”12 What is more, there is an English publication (Chappell & Co., [1876]) of Chopin’s “Baladine, Op. 38” that consists of only the first section; the final cadence is expanded over two measures, maintaining the melodic cadence on the prime but omitting Chopin’s decorative arpeggio that ends on the third scale degree (see ex. 1.3).13 Though this publication may signify no more than a publisher’s attempt to bring the piece to a wider market of novice students and amateurs, it still hints—particularly in the context of the Stirling score and Chopin’s English and Scottish performances—at a performance tradition in which the opening forty-six measures of the piece were treated as a completed whole. It seems that those in England and Scotland were most aware of this tradition, though certain others (at least two near to the composer, Brzowski and Viardot) were aware of it also.



EX. 1.3. Chopin, “Baladine,” close.

[image: image]

To my knowledge, that is the sum total of contemporary information about an alternate performance tradition. Later, though, more fanciful views of the single-key version began to be advanced. Gerald Abraham, in his 1939 book Chopin’s Musical Style, tried to imagine what a version that ended in F major might have been like. His starting point for examining the form of the Second Ballade was the assumption that it was originally similar to that of the First, op. 23 in G Minor, which he had mapped out in this way:


Introduction: Largo.

First subject (moderato): G minor.

Second subject (meno mosso): E-flat major.

Development (a tempo): beginning in A minor and passing through various keys.

Second subject: E-flat major.

First subject (drastically shortened): G minor.

Coda (presto con fuoco): G minor.14



He then quotes the 1841 Schumann review, suggesting that while it is not clear what Schumann meant by “impassioned episodes,” he might have meant

perhaps the powerful sequential passage that crowns the presto con fuoco second subject, perhaps the more strenuous incidents in the working out of the first subject, which follows this, or perhaps the stormy coda. But the return of the first subject is foreshadowed in the bass octave passage just before the coda and does actually occur, with dramatic effect, as a fleeting wistful reminiscence when this coda has reached its climax. Imagine, then, that, instead of the coda, heralded and rounded off by fragments of the first subject, Chopin had here simply written out the first subject in full and in F Major; we should have a form almost exactly like that of the G-Minor Ballade. And it seems to me highly probable that this or something like it was the original form of the piece that Schumann heard.15

Problems with Abraham’s view include the facts that his definitions of “impassioned episodes” are neither straightforward nor stylistically consistent, and that the formal strategy of dispersing all the accrued energy at the end of op. 38 in a full statement of the opening F major siciliano would strike many (including me) as, to borrow a concept from Donald Francis Tovey, suicidal. Moreover, since Abraham has just described the final statement of the first subject of the First Ballade as “drastically shortened,” it is hard to see why the first subject of the Second Ballade would have been “written out in full” if (as he states) he was taking op. 23 as a basic model. (Jim Samson’s view is that Schumann’s impassioned episodes “meant of course the figuration of Theme II,”16 which makes more logical and intuitive sense.) Nonetheless, Abraham evidently considered this plan, which would have resulted in a much more extended version of the work that somehow still remained in F major, to reflect Chopin’s original intent.

Still with a speculative element, yet even more vaguely, Arthur Hedley wrote in his 1947 Chopin biography that “he (and Princess Marcelline Czartoryska after him) used to play an extended version [N.B.] of the first section only, in F major. (A. J. Hipkins heard the princess play this in the fifties.)”17 I know of no other source for this information, and Hedley provides none, so there is neither any actual documentation for this “extended version” of the opening section nor corroboration from a known source closer to Chopin’s lifetime. One possible point of origin for this information is given by Hedley in an extraordinary statement:

The book How Chopin Played, based on the recollections [of] A. J. Hipkins, has given a new lease of life to some of the most deplorable of the Chopin legends. Just how much of Chopin’s playing Mr. Hipkins was acquainted with has lately been revealed to the writer by the acquisition of his annotated copies of Chopin. Mr. Hipkins was in no position to make ex cathedra pronouncements on the subject.18

Hipkins’s account of the Second Ballade and Czartoryska’s playing of it is nowhere to be found, neither in How Chopin Played: From Contemporary Impressions Collected from the Diaries and Note-Books of the Late A. J. Hipkins (London: J. M. Dent and Sons 1937), nor in an unpublished paper by Hipkins on Chopin in England from which Joseph Bennett quotes liberally in his serialized Chopin biography, which stretched across several numbers of the Musical Times in 1882.19 The scores seem to be untraceable, and it is more than a little interesting that they are cited nowhere else in the literature.20 One might imagine some skepticism that the opening section alone—two and a half minutes maximum, at quite a slow tempo—really would be the entirety of the alternate version, but shorter Chopin pieces do exist, and the other sources state explicitly that this was the case. Because the mention of such a tradition stemming from Hipkins and the Princess Czartoryska shows up nowhere else, then, the influential Hedley is the sole source of the view of the alternate form of the ballade that consists of an “extended version” of the opening section.

The existence of a version of op. 38 that consisted of an extended treatment of the opening section, with or without some of the A minor material but still convincingly ending in F major, has, despite the absence of credible evidence for it, become part of the lore surrounding the piece. Attempts to trace or compose such a version are not uncommon, mostly owing (one suspects) to a general musicological I-love-a-mystery feeling about ghost versions, incomplete works, and so on.21 Taken together, though, the published reactions to Chopin’s 1848 performances in England and Scotland, the accounts of Viardot and Brzowski, the Stirling score, and perhaps even the Chappell publication strongly suggest that a short, uninterrupted F major version of the op. 38 Ballade—the opening andantino, in other words, and no phantom at all—not only existed but remained a viable option for the composer and at least two of his students (Stirling and Viardot), despite the fact that the 1840 publication of op. 38 is much more elaborate. In addition to being consistent with the surviving contemporary testimony (including that of Schumann), of course, a collateral benefit to this view is that the alternate version does survive intact, save perhaps for the final bar or two. My feeling, then, is that we can put this mystery in the “solved” column.

Two Keys

That there was an incontrovertibly F major version of the ballade is highly relevant to the debate about whether the tonic of the published version is really F major or A minor. The Second Ballade has long been called “the F Major” by pianists (cf. the title of the Saint-Saëns essay mentioned earlier), in reference to the single-flat key signature that is maintained for about five-sixths of the length of the work, the long opening section in F major that ends with a thoroughly prepared and coherent formal articulation (with several extensions to the cadence itself), and the clear return to that key (and initial thematic material) in m. 83. What remains unexplained by this designation, of course, is the fact that the piece actually ends in A minor, a key briefly visited in the opening section and the key of the contrasting material that shatters the gentle pastoral mood in m. 47. Johannes Brahms seems to be the first on record to have had a different view of the tonality of op. 38; in a letter of 1 November 1877 to Ernst Rudorff, one of the editors for Breitkopf und Härtel with whom he was working on a complete edition of Chopin’s works, he referred to a puzzling passage (the closing cadence of the opening section) of the “A Minor Ballade.”22

In recent years, other commentators—including the pianist Murray Perahia and the scholars Joel Sheveloff and David Witten—have adopted the Brahmsian view. In the notes to his 1994 recording of the ballades, Perahia wrote: “I have requested that the Second Ballade, listed traditionally in the key of F major, be listed on the present release in the key of A minor. It is a fantasy, wherein the sub-mediant key of F major is prolonged, reverting to the tonic A minor only in the Coda.”23 Perahia does not explain why Chopin called the work a ballade and not a fantasy, despite the fact that he chose to call other works fantasies (opp. 49 and 61). Joel Sheveloff describes op. 38 as a work that

prolongs F major stubbornly for forty-five measures, before suddenly shifting to A minor. It circles back to F in measure 82, but that merely teases. By the time the Ballade’s 203 measures have passed by, we know the piece’s real key to be A minor, and that the opening F functioned as submediant of an incomplete progression; the “key” of the beginning turns out to be illusory, but we do not know that until the very end.24

And David Witten, before offering the aforementioned newly composed retransition to F major as a counterargument to Schumann and Abraham, opines, “Clearly, Brahms the composer understood the A-minor destiny of the piece.”25 The inescapable corollary to that statement, of course, would have to be that Saint-Saëns the composer did not. This is not a comparison that we have any business making.

The view that posits A minor as the tonic key of the piece requires proponents (such as Perahia) to dismiss the opening forty-six measures, a complete F major AABA + coda song form that concludes with a fully prepared cadential passage (complete with phrase extensions) and fermata, as merely “the submediant of an incomplete progression,” which is a demotion I consider to be counterintuitive and unpersuasive. It is also hard to see these forty-six measures as “stubborn” prolongation when we have so far had no other tonic, no other key to which we feel we should be returning. Rather, it is the finished and reposeful nature of that section—something akin to a self-standing character piece, longer than several of the op. 28 Preludes—and its context in the work as published that make Brahms’s idea of the A minor tonic and the theoretical arguments subsequently constructed to support it insufficient. To boil the issue down: an A minor tonic for op. 38, as defended by Perahia, Witten, and others, would require the following statement to be true:

A piece that begins in F major, maintaining a structure consistent with that tonic key for five-sixths of its length but closing in A minor, is somehow really in A minor.

Additionally, since this piece was performed in two versions, then one statement from the following pair would also have to be true:

A forty-six-measure piece that begins and ends in F major and does not modulate is somehow really also in A minor.

Or:

The two versions of Chopin’s op. 38 Ballade somehow are really in different keys and have different tonics.

The first statement is untenable, the second silly, and the third perverse.

Another, more recently propounded way of addressing the issue is to allow that there is simply a two-key plan, and to adduce preexistent piano works that begin and end in different keys (Jim Samson has offered Hummel’s op. 18 Fantaisie and N. B. Challoner’s Battle of Waterloo as examples) as possible models or influences.26 Certain generic assumptions make these somewhat uneasy comparisons, though. By virtue of its title, the ballade genre, even at this nascent point, implied a kind of narrative coherence and completion, as would be characteristic of a poetic ballad. The fantasy, by contrast, was a more diffuse genre that evoked a variety of free approaches: the introductory prelude or intonation, the creative treatment of a variety of themes from a certain work (such as an opera), or the aesthetic inspirations of the upper ether as realized in an in-the-moment improvisation. Even in this last case, the underlying coherent structure of such a piece was to be masked by apparent wildness and caprice.27 Beethoven’s Fantasy op. 77 for piano, for example, begins in G minor but ends, after many contrasts of material and tonality and after a series of variations on a theme, in B major; I at least would not make the argument that all the prior material, improvisatory and harmonically unfixed as it is, still somehow inevitably leads to B major. Earlier piano works with a migratory tonal center will not necessarily, it seems, be of much help unless there is a generic relationship.

Vocal literature provides some more apposite examples. Schubert’s early song Der Liedler (1815) begins with two strophes in A minor about a minstrel’s departure from home and hearth because of unrequited love, then moves to A-flat major and other keys to narrate his worldly travels, and (after a return to A minor, as he returns to his homeland), ultimately ends in A-flat major after an act of selfless heroism that ends in his own death. The repeated strophe in A minor, the centrality of those verses to the story, and that key’s return mean that it is rather more than just an introduction, while the close in A-flat major, a very important key established early in the song but one entirely unrelated to A minor, means at the very least that there were more harmonic possibilities available to early nineteenth-century composers than we seem to be willing to acknowledge today. The same composer’s “Ganymed” (1817) moves from an exultant awakening in A-flat major through E major to end in a pastoral F major as the boy wafts up through blue skies to Zeus. And “Thränenregen” (1823), the tenth song of Schubert’s Schöne Müllerin cycle, begins in A major but, despite its three-sharp key signature, ends in A minor as the poet’s hopes are dashed. Each of these three songs has a compelling dramatic reason for a progressive tonality; no two are the same, and I know of no obsessive anxiety in the literature (to match that for Chopin’s Second Ballade) that seeks to account for these harmonic approaches.28 Too often, perhaps because of the relatively small number of such pieces, we accord the tonic key the irrevocability of the basic laws of physics. James R. Gaines, writing specifically about the Baroque concerto but with much more in mind, put it this way: “The knowledge that in the end we would always return to the place, or key, where we began offered a kind of reassurance that the tension ... would be resolved, that all would be well in the end. (When music could no longer be relied upon to end up where it started, two world wars and the atomic bomb had taken away the assurance of such happy endings.)”29 But the aforementioned vocal works and other examples of Hausmusik could end in keys other than those in which they began, without scandal or cultural upheaval. That op. 38 did not end in its initial key does not seem to have bothered its contemporary listeners, which should give us pause; if listeners of the time somehow had the vocabularies to understand such a piece and were not unduly troubled by a migrating tonic, then perhaps we, from the twentieth century on, are making entirely too much of the issue.

For what it’s worth, I propose that most pianists, including Saint-Saëns, have always had this one right. Chopin’s op. 38 is a ballade in F major that existed in at least two versions. One version was harmonically unproblematic: this is the phantom alternate version just discussed, played for Schumann in 1836 and other documented times since. The other version is, of course, the published version, which is in F major and functions like a work in F major right up to the preparations for the explosive final section; by that point it becomes clear that something has gone terribly wrong and there will be no solution, no escape from the second key area, A minor, which is clearly the wrong key. Rather than forcing the work to fit a model inappropriate to it, a more commonsensical view might be that the harmonic journey from a bucolic F major siciliano to a catastrophic A minor might have an analog in tragedy, the dramatic genre where all things do not come out all right in the end, and it might have to do with the story Chopin’s ballade sought to tell. This would make the migrating tonic analogous to the Schubert examples cited above and suggests that when the subject of a narrative has traveled some psychological or even physical distance and there is no real or figurative return, there is no reason to suppose that the initial key must again be reached before the piece can end. The point is not whether or not Chopin knew Schubert’s music to any great extent, but rather that such strategies were being used at the time as part of the general compositional toolbox, especially for narrative music more associated with home use and enjoyment than professional venues.

What is needed is an explanation for the singular form of op. 38, not a tortuous argument that seeks to deny that a problem with the tonic even exists. Part of the answer might lie with the inspiration for the ballade, which Chopin alluded to in his early conversation with Schumann. Samson has perceptively suggested that the harmonic plan is tied to the narrative itself: “I am suggesting that, given the music’s referential code, we do not need a Mickiewicz poem to read the Second Ballade’s narrative of innocence under threat, a narrative that in turn presents confrontation, mediation, and transformation. The two-key scheme is part of that narrative.”30 At risk of overstating the case: it would take a special kind of stubbornness and anachronistic approach to a work from the mid-nineteenth century titled “Ballade” to presume that it is not telling a story of some kind. My own view of that narrative will be advanced in later chapters; for now, let us proceed with the assumption that a specific Mickiewicz poem is not necessary to provide a key or solution to the meaning of this ballade. Chopin, after all, never implied such a thing. Still, there is no reason not to take him at his word regarding his general inspiration, to doubt Schumann’s account of their earlier conversation, or to regard the comment as insignificant. The presence of Mickiewicz in discussions of the ballades and, more generally, in Chopin’s biography needs another look, because to this point much of the discussion in the Chopin literature on this matter has been as inconclusive as that regarding versions and keys, and even more wrongheaded. For this reason, we will briefly broaden the discussion to all four ballades, because it will enable us to see how the widespread but questionable practice of identifying specific poems with specific pieces evolved, and how some really unsupported speculations gradually came to be regarded as components of an authoritative tradition.

“Certain Poems of Mickiewicz”

Adam Mickiewicz (1798–1855), though himself of Lithuanian birth, was both the major figure in Polish literary Romanticism and the most prominent literary tribune of embattled Poland, which was in a state of near subjugation to the Russian czar after the disastrous insurrection of December 1830 and Russia’s 1831 reprisal. (Lithuania and Poland had been a single political entity from the late fourteenth century until 1795, when a partition put much of this territory under Russian domination.) By the early 1830s Mickiewicz—still several years shy of forty—already held an honored position among Polish writers and was seen by the sympathetic Europeans as something of a standard-bearer for Polish national aspirations. Mickiewicz and Chopin knew each other from Polish émigré circles in Paris, though their personalities and responses to the Polish crisis were very different: Mickiewicz yearned for an organized Polish response, inspired by the finest Polish artists, while Chopin had a strong personal reaction to his nation’s circumstances but was not inclined to involve himself with broader nationalistic activities. Still, the Parisian connection between Poland’s Psalmist (as Mickiewicz has been called) and Poland’s Bard (a traditional image of Chopin) was highly suggestive. Schumann’s 1841 recollection of Chopin’s 1836 remark that “certain poems of Mickiewicz had suggested his Ballades to him” somehow eventually became a received tradition found, with variations, throughout the Chopin literature: that because Mickiewicz wrote certain poems that he called ballady (ballads), each of Chopin’s four ballades for piano must therefore have been based on a particular Mickiewicz poem. Further weakening the sloppy logic that underlies this tradition is the odd point that the poems usually offered as models were not necessarily those Mickiewicz designated as ballads, and that even though Chopin made his remark when only two of his ballades had been written, yet it has always been considered to apply to the second two as well. A collective sense of se
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