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CHOPIN: PIANO SONATA NO. 2 IN B-FLAT MINOR, OP. 35 

 

 

                                              I. Grave  ̶  Doppio movimento 

                                             II. Scherzo 

                                            III. Marche funèbre (Lento) 

                                            IV  Finale (Presto) 

 

FRÉDÉRIC CHOPIN: Born in Zelazowa Wola, Poland, March 1, 1810; died in Paris, October 

17, 1849 

 

 

 Many tend to think of Chopin principally as a miniaturist  ̶  a writer of exquisite little 

preludes, nocturnes, mazurkas, waltzes and the like. True, many of his pieces are short, yet it is 

in the larger forms  ̶  the ballades, the scherzos, the sonatas  ̶  that his dramatic art truly flourishes. 

Here brilliance, power, rhetorical passion and great lyrical expansiveness hold sway. Rather than 

focusing on the subtleties of a single musical cell, or on juxtaposing just two ideas, Chopin has 

room in these larger forms to explore a wider range of material and to arrange the components 

into big, coherent structures. In short, there is more opportunity for a drama to unfold. 

 Chopin composed his Second Sonata between 1837 and 1839. The famous Funeral 

March was written first, on the island of Majorca, the remaining three movements at the country 

home of his lover George Sand (Aurore Dudevant) in Nohant (near Paris). It is one of Chopin’s 

boldest, most extraordinary works, and it stretches the traditional concept of a “sonata” to lengths 

rivaling those of Beethoven and even beyond. Hundreds of critical commentaries have appeared. 

Probably the most often quoted is Schumann’s: “The idea of calling it a sonata is a caprice, if not 

a jest, for [Chopin] has simply bound together four of his most reckless children.”   

  

SCHUBERT: SIX MOMENTS MUSICAUX, OP. 94 (D. 780) 

 

   No. 1 in G major (Moderato) 

   No. 2 in A-flat major (Andantino) 

   No. 3 in F minor (Allegro moderato) 

   No. 4 in C-sharp minor (Moderato) 

   No. 5 in F minor (Allegro vivace) 

   No. 6 in A-flat major (Allegretto) 

 

 

FRANZ PETER SCHUBERT: Born in Vienna, January 31, 1797; died in Vienna, November 19, 

1828 

 



 Scattered profusely throughout Schubert’s immense catalogue are innumerable little piano 

pieces that capture a fleeting mood in a “musical moment” and would have been suitable for either 

the composer or a moderately gifted amateur pianist to play at a soirée. Typical of these are the six 

modest but charming piano miniatures known as Moments musicaux. They were published as a 

group in 1827, the year before Schubert died, but two of them had appeared previously: No. 3 in 

1823 as “Air russe” and No. 6 in 1824 as “Plaintes d’un troubadour” (the titles were dropped in the 

1827 publication), both in anthologies of keyboard pieces by current composers published by Sauer 

and Leidesdorf. 

 To many listeners, the first piece, in simple ternary form, resounds in its outer sections with 

horn calls from a distant, magical land. To Schubert biographer Brian Newbould it “has something 

of the enigmatic, quixotic air of some of the Beethoven bagatelles.” The second Moment, in A-flat 

major, opens pensively to one of Schubert's most serene and gracious themes.   

 The third is the best-known of the six. Why the original publisher called it “Air russe” 

remains a mystery; if anything, it is faintly evocative of Hungarian gypsy music. Part of its special 

charm lies in the pervasive interplay of major and minor. No. 4 twice alternates two ideas, a 

perpetual motion in C-sharp minor and a dreamy interlude in D-flat major (which the ear interprets 

as the enharmonic equivalent of C-sharp major). Then, in a comical gesture, Schubert bids goodbye 

to the Moment with a fleeting, faded memory of each idea, played pianississimo. 

 No. 5 is truly a musical "moment,” shorter even than No. 3 (in the same key of F minor) and 

lasting barely more than a minute. The last number returns to the key (A-flat major) and mood of 

the second. A tender idyll unfolds, incorporating some of the most astonishing harmonic 

progressions Schubert was ever to devise. 

 

 

RAVEL:  LA VALSE 

 

 

MAURICE RAVEL: Born in Ciboure, Pyrénées-Atlantiques, France, March 7, 1875; died in Paris, 

December 28, 1937 

 

 The waltz is as much a part of Viennese life as whipped cream, Sachertorte, operetta and 

strolls in the Prater. Small wonder, then, that Maurice Ravel’s poème chorégraphique was initially 

called Wien (Vienna), which he conceived as “a sort of apotheosis of the Viennese waltz, with 

which is mingled in my mind the fantastic whirl of destiny.” 

 Ravel first thought of writing a work based on Viennese waltzes, a kind of homage to 

Johann Strauss, in 1906, but not until 1920 did he actually get around to doing so. In the meantime, 

a World War had passed, and the glitter and opulence of Old Vienna had faded. Hence, Ravel’s 

homage to the waltz became something of a bittersweet memory of shattered dreams, often steeped 

in threatening, forbidding and even frightening images.    

 La Valse was written as a commission from the famous impresario Sergei Diaghilev for his 

Ballets Russes. Diaghilev wanted a short ballet as a companion piece to go with Stravinsky’s new 

ballet Pulcinella. Ravel played the original solo piano version for Diaghilev in the spring of 1920, 

but the impresario declared it too abstract, too objectified and undanceable: “a masterpiece,” he 

declared, “but not a ballet. It’s only the portrait of a ballet.” Ravel was furious and never met with 

Diaghilev again. The first performance of La Valse in any form was the composer’s two-piano 

version, played by Ravel and Alfredo Casella in Vienna on October 23, 1920. Ravel furnished the 



following description of the music’s opening pages: “Drifting clouds allow hazy glimpses of 

waltzing couples. The clouds gradually disperse and we see an immense ballroom filled with a 

whirling crowd. The blaze of chandeliers comes to full splendor. An Imperial Court ball about 

1855.” A waltz theme struggles to life against a surreal background. The disorienting effect is 

dispelled as several waltz tunes are played clearly and with confidence. The music reels on, 

eventually becoming frenzied, swirling out of control, approaching a “fatal sort of dervishes’ 

dance,” in Ravel’s words. Grinding dissonances pile up, grotesque masses of sound collide, and 

wildly erratic rhythms rip apart the world of gay Vienna as it crumbles into dust and ruin. 

 In addition to Ravel’s own single-piano and two-piano versions, there exist versions for 

piano four hands, wind ensemble, string nonet, and piano trio. Variants of Ravel’s original piano 

score have been done by, among others, Glenn Gould (1975), Sean Chen (2014), and pianist David 

Fung. 

 

Programme notes: Robert Markow 

  

 


