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			Pencil sketch of Chopin by Delacroix (Summer 1838) in preparation for the unfinished portrait of Chopin and George Sand. 
For granting permission to reproduce the above sketch (RF31280) grateful thanks are acknowledged to the Musée du Louvre and Réunion des Musée’s Nationaux (Paris)

			[This particular sketch captures Chopin’s stance at the piano, in which he fixes his gaze above the keys, in order to hear with all sensitivity without visual distractions.]

			Introductory thoughts…

			Chopin’s music has always posed a challenge to pianists. His music has retained a universal popularity and continues to be performed worldwide. Recordings and re-recordings of his music probably amount to thousands, so Chopin is apparently very well-represented − but has the challenge to his interpreter ever been successfully met?
This book explores those challenges and discusses possible solutions. 

				As a professional pianist with Chopin’s music deeply embedded in my head, heart and fingers I offer this small book and accompanying CDs not as yet another biography on Chopin or a technical treatise, but to share ‘from the inside’ my personal thoughts and research findings on the subject of how to interpret his revelatory Grandes Études, Op.10 and Op.25.

				I need to say from the outset that I make no claims to having any skill as a writer, but hope I may have some measure of qualification to write on the subject of Chopin’s music as a pianist who has devoted a lifetime (spanning far more decades than I care to remember!) to giving Chopin recitals worldwide, illustrated talks on Chopin interpretation and masterclasses, in addition to occasionally writing articles for music magazines and journals. My recent series of Chopin recordings, The Chopin Collection, so far includes six CDs.

				An extensive period of research into Chopin’s autograph manuscripts, early editions, draft copies, annotated scores and all relevant available material, alongside other related studies, was initiated by Louis Kentner, who coached me for recitals after my studies at the Royal Academy of Music in London had been completed. [Further explanation regarding the importance of research into Chopin’s compositions is given later under the heading of the F major étude, Op.10 No.8].

				The journey in search of the truth regarding Chopin’s precise musical intentions is a long and complex one that can only be likened to a musical minefield! More about that subject later too…

				So, Chopin’s études speak best for themselves and need no introducing − or at least they should speak for themselves. Listening to some of the piles of recordings produced over the years has only proved to deepen my concerns with regards to just how far removed performances have become from what we know of Chopin’s aesthetic and musical intentions. I admit to some fear, too, for the future of his music − although nobody would like to be proven wrong about that more than me. It is perhaps too naïve to hope that maybe one day artistic integrity will take precedence over commercially vested interests, since I believe that this is one of the main areas of the music ‘industry’ that exacerbates the problem of mis-interpretation.

			The true art of Chopin playing presents a challenge that needs to be thoroughly reviewed. A serious reassessment seems long overdue. We are becoming increasingly further removed from the real Chopin, often to the extent that his unique Art has been virtually re-composed. To that end I have tried to offer some insight by highlighting the particular technical and musical demands that govern the various aspects of interpretation and performance of the études - endeavouring to clarify Chopin’s score directions/performance indications. These inevitably include certain personal suggestions, which I hope may in some measure facilitate the understanding of his intentions. As with all personal suggestions, these should be discarded or digested accordingly.

			The modern approach to playing Chopin is some way removed from what he wanted. He expressed his musical intentions precisely and had very definite views as to how his music should be played. These facts are documented and yet the complexities of interpreting his music seem to be seriously misunderstood − either by intention or design.

			In a commercial age where artistic considerations are not always given due regard or, least of all, prime importance, there is a regrettable tendency to accept (and praise!) performances that simply pander to popular tastes − too often at the expense of artistic integrity.

			There can be no valid argument to exonerate those who dismiss the importance of a composer’s texts, even when such performances are masked under the dubious guise of an ‘imaginative’ or ‘great’ interpretation − no matter how ‘virtuosic’ the execution. Nothing justifies the disregard or distancing from a composer, more apparent perhaps in Chopin than in other composers.

			Technique as an end in itself is worthless and too much of the pure music can be sacrificed on the altar of misinterpretations that resort to the merely mechanical approach, or the gymnastic display for self-aggrandizement.

			

			“A well formed technique, it seems to me, is one that can control and vary a beautiful sound quality.” Chopin.

			Wayward performances and an ambivalent attitude towards his score markings must be challenged. To extol praise on interpretations that are, at best, diluted shadows of an original masterpiece − even if deemed by the ill-informed or biased to be definitive versions − is seriously misleading to the public, untruthful in all aspects and insulting to the genius of Chopin. Certainly less discerning members of the public may be temporarily dazzled and even impressed by displays of virtuosity, ear-jarring fortissimos, double-octaves at break-neck speed, or trills like ‘hornets’ nests’ (as reported approvingly by a critic reviewing a winning performance at the International Chopin Competition), but does this really speak to the heart?

			Surely music should ennoble the spirit, create a moving experience and provide a lasting impression to savour or reflect upon after the final notes have been played. Great (in the true sense of the word) and inspired performances, if we are privileged enough to witness them, can only happen when the composer is revealed through the recreation of his music − an ideal that must always be our aim as pianists. ‘Personalised’ versions seeking any form of self-glorification, or possibly to pander to jaded ears and those at the other end of the musical spectrum, commit a grave disservice. Stravinsky, speaking of The Rite of Spring, said that he had been merely ‘the vessel through which The Rite passed’. Musicians playing other people’s music should have the strength of purpose and sufficient belief in, and hopefully love of, the music they perform to adopt a similar philosophy. There is a final question we should all ask ourselves after performing any of Chopin’s compositions − Could he have liked it that way?

			In writing this small book there is no motive beyond my devotion to Chopin’s music and a desire to encourage a deeper understanding of it − and above all to keep his music very much alive. It is my hope that some of what follows may prompt others to re-evaluate Chopin’s music and look more closely into the importance of how it is interpreted in their search for artistic performances worthy of the name Chopin.

			Angela Lear © Ickleford 2017

			[image: A man with a beard and mustache is wearing a suit and tie.

AI generated content]Sketch of Chopin by Luigi Calamatta, c.1840 [Calamatta’s daughter, Lina married George Sand’s son Maurice]

			CHOPIN Grandes Etudes

			Chopin’s first set of 12 studies, entitled Douze Grandes Études, Op.10, was composed from 1828 to 1832 and dedicated to Franz Liszt. Originally published by Schlesinger in Paris (June 1833) with German rights to Probst of Leipzig. Subsequently published by Wessel and Co. in England and Kistner in Germany, with later publication by Breitkopf & Hartel. In 1842, Schlesinger sold both sets of études (including Op.18) to H. Lemoine (Paris).

			[The original French Edition shows a double autograph dedication from Chopin. One to his ‘cellist friend Franchomme - and another ‘to the most grimacing and gracious Franchomme from the most devoted FF.’]

			To the young Chopin the principally didactic character and purpose of existing stereotyped piano exercises and studies were not sufficient to conquer the technical and musical demands his compositions presented.

			The early instrumental study was common in the 18th century and fundamentally designed to exploit a particular aspect of technique. At the beginning of the 19th century a whole range of didactic studies for instructing pianists became very popular, which prompted many composers to meet that particular demand. The list of composers is a quite substantial one, but it is essential to mention the vast collections of Czerny, Clementi’s Gradus ad Parnassum (1817-27) − consisting of some hundred pieces, Moscheles’s Studies, Op.70 (1828) and his later Nouvelles Grandes Études Caracteristiques, Op.92 (1837), which were highly valued by Chopin. Cramer (a pupil of Clementi) also composed two books of studies (1804 and 1810). Chopin certainly rated the Clementi studies highly enough to recommend their use to his pupils.

			By the 1830s we see the advent of the ‘Concert Study’, composed both for public performance and instruction. These proved to be far more challenging technically and artistically.

			“Chopin is an artist apart, bearing no point of resemblance to any other musician I know”. [Berlioz - 15 December 1833]

			Whenever the origins of keyboard studies are under discussion, JS Bach must definitely feature. Many of the preludes from The Well-Tempered Clavier and his shorter preludes are, in effect, studies − although these compositions are not at all solely written for didactic purposes or suggest soulless keyboard exercises devoid of any great value as music.

			On 24th October 1829 the young 19-year old Chopin wrote to his friend Titus Woyciechowski, “I have composed a grand study in my own manner.” Those last four words provide some insight into the originality of Chopin’s style: the man and his music being inseparable. No.8 in F major was probably the first étude to be written and by 1831, when Chopin arrived in Paris, all but Nos.3 and 4 had been completed. On completion of the set he arranged their order for publication.

			Chopin’s Grandes Etudes, Op.10 and Op.25, are masterpieces that were revolutionary as the first great works of the age, exploiting not only the resources of the piano but amply demonstrating his undeniable genius as a mature composer of works of the highest possible Art. The genre of the étude idealised in its perfection.

			It is now over 170 years since their composition and they still form one of the most significant cornerstones of the immense piano literature. As my former teacher Louis Kentner so aptly commented regarding Chopin’s études, “Never has there been such a perfect fusion of the athletic and aesthetic”.

			There is a hint of irony in Chopin’s typically modest choice of genre title. The duration of the shortest étude is just 1 minute 14 seconds (Op.25 No.9 in Gb major), with the longest and slowest at 4 minutes 43 seconds (Op.25 No.7 in C# minor), on my own CD anyway!

			His mastery of the short forms is particularly evident here, and in the Op.28 Preludes. The relative brevity of the études is an area of Chopin’s compositional technique in which his ideas are developed and explored into becoming highly compressed genres, rather than being classed as miniatures.

			Chopin’s études undeniably illustrate the importance he placed on the art of touch and the cultivation of it, beyond the acquisition of virtuosity, demanding an infinite variety of tone-colour and textural contrast. Each étude is as much a study in expression and emotional dynamic as pure technique and far transcend the basic didactic objectives of dealing with a principal technical difficulty. No two études are alike and, with few exceptions, exhaust all technical and musical possibilities. Exceptions include the rather theatrical effects of tremolos and broken octaves, neither of which held a particular interest for Chopin.

			Although Chopin’s études present a formidable challenge to pianists, their virtuosic technical demands must always remain only ‘a means to an end’. As an extremely progressive teacher he was strongly against any of the unnatural (and pointless) practices of attempting to ‘strengthen’ the so-called weaker fourth and fifth fingers, or the potentially damaging and useless pursuit of attempts to equalise the fingers. He perfectly understood the natural individual characteristics of each finger and was an advocate of finger substitutions (‘organ fingering’) for sustaining legato lines.

			To Chopin a true tonvolle (deep vaulted) legato was an absolute prerequisite of fine piano playing and a skill that he insisted his pupils acquire. A sung legato very much relates to the importance of really listening to the close connection of the bound notes in a phrase, which can often benefit from the slight overlapping of notes. There is also a more ‘spoken’ legato required on occasion, as in the G minor Nocturne, Op.37 No.1, where in bar 6 the descending accented notes are to be played successively with only the 3rd finger. Listening between the notes and varying the effects of legato and the variety of nuances available is crucial, especially as each sound produced by a note proceeds to die from the
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