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Frédéric Chopin: Piano Sonata No. 3 in B Minor, Op. 58 (1844)

In 1844, Frédéric Chopin’s health was deteriorating rapidly. In addition to being almost
completely bedridden, news of his father’s death in May of that year left him grief-stricken.! As a
result, the Sonata Op. 58 is the only composition Chopin completed in 1844. Despite his personal
challenges and low compositional output that year, the Sonata Op. 58 is one of his finest and
most polished compositions. Cast in four movements, the sonata greatly reflects trends of
Romanticism while utilizing the form of the well-established Classical sonata. This balance of
Romanticism and Classicism is reflective of Chopin’s own life as an artist: he was among
expatriate writers, artists, and intellectuals who moved to Paris in the earlier 19" century and
thus surrounded by Romantic ideology.? However, he was greatly inspired also by Mozart, and

like Mozart, Chopin worked for the aristocrats, teaching and performing for them.?

The first movement begins with a falling figure full of resolve and grandeur. This
decisive introduction sets the tone for the movement, implying the sheer scope of the music to
follow. In contrast to the resolute opening section, the second theme is a gorgeous bel canto
melody not unlike one that might be heard in an Italian opera, with which Chopin was extremely
familiar.* The exposition of this sonata movement is unusually long due to the great wealth of
themes Chopin lays out one after the other, as if unwilling to bring the music to a conclusion.
The following development takes material from the resolute introduction and transforms it

aggressively, turning it upside down, taking it through distant key areas, and more. Where the

! Jim Samson, "Chopin, Fryderyk Franciszek," Grove Music Online, 2001; Accessed 30 Oct. 2025,
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo0/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-
9781561592630-e-0000051099.

2 Jolanta T. Pecakz, “Deconstructing a ‘National Composer’: Chopin and Polish Exiles in Paris, 1831-49,” 19th-
Century Music 24, no. 2 (2000): 163, https://doi.org/10.2307/746840.

3 Jim Samson, “Chopin.”
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development ends and the recapitulation starts is not the clearest — like the first movement of
Chopin’s Sonata Op. 35, the recapitulation begins with the second theme, omitting the repeat of
the first theme altogether. This formal anomaly, in addition to the great wealth of themes that
sometimes appear seemingly unexpectedly, reflect Romantic trends of scrutinizing traditional
Classical forms and questioning Enlightenment ideals of logic, clarity, and rationality.® In this
movement especially we also see extensive use of counterpoint (interplay between multiple

melodic lines at the same time), paying homage to Bach.®

The second movement is a light and fleet-footed scherzo that quickly takes listeners
through many twists and turns. In the contrasting trio section, a simple and calm melody unfolds

on top of beautiful counterpoint, eventually fading into a return of the velocity of the opening.

Following the triumphant fanfare ending of the scherzo, we are immediately presented
with a serious and stately introduction to the Largo, which melts into a gorgeous aria. The aria is
propelled by a subtle march rhythm, which imparts on the music a noble and partially aloof
feeling. After the aria, we are taken to a more serene section that features a simple melody in the
left hand against the backdrop of the right hand’s peaceful stream of notes. This music is some of
Chopin’s deepest and most transcendental, using few notes but conveying grand emotion (with

some restraint). Following this, the aria returns, but even more tender than before.

The Finale opens with great energy from a dramatic chromatic line against F-Sharps in
octaves. The main theme that follows is dark and deeply rhythmic, reminiscent of a horse

galloping. As the main theme concludes, it falls into an astonishingly brilliant contrasting

> Andrew Davis, “Chopin and the Romantic Sonata: The First Movement of Op. 58,” Music Theory Spectrum 36, no.
2 (2014): 271, http://www.]stor.org/stable/90012063.
¢ Jim Samson, “Chopin.”



section, filled with sparkling scales and resolute chorales. These two sections alternate, as if
locked in an ultimate struggle between darkness and light. When it seems that the darkness is
about to win out, Chopin provides us with an exuberant coda with searing virtuosity,

triumphantly ending in B Major.



Sergei Prokofiev: Piano Sonata No. 6 in A Major, Op. 82 (1940)

Prokofiev’s Sixth Piano Sonata in A Major, Op. 82 is the first of three piano sonatas
Prokofiev composed during World War II, resulting in the Sixth, Seventh, and Eighth Piano
Sonatas being referred to colloquially as the “War Sonatas.” The Sixth Piano Sonata was finished
in 1940, one year before the USSR became involved with the war. While there is no
documentation of what specifically inspired the Sixth Sonata, the turbulence, brutality, and
discord of the piece certainly reflect the political tensions at the time.” The Sixth Sonata, like
Chopin’s Sonata op. 58, is also heavily influenced by Classical forms and Romantic ideology.
Given Prokofiev’s upbringing and training, this is no surprise. He grew up listening to his mother
play the piano sonatas of Beethoven, arranged various Beethoven sonatas for string chamber
orchestra in Rimsky-Korsakov’s orchestration class, and regularly featured Beethoven sonatas on
his solo recitals. Prokofiev even said that Beethoven had formed a ‘permanent influence’ on his
music.® Thus, the Sixth Sonata reflects a deep understanding of Classical sonata form and
principles, while also dealing with the same Romantic subjects found in Beethoven’s music,

namely, the struggle between the individual and fate.’

Crushing dissonance paired with brutal rhythm opens the first movement. From the first
measure, Prokofiev introduces important intervallic and harmonic relationships, as well as
rhythmic and melodic motifs, which will all be used heavily not only throughout the movement,
but the entire sonata as well. The opening motif in thirds sounds dissonant due to the close

appearance of both C-sharp and C-natural, making it ambiguous whether the piece is in major or

7 Boris Berman, “Sonata No. 6 in A Major, Op. 82,” In Prokofievs Piano Sonatas: A Guide for the Listener and the
Performer, 129, Yale University Press, 2008, http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.cttInpc15.12.

8 Gary O’Shea, “‘A Permanent Influence’: Beethoven’s Impact on Prokofiev’s Piano Writing,” The Musical Times
156, no. 1932 (2015): 49-50, http://www.jstor.org/stable/24615809.

° Berman, “Sonata No. 6,” 130.



minor. To further destroy any sense of stability harmonically, the left hand is marking in octaves
the interval of a tritone, one of the most dissonant and tense intervals. Additionally, Beethoven’s
“fate” motif (consisting of three repeated notes followed by a longer note, inspired by the
opening of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony) makes an appearance, establishing the Romantic
struggle previously mentioned. In contrast, the second theme is much more consonant, evoking a
more human image. However, the underlying feeling of anxiety persists. The opening of the
development reveals the formal importance of the tritone from the opening: two entries of the
second theme (now fragmented) enter in quick succession a tritone apart.'? The tense atmosphere
slowly becomes reminiscent of the battle field: at one point, one can hear the whistling of bombs
through the air, followed by their impact on the ground, marked by chords to be played with the
fist. The brutality persists all the way to the very end of the movement, ending dreadfully at the

depths of the keyboard.

The second movement opens cheerfully in a show of extreme irony, as if all the horrors
from the previous movement never happened at all. Irony and mockery characterize the outer
sections of this movement, from the light opening to the vulgar melody in the bass, to the strange
harmonizations of the main theme over tumbling arpeggios. The middle section takes the vulgar
bass melody and repurposes it in a much more tender way, but the shifting tonal center of the
music evokes the feeling of instability and anxiety from the first movement’s second theme.

Following this, the light melody from the beginning returns, and the movement ends cheekily.

Compared to the largely unserious second movement, the third movement is much more

sober and nostalgic. Marked “Tempo di valzer lentissimo,” it is an extremely slow waltz that

10 Elliott Antokoletz, “Hybrid Modes and Interval Sets as Formal Determinants in Piano Sonatas of Albrecht,
Scriabin, and Prokofiev,” International Journal of Musicology 3 (1994): 329, http://www.jstor.org/stable/24618815.



evokes orchestral textures and colors. Like the previous movement, it also consists of a
contrasting middle section sandwiched by the main theme and its reprise. Each section is based
on one melody, but within each section the melody is varied greatly by key, register, and texture.
Despite its relative warmth compared to the rest of the sonata, motivic and textural connections
to the first movement impart sinister undertones to the music, which culminate in drastic

outpourings.'!

After the peaceful ending of the third movement, the fourth movement begins with great
energy, although extremely contained. The nervous opening theme eventually gives way to the
first outburst, revealing a sunny melody in C Major. The juxtaposition of themes wildly different
in character is reminiscent of the irony and mockery of the second movement. Mockery is
especially emphasized in this movement. Later sections contain ridiculous, wide-range melodies
over angular accompaniment, as well as the sound of literal mocking laughter. Surprises are
around every corner, keeping the listener on their toes. The slow section in the middle brings
back the motif that opens the sonata, but now in a more reflective manner. After reminiscing
some more on the first movement in this section, the music returns to its frightening virtuosity,
even more brutal still this time. At the very end of the piece, all hell breaks loose — Beethoven’s
“fate” motif returns, hammered out all over the keyboard, while moto perpetuo sixteenth notes
create an unstoppable flow of energy. The first movement’s opening motif appears again in a

frenzy, and the music ends with terrifying brilliance.

1 Berman, “Sonata No. 6,” 137.



Works Cited

Antokoletz, Elliott. “Hybrid Modes and Interval Sets as Formal Determinants in Piano Sonatas

of Albrecht, Scriabin, and Prokofiev.” International Journal of Musicology 3 (1994):

309-38. http://www.jstor.org/stable/24618815.

Berman, Boris. “Sonata No. 6 in A Major, Op. 82.” In Prokofiev's Piano Sonatas: A Guide for

the Listener and the Performer, 129-50. Yale University Press, 2008.

http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.cttlnpc15.12.

Davis, Andrew. “Chopin and the Romantic Sonata: The First Movement of Op. 58.” Music

Theory Spectrum 36, no. 2 (2014): 270-94. http://www.jstor.org/stable/90012063.

O’Shea, Gary. “‘A Permanent Influence’: Beethoven’s Impact on Prokofiev’s Piano Writing.”

The Musical Times 156, no. 1932 (2015): 49—-62. http://www.]stor.org/stable/24615809.

Pekacz, Jolanta T. “Deconstructing a ‘National Composer’: Chopin and Polish Exiles in Paris,

1831-49.” 19th-Century Music 24, no. 2 (2000): 161-72. https://doi.org/10.2307/746840.

Samson, Jim. "Chopin, Fryderyk Franciszek." Grove Music Online. 2001; Accessed 2 Nov. 2025.

https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001

.0001/0mo-9781561592630-e-0000051099.



	11.10.25 Li, Curtis.pdf
	Curtis Li - BM4 Fall Recital Program Notes FINAL.pdf

