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Abstract: The question raised here is whether narratives (that is, detailed 

story-lines or programs) can be formulated convincingly for Chopin’s 

works. Narratives are proposed for two of his works: the Berceuse op. 57 

and the F major Nocturne op. 15 no. 1. An attempt is made, perhaps the first 

for these works, to relate the narratives primarily to the internal evidence of 

the compositional resources used, for little external evidence is available. 

Analysis is therefore provided for those resources, not for its own sake but 

just to the extent needed for the present purpose. The result is a matching of 

narrative to analysis, a potential vantage point for music appreciation and 

performance. The study thus takes place on a more detailed level than what 

is implied by the generally used term ‘interpretation’. The further question 
arises as to how often narratives were likely held in Chopin’s mind when he 
composed other works, to be investigated in the more distant future. The 
presence of detailed narratives for the instrumental works of other composers 
could naturally be investigated by similar means. Neighbouring disciplines 

such as semiotics and philosophy are not pursued here, as the article is an 

exercise in practical rather than theoretical musicology. 
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This paper studies Chopin’s Berceuse op. 57 (1843-44) and his Nocturne in 

F major op. 15 no. 1 (1830-31) in respect of their narratives, that is, what 

the music might represent in real-life (non-musical) terms. Little external 

evidence is available, so the present approach uses internal evidence, 

relating those narratives to the compositional resources used, after analysing 

those resources to the extent needed for the purpose (without pursuing 

analysis for its own sake). The relationships found may be regarded as an 

effective basis for appreciation and performance. The study thus takes place 

on a more detailed level than what is implied by the generally used term 

‘interpretation’. The literature on these two pieces (apart from the history of 

the Berceuse’s publication) has mostly offered either broad generalities or, 

occasionally, almost pure analysis,1 by contrast with the present approach, 

and some of the points brought to light here have apparently not previously 

appeared in print. Neighbouring disciplines such as semiotics and 

philosophy are not pursued in this article, which is an exercise in practical 

rather than theoretical musicology. 

 A brief advocacy of musical narrative may be in order. Narratives for 

musical compositions can be very profitable,2 even if they must often remain 

unproven. It may be considered better to express something convincingly, 

even if what is expressed must be based to some extent on speculation, than 

to have no expressive intention, which is bound to be ineffective.3 Without 

a narrative for a piece, the performance will remain a rendition of the notes 

and other signs on the page, the only conviction being that those notes must 

be played; such playing is not generally favoured. With a narrative, on the 

other hand, real conviction is possible and, even though the specifics of the 

narrative assumed by the performer may not be known to the audience, that 

conviction will immediately be recognised by sensitive listeners (thus 

probably by most listeners); the result is then transformed qualitatively, as 

a different kind of experience is produced.4 

 

1 For instance, Leichtentritt, Hugo. Analyse der Chopin'schen Klavierwerke. (Two volumes) Berlin: M. Hesse, 1921-22. 

Nocturne op. 15 no. 1 Vol I, pp. 10-13; Berceuse Vol II, pp. 279-280. 

2 An example was Artur Rubinstein’s narrative for Chopin’s Ballade op. 47: “The beginning of that Ballade is a question and 
answer: ‘Are you coming tomorrow, where can we meet?’ (bars 1-2, top line). ‘Yes, I might do it’ (bars 3-4, bass line). And so on. 
The whole thing is question and answer until it stops and becomes, with the second theme, the hopping of the horse (bars 53 ff.)”  
(Elder, Dean. “Interviews Artur Rubinstein”. Clavier magazine, Vol. VIII no. 6, Sept. 1969, 15-20; see pp. 16-17). 
3 An example of a different kind arises when accompanying at sight a song in a language the accompanist does not know. 

4 Anton Rubinstein apparently took a similar view: ‘I am not altogether a partisan of programme music,' he writes. ‘I am 

for the programme that has to be guessed and to be poetized into the composition, not for the programme that is given 

along with it. ...’ (reported in Niecks, Frederick. Programme Music in the Last Four Centuries. London: Novello, 1907, 
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1. The Berceuse 
 

 

Background to the Berceuse 

 
 

The necessary starting-point for the present study is a consideration of score 

editions, and such a widely-known work naturally appeared in a number of 

them. They contain various, mostly small, differences which scarcely affect 

questions of narrative. The comparison of editions is therefore not a main 

purpose here, and reference to the Paderewski edition will usually be 

considered sufficient.5 A study of Chopin’s fingerings and pedal indications 

will also be forgone here. Sketches of the composition are available,6 as 

well as an autograph.7 

 Commentary on recorded performances is also not a main purpose. A 

few of the many available ones will be referred to occasionally and will 

serve to maintain contact with the practical purpose of this study. The reader 

may choose to consult some of them, or other recordings, on various points 

made in this paper.8 

 An overview of the piece from the point of view of its possible 

program will be helpful before beginning its detailed study. Six sections can 

be formulated: (i) bars 1-2, setting the cradle in motion; (ii) bars 3-6, 

providing the main melody, as if singing it to the child; (iii) bars 7-46, 

decorations to entertain the child and ensure that she will have sweet 

dreams; (iv) bars 47-62, the child is settling down to sleep; (v) bars 63-66, 

 

469). 

5  Paderewski, Ignacy, editor. Chopin, Frederyck. Berceuse (score). In: Complete Works, Volume XI. Poland: The 

Fryderyk Chopin Institute, 1949. The 17th edition has been used, with occasional modifications, mentioned in the present 

article, from other editions. The Paderewski edition’s Commentary refers to a French and an Oxford edition, as well as to 

drafts. Differing editorial approaches cannot always be resolved with certainty and, as mentioned, are unlikely to affect 

narratives materially. 

6 Nowik, Wojciech. “Frederyk Chopin’s Op. 57 – from Variantes to Berceuse”. In: Samson, Jim. Chopin Studies. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988. 25-40; Davison, Mary Joy. “A comprehensive analysis of Frederic 

Chopin’s Berceuse, op. 57, including a critical study of the original sketch. 1977". Masters Thesis. University of Texas, 

Austin; Kaczmarowski, Lukasz. “A Chopin Manuscript”. The Fryderyk Chopin Institute, c2021. Available at: 

https://muzeum.nifc.pl/en/muzeum/wystawy-czasowe/54_23112021-23012022-rekopis-chopina-autograf-berceuse-des-

dur-op-57/1, accessed 4 Oct. 2023. 

7 Paderewski, Berceuse in Complete Works, frontispiece. 

8 Recordings of the Berceuse that may be recommended include those by Michelangeli (1962), Joyce (1939), Perahia 

(1994), Neuhaus, Heinrich (1953) and Neuhaus, Stanislav (1976); see the list at the end. 
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the main melody returns, this time entering the child’s dreams; (vi) bars 67-

70, the child is asleep. 

 It is thought likely that in writing the Berceuse Chopin had in mind a 

particular child, Louise Viardot (1841-1918), aged one and a half at the time, 

daughter of the famous musician Pauline Viardot (1821-1910).9 It will be 

helpful to have such a picture in mind when dealing with this piece. 

 

 

Working through the Berceuse 

 

I will now provide analyses of the compositional material and descriptions 

of corresponding possible narratives, for each successive unit shown in the 

musical examples (numbered from 0 for convenience). 
 

Example 0. Chopin Berceuse op. 57, bars 1-2. 

 

 Analysis. The piece begins with two bars written identically. The pedal 

markings shown here are printed differently in some editions. In the course 

of the piece the L.H. (left hand) varies little and in inessential ways until 

near the end, and will not generally be shown in the examples. 

 Narrative. The cradle is set rocking. A slight delay after the third 

eighth-note (the chord d´ & f´, where middle C is written as c´) would 

correspond to a rocking back and forth in two slightly separate motions. 

These two bars, though written identically, might best be performed slightly 

differently, as would occur when setting a cradle in motion. In any case, the 

rocking would not be quite metronomically precise or literal-minded, either 

in real life or in a musical rendition. The tempo marking, Andante, has 

 

9 “The sketch autograph on display belonged to Pauline Viardot for many years. This fact makes us even more convinced 

that the work was written under the influence (or for?) of her daughter Louise, who spent the summer of 1843 in Nohant 

under the supervision of George Sand and Chopin during the concert tour of her mother. Eventually, the composer decided 

to dedicate the piece to his student, Elise Gavard.” (KaczmarowskiI, “A Chopin Manuscript”). 
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resulted in a wide range of performed tempos.10 

 

 

Example 1. Chopin Berceuse op. 57, Variant 1 (bars 3-6); alternative 

editing at the end. 

 

 Analysis. The dolce marking likely applies to variants 1-4. This four-

bar ‘variant’ (the word used in Chopin’s sketch), which may be called the 

theme, consists of a three-bar phrase, ending on d´´ in bar 5, followed by 

a one-bar tail-piece. The three-bar phrase outlines the melodic progression 

3-2-1-7-1 (note numbers 1, 2, 7, 9, 12), to which are added the upper and 

lower dominant notes a´´ and a´, while the fourth note, f´´, has something 

of the character of an escape tone. This outline progression will be reused 

many times, and the dominant notes will be reused as pedal-points. The tail-

piece begins with a rising triad and is followed by a descending scale – not 

just a plain descending scale but two descending three-note scale portions 

which will appear many times in what follows. Those three-note scale 

portions continue in the following variant, in one edition, or else the melody 

closes into its repetition if the last note of the melody is e´´, in other 

editions (this choice affects the score layout, as shown in the musical 

example; the L.H. in bar 6 may be slightly modified accordingly). 

 Narrative. This is the first material directed to the child, as if it is sung. 

The main notes of the melody include the progression of degrees 2-1 (e´´ 

to d´´) which will be reused many times, usually as an appoggiatura, and 

will be appropriate later to represent closing down into sleep.11 

 

10 Performed tempos range from very slow (recordings by Solomon, 1942, Jonas, 1951) to very fast (Hofmann, 1918). 

The tempo changes in Michalowski, n.d. and Cortot, 1926 would surely upset the child at times. 

11 A relationship of this melody to that of a Polish song has been claimed, as well as to that of Chopin’s Fantasy on Polish 

Airs, Op. 13 (both e. g. by Tomaszewski, Mieczyslaw. “Berceuse in D flat major, Op. 57”. The Fryderyk Chopin Institute, 

c2000. Available at: https://chopin.nifc.pl/en/chopin/kompozycja/121_berceuse-in-d-flat-major, accessed 4 Oct. 2023; 

both relationships seem to me slight, and in any case do not affect my present purpose. 
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Example 2. Chopin Berceuse op. 57, Variant 2 (bars 7-10). 

 

Analysis. The top voice repeats its three-bar phrase while the new 

lower voice continues the three-note descending scale portions from bar 6. 

The tail-piece is modified from variant 1 and the directions of motion are 

reversed in both voices in bar 10. 

 Narrative. The main material in vocal style continues, now with two 

voices. 
 

Example 3. Chopin Berceuse op. 57, Variant 3 (bars 11-14). 

  

Analysis. The two-voice material continues, so that variants 2 and 3 

belong together as a pair. The fifth note in the lower voice in bar 13, d´´, 

is in some editions printed as b´ (without a tie), and the sixth-last note in 

bar 14 as g´´ instead of d´´. The descending three-note scale is extended 

to four notes from bar 13. 

 Narrative. The activity slightly increases, now with sixteenth-notes. 

The start of this variant conceals a restarting of the theme, but to emphasise 

that fact in performance would be to underline the obvious, and the music is 

better allowed to continue smoothly as the composer indicated with his 

unbroken slur covering variants 2 and 3. 
 

Example 4. Chopin Berceuse op. 57, Variant 4 (bars 15-18). 
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Analysis. The main melody now appears between upper and lower 

dominant pedal-points (each pedal-point had appeared just once in variant 

1). The tail-piece melody is modified so as to remain between the present 

limits. 

 Narrative. The pedal-points will sound attractive to the child. 

 
 

Example 5. Chopin Berceuse op. 57, Variant 5 (bars 19-22). 

 

 Analysis. The main melody is abandoned; this variant is partly derived 

from variant 1, but without constituting a variation on the theme itself. The 

first half uses descending triads (d´´´ b´´, g´´, etc.), now with the 

addition of ascending neighbour-notes. The second half has one bar with a 

fine-spun ascending chromatic scale incorporating chromatic upper 

neighbour-notes, and then one bar of descending triads in two interleaved 

durations (thirty-second-notes and, essentially, eighth-notes). 

 Narrative. Pure decoration or fioritura begins here, in thirty-second 

notes, to entertain the child. 

 
 

Example 6. Chopin Berceuse op. 57, Variant 6 (bars 23-26). 
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Analysis. This variant features thirds. The first half has rocking thirds 

moving downward (the sextuplet in bar 23 may be divided as 3+3 or as 

2+2+2). The second half has chromatic thirds moving upward, somewhat 

recalling the upward scale at the same point in the previous variant. The link 

to the next variant is nicely arranged, something which is seen throughout 

the piece. At the end the upper dominant pedal-point is heard again. 

 Narrative. The first half, with its rapid up-and-down motions, could 

be conceived as waving a suitable item in the sight of the child. 

 

Example 7. Chopin Berceuse op. 57, Variant 7 (bars 27-30). 

  

Analysis. The third bar (bar 29) follows the main tune, in its top notes, 

but the other bars do not. 

 Narrative. This music again suggests waving something (such as a silk 

scarf) back and forth in front of the child. 

 

Example 8. Chopin Berceuse op. 57, Variant 8 (bars 31-34). 
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Analysis. The first half descends and the second half ascends, creating 

a V shape, as in some other variants (numbers 3-10). The first half here has 

descending chromatic thirds with extra (repeated) notes which considerably 

increase the interest in the scalar formation. The momentary resolutions onto 

the notes c´´´´, b´´´, a´´´, g´´´, f´´´, e´´´ in the top voice are the 

notes of the descending whole-tone scale; the first four belong to the D 

tonality, while the last two, which could be written as e´´´ and d´´´ instead 

of f´´´ and e´´´, do not, and so have a somewhat sparkling effect; the 

D tonality is present again in the next lower octave of the progression 

which now ends tonally. The second half has gradually rising thirds with, 

again, a lower dominant pedal-point. 

 Narrative. This is again purely decorative music, not following the 

main tune. 

 
 

Example 9. Chopin Berceuse op. 57, Variant 9 (bars 35-38). 

  

Analysis. The first half has, for the only time in the piece, solid triads. 

The fourth-last triad in bar 36, a´´ - c´´´ - f´´´, has the character of an 

escape-tone, informally speaking. The triplets need not be rendered with 

mechanically uniform timing. The second half has rising scalar fragments 

with auxiliary notes and with an upper dominant pedal-point. The level of 

activity has now increased to thirty-second-notes. 

 Narrative. This is again purely decorative music. The rapid solid triads 

require a light touch if they are to be effective. Perhaps they represent 

flapping a hand or something else in front of the child. 
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Example10. Chopin Berceuse op. 57, Variant 10 (bars 39-42). 

  

Analysis. Rocking sixths are used throughout. The top voice is treated 

as a separate line of sixteenth-notes, positioned with a delay of a triplet-

thirty-second-note.12 Once again the first half descends and the second half 

ascends. In the first half, the third triplet of each group rises rather than falls, 

adding interest to what would otherwise have been plain four-note scalar 

portions. The second half has rocking chromatic sixths without any 

additional inflections. There are now 36 notes per bar. 

 Narrative. This material is again purely decorative. The top voice, 

printed with upward stems, may need to be played somewhat louder than 

the lower voice, since its longer notes could not otherwise be distinguished 

when some pedal is used. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

12 The third of those sixteenth-notes has the character of an escape-tone, though without satisfying its formal definition. 

The last apparent sixteenth-note, e♮´´´, has a duration of two thirds of a sixteenth-note, which could not be quite correctly 

represented according to standard notational practice. 
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Example 11. Chopin Berceuse op. 57, Variant 11 (bars 43-46). 
  

 

Analysis. The first half of this variant decorates the dominant note A, 

now spanning three octaves. Chopin, as so often, does not write a simple 

scale but instead a ‘coloured’ one, in this case by including the foreign note 

F in bar 43. The second half (again containing 36 notes per bar) begins 

with an upper tonic pedal-point and descending lower voice; both voices 

then descend, the lower voice especially with its last several notes (b´, 

a´, g´). 

 Narrative. This is the peak of fioritura, and thus of the entertainment 

provided for the child. 

 

 

Example 12. Chopin Berceuse op. 57, Variant 12 (bars 47-50). 
  

 

Analysis. The sostenuto marking applies from here to the end of the 

piece. In the first half a descent is outlined (d´´, c´´, b´, a´, g´, f´). The 

second half is free except for the last bar (bar 50) which contains some 
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material (the descending three-note scale fragment and the three-note 

broken triad) from Variant 1. The last two intervals (four notes) of bar 49 

are a repeated pair (confirmed in the sketch), perhaps a slight compositional 

weakness; one could avoid playing them as an identical pair of 2 + 2 notes, 

grouping them instead as 1 + 3 notes. 

 Narrative. The entertainment has now ended and the child is settling 

down to sleep (sostenuto).
13

 The transition from fioritura to sostenuto might 

call for a slight ritardando at the end of bar 46 and a comma after the first 

note of bar 47. Some recordings handle that transition to sostenuto smoothly 

(Michelangeli, 1962; Joyce, 1939; Perahia, 1994), while others seem to 

ignore the marking (Hofmann, 1918). 

 

 

Example 13. Chopin Berceuse op. 57, Variant 13 (bars 51-54). 
  

 

Analysis. The upper (and lower) pedal-point again comes into play, 

emphasized by the five accents marked in the second half. 

 Narrative. The very low dynamic level is used while representing the 

child’s settling down. The generally upward and downward directions of 

motion continue. 

 

 

Example 14. Chopin Berceuse op. 57, Variant 14 (bars 55-58). 
  

 

Analysis. This variant has L.H. harmony V7/IV throughout, as 

indicated in the example; the progression for the remainder of the piece will 

be the standard one: IV, V, I. In bars 56-57 the melodic progression e´´ - 
 

13 The first two bars, 47-48, of this variant have been described at some length and charmingly by Rorke, J. D. M. A 

Musical Pilgrim’s Progress. Third edition. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1933, 12. 
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d´´ - c´´, highlighted by the beaming, is recalled from earlier three-note 

scalar patterns. In the same bars the melodic progression c´´ - a´´ in bars 

56 and 57, also highlighted by the beaming, has a significance which seems 

to me unclear;
14

 if it is to be reflected effectively in the playing, it would 

require a very slow tempo. 

 Narrative. The settling down to sleep continues. 

 

 

Example 15. Chopin Berceuse op. 57, Variant 15 (bars 59-62). 
  

 

Analysis. The L.H. harmony is now IV (2 bars) - V7 (2 bars). Three-

note scalar patterns still appear in the first half of this variant. In the second 

half the melodic descent proceeds with further diminuendo, the figuration 

recalling that of bar 19. 

 Narrative. Bars 61-62 have note-pairs, in each case a higher 

descending pair followed by a lower ascending pair. My conception here is 

of the child closing her eyelids, the first pair of notes for one eye and the 

following pair for the other eye (horizontal representations on the piano can 

take place only across the keyboard, thus with higher and lower pitches; the 

descending reproductions of the figure well convey the gradual closing of 

the eyes.) Such a conception must remain unproven, but it can bring purpose 

and commitment to the playing and listening. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

14  One might wonder whether this separate beaming could be dispensed with, as in Klindworth, Karl and Xaver Scharwenka, 
editors. Chopin, Frederyk. Berceuse (score). In: Oeuvres pour le piano, Vol. 10. London: Augener, 1883. 
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Example 16. Chopin Berceuse op. 57, Variants 16-17 (bars 63-70). 
  

 

Analysis. The tonic harmony is now reached in the L.H. (ending with 

V7-I). The initial melody of variant 1 now continues downward, carrying 

over into the next variant. From bar 66 regular phrase rhythm is no longer 

present.
15

 

 Narrative. The first melody returns, but this time it is not being sung 

to the child; she is instead recalling it in her dreams, which provides the 

piece with a very satisfying unifying conception. In bars 66-67 the 

downward stems are specified only for the two notes f´ and e´. It is 

tempting also to play with some emphasis the d´ that will follow in the 

L.H. chord under the quarter-note rest, shown in the musical example. 

Paderewski, Berceuse in Complete Works advocates that emphasis, in its 

commentary. However, it seems better to avoid that, perhaps even by not 

playing that d´ at all if it cannot be played softly enough on modern pianos, 

because this music represents falling asleep rather than text-book musical 

progressions. In that case, the R.H. melodic progression that would, in a 

waking state, finish with d´ remains uncompleted as the child is drifting 

off and has at this point fallen asleep. The final two chords might represent 

gently and slowly pulling the door towards closure, though not quite closing 

it, as the last chord is notably shorter than a typical last chord, very soft, and 

light rather than firm; that is what would be appropriate when leaving the 

child’s room. 
 

 

Retrospective on the Berceuse 

 

 

15 Compare Schumann, Robert. Kinderszenen Op. 15 No. 7, Träumerei. München: G. Henle, 1838/1977, especially the 

first phrase, where dreaminess is also conveyed with an absence of regular phrase rhythm. 
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 Analysis. The melodic resources used are simple and it is the 

arrangement of them, in all its detail, that provides the fine fioritura and 

other effects. The main resources are: neighbour-notes (appoggiaturas and 

informal types of escape-tones); stepwise progressions (often with 3 or 4 

notes); triadic motion (usually through a fifth, occasionally extended to an 

octave); pedal points (the dominant already hinted at in variant 1); double-

notes (variant 6); triple-notes (variant 9); repeated notes (variant 8); wide 

treble range for the melody (d´ to f´´´´, the top note of Chopin’s piano). 

For the relationship between the two halves of a variant, numbers 3-10 

showed generally V-shaped formations. 

 Narrative. How convincing my suggested detailed narrative for this 

piece may be must be left to the reader’s judgment. I find that the most 

convincing recorded performances suggest that a narrative of some kind was 

in the player’s mind, whether in studying and preparing the piece or when 

playing it, whereas the less convincing performances do not suggest that. 

 

Comparable examples to the Berceuse 

 

 

No very comparable example to the Berceuse is to be found. Chopin’s 

“Souvenir de Paganini”
16

 has in common that its variations are uninterrupted 

rather than separated, and that the fioritura is similar in many ways; but the 

Berceuse is properly regarded as sui generis. 

 

 

Paucity of external evidence 

 

 

The Berceuse is one of the most inviting of Chopin’s works for postulating 

a narrative, but an attempt will next be made for another of his works which 

is at first sight less inviting. In fact, external evidence of a narrative is 

available for very few of Chopin’s works: 

 

a search, with a view to unrevealed programmes, among his letters and 

 

16 Brown catalog no. 37 (1829) , Paderewski, Complete Works, Vol. XIII, 59-63. 
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his friends’ accounts of him yields but an extremely poor outcome.”
17

 

 

Yet: 

 

As Chopin was a pre-eminently subjective, a pre-eminently lyrical 

composer, it may well be that in many, perhaps even in the majority 

of cases his compositions were exhalations of his moods, and in not a 

few cases unconscious exhalations. The character of some of his 

compositions, more especially his Nocturnes, favour this view
18

 
 

 

2. The F major Nocturne 

 

Background to the F major Nocturne op. 15 no. 1 

 

Whereas some prior knowledge allowed a start to be made with confident 

speculation about the general narrative of the Berceuse (though not at that 

point its detailed narrative), we have no prior knowledge for the F major 

Nocturne. The title ‘Nocturne’ when used by Chopin may be taken to mean 

nothing more explicit than a short piece related in some way to night-time. 

 For an edition of this piece I will refer mainly to Paderewski, Complete 

Works, Vol VII, who in turn refers (p. 112) to a French and a German 

edition. I am not aware of a sketch having been left by the composer for this 

piece. Recorded performances are again not a main focus of this paper.
19

 

 An overview of the piece from the point of view of its compositional 

form readily reveals three broad divisions. An overview for its possible 

narrative shows that the three divisions are: (i) bars 1-24, a male (lower or 

tenor voice) and a female (upper or soprano voice) are quietly enjoying an 

intimate loving interlude; (ii) bars 25-48, a quarrel breaks out in which the 
 

17 Niecks, Programme Music, 211. 

18 Niecks, Programme Music, 214-5. 

19 Relatively little variety is found among recordings of this piece. In case recommendations are sought I will point to 

Paderewski  (1911), Paderewski (1917) and Paik (2018). 
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male is very angry and the distressed female eventually calms the situation 

down; (iii) bars 49-74, the first mood returns as before, as if nothing had 

happened, and is just slightly enhanced.
20

 

 The above narrative can almost certainly be taken to be 

autobiographical, referring to Chopin himself and Konstancja (Constantia) 

Gladkowska, the latter being the obvious guess based on the biographical 

literature.
21

 Those identifications, though likely correct, are not essential for 

the present purpose; but they may be helpful by bringing the piece within 

the scope of real (non-musical) life. 

 
 

Working through the Nocturne op. 15 no. 1 

 

 

I will again follow each musical example with an analysis of its 

compositional elements and a description of a possible corresponding 

detailed narrative. 

 

Example 17. Chopin Nocturne Op. 15 No. 1, bars 1-8. 
  

 

Analysis. We may begin by listing the compositional resources used 

for Part 1 (a formal ‘Part’ is distinguished from a textural ‘part’). 

(1) A top or soprano melody with a singing character is played by the R.H.. 

 

20

 Bellman’s opinion is different: “Op. 15. No. 1 in F major contrasts two lovely, small pastoral aria passages with an F-

minor middle section that is clearly a storm scene.” “Middlebrow becomes Transcendent…” in Bellman, Jonathan D. and 

Halina Goldberg, editors. Chopin and his World. Princeton, 2017, p. 154. Bellman conceived the Nocturnes as latent 

operatic scenes. Unfortunately I cannot agree with his view of this Nocturne, which he has not supported in detail. 

21 For biographical evidence see e. g. Niecks, Frederick. Frederick Chopin as Man and Musician. London: Novello, third 

edition 1902 (first edition 1888). Also available at https://www.gutenberg.org/files/4973/4973-h/4973-h.htm, accessed 14 

Aug. 2024.Vol. I, p. 125): 

It was, then, according to Chopin, about April, 1829, that the mighty power [of love] began to stir within him; 

.... The object of Chopin’s passion, the being whom he worshipped and in whom he saw the realisation of his 

ideal of womanhood, was Constancia Gladkowska, a pupil at the Warsaw Conservatorium ... 

By the time this Nocturne was published, Gladkowska was no longer an influence in Chopin’s life, and the three Nocturnes 

op. 15 were dedicated to Ferdinand Hiller. 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/4973/4973-h/4973-h.htm
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That character is provided by the slow progression through the main notes 

of the melody: first the ascent wending its way through f´´ (bar 1) - f´´ (bar 

3) - g´´ - a´´; then the descent g´´ (bar 5) - f´´ (bar 6) - e´´ (bar 7) after which 

d´´ with d minor harmony would normally follow instead of the deflection 

in melody and harmony seen here – not just a deflection but an abandonment 

for those four notes. 

(2) A tenor line runs in the L.H. in two-part counterpoint with the soprano 

line, at first in parallel octaves and later in sixths and other intervals.
22

 

(3) A compact inner part in triplets is present throughout this Part. 

(4) A bass line supports the harmony; its register is higher than normal in 

Chopin, in view of the occupation of the L.H. with playing other voices (a 

lower register will be seen in this Part only at the start of bar 21, there at the 

expense of the tenor note). 

The question of assimilation of the dotted rhythm to the triplet rhythm arises in 
bar 4 and elsewhere; although this will not affect the narrative, the performer will 
nevertheless need to make a decision about it.  The cantabile indication no doubt 
applies to both the soprano and the tenor lines, while the marking sempre legato 
might be taken to have strict application only, or mainly, to those two lines. Of 
the four parts, three are played by the L.H., as if Violin II, Viola and Cello in a 
string quartet, each with a different character – quite a task of nuancing.23 
The form of Part 1 is, at first sight, a double-period (bars 1-16) extended by 

a further phrase (bars 17-20), further extended by a cadence (bars 21-22) 

and a “fade-out” (bars 23-24). However, if the notated bars are understood 

as “small bars”, with two notated bars felt as one bar, then the form becomes 

a single period with extensions. 

 Narrative. (1) and (2) (referring to the above numbered compositional 

resources). The two “voices” (R.H. and top of L.H.) will be taken to 

represent two people, a man and a woman – most likely Chopin himself and 

Konstancja Gladkowska, as mentioned above. Although we cannot know 

what words they are singing or thinking, this is certainly not in principle 

abstract music. The marking semplice e tranquillo shows that the occasion 

 

22 Rosen, C. The Romantic Generation. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1995, 357) noted disapprovingly that in 

the tenor part bar 3 repeats bar 2, but he did not take into account that the metrical grouping starts with an upbeat quarter-

note so there is, in effect, no repetition. 

23 Technical problems in performing this piece were discussed by Cortot, Alfred, editor. Chopin, Frederyck, Nocturne 

Op. 15 No. 1 (score). In: Nocturnes (volume 1). Study edition. Paris: Salabert, 1977, 23-28 and by Cohen, Harriet. Music’s 

Handmaid. London: Faber and Faber, 1936, 117-125. 
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is a calm and relaxed one. The beginning in parallel motion at an octave 

between the two staves represents “being of one mind”.
24

 

(3) The inner part in triplets suggests a heartbeat – the two hearts are beating 

as one, so only one (unison) musical representation is needed, and it is 

present throughout this Part.
25

 The triplets may be nuanced with the first two 

notes slurred to represent the systolic phase (which is active, hence the 

melodic motion), the last note representing the diastolic phase (which is 

static, hence the melodic repetition); the tempo will of course be chosen 

appropriately, though there is no need to slavishly follow a medical 

textbook. Such a conception of the inner part would acknowledge that a 

score’s visual appearance, in this case of equal notes, should not necessarily 

dictate the manner of its auditory rendition. It appears, then, that we have 

here the unexpected opportunity to eves-drop on an intimate occasion 

between Chopin and Gladkowska. 

(4) The bass line plays no explicit role in the narrative, merely providing the 

harmonic basis; however, its stability fits in with an impression of calmness. 

 The use of three different harmonies per bar in bars 4-7 may represent 

the savouring of each moment. 

 Bars 7-8 suggest a warm embrace – in that case, the performer should 

not try to play these bars at all hastily, but let them be protracted as written 

– the (male) L.H. moves across the keyboard with the arpeggiandos as if 

acting out the embrace; the (female) soprano melody is also different at this 

point – the last four notes e´´, d´´, a´ and b♮´ (the deflection mentioned in 

the analysis) are to be savoured according to the marking poco cresc e rit 

which could be understood as meaning “warmer”– so the top melody also 

suggests an embrace; the harmony is VII = V/iii, a distant one, as if the 

embrace causes an abandonment of the previous focus.
26

 
 

 

 

 

24 Indeed, counterpoint probably originated with males and females wishing to sing the same tune at the same time. The 

tenor part might need some reinforcement to be heard clearly in performance. 

25 Instead of a heartbeat, a patting or gently stroking gesture is conceivable but seems less likely. 

26 If the understanding of an embrace seems at first sight fanciful, one might consider that very many compositional 

factors are working together here. One might also recall Schubert’s interlocking hands in his Rondo for four hands D.608 

(1818) with the motto “Notre amitié est invariable” from bar 232. 
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Example 18. Chopin Nocturne Op. 15 No. 1, bars 9-16. 

   

Analysis. This is a modified reproduction of bars 1-8, as a second 

period. The addition of f notes on the third beat of bars 10 and 11 seems to 

me to lack strong motivation. Despite its visual appearance, the grace note 

a´ in bar 15 does not belong to the following c´´ but follows the g♯´ in the 

previous bar (the a´ could not have been played by the L.H.); few recordings 

make this relationship clear. The melodic progression in the tenor voice 

from bar 15 to bar 16 (e´ - d´) is an unexpected one: the latter note has a 

French sixth chord with an uncommon vertical disposition of its pitches, and 

occurs at the peak of the dynamic markings. 

 Narrative. Following the embrace represented in the previous bar, the 

lady is somewhat more endearingly expressive, her melody now being more 

ornamented. The desire to prolong the mood into a following phrase is 

brought about by the special treatment of the note d´ in bar 16. 
 

Example 19. Chopin Nocturne Op. 15 No. 1, bars 17-24. 

  

Analysis. The use of three harmonies in some bars is notable; for 

instance, the last quarter-note of bar 17 harmonises what would normally be 

a passing-note, a´´, with, instead, a fully-fledged chord e, g, a, d´ 

resolving in an unusual way. The extended period seems to have ended at 

the beginning of bar 20, but a further extension follows with the accented 

high note d´´´ in bar 20, with its diminished-seventh harmony, followed by 

the dolcissimo ornament and the only low note in this Part in bar 21. The 

rhythmic grouping in bar 23 might best be divided before the c´´, following 

the rhythmic pattern at the start of the piece, where the initial upbeat 
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occurred on the third beat of bar 0 establishing the pattern applying 

generally. An elision takes place at the beginning of bar 22, so the last 4 

bars, bars 21-24, are grouped as 2 <+> 3 = 4; as he so often did, Chopin 

manages to keep to 4-bar notated units. 

 Narrative. The d´´´ represents a heightened sigh bringing about a 

further two-bar cadence, now richer with its low bass note. The melodic 

ornaments (bars 18, 20) could be played while avoiding the striking of any 

two notes at the same time as the L.H. notes, thus allowing the expressive 

melody to be heard clearly without competition or distraction from other 

notes, as Vladimir de Pachmann and some other early pianists often did.  In 

the last three bars (22-24) the serene mood soon fades, with an attempt to 

repeat the initial material left incomplete. 

 

 

Example 20. Chopin Nocturne Op. 15 No. 1, bars 25-28. 

  

Analysis. The opening ingredients of Part 2 are: 

(1) a bass line winding down deeply, followed immediately by a rising 6-

note gesture; 

(2) a treble part with repeated rocking in double-notes; and 

(3) simple low notes, F ̷ and F, supporting the harmony. 

This Part starts only f (overlooked by some performers), not reaching ff until 

bar 31. 

The key is F minor. No change of tempo is indicated in words, but ‘Andante 

con fuoco’ would be self-contradictory and the following Part, after ‘rall e 

calando’, is marked ‘Tempo I’, so there was certainly a new tempo. I have 

not referred to metronome markings here as they are often considered 

unreliable. 

The form of the middle Part is two groups of phrases; the first ones are short 

(two bars), the later ones of varying lengths: a first group 25-26, 27-28, 29-

30, 31-32, 33-34, 35-36; a second group 37-38, 39-40, 41-42, 43-44, then 

units of 2/4, 2/4, 3/4, 3/4, 1/4 (the latter with calando) – thus the metre 

essentially evaporates, which it had done also at the end of Part 1. The 
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division into bars is somewhat arbitrary but, as usual, Chopin manages it in 

such a way that four-bar units result in the notation. 

Narrative. L.H. An outburst occurs in the male register.
27

 Quite 

possibly it involves a rage of jealousy by Chopin.
28

 His speaking is 

represented by a single musical voice, his unknown words probably 

conveying anger and likely ending with a rising accusation.
29

 

 R.H. The lady is also displaying anger or distress, perhaps shaking her 

fists – indeed, when performing this material, the hand may well be shaking 

from side to side, quite likely an intentional physical allusion.
30

 The double-

notes cannot, in any case, represent a single speaking voice. 

 

Example 21. Chopin Nocturne Op. 15 No. 1, bars 29-32. 

  

Analysis. A further ingredient of Part 2 is a new figure  with three 

notes: long, short, firm as in the L.H. at the beginning of bar 29; it appears 

first in the L.H. and then in the R.H., while the shaking figure continues. 

The tonality is now G-flat major. 

 Narrative. The new figure represents speaking with three syllables, 

and one might postulate words such as “Oui, c’est vrai!” for the man and 

“Non, pas vrai!” for the lady – “Yes, it’s true!” and “No, it’s not!”. Such 

 

27 Compare Cortot, Nocturnes, 23: “the apparently calm heart may also experience unforeseen tempests”. 

28 Chopin’s tendency towards anger, possibly related to his tuberculosis, is well documented, though at a later time than 

that of the present composition, e. g. Sand, George. Story of My Life. Thelma Jurgrau, editor. Albany: SUNY Press, 1991 

(French original 1854-1855), 1109: "Chopin was terrifying when angry... Chopin was often irritated without reason..."; 

Liszt, Franz. Frederic Chopin. New York: Vienna House, 1973 (original Paris, M. Escudier, 1852),107: “... there was 

never a nature more inclined to eccentricity, whim, and abrupt caprice. His imagination was passionate, his feelings tended 

toward violence...”. His frequent outbursts of jealousy are seen in the later and evidently biographical novel Sand, George. 

Lucrezia Floriani. Translated by Julius Eker. Chicago: Academy, 1993 (French original 1846) , chapter  26. 

29 The recording by Richter, 1963, conveys something much more extreme than most other recordings, contrasting greatly 

with Perahia, date?. 

30 Compare the embracing allusion in bars 7-8; we have now seen two possible physical allusions, and it is clear that we 

should be alert to such possibilities. In such cases pianists sometimes try to facilitate and smooth out the playing (for 

instance with hands as large as those of Richter, 1963), thereby losing Chopin’s intended effect as postulated here. 
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speculation as to the words used is of course not to be taken literally, but it 

might provide a touch of reality, or of vraisemblance. In these four bars the 

two lovers are, in any case, arguing furiously (ff). 

Bars 31-32 present contrary motion between the R.H. and L.H. lines, 

representing the argument that has broken out, by contrast with the parallel 

motion in bars 1-4 etc. representing the unanimity at that stage; those 

contrasting resources might or might not have been so used by Chopin 

intentionally. 

 

 

Example 22. Chopin Nocturne Op. 15 No. 1, bars 33-36. 

  

Analysis. The first rest (bar 33) might more reasonably have been 

written as an up-stem f – the rest shown may be an editorial peculiarity. 

The fading-out effect is achieved with an upsetting of the previous regular 

metre, and the grouping of bars 35-36 might be understood as 2/4 + 3/4. 

The following bar, bar 37, will be marked once again con fuoco, so that 

manner must have ceased at some point, most likely in bar 33. 

 Narrative. Eventually the quarrel seems to be fading away or, as 

Niecks, Frederick Chopin, 263) suggests, it is giving way to sobs and sighs. 

The female is speaking quietly (whereas before, in bar 31, ff); no doubt she 

is now trying to calm down the situation. The material used after the three-

note figure in bar 35, simply stepping down in first-inversion chords, could 

be considered slightly weak by Chopin’s standards, but it might signify a 

brief disengagement from all the activity. 

 

Example 23. Chopin Nocturne Op. 15 No. 1, bars 37-40. 
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Analysis. Bars 37-40 = 25-28. 

 Narrative. The quarrel breaks out again as before. 

 

 

Example 24. Chopin Nocturne Op. 15 No. 1, bars 41-44. 
  

 

Analysis. Further emphasis, including reinforcement with octaves. The 

harmony is V7/D major, V7/E minor. 

 Narrative. The three-note figure is now rendered even more forcibly, 

in octaves. 

 

 

Example 25. Chopin Nocturne Op. 15 No. 1, bars 45-48. 

  

Analysis. The fading-out is again achieved with a breaking-up of the 

metre, as it was at the end of Part 1 (bars 21-24) – here apparently with 2/4, 

2/4, 3/4, 3/4, 1/4 with calando as earlier, again maintaining a visual four-bar 

unit (as was noted also for bars 21-24). The harmony is E minor, D 

major, B minor, which then slips back into F major without any formal 

preparation by means of V7. 

The marking rall e calando contains a tautology, for calando conventionally 

implies rall, but it evidently did not imply that in Chopin’s usage. 

 Narrative. The argument is resolved here, and the original peaceful 

mood will return without the need to be announced by a dominant-seventh 

chord. 
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Example 26. Chopin Nocturne Op. 15 No. 1, bars 49-56. 

 

 Analysis. The last Part is the same as the first Part, with extra 

decorations that are few but effective. 

The four notes of the ‘caress’, e´´, d´´, a´, b´, now have their own slur, 

allowing an enhanced effect, together with the increased ornamentation in 

bars 54 and 56. 

 Narrative. The Part 1 atmosphere returns with no residue from Part 2, 

so it is as if nothing had happened. 

 

Example 27. Chopin Nocturne Op. 15 No. 1, bars 57-64. 

 

Analysis. The same as in bars 9-16. 

 Narrative. The same as in bars 9-16. 

 

 

Example 28. Chopin Nocturne Op. 15 No. 1, bars 65-74. 

  

Analysis. An extra grace note is used in the ornament of bar 68. A final 

close (bars 73-74) replaces the earlier fade-out (bars 21-24). In the second-

last chord the note g´ is omitted, possibly because there are already ample 

Gs. That chord contains one more note than does the last chord, 
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accommodating a naturally slower last-chord arpeggiation.
31

 The final pedal 

may be raised carefully, perhaps in two stages, to avoid producing an 

unwanted abrupt end to the sound. 

 Narrative. The last two chords convey the end of an ultimately 

satisfying occasion. The satisfaction no doubt resulted from the enjoyable 

mood itself, but possibly also from Chopin’s being pleased that he was able 

to overcome his temper on this occasion. 
 

 

Comparable examples to the Nocturne 

 

It is interesting to ask whether Chopin used similar musical resources to 

create similar effects on other occasions. There is one primary instance: the 

“Revolutionary” Etude, Op. 10 No. 12, written in 1831, thus at about the 

same time as the present Nocturne. The comparison, which follows below, 

may be taken to support the present view of the Nocturne’s narrative. 
 

Example 29. Chopin Etude Op. 10 No. 12, bars 1-5 (Paderewski, Complete 

Works, Vol. II, p. 58). 

  

Analysis. Resources in common with the middle Part of the Nocturne 

op. 15 no. 1 are the marking con fuoco (in the Etude with Allegro which is 

however not explicitly marked in the Nocturne); the wiggling down in single 

notes to a low register; the rocking fourths at the end of bars 2 and 4; and 

the aggressive three-note rhythmic pattern leading into bars 3 and 5 – quite 

enough to establish a degree of similarity. 

 

31 The last chord may, however, have been played faster on some early recordings because of the limited total time 

available. 
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 Narrative. The narrative is also comparable, the obvious anger being 

expressed in the Etude on a large canvas to a wide audience whereas in the 

Nocturne on a small canvas to a single individual. 

 Another instance at a slightly greater distance from the present 

Nocturne is the Ballade No. 2, op. 38, also in F major. The first section is 

again peaceful (Andantino), and an aggressive second section again contains 

the marking con fuoco, in this case Presto. After the aggression has died 

away, the first section returns. An outbreak occurs but is fairly brief; another 

outbreak is furious and a coda even more furious, after which a 7-bar codetta 

reestablishes calmness, even though not at length. That piece will not be 

studied further here because its similarity to the Nocturne is only moderate. 

 Several Chopin Nocturnes have a strong and fast middle Part, but 

otherwise no close similarity to the present piece. 
 

 

Retrospective on the F major Nocturne 

 

 

 Analysis. The resources used in this piece are standard, but their 

arrangement for the hands is unusual, as three parts within an octave reach 

are assigned simultaneously to the left hand in Part 1. In Part 2 the resources 

were instructively compared with those used in Chopin’s ‘Revolutionary’ 

Etude. Two cases of the possible representation of physical activity in the 

technical method of piano playing were suggested: the L.H. arpeggiandos 

(arm motion) for an embrace in Part I and the R.H. rapid rocking figure 

(shaking hand motion) for an angry gesture in Part 2. 

 Narrative. The initial clue for the narrative which I have suggested for 

the Nocturne was the representation of a singing line in parallel in two 

registers or staves. That suggested a male and a female voice.32 From that 

starting point, the remainder of the narrative for Part 1 unfolded step-by-

step.  What resulted is the idea of two people singing intimately while two 

hearts are beating as one in the inner part of the texture.
33

 The significance 

 

32 Two-voiced melodies often appear in Chopin’s other works, such as the Barcarolle op. 60 and the D Nocturne op. 27 

no. 2, typically at the consonant intervals of 3rds or 6ths and surely representing two amorous people in such cases. 

33 In the absence of the suggested narrative and on a more cursory listening, Part 1 might, for instance, have been thought 

to convey sadness or wistfulness, so the present search for a detailed narrative is justified. 
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of the strongly contrasting middle Part was then related to reports of 

Chopin’s volatile personality, and again the details were inferred step-by-

step. The degree of convincingness of my proposed narrative, as for that of 

the Berceuse, is naturally left for the reader’s verdict. Given a favourable 

judgment on that point, the further biographical evidence is clearly sufficient 

for the identification of Chopin and Konstancja Gladkowska as the 

protagonists in the Nocturne. 

 One might ask why Chopin would have written a piece with such a 

narrative. Presumably it was his desire to document for himself a memorable 

incident. As he was by nature very private and reserved, the documentation 

was to be in music which, being non-verbal, is a somewhat secret 

language.
34

 He might have liked the idea that the two participants had been 

able to overcome their disagreement, and especially that he had been able to 

control his temper, and thus restore the loving atmosphere. 
 

 

3. Further work 

 

 

 In the future one can, clearly, look for similar opportunities to establish 

or suggest narratives in other works of Chopin; the extent to which his works 

reflect real-life (non-musical) occurrences would certainly be worth 

exploring.
35

 If similar results can be obtained for other composers, with or 

without the aid of a sung text or of biography, then in future work cross-

composer comparisons may be found fruitful, comparisons which are likely 

to show that the great composers all had their own real-life and musical 

conception of the various events and emotions. 
 

 

34 See also Niecks, Frederick Chopin Vol. 1, 143-4: 

The first mention of the ideal [Gladkowska] we find in the letter dated October 3, 1929, wherein he says that he has 
been dreaming of her every night for the past six months, and nevertheless has not yet spoken to her. In these 
circumstances he stood in need of one to whom he might confide his joys and sorrows, and as no friend of flesh and 
blood was at hand, he often addressed himself to the piano. 

35 That extent may be relatively unlikely to include compositions featuring abstract material, such as the F-minor Ballade 

op. 52 (Nettheim, Nigel. "The Derivation of Chopin's Fourth Ballade from Bach and Beethoven". The Music Review 54/2 

(1993): 95-111). Here again, Bellman’s view (Chopin and his World, pp. 165-168) is different. 
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Recordings (All these are available at youtube.com, accessed Nov. 2023) 

 

 

(a) Chopin. Berceuse op. 57: 

 

Cortot, Alfred (1926); Hofmann, Josef (1918); Jonas, Maryla (1951); Joyce, 

Eileen (1939); Michelangeli, Arturo Benedetti (1962); Michalowski, 

Aleksander (date?); Neuhaus, Heinrich ( 1953); Neuhaus, Stanislav (1976);  

Perahia, Murray (1994); Solomon (1942). 

 

(b) Chopin. Nocturne op. 15 no. 1: 

 

Andsnes, Leif Ove (2018); Argerich, Martha (1965); Arrau, Claudio (1978); 

Ashkenazy, Vladimir (1972); Barenboim, Daniel (1982); Ciani, Dino 

(1971); Godowsky, Leopold (1928); Horowitz, Vladimir (1956); Lang Lang 

(2012); Lympany, Moura (date?); Novaes, Guiomar (1950s); Pachmann, 
Vladimir de (1911); Paderewski, Jan (1911); Paderewski, Jan (1917); Paik, Kun-Woo 
(2018); Perahia, Murray (date?); Pires, Maria João (1996); Pollini, Maurizio 
(2005); Richter, Sviatoslav (1963); Richter, Sviatoslav (1965); Richter, Sviatoslav 
(1966); Rubinstein, Artur (date?); Smeterlin, Jan (1955); Wild, Earl (1981). 


