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Fryderyk Chopin (1 81 0 - 1849) 
Mazurkas 

Fryderyk Chopin was born in Zelazowa Wola, near Warsaw, in 181 0. His 
father, Nicolas Chopin, was French by birth, but had been taken to Poland in 
1787, at the age of sixteen, working first as a clerk in a tobacco factory, before 
taking part in the Polish rising against the foreign domination of the country as 
an officer in the National Guard. After the failure of this attempt, he was able 
to earn his living as a French tutor in various private families, and in 1806 he 
married a poor relation of his then employer, Count Skarbek. 

Chopin was to inherit from his father a fierce sense of loyalty to Poland, a 
feeling that he fostered largely in self-imposed exile, since the greater part of 
his career was to be spent in Paris. His early education, however, was in 
Warsaw, where his father had become a teacher at a newly established school. 
He was able to develop his already precocious musical abilities with piano 
lessons from the eccentric Adalbert Zywny, a violinist from Bohemia, who 
shared Nicolas Chopin's enthusiasm for Poland and was able to inculcate in 
his pupil a sound respect for the great composers of the eighteenth century. 
Chopin later took lessons from the director of the Warsaw Conservatory, Jozef 
Elsner, and entered the Conservatory as a student in 1826. By then he had 
already developed his own individual style as a pianist and had written, during 
the previous ten years, a number of pieces for the piano. 

Warsaw offered a restricted environment for musical achievement, although 
Chopin was able to hear Hummel there in 1828 and the violinist Paganini in 
the following year. He had already acquired a considerable local reputation 
when in 1830 he set out for Vienna, where he was to pass the winter with very 
little to show for it. An earlier visit to Vienna had aroused interest, but this 
second visit, undertaken with a more serious purpose, produced nothing, and 
the following summer he set out for Paris, where he was to spend much of the 
rest of his life. 



Chopin's attitude to Paris was at first ambivalent. As a provincial he found 
much to shock him, while, at the same time, there was much to impress in the 
splendour of the city and in the diversity of music there. He was to create a 
special place for himself as a teacher to some of the most distinguished families 
and as a performer in more intimate social gatherings than the theatres and 
concert-halls where his cruder contemporary Franz Liszt could excel. 

By 1837 Chopin had embarked on a liaison with the writer George Sand, 
born Aurore Dupin, the estranged wife of Baron Dudevant, generally spending 
the summer at her country estate at Nohant. The winter of 1838 was spent 
with her in Mallorca, where an attempt to battle against a high wind seriously 
affected his lungs, already weakened by tuberculosis. Thereafter Chopin's 
relationship with George Sand took a more conventional course, until the 
jealousies and rivalry of her two children led to a final quarrel in 1847. George 
Sand and Chopin were never to be reconciled, and he died in Paris in 1849, 
his health having deteriorated considerably during the course of a visit to 
England and Scotland the year before, when Paris was undergoing 
revolution. 

As a composer Chopin's achievement was remarkable. He perfected his 
own idiomatic style of performance, in which technical problems seemed not 
to exist, a style of delicate nuance and elegance. His music, suited to his 
manner of playing, showed considerable originality in its exploration of 
harmony and in its expansion of existing forms and creation of new ones, 
opening a world that later composers were to continue to develop. Highly 
characteristic were the Polish dances that he transformed from folk-dance or 
society entertainment into vehicles of poetic expression, retaining still the 
original source of inspiration. 

The Mazurkatakes its name from the Mazurs, the inhabitants of the province 
of Mazovia, near Warsaw. It is a strikingly rhythmic dance, based on certain 
rhythmic and melodic formulae that find their place in the 50 Mazurkas of 
Chopin. Like the Polonaise, the Mazurka had made its way from the villages 
of Poland to fashionable ball-rooms in the cities of the country, to Paris, to 



London and to Russia, enjoying still wider popularity in the last. In Russia the 
dance had a modest success too in kevboard repertoire, with contributions 
from Glinka, Borodin and Tchaikovsky. ~ o t h i n ~  there, however, could rival the 
varietv of feelina and musical content that Chopin achieved in a form that he 
first abmpted as a ten-year-old in 1820 and iast touched in the year of his 
death. 

The four Mazurkas that make up Opus 6 were written in 1830 before Chopin 
left Warsaw and published in Paris two years later with a dedication to the 
composer's pupil Paulina Plater, daughter of a Polish bmigrb family at whose 
house the mazurka was danced with all the full-blooded energy of Poland, as 
Chopin'sfriend, the poet JuliuszSlowacki reported to his mother. 1831 brought 
a set of five Mazurkas. published in the following vear as Opus 7and dedicated - - 
to the American musician Paul Emil Johns. 

The four Mazurkas of Opus 17 were written in Paris in 1832 and 1833, and 
published in 1834 with a dedication to the singer Lina Freppa, whom Chopin 
had met with Vincenzo Bellini, a visitor to Paris in 1833 and a strong influence 
on his melodic writing. In 1836 he published in Paris a set of four Mazurkas, 
Opus 24, written in 1834 and 1835 and dedicated to the Comte de Perthuis, 
director of music to King Louis-Philippe. 

Two sets of four Mazurkas were published in 1838. The first, Opus 30, 
dedicated to the Polish-born Princes Maria Wartternberg, born Czartoryska, 
sister of Countess Zamoyska and a member of one of Poland's most 
distinguished families, the Czartoryskis, whose thbs dansants for children at 
the Blue Palace in Warsaw had often been attended by Chopin and who had 
settled in Paris in 1832. Here Prince Adam Czartoryski, a statesman of 
considerable experience, led the Polish communitv in exile. The second set 
published in thesame year, Opus 33, was dedicaied to Chopin's pupil Roza 
Mostowska, whose father had served as Polish Minister of the Interior at a time 
when the young composer's application for a grant for study abroad had been 
refused ten years earlier. The Mazurka in C Sharp Minor, Op. 41 No. 1 was 
the first of a set of three published in 1840. 



ldil Biret 
Born in Ankara, ldil Biret began piano lessons at the age of three. She 

displayed an outstanding gift for music and graduated from the Paris 
Conservatoire with three first prizes when she was fifteen. She studied piano 
with Alfred Cortot and Wilhelm Kempff, and composition with Nadia Boulanger. 

Since the age of sixteen ldil Biret has performed in concerts around the world 
playing with major orchestras under the direction of conductors such as 
Monteux, Boult, Kempe, Sargent, de Burgos, Pritchard, Groves and 
Mackerras. She has participated in the festivals of Montreal, Persepolis, 
Royan, La Rochelle, Athens, Berlin, Gstaad and Istanbul. She was also invited 
to perform at the 85th birthday celebration of Wilhelm Backhaus and at the 
90th birthday celebration of Wilhelm Kempff. 

ldil Biret received the Lily Boulanger Memorial Fund award (1 95411 964), the 
Harriet CohedDinu Lipatti Gold Medal (1959) and the Polish Artistical Merit 
Award (1974) and was named Chevalier de I'Ordre du MBrite in 1976. 




