The five years that Szymanowski spent at the Conservatory and the Academy
brought many frustrations, particularly in dealing with musicians of a conservative
turn of mind, and these difficulties finally led to his resignation. The remaining
years of his life were not easy, without any regular source of income, and he
therefore made more public appearances as a performer, writing the piano part of
his Symphony No.4 in 1932 to suit his own relatively modest piano technique, no
longer adequate for the more taxing compositions of his earlier career. In the same
year he was greatly encouraged by the performance in Prague of his opera King
Roger, a work that deals imaginatively with a struggle in medieval Sicily between
Christianity and an Eastern Dionysian religion, a further example of his absorption
of the essence of other cultures than his own, and of his reading of Euripides.

Szymanowski’s final years were clouded by illness and he sought an alleviation
of the effects of tuberculosis abroad in Davos, Grasse and Cannes, and finally in
Lausanne, where he died on 29th March 1937. His last orchestral work was a
second violin concerto, completed in 1933, followed by two Mazurkas for piano,
written in the following year. The ballet Harnasie, inspired by the primitive folk-
music of the people living in the Tatra mountains, was staged in Prague in 1935
and the following year, with much success, in Paris, with choreography by Serge
Lifar. Itbecame a popular part of Polish ballet repertoire after its first performance
in Poznan in 1938, a year after the composer’s death.

Szymanowski’s twenty Mazurkas, Opus 50, were written in 1924 and 1925.
While the title may suggest a debt to Chopin, these Mazurkas owe more to the
Mazur source of the dance, drawing on varied folk material from the Tatras,
although the result is very much in the composer’s own mature idiom.

The three pieces that form Metopes were completed in 1915, a reflection of
Szymanowski’s travels in Southern Europe the year before and of his study of
Greek civilisation now undertaken in the war-time isolation of Timoszéwka. The
title of the set of pieces suggested the figures in low-relief on the pediment of an
ancient Greek temple. The individual pieces take their character from Homer’s
Odyssey, the account of the long home-coming of the Greek hero Odysseus after the
fallof Troy. Adventures that befall him on his way back to Ithaca include a narrow
escape from the Island of the Sirens and a still closer encounter with the sorceress
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