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Requirements of a “Ballade for Piano”:
A Study of the New Genre Created by Chopin

MATSUO Risa

It is well known that the Polish composer Fryderyk Chopin (1810-1849) has invented the “bal-
lade” as a genre of music for piano solo. How can we define this genre, which has not been precise-
ly elucidated until now?

This paper attempts to define the genre in comparison with the theory of the Polish literary bal-
lade. The background of the study is that Chopin maintained a close relation with Polish poetics,
from his early years in Poland to his later years in France.

First, an overview of the structural theory of the Polish literary ballade is given according to
Zgorzelski's Ballada Polska (Polish Ballade, 1962). There are several similarities between the lit-
erary and musical forms of the ballade. On the one hand, the literary ballade stems from old folk
songs with dances, which later developed into a literary genre with epical, dramatical, and lyrical
elements. Furthermore, there are some elements of dance and folk song in Chopin's Ballades, and
epical, dramatical, and lyrical aspects can be found as well.

Based on the above, Chopin’s four Ballades are analyzed in comparison with the structural ex-
amples of Mickiewicz's Ballades from the viewpoint of the narrator.

The narrator is the basis of the structure in the literary ballades, but he can take on different ap-
pearances, so that the temporal and spatial relation between the narrator and the other characters
can terminate toward the end. If the role of the narrator is replaced with a tonal structure, and if
the roles of the hero and heroine are replaced with musical themes, Chopin’s Ballades can be inter-
preted similarly. Therefore, the requirements of the “ballade” as a genre of music for piano solo, as

created by Chopin, will be clarified.
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