
C H O P I N  R E L E V A T I O N S

to re- levate  –  to l i ft  a  certain content into attention again , 
for a part icular context , indicated by thought and language.

David Bohm, Wholeness and the Impl icate Order ,  1980

	

	 I t  is  an immense pr iv i lege and a source of great sat isfact ion to place this 
a lbum in your hands: the fruit  of work undertaken during a part icular chapter 
of my l i fe .  I  can mark out that chapter ’s  symbol ic boundaries –  from a piano 
lesson in January 2019, when Professor Katarzyna Popowa-Zydroń heard my 
f irst  attempts at  performing the Sonata in B-f lat  minor, to the f inal  moments of 
the recording session on 23 January 2026, when F i l ip  Podgórski ,  the recording 
engineer, said , ‘We’ve got it ! ’  Yet  the decis ive period in which the concept 
presented here came to maturity was the last  two or three years , beginning 
with a bold idea that entered my imaginat ion: what would happen if one were 
to try playing the Mazurka in F minor, tradit ional ly regarded as Chopin’s  last 
composit ion, after the Sonata in B-f lat  minor?

	 I  could not possibly encompass in this  introduction every aspect of the 
process by which the concept took shape. Instead, I  would l ike to point  to its 
key inspirat ions, reveal  something of my interpretat ive pursuit  of coherence 
and, in  doing so, explain my del iberate use of certain unconventional  means.
	
	 Looking to nourish my amateur understanding and read more about the 
dissonances between relat iv ity and quantum mechanics , I  came across David 
Bohm’s Wholeness and the Impl icate Order .  Bohm, an American physicist  and 
later a phi losopher, sought ways of counteracting the pervasive fragmentat ion 
of the world , bel ieving it  to be a source of chaos and suffer ing. What caught my 
attention was a passage in which, in  the interest of better human communicat ion, 
he proposes a l inguist ic experiment : a  new, dynamic mode – the rheomode 

– which foregrounds continuity and movement , a l lowing language to accord 
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more closely with the processual  nature of real ity.  I t  assigns verbs pr imacy 
and gives them new meanings, with the aim of avoiding further atomisat ion 
and ever-deepening misunderstandings. I  d iscovered that one of Bohm’s 
neologisms – to relevate  –  captures with extraordinary precis ion the nature of 
the art ist ic approach I  seek to cult ivate!

	 To complete his  experiment , Bohm revives the archaic verb to relevate 
(beginning with to levate) ,  develops from it  a  fami ly of forms, and uses them to 
art iculate the perceptual  act of apprehending relevance  –  an act he regards 
as , in  one sense, pr ior even to judging truth or fa ls ity.  In  everyday Engl ish , the 
fami l iar adject ive relevant  denotes something that bears on the matter at 
hand, yet  conceals the motion held in  i ts  roots . Bohm restores that motion: to 
re- levate  is  to l i ft  a  certain content into attention again and perceive whether 
it  f i ts  a part icular context . The old noun relevation ,  in  turn, evokes rais ing or 
e levat ion, but a lso rel ief,  a l lev iat ion and even refreshment , echoing the Lat in 
relevo .

	 The act of ‘ l i ft ing’  content anew – cleansing and revital is ing it  as new 
meanings emerge; f inding f itt ing contexts and considering those meanings in 
terms of their relevance – prompted me to shape the idea of Relevations :  the 
search for a new, essential  dimension of meaning  in  music.

	 The obvious, tradit ional  context for the Sonata in B-f lat  minor is  death. 
To convey the many dimensions in which death permeated Chopin’s  l i fe and 
the ways it  found ref lect ion in his  work , I  offer a narrat ive in  several  chapters . 
The successive works interact intertextual ly,  each i l luminating the others . They 
meet on a harmonic plane as one passes suggestively into the next –  continuing 
it  or contradict ing it .  They also correspond in their dramaturgy, colour and 
motifs  drawn from places that might seem far apart .  At  t imes they speak in 
a s ingular voice through the death motif ,  which, in  this  interpretat ion, I  have 
predestined to guide the creation of Relevations .
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Fryderyk Chopin  
(1810-1849)

I .  PROLOGUE
1. Mazurka in F minor, Op. 63, No. 2

I I .  DEATH OF THE NATION
2. Bal lade in F major, Op. 38

I I I .  DEATH OF MEMORY
3. Mazurka in E minor, Op. 41, No. 1
4. Mazurka in B major, Op. 41, No. 2
5. Mazurka in A-f lat major, Op. 41, No. 3
6. Mazurka in C-sharp minor,  
Op. 41, No. 4

IV.  DEATH OF THE CREATOR
Sonata in B-f lat minor, Op. 35
7. I .  Grave – Doppio movimento
8. I I .  Scherzo
9. I I I .  Marche
10. IV. F inale – Presto

V. POSTSCRIPT
Mazurka in F minor, Op. 68, No. 4

VI .  IMMORTALISATION
11. Polonaise-Fantaisie in A-f lat 
major, Op. 61

RELEVATION ONE
Postscriptum et prologus

	 Is  i t  f i tt ing to speak when words can add nothing more? Even so, thought 
r ises higher st i l l ,  seeking a new perspective .  The darkness that descends after 
the f inal  chord of the Sonata in B-f lat  minor becomes the ground upon which 
the musical  world and the actual  world are fused. Offer ing a gl impse into 
the composer ’s  f inal  thought , the Mazurka in F minor enters at  the threshold 
between idea and its  real isat ion – and proves to be a metaphysical  key to 
understanding the four-movement masterpiece.

	 Yet  the mystery of the Mazurka in F minor, publ ished as Op. 68 , No. 4  by 
Jul ian Fontana s ix years after Chopin’s  death, seems more complex st i l l .  Jeffrey 
Kal lberg, a  leading authority on Chopin sources, has proposed that the piece 
may have been composed as ear ly as 1846. In  a letter to his  fami ly dated 11 
October 1846, Chopin writes of new mazurkas ( later submitted for publ icat ion 
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as Op. 63).  I t  contains an enigmatic remark suggesting a measure of doubt : only 
some t ime after a work has been completed does ‘ref lect ion come and reject 
or accept it ’.  According to Kal lberg, the so-cal led ‘ last ’  Mazurka may have been 
rejected  by Chopin in  favour of the other Mazurka in F minor, now known as Op. 
63 , No. 2 .

	 What accounts for the k inship between these mazurkas –  not only in  their 
overal l  character, but a lso in  specif ic  passages, such as the densely chromatic 
dolente  phrases that c lose the pr incipal  themes of both works? On this  a lbum, 
the ‘accepted’  Mazurka in F minor opens the narrat ive as its  f irst  remembrance 
of a lost  past : i t  establ ishes the formal  frame, s ignals the dramatic threads to 
come and introduces the death motif .

RELEVATION TWO
A Tr iptych of Gl impses into the Future

	 The clamour of wandering thoughts , st irred by an awareness of the 
magnitude of the loss and the need to face an inexorably approaching future, 
is  in  fact the harbinger of a new perspective  taking shape. Once the sounds of 
the funeral  march have died away, we witness a transgression – a gaze beyond 
the boundary of death, but a lso beyond the boundaries of the age.

	 The enigmatic texture and harmonic language of the F inale of the Sonata 
in B-f lat  minor express this  opacity of the future perfectly,  whi le  proving 
str ik ingly prescient . To the f irst  l isteners they sounded al ien –  and truly so, for 
in  composit ional  terms they contain the seeds of twentieth-century atonal ity ; 
in  expressive terms, the anxiet ies of modernism. In  a sense, then, they come 
from the future.
	
	 I f i t  was indeed rejected, the Mazurka in F minor, tradit ional ly regarded 
as Chopin’s  last ,  may have seemed to him too … progressive. Jeffrey Kal lberg 
suggests that the piece appears to be a fa i led attempt to put the advances of 
a new, experimental  sty le into practice (as opposed to the successful  attempt 
represented by the Polonaise-Fantais ie).  I f Chopin found his  own ideas too far-
reaching and del iberately chose not to publ ish the piece for that reason – as 
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though resist ing further explorat ion of new aesthetic terr itory –  then it  might 
be understood as the symbol ic endpoint of h is  sty l ist ic  development : a  moment 
at  which Chopin a l l  but refused  to cross into a new era .

	 An intr iguing transit ional  passage lends weight to this  speculat ion: i t 
bears an almost exact resemblance to the opening form of the theme from 
Richard Wagner ’s  opera Tr istan und Isolde .  I t  is  worth noting the function 
this  transit ion serves in the Mazurka: by exploit ing the harmonic ambiguity 
of a s ingle chord, i t  effects an instantaneous shift  to a remote key. Late-
Romantic composers would juggle tonal  propert ies with considerable freedom  

–  a practice Chopin modestly foretel ls  in  this  passage.

	 The Polonaise-Fantais ie,  meanwhi le ,  offers a magnif icent example of how 
accurately Chopin ant ic ipated future developments in  piano texture. Inspir ing 
late-Romantic composers to probe the instrument ’s  possibi l i t ies more deeply, 
i t  b lazed a trai l  towards new expressive qual it ies . I t  a lso remained the seed of 
the composer ’s  own future works –  works that were never to be written.

RELEVATION THREE
Leitmotiv : der Tod

	 Masterpieces such as the Polonaise-Fantais ie attest to their creator ’s 
true immortal isat ion: after his  death they ‘ l ive’  among performers and audien-
ces, d isclosing ever-new perspectives  to successive generat ions. They form a 
crown, won through a l i fet ime’s  struggle with death. As in  the case of certain 
other demiurges of musical  h istory, the death that accompanied Chopin throu-
gh l i fe left  an exceptional ly deep imprint  on the very pages of h is  scores.

	 An a lmost fatal ist ic  course of events shapes the Bal lade in F major.  Even 
if we set aside its  supposed inspirat ion in Adam Mickiewicz ’s  bal lad Świteź ,  in 
which the inhabitants of a stronghold escape massacre through self-annihi-
lat ion, the clash between an Arcadian ideal  and brutal  forces of destruction 
speaks to the imaginat ion with extraordinary directness. When the scales t ip 
towards the power of devastat ion, i ts  ascendancy is  sealed by a tr iumphal  pro-
cession in the Bal lade’s  f inale. At  the very end, however, the f inal  word is  soun-
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ded – stark , though spoken in the narrator ’s  measured voice. I t  may be read as 
a warning, addressed to Pol ish émigrés, of the irreversible consequences that 
a crushing defeat holds for an entire nat ion: a  meaning expressed elsewhere 
to perfection by Zygmunt Krasiński  in  the words ‘and perhaps they shal l  even 
be forgotten’,  which Chopin later set in  one of his  songs.

	 From one perspective, among Chopin’s  ent ire arsenal  of forms, the ma-
zurka may be s ingled out as the instrument with which he most effectively 
plays upon his  compatr iots‘  sense of responsibi l i ty.  He mummif ies within Pol ish 
dances the idyl l ic  real ity they carr ied in their hearts –  a real ity seemingly im-
possible to recover in  the aftermath of the upris ing. Through the tragic tenor 
of many of these pieces, v iv idly depict ing the potentia l ly i rrevocable loss of 
that real ity,  he galvanises them. Thus the f irst  Mazurka in Op. 41 , in  E  minor, ec-
hoes the Bal lade, commenting on it  b itter ly through the minor-key resemblan-
ce between its  theme and the patr iot ic song Tam na błoniu błyszczy kwiecie 
( ’There on the meadow a f lower gleams‘) .

	 And although, apart  from the Bal lade, only this  Mazurka, known as the Pal-
ma Mazurka, leaves no doubt as to its  Majorcan provenance, the experiences of 
Chopin’s  stay on the is land surely inf luenced the col lect ion’s  other mazurkas 
as wel l  as the Sonata. Much later,  as late as 1848, Chopin was st i l l  haunted by 
the ‘accursed apparit ions […]  from the Chartreuse monastery ’,  which he had to 
repel  whi le  performing the Sonata at  a concert in  England.  On the other hand, 
certain v iv id inspirat ions –  such as the energetic guitar motif of the Mazurka 
in B major,  Op. 41 , No. 2  –  suggest the many-coloured character of h is  t ime in 
Majorca. Nevertheless , the Spanish episode is  overshadowed by the weeks du-
r ing which Chopin was forced to look upon the terr ify ing face of death. The ne-
arness of h is  own death evidently marked his  creat ive imaginat ion as wel l ,  and 
would soon f ind its  most momentous expression in the Sonata in B-f lat  minor.

	 The March, completed a year and a half ear l ier –  in  1837, on the eve of 
the anniversary of the November Upris ing – proved to be a seed that sprouted 
luxuriant ly in  the soi l  of Chopin’s  Majorcan experiences and grew beyond art ’s 
exist ing conceptions of the human end. The only comparable example of such 
a formal  design known to Chopin was Ludwig van Beethoven’s  Op. 26 , in  which 
the march, the third movement in  the cycle, bears the t it le  Marcia funebre sul-
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la morte d ’un eroe  (Funeral  March on the Death of a Hero),  yet  does not impart 
i ts  character to the remainder of the sonata. I t  is  the dramatic relat ionships 
between movements that give the Sonata in B-f lat  minor its  monumental  statu-
re and al low it  to present a sweeping v is ion of death. To br ing these relat ions-
hips into rel ief is  the task of the death motif .

	 In  answer to the opening summons, two homologous motifs  –  l ike the 
inseparable brothers Lelum and Polelum in Jul iusz S łowacki ’s  play L i l la Weneda  – 
enter into an existentia l  batt le for survival ,  unleashing a relent less momentum. 
Sparks f ly in  the dia logue they conduct in  the development-section recitat ive, 
k indl ing a f ire whose heat wi l l  leave painful  st igmata. Somewhat impl ic it ly,  they 
wi l l  sharpen the Scherzo’s  acr id character ; in  the March they wi l l  provide a fou-
ndation and, at  the same t ime, an inexorably recurrent memento. Yet  only in  the 
F inale wi l l  i t  be revealed how everything is  subject to the death motif .  Pole lum 
summons the thunderbolt  that k i l ls  h im: this  is  the end and, at  the same t ime, 
the beginning of obl iv ion.

	 D isquiet ingly present in  many guises throughout the Sonata, the motif 
has a lready crossed the work ’s  boundaries before the Sonata begins , as thou-
gh operat ing outside t ime. Having nested in the Prologue, i t  determines the 
outcome in the Bal lade: defeat . In  Op. 41 it  sett les into the thematic fabric, 
chief ly in  retrograde form; in  the fourth Mazurka, in  C-sharp minor, i t  appears 
in  retrograde inversion, in  the lowered Phrygian second, whose consonant re-
solut ion in the f inal  statement seals  the cycle’s  tragic character. At  the end 
of the Postscript ,  the death motif  sounds for the last  t ime. This  is  the end – 
the rejection  of the work , the refusal  to enter a new era , the repell ing  of the  
‘accursed apparit ions’  by closing the l id  of the chest over the manuscript . 

A D A M  K A Ł D U Ń S K I
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