
Ballade No.4, Op.52 

The Fourth Ballade is “By common consent one of Chopin’s masterpieces, and one of the masterpieces of 

19th-century piano music in general. Few of his other extended works can match it in formal 

sophistication and in the powerful goal-directed sweep of its musical ideas. Here Chopin brought to 

summation the narrative techniques associated above all with the ballades.” 

This quote from Grove gives a succinct evaluation of what I believe to be one of the greatest musical 

works ever written in the repertory of Western Art Music.  It is difficult to know where to begin when 

discussing Chopin’s 4th Ballade.  An example of Chopin’s “intensity curve” through-composed style of 

writing, the Ballade is built upon a number of melodies which run throughout the work and are 

sometimes recognized dressed in a completely different character from the first appearance. (For me, the 

initial listening was filled with surprises). 

While this may be the most “fantasy-like” of the Ballades, it is perfectly structured.  Everything in the 

Ballade is on a trajectory towards an immense, surging outpouring of passion and virtuosity.  The urge to 

project a program on this work is inevitable—perhaps the most cited literary inspiration is Adam 

Mickiewicz.  Mickiewicz was a Polish poet friend of Chopin, whose work some believe may have 

inspired the Ballades.  But the program, if there is one, will never be known, and for those listening to a 

performance of the Fourth Ballade today, one story is just as good as another.  For instance, for those 

familiar with Hans Christian Andersen, the story of the Den Lille Pige med Svovlstikkerne (Little Match 

Girl) might be invoked by the music.  The Ballade’s blossoming introduction, and then oscillation 

between a melancholy waltz and weightless, transparent interludes suggests to me a communication 

between two realms—one grief-filled and earth-bound, the other transcendent and spiritual.   

 

Whatever the program, this work is brilliant in every sense of the word.  A compendium of piano 

technique, it features the familiar “scales and arpeggios,” as well as 6ths, octaves, and in a hair-raising 

scramble at the end, double 3rds.  Chopin’s adoration of J.S. Bach is easily seen—counterpoint and 

melody interplay are abundant throughout the work.  A quintessentially Romantic piece, the 4th Ballade is 

a continual challenge to practice and perform—a work which is greater than the sum of its parts. 

 

 


