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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

1.1  Background of The Study 

 When discussing exclusive piano music during the nineteenth century, one 

must consider Frederic Chopin (1810-1849), the composer who wrote exclusively 

for piano and/or other instruments with piano in it. His music was popularly beloved 

during his time and still is today, proved by the immediate publication of those 

works and the frequency of his music performed worldwide.   

  During his artistic short life, Chopin’s contribution to the development of 

piano literature is crucial, and it has been thoroughly and carefully studied by later 

generation of composers and theorists. There are two specific writings that were 

pioneered by Chopin: the first is associated with the abandonment of the 

conventional genres; although he used existing terminologies in his works, however, 

Chopin reconstructed them by transforming the function and the meaning of each 

genre (especially the character pieces). Jim Samson, British musicologist, stated the 

following:  

“From the early 1830s onwards, however, he rejected or 
re-defined these genres, embarking on a thorough-going 
renovation of genre. Rather than use genre titles arbitrarily 
or loosely in the manner of other pianist-composers at the 
time, he arrived at very specific, though not always 
conventional, generic meanings, established through an 
internal consistency in their application.”1 

 
1  Jim Samson, “Genres,” Internet Chopin Information Centre, Narodowy Instytut Fryderyka 
Chopina, https://en.chopin.nifc.pl/chopin/genre/search. 
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The second writing, which the author based this research on, is associated 

with experimentation of tonal harmonic function that was strikingly original at that 

time by an equal use of diatonicism and chromaticism with the frequent use of 

dissonance. The chromatic elements serve either as an expressive enrichments over 

the diatonic foundation; or as temporary deviation from the tonic key. Samson 

defined Chopin’s writing as “equilibrium” between diatonicism and chromaticism 

as he stated the following: 

“There are, of course, no firm dividing lines, but already 
in some works by Chopin chromatic harmony has been 
developed as a more thoroughgoing alternative to diatonic 
progression, establishing an equilibrium of chromatic 
and diatonic material which anticipates procedures in 
Wagner and other late-Romantic composer.”2 

 

Cheryl Nodden-Skinner, American musicologist, also supports Samson’s statement 

in her writing “Tonal Ambiguity in the Opening Measures of Selected Works by 

Chopin” by following:  

“This method of unexpressed tonality is common in the 
opening measures of many of Chopin’s works as well. . . 
The start away from the tonic does not seem to 
correspond to any chronological period of his 
compositional career; examples are as frequent in his early 
period as his late period.”3 

 

 
2 Jim Samson, Music in Transition: A Study of Tonal Expansion and Atonality, 1900-1920, 2nd ed. 
(Darlington, England: Joseph Malaby Dent, 1995), 3. 
3 Cheryl Noden-Skinner, “Tonal Ambiguity in the Opening Measure of Selected Works by Chopin, 
“College music Symposium 24 (October, 1984): 28-34, 
https://symposium.music.org/index.php/24/item/1961-tonal-ambiguity-in-the-opening-measures-
of-selected-works-by-chopin. 



 

3 
 

In Chopin’s piano works, one can find examples of abrupt and 

nonsequential modulation to remote keys resulting in harmonic ambiguity. The 

writing examples that Chopin wrote in order to create this temporary deviation of 

tonal function includes suspended tonality, double tonic complex (or progressive 

tonality), unresolved dissonance, extended chord, and melodic writing filled with 

constant non-harmonic tones; all these elements is termed as “extended tonality” 

by Arnold Schoenberg to describe tonal music in which the most remote harmonic 

relationships and transformations have been incorporated within a single tonal 

region. 

The purpose of this research is to assess Samson’s statement by selecting 

piano pieces by Chopin: Ballade no. 1 in G minor, Op. 23 and Barcarolle in F-

sharp major, Op. 60. The research method includes historical analyses, descriptive 

analyses for the musical elements, and prescriptive analyses to break down the 

equal use of the diatonicism and the chromatism; in conclusion, the author provides 

three concluding points: Chopin’s works are still under the framework of 

diatonicism, while the micro level shows high use of chromaticism; Chopin is 

consistent with tonal equilibrium throughout his early-to-late compositions; and 

that Chopin was the pioneer of advancing tonal harmony, he also influenced later 

composers (especially Liszt, Debussy, and Scriabin). 
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1.2  Problem Identification 

What are the various ways of tonal harmonic innovations that 

Chopin did that were considered as strikingly original in the early-to-mid 

nineteenth century? 

 

1.3  Purpose of Research 

The purpose of this research is to provide evidence through the two 

pieces of the harmonic innovations that Chopin experimented with by 

analyzing two piano pieces: Ballade no. 1 in G minor, Op. 23 and Barcarolle 

in F-sharp major, Op. 60, which not only was strikingly original during the 

early-to-mid nineteenth century, but also would prove important for later 

composers. 

 

1.4  Limitation of The Research 

1. This research specifically evaluates the equal function of 

diatonicism and chromaticism, while the terminologies used in the 

discussion refer to the beginning understanding of observing tonal 

ambiguity. 

2. This research specifically evaluates only two selected pieces that 

represent both early and late compositions, which are Ballade no. 1 

in G minor, Op. 23 by using Padarewski Edition and Barcarolle in 

F-sharp major, Op. 60 by using Mikuli Edition. 
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1.5  Research Design  

CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

This chapter contains the background of topic, the problem identification, 

the purpose of the research, the limitation of the research, and the research 

design.  

CHAPTER II: THEORITICAL BASIS 

This chapter contains the explanation of the birth of tonality includes the 

concept of tonal harmony, how the tonal harmony becomes ambiguous, 

Chopin and his role in experimenting with tonal harmony, and descriptive 

analysis of three selected piece. 

CHAPTER III: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This chapter contains methods and analysis process, point of interest, 

statement of problem, journal or thesis that cover similar topic, and research 

timetable. 

CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH RESULT 

This chapter contains analysis of equal use of diatonic and chromatic 

function in two selected piano pieces by Chopin, Ballade no. 1 in G minor, 

Op. 23 and Barcarolle in F-sharp major, Op. 60. 

CHAPTER V: CONCLUSION 

This chapter contains the two concluding points of the research. 

  


