
Frédéric Chopin: Étude in A flat, Op 25, No. 1 Étude in E minor, Op 25, No. 5 Étude 
in C# minor, Op 10, No. 4 

The two sets of twelve piano studies which Chopin published as his Op. 10 (1833) and 
Op. 25 (1837), along with the Trois nouvelles études which he contributed to 
the Méthode des méthodes (1839-40) of Fétis and Moschelès stand, even today, as the 
foundation of modern piano technique. In the words of pianist Garrick Ohlsson: “If you 
can play the Chopin Études … there is basically nothing in the modern repertoire 
you can’t play.” 

It is easy to imagine why the Étude in A flat, Op. 25, No. 1 is known as the “Aeolian 
Harp”. Beneath a steady pulse of melody notes, many of them repeated on the same 
pitch, strums a swirling, rippling accompaniment that challenges the pianist to split his 
hands conceptually in two between a melody or bass-note finger (the pinkie) and the 
fingers playing the accompaniment (all the rest). Particularly perilous are the 
exhilarating leaps – in opposite directions! – at the emotional climax of the piece. 

The Étude in E minor, Op 25, No. 5 is the “ugly duckling” amongst the Études. To each 
attack in the right hand is 

attached, like a barnacle, a chromatic inflection a semitone away that makes it walk like 
it has a stone in its shoe. Its contrasting middle section in the major mode – as poised 
and elegant as the opening section is grotesquely limping and ungainly – is richly 
carpeted with a harmonically full, rolling texture that allows the left hand to sing out a 
simple but engaging baritone melody of small range and modest harmonic goals. 

The Étude in C# minor, Op. 10, No. 4, a fiery and aggressive moto perpetuo of small 
running figures that change hands every few bars, is one of the longest of the Études. 
Bristling with chromatic inflections and peppered with sforzando accents, it makes the 
arrival of a stable key centre a major event on the last page of the score. 

Notes by Donald G. Gíslason, Ph.D. 

  

	  


