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Ballade no. 2, opus 38 Frédéric Chopin 

Sonata in a minor, K. 310 

I. Allegro maestoso
II. Andante cantabile con espressione
III. Presto

W. A. Mozart 
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- intermission -

Sonata in D, K. 576

I. Allegro
II. Adagio
III. Allegretto

W. A. Mozart 

Ballade no. 3, opus 47 Frédéric Chopin
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Notes on the program

In troubled times, music can reflect the anger and distress many are feeling, or it can provide solace, 
or at least escape.  Tonight’s program takes both approaches, with a dark and tempestuous first half 
and a lighter, more joyful second half.

Chopin wrote four ballades at different periods of his career.  “Ballade” suggests storytelling, but 
Chopin always preferred generic titles and rejected the poetic subtitles and fanciful programs his 
contemporaries came up with for his music. His music is vividly descriptive but also abstract, so 
each listener can create his or her own images or story.  The second ballade was begun in 1836 
when the composer was 26 years old, and it was partly composed during a miserable winter spent 
with George Sand in Mallorca.  Chopin was ill, suffered from the cold damp weather, and was 
shunned by the locals, who correctly viewed tuberculosis as a contagious disease (in France it was 
seen as a hereditary ailment).  This ballade is quite different from the other three.  Instead of an 
unfolding development (a journey) there is an emphasis on extreme dramatic contrast.

Mozart’s Sonata in a minor was written in Paris in 1778 when the composer was 22.  It is the first 
of only two piano sonatas written in a minor key. It has been speculated that the work’s dark tone is 
a reflection of tragic personal events. Mozart had travelled to Paris with his mother, where he had 
some professional success but not what he had hoped for, and his mother died after a brief illness. 
Since the sonata is not mentioned in Mozart’s letters, it is impossible to know for sure, but this work 
does stand out among all Mozart’s sonatas for the vehemence, even violence of its expression.  
The first two movements are in Sonata form, meaning three parts: an exposition with a first theme 
and contrasting second theme, which is then repeated; a development section featuring ingenious 
treatment of material from the exposition, including modulations to other keys; and a recapitulation, 
in which both themes reappear in the same key.  The first movement begins with a theme which, 
within the limits of Mozart’s elegant classical style, suggests anger.  The second theme, in major, is 
lighter.  The development section is remarkably stormy and very dissonant.  The second movement 
has an exposition that is stately and lyrical, but a surprisingly violent development section.  The 
third movement is a rondo, which apart from a brief interlude in A major, churns with dark urgency.

The Sonata, K. 576 is Mozart’s last, written in 1789. It is more contrapuntal than his earlier sonatas, 
but nevertheless lighthearted and full of humor.  The fanfare-like opening has led to nicknames 
like “The Hunt” or “The Trumpet Sonata”.  This opening is playfully treated as a canon in both the 
exposition and the development, with the second voice chasing the first after a delay of a full bar, 
or a half bar, or just one note. The slow movement theme appears three times, each with a different 
astounding harmonization, and the middle section, in F# minor, is deeply intimate and expressive.  
The finale, in sonata-rondo form, bubbles with delight.

Chopin’s third ballade, from 1841, is one of his most charming works.  The form is unusual, with 
an extended introduction lasting a full two minutes, material that only returns at the work’s climax. 
The main theme has a hopping, or skipping quality that for me evokes ballet, especially a female-
centered story like Giselle.  Chopin’s contemporaries claimed that this poem was inspired by Adam 
Mickiewicz’s poem Świtezianka (Undine).  In fact, this poem was also claimed to be the inspiration 
for the second ballade. Świtezianka is a charming folk tale with elements of the supernatural. I was 
happy to read it, but for me it did not shed any particular light on either work. 
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Bio 

Aleck Karis has performed recitals, chamber music, and concertos across the Americas, Europe, 
Japan and China.  As the pianist of the new music ensemble Speculum Musicae he participated in 
over a hundred premieres and performed at major American and European festivals. His appearances 
with orchestra have ranged from concertos by Beethoven, Chopin and Brahms to those of Stravinsky, 
Messiaen and Carter. His first solo disc in 1986 featured Carter’s Night Fantasies along with 
Chopins Fantasie and Schumann’s Carnaval. This was followed by six more solo discs, featuring 
music by Mozart, Stravinsky, Cage (Sonatas and Interludes), Feldman/Webern/Wolpe, Poulenc, 
and Debussy (Études and Children’s Corner Suite). On Roméo he released Music of Philip Glass, 
Late Chopin, and, in 2025, his first Beethoven recording: Sonata Opus 106 (“Hammerklavier”) and 
Opus 2, no. 1.  In Fanfare Magazine, Colin Clarke writes: 

Karis plays the “Hammerklavier” not only with integrity but with a huge understanding 
of the linear processes at work. His forest movement is a variegated affair, far more so 
than, for example, the much lauded Pollini; Karis has more give and take. One hears how 
daringly modern Beethoven’s writing can be under Karis’ fingers’ one hears moments of 
magic, too”. 

In the same issue, Anton Angelo writes:

Right from the opening bars of the Allegro movement, it is clear that Karis has ample 
technique to safely navigate the treacherous waters of Beethoven’s monumental 
masterpiece. However, it is not his technical prowess that is most impressive, but the ease 
and naturalness of his interpretation. One might expect a cold and analytical approach to 
Beethoven sonatas from a modern music specialist, but this is not the case here. In Karis’s 
hands, “Hammerklavier” pushes the boundaries of the Classical era and clearly paves the 
way to Romanticism….Aleck Karis’s performance belongs to the top tier. 

Aleck Karis became a Distinguished Professor Emeritus in 2023 after teaching at UC San Diego 
for 33 years. He studied with Artur Balsam, Beveridge Webster, and (to this day) William Daghlian.
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