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 On Christmas Eve of 1874, Tchaikovsky, then a 34-year-old professor at the Moscow 

Conservatory, invited his friend and mentor Nicholas Rubinstein, the director of the conservatory, to a 

private audition of his newly completed piano concerto.  Since his piano technique was limited, 

Tchaikovsky desired the opinion of a professional performer.  He also hoped to entice Rubinstein into 

giving the concerto its first performance.  Unfortunately, Rubinstein was far from impressed with the 

work.  After damning the concerto as “worthless and totally unplayable,” he told the startled composer 

that only one or two pages were worth anything, and the rest should be thrown away or completely 

changed.  Then, he went to the piano and mercilessly caricatured several of its passages.  Tchaikovsky, 

speechless with astonishment and rage, left the room in silence.  Later that evening, when Rubinstein 

tried to placate him, Tchaikovsky replied adamantly, “I shall not alter a single note; I shall publish the 

work precisely as it stands.” 

 Tchaikovsky almost kept his promise.  He did make one change:  he removed Rubinstein’s name 

from the title page of the score and rededicated the concerto to Hans von Bülow, the celebrated German 

pianist and conductor who was already a champion  of his music.  Bülow himself was soloist at the 

premiere of the concerto, which took place not in Russia or even somewhere in Europe, but in Boston on 

October 25, 1875, during his first American tour.  The work was a tremendous success at its first 

performance and its immense popularity has remained undiminished through the years.  

 In the stentorian opening of the concerto, the four horns proclaim, fortissimo and in unison,  

the four descending notes of the introductory theme against powerful, off-beat chords from the full 

orchestra.  Then, as the piano plays an ascending passage of crashing octave chords, the strings announce 

one of Tchaikovsky’s most majestic and indestructible melodies.  This auspicious opening, however, is 

only  
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an introduction (a novelty for a concerto); consequently, its impressive thematic materials will not appear 

again.  The first movement proper is in sonata form, with each of its principal sections introduced by an 

elaborate cadenza.  The main theme of this movement, a frisky tune first introduced by the piano, was 

derived from a folk-song that Tchaikovsky had heard sung by blind beggars at a fair in the Ukrainian city 

of Kamenka.  To be sure, this movement has some structural weakness (Tchaikovsky was never really 

comfortable with traditional sonata form), but they are minimized by the virtuosity of the solo part and 

the composer’s effective style of orchestration.  Indeed, the movement gives the impression of being one 

long, extended free-form rhapsody. 

 Cast in simple ternary form, the second movement opens with the solo flute singing the gentle 

and pensive principal theme against pizzicato strings.  The piano soon takes up this theme, varying it 

slightly with each repetition.  The central section of the movement is a sharply contrasting, scherzo-like 

Prestissimo (another novelty for a concerto).  The waltz-like melody heard in the violins and cellos was 

derived from the little French chansonette “Il faut s’amuser, danser et rire” that the composer recalled 

singing with his brother Anatole in their youth.  The movement ends quietly with a foreshortened return 

of the opening section. 

 A whack on the timpani launches the finale, an exuberant and energetic movement in rondo 

form.  The vigorous, dance-like first theme, which is introduced by the piano, is also of Ukrainian origin, 

being based upon the folk-song “Come, come Ivanka.”  It is the more lyrical and relaxed second theme, 

however, that proves to be the dominant one and brings the movement to a climax.  An exciting 

crescendo passage for the orchestra leads to a brief but powerful cadenza in double octaves for the piano, 

after which the piano and orchestra join together in bringing the concerto to a thunderous conclusion.   
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