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A Musical Rosetta Stone: Chopin’s Songs and 
their Potential for Decoding Musical Meaning 

in his Instrumental Music

Fryderyk Chopin’s nineteen songs have received less analytical attention than his instrumental 
compositions. This lack of critical inquiry is unfortunate because the lyrics and word painting 
in vocal music can communicate a more precise degree of musical expression and semiotic 
meaning than instrumental music alone. In this article I will examine various definitions 
of musical meaning, illustrate Chopin’s consistent approaches to word painting, and map 
compositional techniques from his vocal music onto his polonaises. Such an exploration 
of Chopin’s word painting not only improves our understanding of this treasured body of 
nineteenth-century songs, but may also yield fresh ways of understanding his instrumental 
compositions. By triangulating lyrics, word painting, and instrumental music, the proposed 
approach would represent a musical Rosetta stone that could potentially allow us to decode 
latent musical meaning in Chopin’s instrumental music.

Fryderyk Chopin’s reputation as the poet of the piano has led generations of analysts to 
pursue a well-worn path toward his instrumental music, thereby leaving his vocal music 
relatively untamed. Acclaimed Chopin scholar Jim Samson states, ‘The [19] songs have 
always, and rightly, been regarded as peripheral to Chopin’s output.’1 This disparaging 
assessment is problematic because it discourages analysts from exploring a ‘peripheral’ 
path that might lead to important discoveries. Moreover, words and word painting allow 
vocal music to communicate meaning with more precision than instrumental music 
alone.
 To better understand how words influenced Chopin’s compositional choices that 
create musical meaning, I propose the following analytical methodology. First, I will 
explore some problematic aspects of musical meaning. Next, I will illustrate Chopin’s 
creative and consistent deployment of specific voice-leading figures and harmonies 
in word painting. Finally, I will map the voice-leading figures and harmonies of his 
Polish songs onto his polonaises. And just as scholars used the ancient Rosetta stone 
to decode linguistic meaning by linking comprehensible Greek to mysterious Egyptian 
hieroglyphics, I propose a novel musical Rosetta stone to decode musical meaning by 
linking comprehensible Polish to Chopin’s more mysterious instrumental music.

Problematizing Musical Meaning
How exactly can instrumental music communicate musical meaning? According to Tim 
Carter, one way is through ‘the stock association of a musical gesture with a given word 
or concept.’2 One example is the indisputable association of the major triad with happy 
and minor triad with sad. Yet upon closer inspection, the only difference between, for 
example, a C major and C minor triad is the quality of its third.

1 Jim Samson, The Music of Chopin, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994, 103.

2 Tim Carter, ‘Word painting’, in: Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, 2012, 

 http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/30568 (accessed January 12, 2012).
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This acknowledgement about the role of scale degrees in defining musical meaning raises 
two questions. First, if ^3 is capable of communicating some degree of extra-musical 
meaning such as happy or sad, then could other scale degrees possess a similar capability? 
One clue derives from the Renaissance madrigalism that conventionally links sadness 
with ^5-$^6-^5 neighbor motion. As Carl Schachter states, ‘The ^5-^6-^5 and ^6-^5 neighbor-note 
figures in minor have a long association with the affect of grief (inherited from Phrygian 
compositions of the Renaissance).’3

 Second, what is the degree of specificity with which a musical signifier, such as ^3 or ^6, 
could evoke an extra-musical signified, such as sadness or grief? This contentious aspect 
of musical meaning, namely specificity, is well-exemplified in the nineteenth-century 
controversy between absolute music and program music. Formalists claimed that absolute 
music is incapable of communicating musical meaning because music does not refer to 
an extra-musical signified. For example, Eduard Hanslick states, ‘aesthetic criticism must 
disregard whatever lies outside the work of art.’ [emphasis added]4 He further asserts, 
‘What rightly gives pleasure in a composition, be it a severely classical fugue of Bach or 
the dreamiest nocturne of Chopin, is the beautiful in a musical sense only.’[emphases 
added]5 These close-minded comments erect around the music a hermetic seal that not 
only artificially blocks the natural and dynamic interaction between music and listener, 
but also derails further analytical inquiry.
 In contrast, program music is considered capable of communicating musical meaning 
because music (the signifier) has the ability to refer to something extra-musical ‘outside 
the work of art’ (the signified). Roger Scruton describes program music as ‘music that 
attempts to represent extra-musical concepts without resort to sung words.’6 From this 
definition one may recall the cuckoo birds in Beethoven’s ‘Pastoral’ Symphony or the 
eleven repeated bass notes in Chopin’s Prelude in Ab Major, Op. 28, No. 17, which Chopin 
said ‘is based on the sound of an old clock in the castle which strikes the eleventh hour.’7 
Although Beethoven and Chopin are more traditionally associated with absolute music 
than program music, their own words challenge this view.
 Beethoven’s ‘Pastoral’ Symphony is widely considered program music. The Oxford 
Dictionary of Music entry for program music states, ‘Beethoven’s ‘Pastoral’ Symphony 
is a wellnigh perfect example of music which is both illustrative and satisfying purely as 
music.’8 In his sketches for the symphony Beethoven wrote the following key sentence: 
‘Auch ohne Beschreibungen wird man das ganze welches mehr Empfindung als 
Tongemählde erkennen’ (Even without descriptions, one will recognize the whole, which 
[is] more emotion than tone painting).9 Thus, Beethoven’s words suggest that the general 
expression of emotion is preferable to specific tone painting. His movement titles confirm 
this: 1) Awakening of Cheerful Feelings upon Arrival in the Country; 2) Scene at the Brook; 
3) Happy Gathering of Country Folk); 4) Thunderstorm, Storm; and 5) Shepherd’s Song, 

3 Carl Schachter, ‘The Triad as Place and Action’, in: Unfoldings: Essays in Schenkerian Theory and Analysis, ed. 

Joseph N. Straus, New York: Oxford University Press, 1999, 163.

4 Eduard Hanslick, The Beautiful in Music, trans. Gustav Cohen, New York: The Liberal Arts Press, 1957, 60. 

5 Hanslick, The Beautiful, 64.

6 Roger Scruton, ‘Programme music’, in: Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, 2012, 

 http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/22394 (accessed January 12, 2012).

7 Jean-Jacques Eigeldinger, Chopin: Pianist and Teacher as Seen by his Pupils, Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1986, 83.

8 Michael Kennedy, ‘Programme Music’, in: The Oxford Dictionary of Music, 2nd edition, ed. Michael Kennedy, 

Oxford Music Online, 2012, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/opr/t237/e8165 

(accessed January 12, 2012).

9 Richard Will, ‘Time, Mortality, and Humanity in Beethoven’s “Pastoral” Symphony’, Journal of the American 

Musicological Society 50 2/3 (1997), 272.
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Cheerful and Thankful Feelings after the Storm. Clearly, Beethoven believed that music 
is capable of conveying general feelings like ‘happy’ or even abstract objects like storms. 
But he also knew that music is incapable of conveying specific details about them, like the 
size of the cumulonimbus clouds. Moreover, Beethoven’s statement reveals his belief that 
listeners could perceive various extra-musical associations even without verbal prompts. 
As proof, I offer the following anecdote.
 On November 1 I visited a cemetery like every Polish person. I chose Warsaw’s Powązki 
Cemetery, which holds the graves of Chopin’s immediate family and beloved teacher Józef 
Elsner. Under a full moon among a sea of flickering candles, I wandered past a chapel and 
effortlessly imagined a chorale. Suddenly, I recalled the unusual chorale in Chopin’s G 
Minor Nocturne Op. 15, No. 3, a genre clearly related to night. When I returned home, 
my suspicions about extra-musical meaning were soon confirmed. I discovered in the 
score that above the hauntingly beautiful chorale Chopin marked the words religioso. 
But more importantly, this supposedly ‘absolute’ nocturne contains the following explicit 
element of extra-musical meaning. Chopin himself wrote on the manuscript the words 
na cmentarzu (At the Cemetery). However, before publication he removed them and said, 
‘Let them figure it out for themselves.’10

 Chopin’s statement echoes his contemporary Beethoven’s beliefs about the listeners’ role 
in decoding possible extra-musical meaning. Additionally, Chopin’s words were general, 
‘at the cemetery,’ and not specific such as ‘Powązki, November 1, flickering candles, starry 
night, chapel…’ Such specificity in music remains impossible, despite Richard Strauss’s 
claim that he ‘could musically differentiate a Kulmbacher beer from a pilsner.’11 In short, 
Beethoven and Chopin both addressed musical specificity vs. generality as well as the 
role that listeners play in conjuring extra-musical associations. Both composers favored 
generality over specificity and both were open to the possibility of listeners using musical 
clues to evoke extra-musical associations and perceive subsequent musical meaning.

How Words Convey Musical Meaning
Composers use words to convey musical meaning in two ways. One way is to provide 
words outside the music, either in titles or performance directions. Regarding titles, 
the ‘Pastoral’ Symphony cues listener expectations for musical gestures traditionally 
associated with the extra-musical concept of pastoral. Similarly, Chopin’s title Smutna 
rzeka (Sad River) cues listener expectations for musical gestures traditionally associated 
with the extra-musical emotion of sadness. Regarding performance directions such as the 
word religioso above the chorale in the G Minor Nocturne, the performance directions to 
Chopin’s song ‘Poseł’ (The Messenger) state z chłopska ale nie wesoło (in the peasant style 
but not happy). Notice again the general feeling ‘happy.’ Thus, words used either in the 
title or performance directions can cue expectations outside the music.
 In contrast, a second way that composers can use words is to correlate various words 
with specific musical gestures inside the music. For example, Chopin’s ‘Wojak’ (Before the 
Battle) correlates a warrior on his horse departing for battle with horn fifths, ascending 
^5-^6 sequence, and ^5-^6-^5 neighbor motion (Example 1). The stock association of horn 
fifths with departure occurs famously at the beginning of Beethoven’s Les Adieux Sonata. 
Significantly, Beethoven himself wrote the word Le-be-wohl (farewell) above the horn 
fifths. Likewise, the horn fifths that begin ‘Wojak’ also cue general feelings associated with 
farewell/departure by saturating the introduction until m. 9 when a rhythm traditionally 
associated with a galloping horse occurs. Indeed, every stanza contains the word horse, 
which perhaps prompted Chopin’s sister to refer to this song as ‘Konik’ (Horse). Chopin 

10 Jeffrey Kallberg, Chopin at the Boundaries: Sex, History, and Musical Genre, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 1998, 24.

11 Ernst Krause, Richard Strauss: The Man and his Work, Boston: Crescendo Publishing, 1969, 222.
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matches the drama that begins each stanza of the strophic song with a diatonic ascending  
^5-^6 sequence in m. 17. The sequence breaks the prevailing diatonicism with a highly 
unusual cadence on a supertonic half-diminished seventh with marked $^6 Fb in m. 20.
 The final verse proceeds differently than the previous four. The warrior asks his 
horse if he wants to turn around. The horse declines and together they fly into battle. 
Significantly, the nine consecutive measures of lamenting ^5-$^6-^5 motion in the piano 
postlude in m. 57 contain the same $6 F b first introduced in the marked supertonic 
cadence. Additionally, Chopin’s decrescendo in m. 62 subtly suggests a stationary position 
from which we watch the warrior on horseback driving ever farther away into battle. 
Finally, as with the nocturne I discovered only retroactively that in the piano postlude 
Chopin wrote the extra-musical onomatopoeia patata under the horse rhythm in mm. 
62-63 as well as poleciał (he flew [into battle]) under m. 64.12

 Chopin employs the same three compositional techniques (horn fifths, ascending 
^5-^6 sequence, and ^5-$^6-^5 neighbor motion) in ‘Piosnka litewska’ (Lithuanian Song) 
(Example 2). In this charming conversation between daughter and mother, Chopin uses 
horn fifths in m. 10 to introduce the mother’s questions, ‘Where are you coming back 
from? And why is your wianeczek (garland wreath) wet?’  The text clearly motivated this 
compositional choice as horn fifths occur in this ternary song only during the first section 
with this text, but not during the last section with different text. Moreover, given that at 
this time wianeczek was also a euphemism for virginity, Chopin matches the intensifying 
drama of the text with appropriately corresponding voice-leading and chromaticism. 
After the daughter’s denial, Chopin uses a French augmented-sixth in m. 21 to introduce 
the mother’s incredulous response, ‘Hey, you are inventing, child. You certainly ran in the 

12 Jan Ekier, Performance Commentary for Fryderyk Chopin Songs, Volume 36, Warsaw: Foundation for the 

National Edition of the Works of Fryderyk Chopin, 2008, 3. This, or any other edition, of Chopin’s songs can 

be consulted to follow the analyses in this article.
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Example 1
 ‘Wojak’ (Before the Battle): reduction mm. 1-2, mm. 17-20, and mm. 56-57.

Example 2
 ‘Piosnka litewska’ (Lithuanian Song): reduction m. 11 and mm. 22-28. 
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field to your boy in courtship.’ As in ‘Wojak’, Chopin uses an ascending ^5-^6 sequence (now 
chromatic) to reflect agitation (now the mother’s) between mm. 22-25. A chromaticized 
voice exchange on the word chłopak (boy) not only leads to another French augmented-
sixth and cadential 64 on A minor, but also leads us to question what else was ‘exchanged’ 
between the two young lovers. In m. 28 a four-bar piano commentary echoes the mother’s 
concern with localized ^5-$^6-^5 motion. The daughter’s reassuring answer coincides with a 
structural dominant and return of section A. Interestingly, the daughter’s Bn  (Lydian #^

4) 
in m. 32 is her only chromatic pitch in the entire song. Given the traditional link between 
the Lydian mode and the folk music emanating from the pastoral fields of Poland, the 
chromaticism on the word prawda (truly) cleverly reflects the daughter’s activities in 
the field. In short, Chopin ingeniously juxtaposes the mother and daughter musically by 
associating the daughter with diatonicism, descending contour, and F major key area and 
the mother with chromaticism, ascending contour, and local A minor key area. Finally, 
Chopin’s recycling of the introduction as postlude creates a loop resembling a wianeczek 
(wreath) or perhaps even the circle of life shared by mother and daughter.

An Examination of Specific Words
Chopin’s treatment of specific words may further illuminate our understanding of his 
instrumental music and compositional choices. For example, Chopin’s songs contain an 
entire network of words pertaining to low-spirited feelings including smutne (sad), nie 
wesoło (not happy), and żałośne, which combines aspects of sorrow, yearning, remorse, 
pity, melancholy. Indeed, research by Barbara Pabjan reveals that the feeling most 
frequently used by Poles to describe Chopin is smutek (sadness).13 The word smutne (sad) 
occurs directly after the word wesołe (happy) in the song ‘Gdzie lubi’ (A Fickle Maid) 
(Example 3a). Chopin juxtaposes these opposite feelings in m. 16 by correlating smutne 
with complete double neighbor ^5-$^6-^5-#^4-^5 motion and marking it with monophonic 
texture. In ‘Nie ma czego trzeba’ (It’s Not Necessary), Chopin uses the same ^5-$^6-^5-#^4-^5 
voice leading on the words nie wesoło (not happy) in m. 28 (Example 3b). He similarly 
alters the texture to emphasize the traditional association of this gesture with grief. 
The song ‘Smutna Rzeka’ (Sad River) contains the word smutna (sad) only in the title. 
However, the word żałośne does occur within the song in m. 43 (Example 3c). Chopin 

13 Barbara Pabjan, ‘The Reception of Chopin and His Music in Polish Society’, International Review of the 

Aesthetics and Sociology of Music 41/2 (2010), 360. 
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Example 3
a)  ‘Gdzie lubi’ (A Fickle Maid): reduction m. 16.
b) ‘Nie ma czego trzeba’ (It’s Not Necessary): reduction mm. 27-31.
c) ‘Smutna Rzeka’ (Sad River): reduction mm. 43-46.
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expresses żałośne with $^6 harmonized as a Neapolitan. Significantly, only three songs 
contain the Neapolitan, thus marking this evocative sonority.
 The Neapolitan also occurs in Chopin’s final and perhaps greatest song, ‘Z gór, gdzie 
dźwigali’ (Beneath their Crosses/Melodia), which pertains to messianism (Example 4). Halina 
Goldberg defines messianism as ‘the belief that the crucified Poland will be resurrected, its 
sacrifice bringing about universal salvation.’14 The Polish word for both the Crucifix as well 
as the musical # sign is krzyż (cross). Thus, this nuance that is lost on non-Polish speakers 
nevertheless would explain Chopin’s choice of the E minor tonality with its one #. The final 
sentence of the song is, ‘They will not partake in the feast of life and perhaps they may even 
be forgotten.’ Chopin’s treatment of the text is extraordinarily rich. Staring in m. 33 with an 
expansion of a cadential 6

4, he presents the word zapomnieni (forgotten) three times, each 
followed by increasing amounts of silence, from four beats to eight beats to infinity. Chopin 
also matches this temporal augmentation with rhythmic augmentation in the voice part, which 
is foreshadowed by a highly imaginative chord progression (even by Chopin’s standards) 
between mm. 39-41. Furthermore, in mm. 43-44 he embellishes the structural 2 of the 
Urlinie descent with a double neighbor Übergreifen figure resembling the infinity figure. 
Alternatively, Maciej Gołąb argues that the figure in m. 44 is actually an imaginatio crucis that 
resembles the rhetorical figures of the Doctrine of Affections that were traditionally used to 
depict the Crucifix by generations of composers, including Chopin’s teacher Józef Elsner.15

 But the extra-musical symbolism does not stop here. In Polish messianism, the 
number 44 is extremely symbolic. As a response to the failed November 1830 Uprising 
that drove Chopin into exile, Chopin’s friend and fellow exile Adam Mickiewicz wrote the 
play Dziady (Forefathers’ Eve) in which a person will one day bring freedom to Poland 
‘And his name is forty and four.’16 Furthermore, it is absolutely not a coincidence that 
Chopin’s Op. 44 was reserved for a Polonaise, one that uses three # s in its key signature.

Musical Meaning in the Polonaises
In addition to these extra-musical references in Op. 44, some of Chopin’s other polonaises refer 
to extra-musical events. For example, the Polonaise in A Major, Op. 40, No. 1 seems to refer 
to a military topic while both the Bb Minor WN 10 and Gb Major WN 35 polonaises pertain 
to farewell as they contain horn fifths, lamenting ^5-$^6-^5 motion, and prominent augmented-

14 Halina Goldberg, Music in Chopin’s Warsaw, New York: Oxford University Press, 2008, 23.

15 Maciej Gołąb, ‘Polonaise Fryderyka Chopina. Zagadka inicjalnej figury dźwiękowej’, Muzyka 56/1 (2010).

16 A particularly powerful performance of Dziady, which deals with political oppression and foreign domination, 

was a leading factor that sparked the Warsaw riots in 1968. Incidentally, Pope John Paul II, who is widely 

credited for his influential role in bringing an end to communism and restoring a free Poland, was born Karol 

Józef Wojtyła. Using the most basic gematria, [K]11 + [J]10 + [W]23 = 44. I can find no other speculation about 

this remarkable coincidence.
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Example 4
‘Z gór, gdzie dźwigali’ (Beneath their Crosses/Melodia): mm. 33-45.
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sixth chords built on $^6. The key to unlocking some of the musical meaning in Op. 40, 
No.1 can be provided by examining the song ‘Śpiew z mogiły’ (Song from the Grave). As a 
compendium of text painting and topics, this song possesses an improvisational character 
that reflects Chopin’s figured bass training in which musicians were expected to use topics 
as points of departure for enhancing the text. For example, the section between mm. 67 
and 74 features a text about death and despair and is reflected by obsessively lamenting 
^
5

^
6

^
5

^
4

^
5 double-neighbor motion in the local Ab minor, which is the same key as the funeral 

march from Beethoven’s Sonata Op. 26, a movement noteworthy for its antipodal harmonic 
progression. In addition to the funeral topic, Chopin also employs a military topic to reflect 
words about defending Chopin’s hometown, Warsaw (Example 5a). This section will 
undoubtedly remind the reader of the famous E major trio of the Polonaise in Ab Major, Op. 
53 (Example 5b). Such a correlation is significant because it justifies the musical instincts 
of musicians who attribute to the trio a militaristic, heroic, or triumphant character.
 In contrast to the triumphant character of Op. 40, No. 1, the Polonaise in Bb Minor 
possesses a melancholy character. Chopin wrote the piece as a farewell present to his 
friend Wilhelm Kolberg, brother of the meticulous collector of Polish folksongs Oskar 
(Example 6). The polonaise is saturated with ^5-$^6-^5 motion. The end of the first phrase 
features a remarkable amount of ^5-$^6-^5-#^4-^5 neighbor motion within a prolongational 
voice exchange, which may suggest Chopin’s desire to prolong the sad departure. Even 
more remarkable, the phrase ends with a retrograde inversion of the ^5-$^6-^5-#^4-^5 double 
neighbor gesture. Could this symmetrical musical gesture represent the symmetrical 
nature of two friends exchanging a hug? Later, the Gb-F lamenting motion in the melody 
moves to the bass and is harmonized as a German augmented-sixth and structural 
dominant heralding the return to section A.

41 81
a)                                                                                                                       b)                                                                                                                       

Example 5
a) ‘Śpiew z mogiły’ (Song from the Grave): mm. 41-42.
b) Polonaise in Ab Major, Op. 53: opening Trio-section, mm. 81-82.
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Example 6
Polonaise in Bb Minor (WN 10): reduction mm. 1-8.
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The main theme of Chopin’s Polonaise in Gb Major contains two clear examples of horn 
fifths (Example 7). Later, Chopin harmonizes $^6 as a French augmented-sixth in the 
retransition to the reprise of section a. After that, the Eb minor trio contains prominent 
use of $^6  C, both melodically and harmonically as a German augmented-sixth. Finally, the 
retransition to the reprise of the trio theme contains a super slow-motion chromatically 
ascending ^5-^

6 sequence that culminates with a trill using the marked pitches  ^5-$^6-^5-#^4-^5.
 Finally, it was only after I prepared my analysis from a different edition that I discovered 
the following important clue in the National Edition from a letter by Oskar Kolberg to 
Breitkopf and Härtel. ‘It is my pleasure to enclose the best version of the Chopin Polonaise 
in Gb Major circulating in various copies …. This polonaise was known under the name 
‘Farewell to Warsaw in 1830’. Chopin wrote it shortly before leaving the country, solely 
for close friends and fellow students, and had not thought of publishing it while alive’.17 I 
have offered my three retroactive discoveries of extra-musical meaning to illustrate that 
it is indeed possible for listeners to use the musical clues presented within the music to 
decode the encoded musical meaning, or in Chopin’s words, to ‘Let them figure it out.’

Conclusion
In this paper I have argued that listeners can decode musical meaning by linking specific 
musical gestures with specific words and then connecting those gestures with instrumental 
music. If Chopin consistently deployed certain voice leading and chords to enhance and 
express a text, then could those same musical gestures retain their associated meaning 
even without text? I believe that the answer is yes, with the caveat that the expressed 
musical meaning lies more toward the general, rather than specific, end on the continuum 
of precision in meaning. Nevertheless, by linking vocal music to instrumental music, the 
music starts to speak. We just need some sort of musical Rosetta stone to decode the 
complex musical language of Chopin, the undisputed poet of the piano.

17 Jan Ekier, Polonaises Published Posthumously, Volume 26, Warsaw: Foundation for the National Edition of the 

Works of Fryderyk Chopin, 2006, 11.
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Example 7
Polonaise in Gb Major (WN 35): reduction mm. 1-4, mm. 60-66, and mm. 100-109.
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