Piano Concerto No. 1 (1874)

Piotr Ilitch Tchaïkovsky (1840-1893)

In 1866 Tchaikovsky became professor of harmony at the Moscow Conservatory, which had been recently opened by the pianist Nicholas Rubinstein.  During his early years in Moscow, Tchaikovsky taught, traveled and, above all, composed symphonies, opera, chamber music, Romeo and Juliet , songs, piano pieces and, finally, late in 1874, his first piano concerto.  Before completing the orchestration, he decided to show the work to Rubinstein.  "Not being a pianist," he later wrote, "I considered it necessary to consult a virtuoso as to any point in my concerto that might be technically impractical, awkward or ineffective."

After a private hearing in one of the classrooms of the conservatory on Christmas eve, Rubinstein tore the work to pieces.  Tchaikovsky was pitilessly flayed for what Rubinstein charged was tawdry, plagiaristic, and unpianistic.  The irate pedagogue even went to the piano and burlesqued page after page.

"I left the room without a word and went upstairs," Tchaikovsky wrote.  "Soon afterward Rubinstein came up to me and, seeing how upset I was, called me into another room.  There he repeated that my concerto was impossible and pointed to several places that required a thorough revision, adding that if these alterations were completed within a certain fixed time, he would play my concerto in public.  I replied that I would not alter a single note, and that I would have the concerto printed exactly as it stood."

Tchaikovsky completed the orchestration and sent the manuscript to Hans von Bülow, who was also one of the ablest pianists of the time.  He accepted the work, rhapsodizing in a letter to the composer over its "original, noble and powerful ideas and mature, ripe and distinguished style."  Bülow received the dedication and, embarking on an American tour, took the concerto with him.  It had its premiere in Boston on October 25, 1875, and was a great success.

