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Preface

FRYDERYK CHOPIN EXPRESSED everything he had to say to the world through his music, according to one of the most eminent performers of his works, and this unquestionably is true. The depth and the breadth of his creation is extraordinary, from love to furious anger, from joy to endless sadness and melancholy, from tenderness to pride and defiance. Its beauty and enchantment are supreme. Unpredictability and mystery are, of course, part of art, and his compositions are rich in them and ever surprising to the listener. He was, by contemporary accounts, one of the greatest and most innovative pianists of the nineteenth century. And, finally, he was a splendid teacher.

Chopin’s music was admired, analyzed, applauded, compared, critiqued, criticized, described, discussed, dissected, examined, and judged to an exhaustive extent even before he died at the age of thirty-nine a century and half ago, and the fascination has continued ever since. Timeless, it arouses, bewitches, caresses, and charms today as it did at its first hearing.

What Chopin’s music says about him (and whether it does so at all) is an impossible and probably idle philosophical, psychological, and aesthetic question. Few specific compositions, if any, seem to reflect his mood or the state of his health at the particular moment of creation—add to that the fact that often we have no exact dates for the completion of a given work and only know that sometimes years elapsed between the start and finish of a composition. Some of the merrier, upbeat mazurkas and polonaises, for example, were conceived when he was believed to be quite ill and/or depressed—while sad, wistful nocturnes and ballades were written when he was thought to be well and at his amusing and playful best. Then there are études and préludes, in the same cycle, wholly distinct from others in mood.

A private individual, Chopin was the least helpful in unveiling the mysteries of creation—or the mysteries with which he chose to surround himself. Who, then, was Fryderyk Chopin?

My fascination with this man of genius provided the overwhelming reason for writing this book. I wanted to present in an entirely new light—often in his own words and words of those close to him—this immensely complex man, his time, joys, frustrations and tragedies, hopes and defeats, illusions and hallucinations, and the frightening physical and mental suffering he bore.

That Chopin was a genius, that he was both part of the breakthrough Romantic movement in the arts and a romantic figure in his own right—he was loved by a succession of extraordinary women, first and foremost George Sand—and that he regarded himself as an ardent Polish patriot when his homeland was under brutal foreign occupation, have long been the stuff of the Chopin legend. In a literal sense, it was all true. It was also true that he had displayed astonishing courage, discipline, and willpower—as well as a very special brand of quiet, self-deprecating humor—in fighting to the very end the terrible illness that destroyed him.

Uncounted millions of words in Polish, French, English, and many other languages were written about Chopin in newspapers, magazines, books, and encyclopedias of the day, and memoirs and letters from as early as the 1830s, when he first set foot, barely twenty-one years old, in Paris, determined to conquer. More than a century and half later, however, he remains an elusive personage.

I have always felt that the human dimension was missing, that I could not really understand the man. So, rather than embark on a standard birth-to-death biography, I decided to concentrate on the eighteen years Chopin lived in France, or nearly half his life, because this was both musically and personally his richest (and would prove most mature) period, when he lived side by side with the most remarkable creative men and women of the century. It offered a unique cast of magnificent characters—the people Chopin had befriended, those with whom he had associated professionally. And I believe that the artistic, personal, and political closeness of his circle (never replicated anywhere else to the best of my knowledge) played a crucial role in fashioning the quality and scope of culture of that era in Europe: Sand, Balzac, Hugo, Lamartine, Delacroix, and Heine; Franchomme, Liszt, Berlioz, Schumann, Mendelssohn, Bellini, and Rossini—as well as the Rothschild bankers. They were all among Chopin’s friends and acquaintances; even Karl Marx was on the periphery. And Chopin in Paris represents an effort to grasp that human dimension.

To command a sense of Paris in Chopin’s time, I visited the eight locations where he had lived between 1831 and 1849. With the exception of one location on the Chaussée d’Antin and the house in Chaillot, they remain exactly as they were in his day; Paris does not change very much. Square d’Orléans, where he lived the longest, looks today just as it did in the 1840s, to judge from contemporary sketches and drawings. The building on place Vendôme, where he died, is unchanged (though the address now faces the Ritz, opposite). Le grand siècle de Paris by André Castelot, La curieuse aventure des boulevards extérieurs by Jean ValmyBaysse, Listening in Paris by James H. Johnson, and The Love Affair as a Work of Art by Dan Hofstadter added to my knowledge of Parisian life and culture at the time. About Nohant, which I visited during my research in France, I found Chopin chez George Sand à Nohant—Chronique de sept étés by Sylvie Delaigue-Moins to be immensely helpful. Nohant, two hundred miles south of Paris, was Sand’s country home.

I went to Zelazowa Wola near Warsaw, Chopin’s birthplace, and to the monastery of Valldemosa in Majorca, where Chopin and Sand spent five horrid months, years before I conceived the idea of writing the composer’s biography. But the images remained clear in my memory. Chopin’s Warsaw (partly rebuilt after World War II) is basically unchanged in appearance although the Saxon Palace is gone. Vienna is still Vienna. In London, two out of the three buildings where Chopin lived are still very much there.

This is therefore the story of Chopin and his friends (and enemies) and contemporaries. It is not a study of Chopin’s music because I am neither a musician nor a musicologist—and because his music has received the distinguished attention of generations of outstanding composers, performers, and critics, from Liszt, Schumann, and Berlioz to Wilhelm von Lenz, Frederick Niecks, BronisLaw Edward Sydow, Alfred Cortot, Arthur Hedley, Jim Samson, Jean-Jacques Eigeldinger, Charles Rosen, Krystyna Kobylanska, MieczysLaw Tomaszewski, Tadeusz Zielinski, and Hanna Wróblewska-Straus. Their works have made it possible for me to place Chopin and his life in the context of his music. I have, of course, learned much from all the above.

Chopin’s life ran on parallel and frequently overlapping tracks: his music, his physical and mental health, his personal relationships with his family, his relationships with women (most notably George Sand) and friends—and his sense of Polishness and patriotism. I have found it more judicious to abstain from categorical judgments concerning, for example, blame in the Chopin-Sand rupture; some earlier biographers have chosen to take sides. Admirably, Sand’s best biographer, André Maurois, allows history to tell the story, a fine precedent. Enough written material exists to let readers reach their own conclusions over this emotionally charged relationship.

Notwithstanding the huge volume of work concerned with Chopin, I found surprisingly few of the more thorough biographical studies satisfactory or effective in terms of conveying Chopin’s personality lucidly. Perhaps the most important, useful, and insightful are Niecks’s biography, first published in London in 1902, and Zielinski’s biography, published in Warsaw in 1993. Chopin’s first biographer, Marceli Antoni Szulc (sadly, no relation), published his work in Poznan, Poland, in 1873. Both Niecks and Szulc had the advantage of having known or corresponded with people who were Chopin’s friends or acquaintances.

Under the circumstances, my reliance—and my entire voyage of discovery into Chopin’s time—was on his own correspondence with his family in Poland; the surviving (but very limited) correspondence between him and Sand; Chopin’s correspondence with men and women friends, acquaintances, publishers, bankers, tradesmen, and “unknown addressees”; Sand’s correspondence with her own family and a vast array of friends and acquaintances; and, very importantly, correspondence between third parties about Chopin and/or Sand.

Equally important were memoirs and journals, starting with Sand’s massive four-volume Story of My Life (there are autobiographical and Chopin-related clues as well in many of her novels, such as Lucrezia Floriani), Chopin’s twenty-four-page diary confined to the early 1830s, and memoirs by those well acquainted with him. Outstanding among them are the diaries of Eugeniusz Skrodzki, a Warsaw family friend, the diaries of Józefa Koscielska, the sister of Maria Wodzinska whom Chopin had come close to marrying, and who was present during the courtship period; the diaries by Chopin’s childhood friend Józef Brzowski, a musician who saw him often during the formative years in Paris; and the diaries by Klementyna Tanska Hoffman, a refugee from war-torn Warsaw who became an articulate chronicler of Polish emigrés in Paris. Chopin, Pianist and Teacher, as Seen by His Pupils, assembled by Eigeldinger, is a priceless collection of reminiscences by Chopin’s students, describing him, his moods, and his teaching methods and style.

Delacroix’s Journal provides insights into Chopin’s thinking on art, philosophy, and even science. As close friends, the two men held lengthy discussions on these themes over more than a decade of frequent get-togethers.

Chopin and Sand’s correspondence presents, however, a tantalizing problem: It is grievously incomplete. In his case, approximately four hundred letters and notes (some one-liners) have been preserved out of a total that may have exceeded one thousand—although he professed to detest letter writing. The most revealing thoughts, moods, and impressions are found in Chopin’s letters to his parents and sisters (and later their husbands and children) in Warsaw. Many of them are extremely long and they offer, among other things, colorful reportage on life around him in France (and earlier in Vienna), acute social and political critique, and dollops of society gossip.

But only forty-seven of them, over the eighteen-year period, have survived. There are no letters home, for example, for the years 1826, 1827,1833,1834, and between 1837 and 1843 (the high point of his life with Sand); for 1832,1835, 1836,1846, and 1849 (the year of his death), there is only one letter extant for each of these years, and only two letters from 1848 have survived. Krystyna Kobylanska, the leading authority on the Chopin correspondence, points out that it can be deduced from Chopin’s father’s letters that the composer must have written at least twenty more letters than we know. By the same token, no letters to Chopin from his family, who were fanatic letter writers, exist for 1830, 1838-1840, 1843, 1846, and 1847. Reading the existing letters, one becomes painfully aware of the enormous gaps in the available materials, compounding the difficulties in trying to reconstruct Chopin’s life.

Most of his letters home were burned on September 19, 1863, when in retaliation for a bomb attempt on the life of Warsaw’s Russian governor, Count Berg, Russian troops set fire to the midtown Zamoyski Palace in front of which the attack had occurred. Izabela and Antoni Barcinski, Chopin’s sister and brother-in-law, who occupied an apartment in the palace, had inherited Fryderyk’s letters home after the elder Chopins died, and most of the correspondence they kept went up in flames along with portraits of Chopin, the furniture, and other belongings. Antoni Jedrzejewicz, one of Chopin’s nephews, wrote that it was “a miracle” that any letters at all were saved. Most of the family letters to Chopin, sent to Warsaw after his death by Jane Stirling, his Scottish “official widow,” must have perished in a similar fashion.

Out of an estimated four hundred letters exchanged between Chopin and George Sand, twenty-three from him and nine from her have survived. We have, however, their farewell letters, sealing the breakup in 1847. Ludwika Jedrzejewicz, Chopin’s older sister, who was at his bedside when he died, is believed to have taken most of Sand’s letters to Poland, leaving them (for unclear reasons) with friends at a provincial estate. Alexandre Dumas fils, the novelist and a friend of Sand, had subsequently visited that estate and was given the letters (also for reasons that are unclear). He turned them over to George Sand, who burned them. Twenty-one letters from Chopin to Solange Dudevant Clésinger, Sand’s daughter, and seven from her to the composer have been preserved.

Fortunately preserved are most of Chopin’s numerous letters to Wojciech Grzymala and Julian Fontana, his close Polish friends in Paris, and they are essential in understanding how he lived and operated during his years in France—as are Sand’s letters to GrzymaLa.

Put together, all these letters, memoirs, and other materials have made it possible to reconstruct, at least to some degree, Chopin’s personae and his environment. Many of the letters, especially the chatty ones, create the illusion that one is listening to casual, gossipy conversations—sometimes I had the impression I was interviewing Fryderyk, George, and the others. Given such a mind-set, it was frustrating not to be able to ask follow-up questions, to learn more, to challenge and clarify. Such are reporters’ and biographers’ dreams.

It should be noted that the bulk of the extant materials is in Polish and French; most of it has not previously been translated into English or other languages, except for excerpts from some of the correspondence. The two-volume edition of Chopin’s correspondence, assembled and edited by Sydow, consists of letters written in Polish and French (with translations from French into Polish, the collection having been aimed at Polish audiences). Niecks has translated into English some relevant passages of Chopin’s and others’ letters and a few diary entries. As far as I know, none of the Polish diaries have been translated in extenso.

This explains why I have decided not to include chapter notes in this book: All the sources are identified in the text, in addition to the listing above of the most outstanding Chopin scholars and the bibliography.

Why did I become interested in Chopin as a subject for biography, after a lifetime of political and political-biographical writing? The short answer, of course, is that, in my opinion, no adequate Chopin biography exists in any language, and that I felt that, at the approach of the 150th anniversary of his death (October 1999), the time had come to make a new attempt. I hope to have done it justice.

But there are a few very personal reasons as well. My paternal grandfather was an amateur pianist and a Chopin worshiper, and as a child in Warsaw, I certainly heard a great deal of Chopin’s music—music that has remained embedded in my subconscious mind. I also had the privilege of knowing, most pleasantly, Artur Rubinstein, the greatest performer of Chopin in our time, as a family friend, and heard him play both in person and on record. And a personal note: My wife and I spent our honeymoon listening for hours to the music of Chopin played by a dear old friend in the library of a great mansion in Mount Kisco, New York. In retrospect, perhaps I was fated to make this attempt at bringing Chopin back to life.




Prelude
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LATE IN THE AFTERNOON of the last Tuesday of September, 1831, Fryderyk Franciszek Chopin, just six months past his twenty-first birthday, entered the great city of Paris, determined to conquer it—and quietly prepared to die there long before reaching old age. Both prophecies would be fulfilled.

Along with fifteen fellow passengers, Chopin arrived in an impossibly overcrowded public stagecoach from Strasbourg on the final leg of his exhausting two-week journey from Stuttgart in Germany where he had first experienced—and described—the choking sensation of being a “living corpse.”

Slim and pale, five feet seven inches tall, almost feminine in his blue-eyed, blond delicacy, Fryderyk Chopin was born in a village near Warsaw in 1810, the Polish son of a Frenchman who had settled in Poland. Now, in turn, Chopin, the genius musician, was bringing Poland to France, yet remaining unassailably Polish until the moment his breathing ceased.

Two months before he left his native Warsaw on November 2, 1831, for Vienna, Germany, and Paris, “Frycek” (the diminutive of Fryderyk used among family and friends) wrote his closest friend: “I think that I am leaving to forget forever about home; I think that I’m leaving to die—and how unpleasant it must be to die elsewhere, not where one had lived.”

He was a Polish patriot to his bones and the divinely inspired romantic poet of Polish music. He had composed his first polonaise when he was seven years old and his first two mazurkas at fifteen. Strangely, however, Chopin never returned—by deliberate and unexplained choice—to his homeland.

Fittingly, one of Chopin’s first impressions of Paris was a touch of Poland, a bizarre but nevertheless welcoming sign: The diligence, pulled by two huge Hanoverian horses, reached the hilltop village of St. Maur as the setting sun’s red rays illuminated Paris, presenting the composer’s avid eyes with a stunning spectacle. He was seeing, after all, the “capital of the world,” bisected by the Seine and, beyond it, the Left Bank hill of Montparnasse. Ten minutes later, the stagecoach entered the Porte de St. Martin, one of the gateways to Paris, still a walled city. Peering out of the small side window on his right, Chopin could discern a square structure covered with colorful posters. It was the Theater of the Porte de St. Martin, and the performance announced for that evening was La vieillesse de Stanislas (“The Old Age of Stanislas”), a preposterously lachrymose epic on Polish themes.

Chopin might not have realized it as he reached Paris, but France in the autumn of 1831 was seized with an enormous outpouring of pro-Polish sentiment. Early in September, Warsaw had been captured by the besieging Russian armies, and it marked the end of the heroic though dreadfully ill-directed nine-month national uprising against the czar who had ruled Poland as king since the Congress of Vienna (1815) and the close of the Napoleonic era in Europe. Poland had not existed as a sovereign nation since the final decade of the previous century, when it had been partitioned by Russia, Prussia, and Austria, and its rebel cause fervently supported by most Frenchmen.

The failure of the supposedly liberal French constitutional monarchy, in power since the revolution of July 1830, to come to the aid of the uprising had led to massive pro-Polish riots in Paris. A week or so before Chopin’s arrival, a demonstration in sympathy with Poland had been held at the Porte de St. Martin Theater. It was triggered by the news of the fall of Warsaw on September 8, and the cynical announcement by the French foreign minister at the Chamber of Deputies that “Order Now Reigns in Warsaw.”

France was not alone in turning its back on the Poles. In Rome, Pope Gregory XVI condemned them in an encyclical letter, describing these freedom fighters as “certain intriguers and spreaders of lies, who under the pretense of religion in this unhappy age, are raising their heads against the power of princes.” With papal power challenged by simultaneous rebellions across Italy, Gregory XVI regarded all European uprisings, starting with Poland, as an imminent peril to the established order. Austria, naturally, took the side of its Russian allies. Chopin, in Vienna when the Warsaw revolt broke out, found himself virtually ostracized overnight along with fellow Poles there.

Although Chopin had left Warsaw a year earlier, convinced that his musical career could prosper only in Western Europe and most notably in Paris, the national uprising and its ultimate collapse were unquestionably among the reasons—if not excuses—for his decision never to set foot in Poland again. He had departed Vienna for Paris via Germany on July 20, 1831, when a triumph of the rebellion still seemed possible, and it does not follow that even in the absence of revolutionary turmoil (even with a patriotic victory) Chopin would ever have gone home. He had already made his decision.

While maintaining extremely warm, loving ties with his parents and two sisters in Warsaw, Frycek preferred under all circumstances to create his private “Little Poland” in Paris.

As it happened, word of Warsaw’s conquest by the czarist armies had caught him in Stuttgart, where he had stopped for a few days en route from Vienna to Paris, and he did react with a paroxysm of fury and despair that he recorded in his diary. This outburst is believed to have inspired his extraordinary Étude in C minor, which subsequently became famous as the “Revolutionary” Étude. It was actually completed in Paris late in 1831or 1832, contrary to myth, and published in 1833. And it was Ferenc Liszt who first called it “Revolutionary,” having himself composed the first movement of his “Revolutionary” Symphony in 1830 in honor of that year’s Paris revolution.

Because Chopin wrote and compulsively rewrote, fine-tuned, and chiseled (his word) all his works, sometimes over months or even years from the conception, and because most of the original manuscripts carry no dates, it is impossible to determine precisely when and where he had first conceived and begun to compose the “Revolutionary” Étude—or, for that matter, the exact time any of his creations were born. Moreover, he very seldom wrote or spoke of compositions in progress.

Although the idea of the “Revolutionary” Étude may well have been nurtured that sleepless night in Stuttgart, it must have taken a good while to mature. But Chopin is not known to have ever discouraged the myth that this great two-and-a-half-minute study was set down at the peak of his emotional trauma at Warsaw’s surrender. Even before that catastrophe, in 1829 or 1830, he wrote the Polonaise in G minor, his first dramatic-heroic polonaise, but it was not published until seventy-seven years after his death—forty years after composition. It is in fact unknown to most contemporary pianists.* Chopin was totally capricious about the time of publication of his works, withholding a surprising number of them altogether during his life, perhaps enjoying in some cases the mystery surrounding his creativity.

In any event, at no time did Chopin contemplate rushing back to Warsaw to be with his family in the aftermath of the national disaster. After a few more days in Stuttgart, he went on to Strasbourg and Paris to build a new existence—and to make a place for himself under the sun of the world’s artistic capital and within the constellation of its resident talent in music, literature, painting, and sculpture. Chopin wrote later from Paris that it was “in Stuttgart, where the news about the fall of Warsaw reached me, that I decided fully to go to that other world.”

None of Chopin’s surviving letters to family and friends during and after the uprising (with few exceptions) mention it or its consequences. All of them are devoted almost entirely to descriptions of Vienna and other cities where he spent time after Warsaw, the name-dropping of celebrities he had met and been entertained by, complaints about not attaining recognition soon enough, accounts of the first successes, and requests for money addressed to his father.

In a monologue-like letter from Vienna to a young physician friend a month after the uprising broke out, Chopin wrote that “if it were not that it could be a burden for my father now, I would return immediately … I damn the moment of my departure.” But there is nothing in the preserved family correspondence to indicate that Chopin’s father had encouraged him to come back to fight the Russians—as his closest friend and traveling companion, Tytus Woyciechowski, had done instantly. In a letter to the family four weeks after the start of the rebellion, Fryderyk actually sent regards to Tytus and demanded that he write him, “for God’s love.”

By the same token, there is no evidence that his father had urged Fryderyk not to return. The only hint to that effect appears in the memoirs of the writer Eugeniusz Skrodzski, who was eight years old at the time and knew Chopin only slightly. In his diary, published over fifty years after the fact, Skrodzski wrote that “the last thing … I remember about Chopin was a letter written to his parents shortly after the November 1830 events in Warsaw, with candent desire to return to the country…. Panicked by this noble intention, Mister Nicolas succeeded in persuading his son that he could better serve the motherland in the field of arts than by wielding a rifle with too weak a hand.” This is not very credible mainly because there would have been no time for such an exchange of letters to affect Chopin’s decision. Mail was slow in the days of stagecoaches, especially during a war. So much, then, for this myth.

It is entirely plausible that, given his fragile health, Chopin would not have made much of a soldier and that he accomplished more for Poland by staying away and composing stirring patriotic songs and music. Three of his songs were chanted by the rebels during the uprising. Yet Chopin could not resist affectation.

In a letter to a physician friend, he announced on a note of selfpity—after explaining that he did not wish to become a burden to his father—that “all the dinners, evenings, concerts, dances that I have had up to my ears bore me: I feel so sad, somber … I must dress, do my hair, shoe my feet; in a salon, I pretend to be calm, but returning home, I thunder at the piano.” And on New Year’s Day, 1831, Chopin exclaimed at the end of a missive about his social life in Vienna, “You are going to war—do come back as a colonel…. Why can’t I be with you, why can’t I be a drummer boy!” (In the same letter, Chopin described at length the establishment of a sausage shop by a Frenchman who had fled the July revolution in Paris, remarking that some Viennese “are angry that a French rebel was allowed to open a store with hams when they have enough swine in their own country.”)

It was already dark when the stagecoach made its way through the narrow, muddy streets of Paris to the terminal of the Strasbourg-Paris line on rue des Messageries in the Poissonnière district of the city. The coachman shouted, “Terminus!” and the bone-tired passengers poured out of the diligence (France had gained its first railroad the year before, but it only went from Paris to nearby St. Germain).

Chopin brushed off the dust from his tight-fitting black frock coat and approached a clerk at the terminal office to inquire in Polish-accented French about a place to spend the night. He knew only a few people in Paris slightly, and the two letters of introduction he carried from Warsaw and Vienna could not be delivered so late at night. The clerk had recommended an inn on rue de la Cité Bergère, five blocks to the south, and Chopin, weighed down by a large satchel and a case with his musical manuscripts, marched off toward the hostelry, elbowing his way through the evening crowds and among the carriages in the gas-lit streets.

He would stay for nearly two months in his small room at the Cité Bergère inn. The process of reinventing himself as Frédéric Chopin, the virtuoso darling of Paris salons and genius composer of the exploding Romantic Age, was now underway. So, too, the unfolding of his destiny as a poignantly tragic figure of loneliness and lovelessness, surrounded by friends and admirers, beset by relentlessly devastating physical illness and ever-deepening psychological suffering.

* See the reproduction of the sheet music for the Polonaise in the photo insert.
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Chapter 1



FRYDERYK CHOPIN WAS BORN a genius, but he was blessed as well by the environment in which he grew and developed. And the most crucial elements were his devoted and very wise family, the French-Polish background, and the quality of general and musical education he received at home in Warsaw. He was exposed to music from the earliest childhood, responding to it naturally, enthusiastically, and indeed astonishingly.

Frycek came into the world on March 1, 1810, in the melancholy village of Zelazowa Wola on the Utrata River, some twenty miles west of Warsaw, the second child of a transplanted French tutor who played the violin and the flute. His mother was a “poor relation” cousin of a Polish small nobility clan, who played the piano and sang in a pleasant soprano voice. Chopin’s unusual family background was a prime example of the historical closeness of Franco-Polish ties on all levels; it made it much easier for him to feel reasonably at ease (if not at home) in Paris when the time came. Perhaps it was predestined that Chopin would wind up in France forever while maintaining his emotional links to Poland, Polish music and literature, and all people and things Polish.

According to existing records, Nicolas Chopin was born on April 15, 1771, in the village of Marainville in Lorraine in northeastern France. His father was François Chopin (the name had been spelled occasionally as Chappen or Chapin), a wheelwright and owner of a small vineyard who also served as county commissioner. Lorraine had been awarded as a lifetime principality by Louis XV in 1738 to Stanislaw Leszczynski, his father-in-law, after he had been dethroned as king of Poland. Maria Leszczynska was the queen of France at that point, and large numbers of Poles settled in Lorraine along with their exiled sovereign (the Stanislaw Academy, a lyceum, exists to this day in Nancy, the capital of Lorraine). Lorraine reverted to France at Stanislaw’s death in 1766, five years before Nicolas was born.

The village of Marainville had belonged to the vast estates of Count Charles-Joseph de Rutant, Leszczynski’s chamberlain, but it was sold in 1780, when François Chopin was nine, to the Polish Count Michal Pac. As this complicated story unfolded, Count Pac brought his own administrator from Poland, one Jan Adam Weydlich. Soon Weydlich and his wife became acquainted with François Chopin, the wheelwright, and took an instant liking to his son, Nicolas. Seven years later, Count Pac sold the estates, including Marainville and three other villages, and the Weydlichs returned to Poland.

For reasons that remain obscure, they invited the sixteen-year-old Nicolas to accompany them, promising to help him settle in Poland. For equally unknown reasons, Nicolas agreed to go. In the words of a Polish historian, he left in 1787, two years before the French Revolution, “taking with him his violin, his flute and a few books by Voltaire.” Nicolas never returned to France, just as his son, Fryderyk, would never return to Poland. Under this curious reversal of attitudes, the father would always write his son in French from Warsaw and Fryderyk would respond in Polish from Paris (Fryderyk was four when his French grandfather died; he never met any member of his French family).

Once in Poland, Nicolas Chopin found work as a bookkeeper at a French-owned snuff factory in Warsaw. When the factory went out of business, he was hired as a tutor for the four children of Countess Ewa Laczynska, the widow of an officer killed in an anti-Russian uprising after the second Partition of Poland in 1793, at her estate in Czerniewo. Nicolas, who began to regard himself as a Pole, changed his first name to the Polish “Mikolaj” and volunteered for service in the Warsaw National Guard in the course of that uprising, attaining the rank of captain. He was among the defenders of Praga, the town across the Vistula River from Warsaw, and survived miraculously the final assault on the capital by the armies of General Aleksandr Suworow, the most famous Russian commander. An identical scenario would be repeated thirty-eight years later, climaxing the 1830-1831 uprising that Mikolaj watched from his Warsaw home and Fryderyk from his Vienna and Stuttgart self-exile.

Superbly educated and multilingual, Mikolaj Chopin was an ideal tutor for Countess Laczynska’s family. He must have been quite surprised some years later when Maria, the youngest daughter and his best pupil, became the mistress of Napoleon Bonaparte as Madame Walewska. It was still another French connection for the Chopins, and, years later, her son, Alexander Walewski, would enter Fryderyk’s social life in Paris.

In the meantime, Countess Laczynska agreed to allow her friend, the recently divorced Countess Ludwika Skarbek, to let Mikolaj become the tutor of her five children—but especially of her ten-year-old son Fryderyk—at the relatively modest estate at Zelazowa Wola. Arriving there in 1802, Mikolaj met the Skarbeks’ orphan cousin and godchild Justyna Krzyzanowska, who at the young age of twenty was the administrator of the estate. They saw each other every day, shared meals, talked, and made music together. In what must have been a situation of mutual liking and respect rather than love at first sight, Mikolaj decided after four years to ask for her hand in marriage. They were wed in 1806; he was thirty-five, she was twenty-four. Countess Skarbek assigned a small one-story structure on the Zelazowa Wola estate to serve as their home.

Six months after the Chopin wedding, Napoleon and his armies entered Warsaw, crowning the great campaign against Austrian, Prussian, and Russian forces. He occupied Vienna, defeating Austrian and Russian armies at Austerlitz, then smashed the Prussians at Jena and took Berlin. In Warsaw, where the Prussians had replaced the Russians as occupiers at the outset of the century, the French emperor was greeted as a savior. Polish regiments had been fighting alongside the French for years to win the restoration of a sovereign Poland. It was during his 1806 stay in Warsaw that Napoleon met seventeen-year-old Maria Walewska, the wife of Anastazy Walewski, sweeping her off her feet.

Poles, however, were disappointed. Under the Tilsit Treaty he had signed with the Russians and the Prussians in 1807, Napoleon formed a small duchy of Warsaw, instead of making all Poland an independent state again. Friedrich August, the king of Saxony and an ally of Napoleon, was named the duchy’s ruler.

The Skarbeks and the Chopins had fled Zelazowa Wola for Warsaw because of seesaw battles in the surrounding countryside, and the couple’s first child, Ludwika (named after Countess Skarbek), was born in April 1807. The following year, all of them returned to the estate, and Fryderyk Franciszek Chopin came into the world at the Zelazowa Wola house in March 1810. He was named Fryderyk after young Skarbek and Franciszek after François, his French paternal grandfather.

Mikolaj Chopin decided, however, that there was not much future for him as tutor at Zelazowa Wola, and, seven months after Fryderyk’s birth, moved the family to Warsaw for good. He had accepted a position as “Collaborator” at the Warsaw Lyceum—this made him a part-time teacher at the boys’ school—and the Chopins went to live in apartments at the Saxon Palace in the Saxon Gardens where the lyceum was located. Two more daughters were born to them: Justyna Izabela in July 1811 and Emilia in November 1812.

In 1815, the Congress of Vienna, redrawing the map of Europe and creating the “Holy Alliance” of “Kings against the People,” as the pact became widely known, resolved the Polish problem by inventing the “autonomous” kingdom of Poland under the tutelage of Czar Alexander I of Russia, who was crowned King of Poland. The Vienna Congress had followed Napoleon’s 1812 retreat from Moscow and his ultimate defeat and deportation to St. Helena. The Bourbon dynasty was restored in France under Louis XVIII.

Though the new kingdom was smaller than the duchy of Warsaw and real power was vested in Archduke Konstanty, the czar’s brother (married to a Polish noblewoman), who was named commander-in-chief of the Polish army and lived in Warsaw’s Belweder Palace, most Poles seemed to accept the latest status quo. Czar Alexander was believed to have liberal tendencies, at least by St. Petersburg standards, and leaders of the Polish aristocracy rallied behind him in the hope that, sooner or later, the nation would regain full independence. In fact, one of the czar’s advisers in establishing the kingdom was the greatly respected Prince Adam Czartoryski; years later, in Paris, the exiled prince would emerge as a protector of the self-exiled Fryderyk Chopin.

Meanwhile, Fryderyk’s father was among those who enthusiastically greeted the new order in Warsaw. A conservative man who deplored the French Revolution, distrusted Napoleon, and applauded the Bourbons’ return to the throne in his native country, Mikolaj Chopin favored the kind of tranquillity and progress brought by the creation of the kingdom. Neither he nor his Polish friends seemed particularly disturbed by the knowledge that Archduke Konstanty had the inclinations and behavior of a tyrant and martinet who often blew up in uncontrolled rages, hitting and drastically punishing subordinates—and independent-minded citizens—who incurred his displeasure. The archduke was accepted as the leader of Warsaw polite society and invitations to the Belweder were eagerly sought. Young Russian officers courted young Polish ladies.

By then, Mikolaj Chopin was prospering. He was accepted as a Pole (and to this day many people spell Chopin as “Szopen” because in Polish the sound of “sh” is written as “sz” and “e” sounds like the “i” in French). And he was given the title of full professor of French language and literature at the Warsaw Lyceum and professor at the army’s Artillery and Engineers’ Cadets School. His revenues improved further when the Chopins established an expensive home for student boarders from wealthy out-of-town families who attended the lyceum at their Saxon Palace apartments. In 1817, the lyceum was moved to Kazimierz Palace on midtown Krakowskie Przedmiescie Boulevard because the archduke had decided to take over all of the Saxon Gardens for military parades, his preferred pastime. The Chopins received even ampler quarters at the new location, expanding their home for lyceum boarders.

Warsaw under the kingdom was as sophisticated and musicconscious as any city in Eastern Europe, at least when it came to its increasingly rich aristocratic and bourgeois elites. With a population of one hundred thousand inhabitants, Warsaw enjoyed a rich diet of opera presented at the National Theater and concerts at three concert halls, churches, and private homes. Every “decent home” had a piano and at least one person in the household who could play it, according to an article in a Leipzig publication, and there were several piano factories in the city.

And Warsaw had twenty literary periodicals—new trends, including Romanticism, were discussed in their pages—and a music weekly. Such was the demand for sheet music by Polish and foreign composers that nine music stores were in business; the most important belonged to Antoni Brzezina, who also was a music publisher. Famous international performers, from the violin virtuoso Niccolò Paganini to the singer Angelica Catalani, came to Warsaw to appear before highly knowledgeable audiences. Among Polish artists, the favorite was the pianist Maria Szymanowska. Fryderyk heard them all.

And, naturally, there was a piano at the Chopins’ apartments. Justyna played it alone or to accompany Mikolaj when he picked up his violin or flute. Soon, she began teaching piano to her daughter Ludwika as Frycek, then three or four years old, listened with rapture (legend has it that as a baby he wept uncontrollably at the sound of music). Before long, his mother started teaching him, too, but Fryderyk mastered the instrument so rapidly that before he turned six, he could play every melody he had ever heard, and began to improvise. He had essentially learned the piano by himself, including harmonizing melodies with simple chords, but his parents concluded that henceforth he should be taught music seriously and systematically.

Wojciech Zywny’s greatest contribution to the history of music was that he recognized that he was in the presence of genius and did not attempt to improve on it. Instead, he simply guided and helped it. Zywny was a sixty-year-old florid, snuff-redolent violinist and music teacher from the Czech lands, hired by the Chopins to instruct six-year-old Fryderyk in composition and harmony. He never tried to change the boy’s unusual and intricate piano fingering.

His other contribution was that from the start he acquainted Fryderyk with the music of Johann Sebastian Bach, made him love it and be inspired by it. Afterwards Chopin would play a Bach fugue as a daily exercise—and a soul-saving religious obeisance. When Chopin went to Majorca for the disastrous 1838—1839 autumn—winter stay, the only music he carried with him were the two books of Bach’s Well-Tempered Keyboard. It was there that he completed his cycle of twenty-four Préludes, unquestionably inspired by Bach’s own forty-eight preludes and fugues, and probably meant as an homage.

The préludes of Opus 28, jewel-like “fragments” or miniatures (some less than a minute long), are among Chopin’s most sublime works, described by the great German composer Robert Schumann as an “intimate diary.” Employing all twenty-four major and minor key signatures and exploiting their characteristic colors, the Préludes Opus 28 enhance Chopin’s skill as an innovator. In the words of the Polish music historian Tadeusz A. Zielinski, the préludes offer “an immense fan of emotions, psychic states, moods and their subtle variations.”

The Bach influence may explain, as some historians believe, why Chopin seemed to be more in tune with Baroque masters (Handel was among them, too) than with his Romantic era contemporaries, although he clearly belonged to the Romantic generation. To some musicologists, Chopin became a bridge between two epochs—where Ludwig van Beethoven had left off at his death (when Fryderyk was seventeen). Bach, of course, was also the model for Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart and Beethoven, looming as an ancestor of the Romantics.

Fryderyk’s first creations were the two polonaises composed in 1817, when he was seven, and transcribed by his father. They illustrate how he transmuted the traditional, slow eighteenth-century Polish court dance—the elegant polonaise—into startling bravura passages. Chopin had obviously heard the very popular Polish airs played by his mother and pianist friends, and drew on them for his compositions, enriching them with new gestures and exploring their dramatic potential formally. Later, as historians have observed, Chopin transformed the courtly dance into heroism and even “brutal” violence.

The Polonaise in G minor was published in Warsaw in November 1817—his first published piece—and it was instantly hailed as a major work of art. The respected periodical Warsaw Diary informed its readers in January 1818 that “the composer of this dance, an eight-year-old youth, is … a true musical genius.” It was the first time the word “genius” was applied to Chopin publicly and, inevitably, he began to be compared as a prodigy and talent to Mozart (who died in 1791). Actually, Mozart was five when he composed his first piece, and the comparisons were meaningless as they so often are. Chopin idolized Mozart, but he had no particular desire to be a “new Mozart.” He wanted to be Chopin. Until at least 1926, Chopin scholars and pianists were entirely unaware of the existence of the Polonaise in G minor, except for the mention in the Warsaw newspaper, because the original 1817 edition had vanished. Zdzislaw Jachimecki, a Polish musicologist, found it shortly after the First World War in a four-volume collection of piano music, printed in Warsaw between 1816 and 1830, and published it in 1926. But, even then, few musicians seemed to notice it. The first (1817) edition was in the possession of the two Ciechomska sisters—Chopin’s grandnieces—but it entered the public domain only in 1959, when it was presented as a gift from a new owner to the Fryderyk Chopin Society in Warsaw. The only other copy of this edition is at the Katowice Academy of Music. The Polonaise in G minor was reprinted in 1990 by the Chopin Society and a Japanese publishing partner, but, again, it failed to attract attention. Eugene Istomin, a leading American Chopin performer, who saw and played it for the first time in 1997, believes that “a straight line” connects this child’s polonaise to his future compositions. The first part is “melancholy, pathetic,” but the second part—the triois—is “courtly, gay dance music … for petites demoiselles.” Istomin suspects, however, that in transcribing the work, Chopin’s father committed an error in the first part, creating a dissonance by marking a passage Fsharp instead of G-sharp. Fryderyk’s second polonaise, in B-flat major, also composed in 1817, has disappeared altogether. Both polonaises are now listed in Krystyna Kobylanska’s 1977 catalogue, considered the most authoritative and complete listing of Chopin’s works.

Without missing a beat, Fryderyk made his public debut as a pianist in February 1818, a month after the Warsaw Diary’s plaudits and a week before his eighth birthday. The occasion was a charity concert in the ballroom of the Blue Palace (also known as the Radziwill Palace, after the Polish royal family that built it), owned by Prince Stanislaw Zamoyski. His brother-in-law, Prince Adam Czartoryski, lived at the Blue Palace as well, and it was there that Chopin met him for the first time, beginning a lifetime acquaintanceship.

At the concert, Chopin played a piano work by the Czech composer Adalbert Gyrowetz. He must have made a fine impression (although Warsaw newspapers published no reviews) because henceforth he became the darling of the aristocratic society, constantly invited to perform at the homes of the greatest noble families. He was a charming child with exquisite manners, always saying the right thing and smiling modestly, but there is no record of Frycek’s reaction to this first concert, except for an often-repeated anecdote of uncertain origin that when his mother asked what the audience had liked best about his appearance, he replied, “My English collar” (the lace collar he wore with his velvet suit).

Chopin’s fame spread so rapidly that soon he was commanded to play for Archduke Konstanty and his family at Belweder Palace. The archduke may have been a “bloody satrap,” in the words of Polish chroniclers, but he was a music lover and he, too, became an admirer of the boy. Fryderyk not only was invited to Belweder repeatedly, but he composed a military march for the piano for Konstanty, who had it scored for full brass band to be played at army parades.

When Empress Maria Feodorova, the mother of Emperor Alexander and Archduke Konstanty, visited Warsaw in 1818, she listened to Chopin at a performance at the lyceum and he presented her with two new polonaises of his own composition. During Czar Alexander’s stay in Warsaw in April 1825, shortly before his death, Fryderyk was chosen to perform for him on an “eolomelodykon” (also called “choralion”), a quickly forgotten contraption combining the features of a piano and an organ designed by a Polish professor-mechanic. For this, the czar gave Chopin a diamond ring. When he was nine years old, the great Italian singer Angelica Catalani, mesmerized by his playing, had given him a gold watch.

The question does inevitably arise as to why Fryderyk’s parents allowed him to play for imperial Russian occupiers and to be feted by them, especially the hated archduke, considering the anti-Russian sentiment of many Poles. Mikolaj Chopin himself had fought against the Russians in the 1794 uprising. The best answer is that, most likely, Mikolaj—essentially a man of the status quo—did not wish to antagonize the rulers. At the same time, access to the Russian court in Warsaw promised to enhance Fryderyk’s career. It certainly helped with the Polish aristocracy, which had accepted the kingdom of Poland as a reality, and these friendships could serve him well in the future. In any event, Fryderyk learned early in life the importance of top-level friendships and patronage.

There is no reason to believe, however, that Chopin’s father—unlike Leopold Mozart in relation to his son—had made any effort to force Frycek into a premature musical career, certainly not pushing him into profitable concert tours. Wiser, more relaxed, and perhaps more loving, Mikolaj preferred to let nature take its course, being helpful when required by circumstances. He may have understood that such pressure could be psychologically damaging to the boy prodigy whom he knew to be highly emotional and sensitive. Nor did Mikolaj have any family financial interest at heart: Frycek played for nothing in the Warsaw salons. In this sense, Chopin grew up free of pressure at home—whatever tension did build up for him at the time was self-imposed.

As far as is known, Chopin performed only seven times in public in Poland over an eleven-year period—until his first journey to Vienna in mid-1829. This does not include, of course, scores of appearances at Belweder or private residences of which no record has been kept, or his Sunday organ playing at a Warsaw church when he was fifteen. Inasmuch as he would make it plain in Paris that he actually detested playing before concert hall audiences—he performed only when it was absolutely necessary for his career or immediate income, summing a lifetime total of thirty concerts—the unanswered question is whether this phobia dated back to childhood performances, and, if so, what explains it? He was, after all, the least publicly heard among the important pianists of his time, though greatly desired.

In letters, some of them very long and chatty, written by Chopin in Warsaw to his two best friends, who lived on rural estates, there are only passing references to music he was composing and just a few to his public concerts. Perhaps this is because many of the letters may have been lost (as have others) or, simply, because Fryderyk did not enjoy playing before large audiences—“people I don’t know,” as he put it many years later—and therefore he did not care to discuss it with his friends.

From the very beginning, Chopin was much more at ease at small gatherings, for psychological or purely musical reasons. In the words of Ryszard Przybylski, a leading Chopin scholar, Fryderyk’s “playing, with its discriminatory sensitivity of touch,” was best suited to “initiates in society drawing-rooms.” A more brutal conclusion might indicate that Chopin, who in many ways was an elitist (not to say a snob), only felt comfortable at the piano when surrounded by his social equals and friends.

More devoted to assuring a fine education for his son, in general culture as well as in music, than to pushing him into a prodigy career, Mikolaj Chopin decided in 1822, when Fryderyk was twelve, to place him in the hands of Józef Elsner, a fifty-two-year-old Silesian German, who was a highly regarded composer, scholar, director of the newly established Warsaw Conservatory—and a personal friend. Himself a teacher, Mikolaj had concluded that the time was ripe for Frycek to study music, and especially composition, on a higher level. Zywny, the Czech, had reached the limit of his teaching abilities, but he would remain a close friend of the family. Just before he ended their lessons, Frycek had dedicated a polonaise to him on his saint’s day.

At the same time, however, Fryderyk was expected to pursue his regular studies at the lyceum. Before he was sixteen, he would acquire a working knowledge of French (which his father spoke at home along with Polish), German, and Italian. The latter had a special importance for him as the “language of music” in which score notations are made. He learned Latin as part of the normal Polish school curriculum. He became familiar with European literature. His teenage letters to his friends, peppered with French, German, Italian, and Latin words and phrases and with literary allusions—as well as with very crude and funny observations—show how cultured Chopin was even in adolescence.

Fryderyk studied with Elsner for three years, concentrating on counterpoint which, he reported to a friend, he did at the rate of six hours weekly. But it was a priceless investment in his future. Counterpoint is a plural melody—a melody added to another melody in a piece or a combination of forms—and its mastery opens limitless vistas to a work. As Charles Rosen, a music scholar and himself a pianist, has written, “Chopin was the greatest master of counterpoint since Mozart.”

Musicologist Jon Newsom observes that “good harmonic voiceleading is the art of counterpoint,” harmony and counterpoint being “intimately a part of the other.” He adds that “one of the wonderful and mysterious things about music is the fact that a succession of pitches can suggest the horizontal movement, or movement in time, like a glowing ember floating across a dark field or the night sky. The human mind can integrate the complex of separate pitches that make a musical event into a continuous fabric, of which, somewhat crudely speaking, harmony is the warp and counterpoint the weft.” Newsom believes that it was “Chopin’s extraordinary sensitivity to the sonority of the piano together with his equally fine ear for melodic and harmonic relationships that enabled him to make his innovation effective, for he could perform daring harmonic feats and make them sound musically coherent.”

When Fryderyk turned sixteen, Mikolaj Chopin decided that his son was ready for the next serious step in his education. Rather than have him complete the last year of the lyceum, he enrolled him in the three-year course at the Central Music School—part of the Warsaw Conservatory—also headed by Elsner. Frycek went on composing while studying at the school, producing at least two rondos for the piano, a trio, a mazurka, a sonata and a funeral march (not the famous one, which came much later). All was going superbly.


Chapter 2



ON APRIL 10, 1827, tragedy struck the Chopin family. Emilia, the youngest daughter, died of tuberculosis at the age of fourteen. A month earlier, Fryderyk described her illness in the midst of an otherwise amusing and chatty letter to a friend: “She caught a cough, started spitting blood … all that time she would not eat anything; she turned so pale that one could not recognize her, and only now she is beginning to be herself again.”

But there is no mention of Emilia’s death in any of the surviving Chopin correspondence. Beethoven died the same year, and it was once held that the classical period in music ended with Beethoven. Fryderyk must have read about the passing of Beethoven in a Warsaw newspaper, but he never mentioned it, either. The thought of death always both frightened and fascinated him.

Chopin himself is believed to have died of tuberculosis although there are no existing medical records and there is too little precise information in his own letters and in his friends’ correspondence about him to provide solid evidence. But no modern medical authority disputes the finding by Dr. Jean B. Cruveilhier, who performed the autopsy on Chopin, that the composer had suffered from lung tuberculosis for thirty years (reported in a letter to George Sand from a mutual friend).

Dr. Czeslaw Sieluzycki, a Chopin scholar and laryngologist, has emphasized in a study published in Poland in 1983 that, quite possibly, both Emilia and Fryderyk may have suffered from a “pretubercular” condition. Dr. Jean-Claude Davila, a French pulmonary specialist, remarked in his 1995 doctoral dissertation at the University of Toulouse on Chopin’s health that Fryderyk was “contaminated very early by the Koch bacillus” at a time when tuberculosis was widespread in Poland, accounting for one death in every one hundred. It had not yet been defined as a contagious disease. Actually, the bacillus of tuberculosis would be isolated only in 1882 by the German bacteriologist Dr. Robert Koch, but there is no question that the illness, then known as pulmonary consumption or phthisis, was tuberculosis. The stethoscope, the instrument for listening to sounds inside the body, had been invented by a French doctor in 1819, and was not yet available in Poland. Cough and pallor were the main basis for diagnosis.

Both youngsters had gone in 1826 for cures at the southwestern health resort of Dusznik to drink “metal” waters and goat’s milk (prescribed at the time for lung ailments), and to receive “inhalations” of vapor. Dr. Sieluzycki has suggested that Emilia succumbed to the malady while “the condition of Chopin improved decidedly … in the spring of the next year, when a small lung inflammation healed by itself.” Two years later, in 1828, Chopin was rushed for a cure to the Sannik resort (where he began composing a trio for piano, violin, and cello).

Dr. Sieluzycki has concluded that from childhood Fryderyk’s health had always been most delicate, if not worse, and that this may have led in time to the reappearance of tuberculosis to which he evidently was susceptible. Fryderyk’s first recorded reference to illness appeared in a typically jocular letter to a friend just before he turned sixteen. He reported that he was in bed, under covers, with a headache already lasting four days and his neck glands swollen, and that the doctor had told him that he suffered from a “catarrhal affliction.”

From childhood, Dr. Sieluzycki has written, Chopin was “predisposed” to rheumatic diseases, gastric troubles, severe headaches, and “rotting teeth.” He was often short of breath and sweating, and he was a “poorly eating child.” He complained about “acidity” in his stomach and was on varying diets at home and during rural vacations (he was not allowed, for example, to eat peasant rye bread, which he adored). At health spas where his parents sent him in his teens, Fryderyk drank mineral waters, bathed in oak bark solutions, and consumed infusions of acorns (“one day, I drank seven cups”). He was given wine diluted in water in a beer mug to “build up his blood.” He took “pills” for appetite.

Chopin was kept at home during inclement weather, studied at home until he was thirteen, and was not permitted to play soccer or palant (a Polish homegrown version of baseball). When he went ice-skating at the age of sixteen, he fell, injured his head, and was carried home “almost unconscious” to be treated by a surgeon. That same winter, Fryderyk came down with a “catarrhal fever” in his throat, high fever, headache, and the swelling of neck glands. Leeches were planted on his throat to bring down the swelling. In the spring, when he turned seventeen, Chopin suffered from “fatigue,” an increased “nervous and emotional anxiety,” low-grade fever, cough, and headaches, which made him miss lyceum lessons and prevented him from receiving his graduating diploma (some modern physicians suspect that Fryderyk may have been afflicted with mononucleosis). At the Dusznik spa, where he spent several weeks in August and September 1826, Chopin was forbidden to climb “high mountains,” walking over hillocks quite unwillingly and often “on all fours.” He also developed a “fear of open spaces,” a phobia that never left him. However, his letters home showed that he was in excellent humor, joking and commenting amusingly on his surroundings. Back in Warsaw, doctors ordered him to be in bed by nine o’clock in the evening (“all the teas, evenings, and balls went down the drain,” he wrote to a friend, “and I drink emetics and fatten myself on oatmeal”).

Though his gradually worsening health increasingly—and fundamentally—affected Chopin’s personality and temperament in the years to come, all indications are that as a boy he was secure, happy, and often mischievous with a fine sense of humor, easily attracting devoted friends.

It does not necessarily follow, of course, that a child reared in a secure home environment will become a secure adult—or vice versa. And, as it soon became evident, Chopin was quintessentially an emotionally insecure man from what appears to have been a most secure background. It may have been part of the price of genius—and progressive adult personality deformation—linked or not to his illness, or all of the above. Modern psychiatric analysis of Chopin’s mental health, based on correspondence, memoirs, and early biographies, does suggest strongly that he was a schizoid or manic-depressive type. The relationship between genius and mental illness remains to this day a theme of controversy among scholars. A recent study of the lives of sixty composers in Warsaw’s Ruch Muzyczny led to the conclusion that approximately one half of them had a “melancholic temperament”—“melancholy” was a word for depression—and that mood disorders associated with depressions were “easily the commonest and most important of psychiatric illnesses.” But the full truth about Chopin’s psychological evolution from childhood to adulthood will never emerge: There are just too many gaps in his personal history.

By all accounts, Fryderyk’s Warsaw home was a happy environment. Mikolaj Chopin was an even-tempered, warmhearted, well-liked if rather boring paterfamilias. He was a practical man rather than a deep thinker. But he was a fairly authoritarian decision maker—as were most other heads of families at that time. Fryderyk never questioned his views and generous doses of advice, but, unlike the hostile relationship between Mozart and his father, he did not resent them: In fact, he often requested them. Chopin clearly loved Mikolaj, plunging into deep depression at his death.

Fryderyk’s mother appeared to be much less obtrusive, though, and unquestionably she was equally loving. Lacking Mikolaj’s education and background, she tended to devote herself to the care of the family, abstaining from volunteering too much advice.

In a portrait painted in 1829, Mikolaj’s clean-shaven, rather elongated face conveys intelligence, seriousness, and openness. Fryderyk resembled him somewhat in physiognomy. Justyna’s portrait shows a rather defensive woman; Frycek may have taken his wide-set, soft, vulnerable eyes from her.

His sisters, Ludwika and Izabela, adored Fryderyk. The older and highly intelligent Ludwika was perhaps his best and closest adviser; he would demand her presence at his deathbed. They both wrote him enormously long letters, keeping him abreast of Warsaw gossip and the (very good) local sales of his sheet music. Chopin often sent Ludwika (with whom he had played piano four-hands when they were young) his latest compositions, especially mazurkas. In short, he came from a stable home environment. There was no history of mental illness in the family that would explain his mental crises.

As a child, Frycek was friendly, outgoing, and fun-loving, despite fragile health. Of slight build and limited strength, he shunned physical activity, but diverted his friends and fellow students with mimicry, a gift for caricatures, and occasional piano playing. Four boarders at his parents’ apartments became his intimates: Tytus Woyciechowski, Jan Bialoblocki, and Jan Matuszynski, and Julian Fontana; he would share aspects of his Parisian life with the latter two.

Tytus Woyciechowski was the most important and, in his own way, the most mysterious of these friends—at least to outsiders. Two years older than Chopin, he too had studied the piano with Zywny, and, after they met in 1823, the boys often played piano four-hands. Tytus’s home was the Poturzyn estate near Lublin, east of Warsaw, and he returned there after lyceum graduation in order to farm. Fryderyk made him his most trusted confidant—the only one in his life—after Bialoblocki, his earliest friend, died of bone tuberculosis in 1827.

Actually, they spent very little time together after the lyceum days, with Tytus back at his estate. Reconstructing their relationship principally from the cascade of letters Chopin began writing him in 1828, it appears that they saw each other at some length only three times following graduation. There is nothing in Fryderyk’s letters to indicate that Tytus had visited Warsaw subsequently. In 1828 Fryderyk and Tytus met briefly at a mutual friend’s country home. Chopin spent about ten days with him at Poturzyn in August 1830—the only time he ever went there—and then, two-and-a-half months later, they traveled together to Vienna. Woyciechowski rushed back to fight in the Warsaw uprising within a month while Chopin remained in Vienna and then moved on to Paris. Woyciechowski married in 1838, and remained content at Poturzyn. They never saw each other again, though they exchanged letters until a month before Chopin’s death.

It was a romance by correspondence, with Chopin the aggressive “lover”—yet only in the rhetorical sense. Though Fryderyk addressed Tytus as “my love” and “my life,” sent him wet kisses on the mouth, and breathlessly awaited Woyciechowski’s much rarer letters, no evidence exists that it was in any way a homosexual relationship. In one missive, Chopin wrote: “I am going to wash up; don’t kiss me now because I haven’t washed up yet. You? Even if I smeared myself with Byzantine oils, you wouldn’t have kissed me unless I forced you to do it magically…. Today, you will dream that you are kissing me.”

In a letter from Paris, Chopin told him “at this moment, as I start describing a ball, where a deity with a rose in her black hair had enchanted me, I receive your letter. All these romances leave my mind.”

While most of Chopin’s missives to Tytus have been preserved, there are no extant letters from him. Thus Woyciechowski looms as an invisible and mute partner, always ready to receive Chopin’s confidences, but no more (in another letter, Fryderyk wrote, “I know you don’t like to be kissed, but allow me to do it today”).

It was not that unusual for young men of the Romantic generation, particularly in extrovert Poland, to write in erotic language to men friends. It was the culture of the time and place. “Love me as I love you” was not an uncommon salutation between men in nineteenth-century Polish epistolary style.

It was a relationship that suited Chopin, the youth and the man who eschewed emotional commitments. Because they were apart most of their lives, Fryderyk had the advantage and luxury of sublimating his emotions into frequent and fulsome letter writing, without other commitment. He sent Tytus his musical compositions, dedicating to him the famous “Là ci darem la mano” variations (based on the duet in Mozart’s Don Giovanni) and an earlier piece—and describing for him the work on the Piano Concerto in F minor, op. 21, and subsequent creations.

The contrast between Chopin’s attitudes toward Tytus and those toward Konstancja Gladkowska, a beautiful and talented singer who was Fryderyk’s age, emphasizes how he feared commitment. Having met her at a Warsaw concert in April 1829, Fryderyk convinced himself that he had fallen in love, referring to Konstancja in fiery letters to Woyciechowski as “my ideal” and wondering, “Does she love me, does she not?” But while he professed his “love” for Tytus in letters (an emotionally safe gesture), he made virtually no effort to court Konstancja or even get to know her better. It was a satisfying intellectual-romantic state of affairs.

It is quite likely that Konstancja did not know that Fryderyk was in love with her—or possibly she thought he was. They were sufficiently well acquainted that when Chopin was leaving Warsaw for Vienna at the end of 1830, she inscribed a short farewell poem in his album assuring him that “strangers” could never “love you more than we do.” Chopin later added: “They can.” Writing poems and messages in one another’s albums was a custom of the time among friends and good acquaintances—Chopin even put down musical compositions in albums-and Konstancja’s contribution had no deeper meaning. Afterwards, Chopin wrote her several politely friendly letters.

Chopin always discouraged relating his musical works to particular events in his life and refused to give actual titles to his compositions (he was furious when his English publisher attempted to do so). He believed that all experiences found their way to music as he progressed through life. An idea, an inspiration, a concept triggered by a specific event may have taken years for Chopin to develop and write. And because he never really explained his music, the date of the completion of a work could be wholly meaningless in terms of its promptings. For this reason, Chopin’s remark in a letter to Woyciechowski, as he worked on his Second Piano Concerto, “I’m telling the piano what I might have some time told you,” has been taken too literally by commentators.

And the widely held belief that Konstancja was one of the great loves of Chopin’s life also is a great romantic myth. When, fifteen months after Fryderyk’s departure from Warsaw, she married Józef Grabowski, a very rich diplomat, he wrote Tytus that he had only had a “platonic affection” for Konstancja, which presumably was true. He had no need to lie to Tytus. But Chopin has always been surrounded by myths (which, in turn, have produced romantic motion-picture mythologies).

Long before he reached Paris, Chopin had acquired impressive musical culture through exposure to the best, and most varied, of the world’s music.

Spending summer vacations in the Polish countryside, he heard plenty of folk dance music and songs—polonaises, mazurkas, krakowiaks, kujawiaks, obereks, and the very special Jewish music of the village—and these influences were present in some of his greatest work. But Chopin was a man of universal taste and, contrary to much conventional thinking, he was vastly more than a “Slavonic composer.” As Jim Samson, a scholar, put it, “His music would indeed prove a useful case study in a history of taste, and maybe too a history of taste-creating institutions.”

As previously mentioned, Chopin had the opportunity in Warsaw of listening to the extraordinary violin playing of Paganini, the great singing of Angelica Catalani and Henrietta Sonntag (he attended all eleven of Sonntag’s concerts), and the pianism of Johann Nepomuk Hummel. During a brief trip to Berlin, he heard Georg Frideric Handel’s Messiah oratorio and Domenico Cimarosa’s opera Il matrimonio segreto. In the course of a two-week stay in Vienna in 1829, Chopin saw Rossini and Meyerbeer operas (he also played at two recitals there). He always thought that the human voice (followed by the violin) was the purest and most basic sound in music; hence his love for opera and recital singers, both men and women. In Dresden, Chopin was exposed to drama in the form of a five-hour performance of Goethe’s Faust, which deeply impressed him. Goethe, of course, was the father of the great German Romantic literary movement, already infecting music as well.

In May 1829, Czar Nicholas I was sworn in as the new king of Poland after the death of his father, Czar Alexander (the Warsaw ceremony occurred four years later). The festivities included concerts by Paganini and much pomp and circumstance. But the advent of the new emperor-king was ominous for Poland: Unlike the moderate-minded Alexander, his son had from the outset imposed a reign of terror in Russia and unprecedented repression and mass arrests in Poland.

In Warsaw young people—among them Chopin’s friends and colleagues—began conspiring against the Russian rule, planting the seeds for the uprising that would burst forth the following year. At that time, Fryderyk was busy and very excited with his new piano concerto, pleased with the just-completed Polonaise in G-flat major, which marked his commitment to the poetry of Romanticism, his first waltzes (though they would only be published posthumously), and his first four mazurkas.

Chopin managed, however, to spend long hours at the Dziurka (“The Little Hole” in Polish) coffeehouse where young artists, journalists, and aspiring politicians talked about the future of Poland—and the future of art. Rebellion against the status quo in politics and the arts was becoming fused with the advent of Romanticism in Poland as in Western Europe, and Chopin was determined to be part of it. The talk was about Byron and Schiller—and national freedom.

It was at Dziurka that Chopin met the young Polish poets with whom he would compose patriotic songs in Paris just a few years later: Stefan Witwicki, Bohdan Zaleski, and Dominik Magnuszewski. He read Adam Mickiewicz’s incandescent poetry. And he renewed his friendship with Maurycy Mochnacki, a former Warsaw Conservatory piano student, music critic (he reviewed Fryderyk’s concerts, but angered him with a negative one about Konstancja), lawyer, newspaper editor—and secret conspirer against Czar Nicholas. Mochnacki would become a political patriotic leader in the Warsaw uprising and become an exile in Paris where he and Chopin would help to keep the national flame aglow.

The news of the Paris liberal revolution in July 1830 reached Warsaw instantly, adding to the Polish fervor. Chopin wrote Tytus Woyciechowski late in September that with the rising ferment in France and Italy, the Russian authorities might not certify his passport for travel there. But Fryderyk was now determined to go abroad—his career required it urgently—and he told Tytus: “In the next few weeks, I expect to leave for Kraków and Vienna…. This is the whole romance!”

Chopin, traveling with Woyciechowski, reached Vienna on November 23, after stops in Dresden and Prague. Six days later, the uprising erupted in Warsaw. Dr. Sieluzycki and other Chopin scholars believe that Fryderyk’s fragile health was responsible, at least to an extent, for his mounting inner turmoil, and it is quite plausible that this predisposition, aggravated by the shock of the news from Warsaw, resulted in a pattern of personality disorders that would intensify with time.

The first documented sign of Fryderyk’s emotional condition appears in his letter to Jan Matuszynski at Christmas 1830. Recounting his visit to St. Stephen’s Cathedral from Vienna, where he arrived well ahead of time for midnight Mass, he wrote: “I came … not for the Mass, but to look at that hour inside this immense building…. I stood in the darkest corner at the foot of a Gothic pillar. It is impossible to describe the majesty, the dimension of these huge arches…. It was quiet: sometimes only the steps of the sacristan lighting candles in the depths of the temple drew me from my lethargy. Behind me a tomb, beneath me a tomb … I only lacked a tomb above me … I felt more than ever [my condition of] orphan. I enjoyed drinking in this great spectacle until people and lights began to arrive…. Then, shielded by my coat collar, I went for music in the Imperial chapel.”

Another example of Chopin’s fascination with death—and another rare documented case of his uncontrollable emotional outbursts—is the lengthy entry in his album, or the diary he kept between 1829 and 1831, upon learning in Stuttgart of the fall of Warsaw to the Russians. Based on inflamed imagination, in the absence of specific information, and in parts plainly incoherent, the diary is a cry of despair:

Strange thing! This bed, in which I shall lie, may have served not just one dying [person], but today it does not disgust me! Perhaps not just one cadaver lies on it for long? … But is a cadaver worse than I? The cadaver also does not know anything about father, about mother, about [my] sisters, about Tytus! And the cadaver does not have a [woman] lover! It cannot converse in his own language with those surrounding him! The cadaver is as pale as I. The cadaver is as cold as I feel about everything. The cadaver has ceased to live—and I have already lived to satiation. To satiation? And is the cadaver satiated with life? If he were satiated, he would look well, but he is so miserable—does it have so much to do with [facial] traits, the expression of the face, the human exterior? Why do we live such a miserable life, which devours us and serves to make cadavers! The clocks on Stuttgart towers ring the nocturnal hour. Ah, how many cadavers were created in the world at that moment! Mothers of children-mothers [who] have lost children—how many plans erased … How much sadness from the cadavers at this moment and how much consolation … How many creatures suffocated by cadavers. Good and bad cadaver! Virtue and crime! So it is clear that death is the best act of man—but what will be the worst? Birth, as contrary to the best act. Thus I am right to be angry that I was brought into the world…. What does anybody have from my existence? I am not useful to people because I have no [leg] calves and no snouts…. And even if I had them, I would not have anything else…. Does the cadaver have calves?

And it goes on about the fall of Warsaw:

I was writing … knowing that the enemy is in [our] home! The suburbs are destroyed, burned down…. Jas [and] Wilus probably died on the ramparts. I see Marcely in captivity … [General] Sowinski, this good man, in the hands of those brutes…. Oh, God, it is Thee and do not revenge Thyself! Don’t You have enough Moscovian crimes, or are You a Moscovian Yourself! My poor father … maybe he is hungry and he cannot buy bread for my mother. Maybe my sisters have succumbed to the fury of the unleashed Moscovian trash! The Moscovian dominates over the world? … Oh, father, what joy for your old age! Oh, mother, suffering, tender mother, you have survived your daughters so that the Moscovian would break in to mortify you over their bones…. Did they respect their graves? A thousand other cadavers covered their grave. They burned down the city! … Ah, … Ah, why couldn’t I have killed at least one Moscovian! Oh, Tytus … What is happening to [Konstancja]? Where is she? … Maybe in Moscovian hands … The Moscovian is strangling, murdering her…. Ah, my life, I am alone here—come to me, I shall dry your tears, I shall heal the wounds…. And maybe I no longer have a mother … [My] unconscious sisters are not surrendering…. Father, in despair, does not know how to help…. And I am here inactive, with bare hands, sometimes sighing…. I suffer at the piano, I am desperate…. God, God. Move the earth to bury people of this age. Let the most savage sufferings punish the French who did not come to our aid.

Chopin had experienced dark fantasies and hallucinations since early adolescence—he mentioned such episodes in a forced self-mocking way in letters to friends—but never on the scale of the Vienna and Stuttgart occurrences. And after Stuttgart, he never felt really safe—anywhere—fully confiding only in his music.

His complex personality also included a visceral aversion to decision making about important steps in his life, begging his parents and friends to tell him what to do—whether to leave Warsaw in the first place, stay in Vienna, or go to Italy, France, or England. “You know that I am the most undecided person in the world,” Fryderyk wrote Jan Matuszynski, his physician friend, from Vienna a month after the start of the Warsaw uprising; he asked his advice whether he should go to Italy at that juncture.

But Chopin’s self-proclaimed hesitations may have been his defense mechanism rather than a true Hamlet trait: He would not be rushed and, after excruciating delays, he followed his own instinct in his own good time.

It was this instinct that finally led Chopin to leave Vienna on July 20, 1831, on a leisurely journey en route to Paris by way of Linz, Salzburg, Munich, and Stuttgart. In Munich he found time to appear at a concert matinee with the local philharmonic orchestra, playing his Concerto in F minor, op. 21, and Fantasy on Polish Airs, op. 13.

Actually, Fryderyk turned out to be much more decisive and inventive than he admitted to be. Because the Russian embassy in Vienna had refused to stamp his passport valid for travel to France—relations between the supremely authoritarian czar in St. Petersburg and the new constitutional monarchy in Paris were rather tense—he was authorized to go only as far as Munich. Warsaw, his home, being part of Russia, Chopin had to travel on a Russian passport.

But he would not be stymied by the Russians, later writing his parents, “Never mind, I thought, so long as Monsieur Maison, the French ambassador, signs [my passport].” Monsieur Maison was happy to do so, and Chopin went back to the Russians, this time to request clearance to go to London via Paris. Now the embassy agreed, putting a notation in the passport that he would merely be “in passage” through Paris. Chopin subsequently joked that he spent the rest of his life “in passage” in France.

To be sure, Fryderyk was developing into an exquisite master manipulator and salon diplomat in his quiet, charming manner, and it was never entirely clear how he managed his problems. His relations with the Russian embassy in Vienna, for instance, could not have been hostile on the part of the Russians even during the Warsaw uprising when he sought to have his passport validated, and they certainly were not on his part. Thus, at the time he wrote to friends that he had arrived in Vienna with a letter of introduction to the ambassador from Grand Duke Konstanty, the bloodthirsty ruler of Poland. Though the introduction letter was given him before the uprising, as he was departing Warsaw, Chopin referred freely to several social meetings with the ambassador after the eruption of the rebellion and to being introduced by him to other Vienna luminaries. The painful question is, of course, whether Fryderyk, as an outspoken Polish patriot, was morally justified in socializing with the Russians who were killing his compatriots.

Now with Vienna, the Russian embassy, Stuttgart, and the hallucinations behind him, Chopin set course for Paris and the “romance” of which he had dreamt for so long.


Chapter 3



THE ROMANCE FRYDERYK CHOPIN FOUND in Paris was also history in the making and soon he, too, became part of it. This was a time in Europe when art and politics—and culture and history—influenced and redefined each other in an unprecedented fashion. The process had been further enhanced by the 1830 “July Monarchy revolution in France. Taken all together, it was the crucible of the Romantic Age.

The Lord Byron of Childe Harold and Don Juan had died at thirty-six, nearly six years earlier (in 1824) at Missolonghi in Greece, a leader in the Greek independence war against Turkey, after having been involved in the abortive Italian revolution of 1821. He was a poetic genius who hated tyranny. His beloved friend Percy Bysshe Shelley, whose Hellas celebrated the Greek rebellion, had died two years before Byron. When Shelley’s body was cremated, his heart somehow escaped the fire. Byron had ordered that his own heart be removed before his body was burned. Chopin was fourteen at the time, but Shelley and Byron would later serve as inspiration in deciding the disposition of his body and heart.

In Germany, Schiller and Goethe, the great masters of Romantic lyric poetry and tragedy (and close friends), had shared deep concerns over the fate of humanity. Schiller, who died in 1805, wrote about the deplorable condition of the poor. Goethe began publishing his Faust—the first great triumph of Romantic art in literature—in 1808, but he is remembered, too, as the “champion of revolt.” He was still alive when Chopin landed in Paris.

At the opening of the nineteenth century, artistic genius and a sense of history thus made common cause. Together, they spawned Romanticism, with artists often turning into militant politicians and champions of progress, and politicians seeking out allies among the artists. Some of the century’s most powerful and lasting philosophical and political movements—including communism—came into being during that period.

Curiously, the electrifying Romantic impulse was born in England and Germany before France, Italy, and Spain—and even William Shakespeare is regarded as a forefather of Romanticism. In fact, Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy (a year older than Chopin and soon to be a close friend) had composed the movingly beautiful overture to A Midsummer Night’s Dream at the age of seventeen. Many scholars believe that Mendelssohn along with Chopin and Robert Schumann, Hector Berlioz and Liszt—all of them born at roughly the same time—represented what already was to be the second Romantic generation, following the groundbreaking Franz Schubert and Carl Maria von Weber.

Mendelssohn, Schumann, and Weber were Germans. Schubert was Austrian. Liszt was an Austro-Hungarian. Berlioz was French. Chopin was Polish. Influences and inspirations in music thus came from all over Europe. But, as in other arts, Paris in the 1830s was Romanticism’s great battleground.

In literature, Byron was the model for Alphonse de Lamartine, the poet who would become France’s first republican president, and for Victor Hugo, who was as much a novelist and dramatist as a politician (interestingly, Lamartine and Alfred de Vigny, another great Romantic poet, both married Englishwomen). All of Byron’s poetry had been translated into French by 1820. In Russia, Byron influenced both Pushkin (in the creation of Eugene Onegin) and Lermontov, and in Poland, Adam Mickiewicz and Juliusz Slowacki. Each in his own way was a revolutionary. Wagner and Nietzsche, the philosopher, emerged from the Romantic tradition as well. (In America, of course, the contemporary voice of Romanticism was Edgar Allan Poe, who was a year older than Chopin and died ten days before the Pole in 1849; they never met.)

The Romantic spirit in literature breathed Romanticism into music. Schiller, in fact, insisted that poetic compositions act upon readers like music.

Schubert’s 1827 song cycle Die Winterreise was set to the poems of Wilhelm Müller (Schubert died in 1828 at the incredible young age of thirty-one, depriving Chopin of what would almost have been the certainty of meeting him, as he knew so many other composers of his generation in Western Europe). Schumann, like Schubert before him, was inspired by the poet Heinrich Heine; Heine, too, was a German, and they were Paris friends, often discussing poetry and music.

Chopin, who probably had never heard about Romanticism as such at the time, happened to purchase a copy of Mickiewicz’s Ballads and Romances at a Warsaw bookstore when he was sixteen. Mickiewicz, who launched the Romantic movement in Polish literature with this book of poems published in 1822, was still virtually unknown, but Fryderyk became fascinated with him. He was particularly attracted to Mickiewicz’s argument in the introduction that classical poetry rules cannot apply to the “new style,” which should be based on “country songs.”

Almost immediately, Chopin composed the music for at least one of Mickiewicz’s ballads, his first foray into song writing. It was published in 1826, although the original manuscript is lost. In 1831 (in Vienna or in Paris), Chopin wrote his own Ballade no. 1 in G minor, op. 23, a work for piano, and the first of four in this genre, which he conceived. The ballades are among his greatest musical achievements and, as pianist Charles Rosen has observed, “the form is the Romantic ballade, modern in conception although influenced by the medieval originals … an antique verse narrative in stanzas with a refrain.” In 1830 Chopin also composed music for another Mickiewicz poem (along with music for seven songs by his poet friend Stefan Witwicki).

Answering a question from Schumann, when they first met in Leipzig, about the meaning of the ballades, Chopin said that Mickiewicz’s poems, similarly titled, had led him to “this idea.”

Chopin and Mickiewicz met only in 1832, in Paris, becoming warm lifetime friends. But it is not certain whether all of the former’s ballades were based on, or inspired by, the latter’s poetic ballads. While Ballade no. 1 was composed long before they met, the other three ballades followed their first time together. In any case, the exact inspirational relation is moot. Do words trigger sounds in a musical mind or the other way around? What matters in the end is that Mickiewicz in poetry and Chopin in music instinctively thought alike.

With its sense of feeling and living, Romanticism created at the same time a bridge between landscape and music. Again, the famous examples start with Schubert and Die Winterreise. It has barely been noted that at the age of sixteen, Chopin composed variations on the theme of the German song “Der Schweizerbub” (“The Swiss Boy”), that is, a few years before Schubert started work on the Winterreise cycle.

“Der Schweizerbub” is a tale of mountains—Fryderyk must have heard it at home in his musically literate family—and he produced this beautiful though today little-known piece in a matter of days. Given that song cycles are regarded by many as the “embodiment of the Romantic ideal,” Chopin was among the forerunners in this field. This is what has made Romanticism so marvelously all-encompassing.

Romanticism, accentuating reality and individualism as well as emotion and sensuality, surged along with the latest French revolution, the “Three Glorious Days” of July 1830—a key turning point in European social history.

If the revolution of 1789 destroyed absolute monarchy and the ancient aristocracy, and the war-minded Bonaparte empire failed to fill the ensuing societal vacuum, the revolution of 1830 did succeed in creating a new order by bringing the bourgeoisie to power. It was a most significant change in French and European history, with the resulting status quo enduring to this day.

Forty-one years after the fall of the Bastille, the 1830 revolution marked the end of the transition period represented by the restoration of the Bourbons in the aftermath of Napoleon’s final exile to St. Helena in 1815. Replacing Napoleon in power was King Louis XVIII, brother of the guillotined Louis XVI, who had lived exiled in England for over twenty years. Actually, Louis XVIII became king in 1814, when France’s enemies were occupying Paris (the Russian cavalry were bivouacked in Versailles), but he was cast aside by Napoleon’s “Hundred Days” return from his first exile on the island of Elba. Louis’s resumption of royal functions was known as the “Second Restoration.”

His nine-year reign—he died in 1824—presented, as much as anything, a running battle between the past and the future, between the ultras, who wished a return to pre-revolutionary aristocratic rule, and the “liberals,” who had a vision of a more modern and tolerant France.

The bourgeoisie and the increasingly powerful bankers (the House of Rothschild was already solidly installed in Paris) favored the more liberal course, principally because it promised reconstruction of the national economy ravaged by the long years of the Bastille revolution and the Napoleonic wars. Intellectuals, artists, and journalists tended to side with the liberals even though men like Victor Hugo and Alphonse de Lamartine at first supported restoration after the years of imperial repression under Napoleon. And the stirrings of Romanticism among the creators were gaining in strength with their nascent movement of protest and innovation.

The movement’s center was Victor Hugo’s red-walled living room at his home on rue Notre-Dame-des-Champs, where, starting in 1827, young novelists, poets, critics, and painters gathered to discuss feverishly their artistic aspirations and often to read from their own works. Doctrinary literature of Romanticism was born there. In what probably was the first Romantic manifesto, novelist Henri Beyle (Stendhal) wrote that “the nation is thirsty for its national tragedy” and “Romanticism is the art of presenting to the people literary works that, in the present state of their habits and their beliefs, are susceptible of giving them the greatest possible pleasure.”

On February 25, 1830, Victor Hugo’s drama Hernani premiered at a Paris theater, waging Romanticism’s first heroic public battle against classicism (organized by Hugo himself). Hugo’s young supporters, in wide-brimmed black Andalusian hats and Spanish capes, and the traditional elite clashed during the performance with shouts, whistles, curses, and fistfights. Hugo wrote: “I made a revolutionary wind blow ÷ I placed a red bonnet on the old dictionary ÷ I created a tempest at the bottom of the ink-well.”

In Hernani, the “tempest” unleashed by the twenty-eight-year-old Hugo took the form of a violent drama in extraordinary lyric poetry bringing together episodes of hispanique passion in unprecedented fashion: ghosts of the Napoleonic empire, political prophecies, German brigands straight out of Schiller, an “enchanted” choir, memoirs of a drunken wedding night, and passages from Le Cid, Corneille’s seventeenth-century epic about the Spanish knight. There was no real “story line” in Hernani as far as the audience was concerned, accustomed as it was to straightforward classical plays. As Albert Thibaudet, the French literary historian, has pointed out, “It was poetry of the theater; it was not the reality of theater.” Thibaudet also remarked that “the evening of Hernani was like La Marseillaise … the Austerlitz of Romanticism.” A late nineteenth-century English critic summed it up: “That Hugo was the greatest tragic and dramatic poet born since the age of Shakespeare, the appearance of Hernani in 1830 made evident forever to all but the meanest and most perverse of dunces and malignants.” In any event, the “battle of Hernani” made Hugo the uncontested chief of the Romantic movement at that point in its history.

In painting, Eugène Delacroix achieved the Romantic breakthrough as early as 1824, when his Massacre at Scio, his homage to the Greek independence fighters and Byron, was presented at the official annual salon in Paris, ending the dictates of classical rule. Delacroix’s monumental contribution in art was his use of vivid color, earlier ignored, and his fascination with great universal themes brought to the canvas in a way none of his predecessors had attempted. This was the essence of the Romanticism of Delacroix described by a friend: “He had a sun in his head and storms in his heart [and] for forty years played upon the keyboard of human passions [and] his brush—grandiose, terrible, or suave—passed from saints to warriors, from warriors to lovers, from lovers to tigers, and from tigers to flowers.”

And in music, Hector Berlioz made Romanticism’s breakthrough in 1825, when he conducted 150 musicians at a performance of his requiem at Saint-Roch Church. No performance of such magnitude and venturesome boldness had ever been presented before.

Louis XVIII’s death precipitated historical change in France and quickened the rise of Romanticism. The new sovereign, Charles X (Louis XVIII’s brother, known as the Count d’Artois), made a bad political situation worse with his ultra-hardline inclinations, granting great power to the Roman Catholic Church, one of the main victims of the 1789 revolution. With the tragic history of religious wars in France dating back to thirteenth-century antiheresy crusades, the Reformation, and bourgeois anticlericalism, Charles X had deepened internal political divisions. An economic and financial crisis in the late 1820s added to the tensions, making them unbearable.

Fundamentally, the July revolution ousted Charles X because the bourgeoisie believed that its standing in the changing society and its economic interests were threatened by the policies of his monarchy and its old-line aristocratic allies. Dissolving the National Guard in 1827 as the principal law enforcement institution, the king antagonized still further the middle class, which had long considered the guard as its instrument of prestige and security. It turned the aging Marquis de La Fayette, a most influential politician at home, founder of the guard, and hero of the War of Independence in America, squarely against the royal government of Charles X. By then, La Fayette and his friends were already conspiring to place Louis-Philippe, the Duke of Orléans, in power.

Naturally, revolutions—as distinct from coups d’état—do not happen in a vacuum; they require some sort of social and political context. This was the situation in France at that point in history as both the middle class and the working class—the new proletariat—were growing vigorously and as the national economy expanded, becoming increasingly modernized. Railways were being built, and factories and smaller ateliers established across the country as the industrial revolution dawned.

Consequently, both the middle class and the gruesomely disadvantaged working class began to emerge as potent new political forces, with the better-educated bourgeoisie guiding the workers. Politicians and intellectuals, including La Fayette and a group of young writers, started to pay attention to the “New Christianity” preachings of Count Claude-Henri Saint-Simon, who believed that the time had come to end the exploitation of man by man. This was the birth of serious socialist doctrines in Europe. By the time Saint-Simon died in 1825, they had already taken root.

Meanwhile, Charles X, who serenely played whist with friends at the Tuileries Palace as his regime foundered, at last provided the final push for the 1830 revolution. He restricted press freedoms through new censorship laws and promulgated new electoral legislation that, in effect, deprived the bourgeoisie of political power through the exclusion of voters whose annual property taxes were below a very high minimum line. This allowed only the rich upper-middle-class French citizens to vote along with the wealthy traditional aristocracy. Workers and peasants were automatically deprived of the vote.

The revolution broke out on July 29, when printshops in Paris closed down in protest against censorship, letting their workers go. Other industrial ateliers shut down in solidarity or in fear, and soon there were tens of thousands unemployed workers in the streets, turning into rioters and foot soldiers of the rebellion.

La Fayette reactivated the National Guard in support of the street rebels. After three days of combat in Paris, Charles X fled and the seventy-three-year-old general handed power over to the fifty-seven-year-old Duke of Orléans on July 31. The duke now became King Louis Philippe, inaugurating the era of bourgeois ascendancy and affluence, with a banker as his first prime minister and a furled green umbrella under his arm as public trademark.
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