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AUTHOR’S NOTE Dancing About Architecture


Almost immediately after I began working on this book, I stumbled on an old cliché that will resonate with anyone who has ever tried to explain in words what a piece of music means to them: Writing about music is like dancing about architecture.

No one seems to know who said it first, but the statement stuck around because it so perfectly captures the challenge. Music is an abstract art form, one that exists in time, is defined by mathematics, and is written in a complex language that consists of symbols, numbers, a horizontal grid, and emotion-laden words in (usually) Italian. If I were getting ready to tell you a story about a work of art, I would insert—probably right below this sentence—an image. That would give you an immediate context for what comes next, something to hold in your mind as you read about the people, places, and events, as well as the joys and sorrows, that animate my subject. But musical notation in the pages of a book like this, one that attempts to tell a human story about the creative process, would be useless to all but the most expert of readers. So to help bridge the gap between words and music I built a companion website that makes it easy to find and listen to the works of Chopin, as well as the many other composers who become relevant in the story, from J. S. Bach to Cole Porter.

The site, which lives at www.whychopin.com, is accessible in any Web browser and is organized more like a book than a traditional website. Each chapter of Chasing Chopin has a section, or web page, where links to recordings (along with basic information like the title of a piece, its opus number and date of composition) are listed in the order in which they appear in the text, along with the page number for easy reference. Sometimes there are two links for a single work, so a reader can hear the same piece of music as it’s played on both a modern Steinway and a nineteenth-century pianoforte. This is because I spend a good deal of time talking about the pianos that were available during Chopin’s lifetime, and the many differences between them and the instrument we know today—things that actually affect the way we perceive the music. This allows a reader to experience what is the closest we can come to a nineteenth-century soundscape, when recording technology didn’t exist, and compare it to the sound a modern artist might produce at Carnegie Hall or on National Public Radio. There are also links to a wide variety of interpretations of Chopin’s work in jazz, modern song, and popular culture, along with photography and video from my travels; scholarly and popular resources; and more.

One of the first links on WhyChopin.com is to a recording of the funeral march from Chopin’s Opus 35 Sonata, whose composition story constitutes the narrative arc of this book. What you hear first is the familiar dirge—dum dum da dum—written in the key of B-flat minor. Then comes the surprising and beautiful major-key interlude (in D flat), which is in turn followed by an inexorable return of the minor-key dirge. It’s this modulation, the striking progression from minor to major to minor, that I would illustrate with an image if I could. It’s at the heart of the story I’m about to tell, and is what astonished me the first time I heard the sonata, and inspired me to learn more about the man who conceived it and the circumstances in which he wrote and lived. Even if you know absolutely nothing about music, I think you will hear what captivated me in this startling, original statement about death and life.

Of course the website is not necessary; it’s just a tool, something that might enhance a reader’s experience by making it easy to access the best, and in some cases inaccessible, recordings. Beyond a few observations in the opening pages about the two sections of the funeral march, there’s very little technical or theoretical stuff in the pages ahead; it’s mostly, in effect, a love story, one that connects humans to one another, and all of us to art. But if you do come across a term that feels foreign or confusing, my advice is to just skip over it and keep reading. Or, better yet, get up and dance about it.




INTRODUCTION Bull’s-eye


Music is often the language we speak when we speak about death. My father was a poet and playwright, but when he became so ill it was clear the end was near, it was music that was on his mind, not words. The only request he made was that, after he died, we let his body remain on the hospital bed in his room and fill the house with music for twenty-four hours before the undertaker came. It was Bach’s Suites for Unaccompanied Cello that he requested, and so someone in the family who had a basic level of technical expertise figured out how to put the six suites, played by Pablo Casals, into a continuous loop. All day and all night, as people came and went, slept and wept, talked and laughed, the music of Johann Sebastian Bach permeated every room of the house, offering a kind of structure to those many minutes and hours of our collective grief. It also, and this came to me as I sat on the stairs leading up to my father’s bedroom that crisp, sunny, late October morning, served to connect us, not just to him but to each other. Music, unlike poetry, requires other humans to animate it from the page. Whether you play for one person or many, it is at some level an affair of the community, something we do together to bring a bit of beauty and meaning into our lives. It also reminds us, especially at times around death and dying, of what connects us. This is because music needs both a player and a street, the one who brings it to life and the cohort that participates through listening. Once launched, whether on a stage or in a Rhode Island farmhouse, it becomes a kind of adhesive, knitting together disparate people for the brief passage of its duration, accompanying us in our attempt to accept things that are, perhaps, beyond understanding.

I thought about all this many years later, when death once again beckoned from afar. It was January 2017, and I had flown to Chicago to say goodbye to a dear friend who was in the final stages of ovarian cancer. Slowly and with great difficulty she walked me through every floor of the house, just a few blocks from Wrigley Field, that she and her husband had built in the early days of their marriage. Then we sat by the fire and talked about our work together—I had been the editor of her first book—and the new project she was working on with her daughter, which they completed in the days before she died. I had never said goodbye to someone so young—she was in her early fifties—and when I left the house, was so rattled I got hopelessly lost trying to navigate the unfamiliar streets of Chicago’s Northwest side. It was cold, rainy, and getting dark. With several hours to kill before my overnight train departed Union Station, I hailed a cab and headed to a jazz club. My feet were wet, I was feeling exhausted and sad, drinking bourbon alone at my table near the stage, listening to a group called the Andy Brown Quartet. Then, in the middle of a swinging tune, the pianist suddenly started riffing on Chopin’s funeral march. This was surprising enough, but what startled me most was the expression on the faces of the band members: they were all smiling, leaning into a dirge now animated by a bebop lilt, in what looked like a mode of joy. They passed the melody around from one to another: piano threw it to guitar, who played with it for a while, then handed it over to bass. Meanwhile the famous rhythm was being tapped out on cymbals by the drummer. Finally it was returned to the pianist, who fooled around a bit more with Chopin and then returned to the song that had kicked it all off.

I’ve long felt a special attachment to Chopin’s funeral march, and can remember with perfect clarity the first time I heard it, back in 1998, in the Polish Consulate on Madison Avenue, a Beaux Arts mansion built in the early years of the twentieth century. The Polish government bought the house in 1973 and soon began hosting concerts in its spacious, ornate rooms. I had begun taking piano lessons a few years earlier and was in the process of falling deeply in love with Chopin’s music, when I learned that an upcoming recital would include his Second Piano Sonata, known as Opus 35, a major work by my favorite composer that I didn’t yet know. Or, at any rate, thought I didn’t know.

The sonata begins almost with a sigh and then it rampages. It takes Chopin just a few seconds to move from the heavy, slow, ponderous tempo of grave to a more restless, tumultuous, agitato. Throughout the first movement he throws out themes, varies and restates them, kicks the mood around from stormy to meditative; now heroic, then impatient, then back again. The second movement is a scherzo—a word that comes from the Italian for “to joke”—and it also modulates in mood, tempo, and spirit, going from un-danceable madness to what sounds, for a moment or two, almost like a polonaise, the quintessential Polish national dance. The opening section of this movement always appears in my mind’s eye as a parabola, a perfectly symmetrical pattern that creates, in real time, a mirror image of itself. Climbing and falling in a sinuous, wave-like figure, Chopin’s melody is so visceral you can practically see it. Then, suddenly, it breaks into a gorgeous, dreamy section that recalls Chopin’s most enchanting nocturnes, before turning back to the rapid-fire, volcanic eruptions of the opening section, now pounded out in dark octaves. Again he hurls at us juxtapositions of gloom against joy, agitation against meditative calm. The Scherzo ends with a gradual slowdown; Chopin first marks the score lento—simply slow—and then smorzando: “dying away.” It ends in a puff of sound.

Then comes the third movement, music everyone knows, even those who don’t know a thing about Chopin: the world’s most famous funeral march. Aha, I thought, so that’s where this comes from. It starts with the groaning tones of the familiar melody, emerging from silence in the death-haunted key of B-flat minor. The heroic drama that follows comes from dense chords played in stark juxtapositions of loud and soft, long pauses, and the vast expanse between notes: a low B flat that scales four octaves as it climbs to a high F, a distance of fifty-four keys, almost two-thirds of the entire keyboard. A rumbling trill in the left hand sounds like a bell slowly tolling; the steady marchlike rhythm—dum dum da dum—evokes a military drum. There are times in the first half of the funeral march where the music seems to be going in both directions, up and down, at the same time. But the key to its power resides in that little word, half. The march comes to an end, and then, without asking the performer to pause, Chopin suddenly modulates into a new, now major, key: D flat, which in music theory is the tonal relative of B-flat minor. What that means is they have the same key signature, which determines which notes are flats and sharps, yet despite this existential similarity they strike very different moods. They are related, but in an almost Jekyll and Hyde way. Cole Porter captures this complexity in his song “Ev’ry Time We Say Goodbye,” which is about two lovers parting: “There’s no love song finer / But how strange the change from major to minor.” It’s a change we feel in our souls.

What follows Chopin’s funeral dirge is one of the most perfectly beautiful pieces of music I had ever heard. It is hopeful, sweet, beckoning; a grown-up lullaby in which Chopin now says to the listener: It’s all right, I never left. I am here with you still. Remember me in joy. You don’t need to know a thing about harmony or music theory to actually feel how the movement from B-flat minor to D-flat major makes cosmic sense. The music has resolved itself in a way that simply feels natural. The Trio, as this middle section is called, goes on for less than thirty measures—it’s just a single page in the score—tracing a path through its new tonality and assuredly leading the way out of the somber, bone-crushing chords of the funeral march that set the stage for it. We have been taken to an entirely new place, where the mood is brighter, gentler, dare I say happier. But then, again, Chopin pulls the rug out from under us. With the Trio over, he asks the performer for a tiny pause and then the deep, hollow, minor-key tones of the funeral march are back, inevitable in their steady, relentless pulse. In just ten minutes or less Chopin has bookended the entire human experience in music, taking us from lullaby to lament.

It was in this moment that I experienced a sense of awe. The paradox of this movement, the rampant joy that has been smuggled into the heart of a death march, arrived for me with a shock of recognition. It seemed daring but also fundamentally true, that our experience of death should be animated, not haunted, by a force of beauty. Of life. That this can happen through a change in harmony is the magic of music and also the special genius of Chopin. The effect is something I can best describe by quoting cognitive scientist Douglas Hofstadter, who made a deep study of Chopin’s work and concluded with the observation that “he hits some kind of bull’s-eye in my soul.” It wasn’t until much later that I learned Chopin was doing something truly innovative with a time-tested, familiar genre—something that had never been done before with such power and deliberation. The old musical cliché, it turns out, had a much deeper story to tell, one based in a kind of emotional counterpoint that only music—and, for many of us, mostly Chopin—can conjure.

Chopin brings his sonata to a close in a notorious, knuckle-breaking finale, a wisp and whorl of sound he deploys to complete the picture. If the third movement of his sonata is the most famous, the fourth is the most controversial. Modern scholars have described this last bit as “poised on the brink of atonality”; it reveals a composer who is looking deep into the future. Robert Schumann, a contemporary and fellow composer, didn’t find much to like throughout Opus 35, but he declared the fourth movement to be “more mockery than music.” He was offended by it, felt that a genius—or, in his words, “a sphinx”—was laughing in our face. We have sat through some twenty minutes of music so far, and the last movement, intended by Chopin to be played fast (he marked it presto), lasts for just over a minute. It consists of a rapid-fire series of notes madly running up and down the keyboard, creating a wave of rising and falling harmonies and dissonances. Luckily we have Chopin’s own account of what he was doing here; to a friend he wrote: “The left hand and the right hand gossip in unison after the March.” It has all come down to this: two friends nattering away, talking over each other, gossiping about the acquaintance who has passed away. Finally, the whole piece closes in one loud, fortissimo chord in B-flat minor—home at last.

What struck me in the Polish Consulate that evening was hearing a piece of music that was so familiar but also so new. And so unorthodox: a funeral march that speaks the language of life as well as death. Intrigued, I went to a music store the next day and purchased the score for Opus 35. The entire piece was (and remains) too difficult for me to play, but my fingers were capable of mastering the march and Trio. Now I could lift the hood on this music and pick apart the mechanisms that make it work: little dissonances and key changes that alter and define the mood, that stake out the emotional territory Chopin wants to lead us through. In effect he does the same thing with the mechanics of his trade that a writer does with hers. I remember one especially powerful tribute to the novelist Toni Morrison that expressed this miracle of craft. “For all the astonishing edifices she built,” Wesley Morris wrote after her death in 2019, “the woman knew what to do with a brick.” When Chopin tweaks a single note in his funeral march—when an E flat becomes, one measure later, an E natural, traversing that smallest interval that exists on a piano keyboard but encompassing what is, for the listener, a universe of emotion—he is doing something with a brick.

I played the piece every day for a year or so, until it slowly got buried under a pile of new music. And then, twenty years later, on the night train heading home from that jazz club in Chicago, I began Googling. Chopin’s funeral march was appropriated by many musicians in the century after it was published. It all started with Erik Satie, who wrote the melody into his weird 1913 piano composition Embryons desséchés (“Dessicated Embryos”), a satirical contemplation of decaying crustaceans: sea cucumbers, tiny shrimp, and the fourteen-legged wood lice. Later there was Duke Ellington’s “Black and Tan Fantasy,” a tune so popular it was incorporated into a short film in 1929. The movie tells the story of a young beauty, a brilliant dancer with a heart condition, who sacrifices herself for music, dancing on stage until she collapses, all so her band can land a big contract. On her deathbed she asks to hear the “Black and Tan Fantasy,” and the quotation from Chopin’s melody occurs just as she takes her last breath. As my train rumbled east through the night, I found more tributes: Cab Calloway rocking the Cotton Club with “The Man from Harlem,” whose lyrics are introduced by Chopin’s march; Felix Arndt’s “Desecration Rag,” which quotes it at the end; and a funky flute solo in the middle of the 1975 Oratorium by a Dutch experimental musician named Willem Breuker. I also learned that jazz musicians particularly love Chopin, a tradition kick-started by a young Polish pianist named Mieczysław Kosz. He, like Chopin, experienced severe illness and died young (he fell out a window at the age of twenty-nine in what was probably a suicide). Born in extreme poverty, he went blind before the age of thirteen, but his misfortune led him to a special school that nurtured an exceptional talent. Largely self-taught (also like Chopin), he was twenty-three in the late 1960s when, during a jazz festival, his trio riffed on one of Chopin’s preludes in a set that included works by Kosz’s other two favorite composers, Bill Evans and Miles Davis. It’s still considered one of the greatest moments in Polish jazz history. It would be another twenty years before a conservatory-trained Pole, Andrzej Jagodziński, and his jazz trio put out an entire album devoted to Chopin and found a large, enthusiastic audience. “Chopin simply conquered our minds,” Jagodziński later said. Five albums followed, including a 2008 recording of the Opus 35 Sonata with its iconic funeral march. In the hands of these jazz musicians the language of the march is still there, but it’s been rhythmically transformed into a new vernacular, and ends in a long drum solo without a single piano note. Jagodziński in effect takes the genre back full circle to Henry Purcell’s 1695 founding tribute to Queen Mary, which is considered the first true funeral march ever written and was composed for muffled drums and a few trumpets.

Back in New York I sent an email through the website of Andy’s, the Chicago club, to ask if someone in the band would talk to me about their use of Chopin’s funeral march the night I had been there. Why, in the middle of a boisterous jazz tune, did the band suddenly change key—and centuries—to quote Frédéric Chopin? Not long after, I heard from Jeremy Kahn, the pianist. Over the course of several messages he shared a story about his wife, who had been living with the same cancer as the friend I had visited before arriving at Andy’s. At the time of my visit his wife was just weeks away from her own death. He talked about the practice of improvisation, and how tunes often take on a life of their own on the bandstand, sometimes veering off because a beautiful woman walks by, or because a particular harmony from one song just happens to fit in with another. But this time, the evening of my visit, he confessed there was “at least a hint of gallows humor” at work, a musical defense mechanism against the impending loss of this woman to whom he had been married for twenty-nine years. What had jolted me that evening—the way the band members joined in, taking this very old, very sad tune and collectively upending it with a loving smile—had been done in support of their mate. The left hand, as it were, gossiping with the right. It all suddenly seemed quite Chopinesque.

Having experienced the power of this music in two very different settings—one formal (the glitzy consulate), the other intimate (a dusky jazz club)—I set out to investigate the Opus 35 Sonata and learn everything I could about the forces that were at work in Chopin’s life when he composed it. It took him three years to complete the entire thing, between 1837 and 1840, and this aspect of time in his composition hovers over the whole sonata. The decade in which he wrote it was a uniquely vibrant historical moment, one marked by extraordinary technological and artistic innovation, when artists of every sort—painters, writers, musicians, photographers, choreographers—were forging new creative pathways. Chopin is both at the very heart of this world and an outsider from it, and it’s that contradiction that I found so intriguing. I wanted to find the man who inhabited both worlds, whose work continues to have such relevance and poignancy in our own. He was born into a time of transition, a bridge period between the Enlightenment, with its emphasis on reason, logic, and the precise observation of the natural world and universe, and the Romantic era’s fascination with the wild extremes of human emotion amid the powerful, chaotic forces of nature. By the time he arrived in Paris in 1831, at the age of twenty-one, this new world was in full flower and sparking experimentation everywhere: on the opera and theater stages, in the fiction pages of newspapers and journals, in concert halls, salons, museums, and even France’s great churches and cathedrals. Chopin rides the tide of all these energies but also stands, in many ways, beyond them, an artist powerfully linked to classical traditions who was, at the same time, busy forging a truly modernist vision.

As I began researching his life and times, I realized that the story of Opus 35 contains all the crucial threads—musical, political, social, personal—in Chopin’s life: his self-exile from Poland, and the way he conjured his homeland in his music; the emerging technology of the piano, which enabled his unique tone and voice; his complex relationship with the writer George Sand; how he developed an innovative approach as a teacher that informs piano lessons to this day; his artistic relationship with other composers, which featured a deep reverence for J. S. Bach, cool respect for Beethoven, and all-out dislike for the music of Hector Berlioz, all of whom play a role in the Opus 35 story; his ill health and untimely death, after which the sonata was played for the first time in an actual funeral and then, finally, took on a life of its own in popular culture. This book arose from a humble desire to restore the full narrative of Chopin’s funeral march and in the process tell a larger story about music: how it comes into the world, and how it pulls us, generation after generation, along with it.

The Chopin I encountered along the way is a somewhat different figure than is commonly portrayed. The literature about him supports an unsympathetic view of his character: a snob, a dandy who was obsessed with fine clothes and aristocratic ways, a man who didn’t read books or show much interest in the works of other artists, melancholy, short-tempered, and (perhaps) anti-Semitic. I saw all those qualities as I read and dug deeper in the massive global library of scholarship, criticism, and journalism about his life and work. Even so, another person inexorably emerged in my pages: an unrelentingly independent spirit, a celebrity who shunned the limelight, an artist who coaxed large meanings from the smallest forms, an innovator who created a new musical language, a spiritually generous teacher, a mimic with a playful, roguish sense of humor, a loyal—if demanding—friend. Moreover, and I think this last thought gets at the unique power of his music and story, Chopin was creatively monogamous. While other composers were catching fire in these early, heady days of the Industrial Revolution, as instruments were getting louder and concert halls and orchestras growing ever bigger, Chopin remained true to the piano. For him it was capable of everything. He wrote a handful of orchestral works, but virtually his entire output was created for the piano alone—even, many scholars (and my own teacher) argue, his concertos, which are themselves vehicles for a soloist. This puts all of us who play and love the piano in a direct, unmediated relationship with him, our access to his ideas and unique sound immediate and ever-present, always right there at the keyboard. Chopin does for us today precisely what he did for his students back in the 1830s: encourages the development of our own voice as we engage with his work. The French writer André Gide, who, like Douglas Hoftstadter, made a lifelong project of interrogating this man and his music, put it well when he wrote: “Chopin proposes, supposes, insinuates, seduces, persuades; he almost never asserts.” It’s tempting to observe that his music is a tonic to our uniquely tortured, narcissistic, bloviating modern age, but Gide published those words in France in the years preceding World War II. Chopin is, like Shakespeare, a needed artist in every age. One difference is that he speaks so directly, even physically, to us: from notations he left on a page, through the ligaments in our hands and fingers, to that incantatory machine that sits in our home, the one that contains in its very name, pianoforte—soft and loud—an entire universe, and which reached its full potential during the years when Chopin began writing music.

If my project is preoccupied with time, and the relatively long period during which Chopin composed Opus 35, it’s equally concerned with place. I traveled many miles to experience the diverse environments where he worked on his sonata, from Paris and Majorca to George Sand’s beloved hamlet of Nohant in central France. But there were other places closer to home that help unfurl the larger story, like the remarkable Frederick Collection of historic pianos in tiny Ashburnham, Massachusetts. Here you not only meet instruments from the 1790s to the 1920s, but you can play them. You can cast yourself back in time to the soundscape of nineteenth-century Europe, a time when countries had their own distinct sounds, and keyboards from Vienna, Leipzig, London, and Paris all sounded different, each to each. The collection includes an 1845 Pleyel, the same model Chopin owned in his Paris studio during the last decade of his life, and getting to know the distinct character of this particular instrument, and how it differed from other brands he knew and loved, is a crucial step in understanding Chopin himself.

I also made an enlightening visit to the Morgan Library in my hometown of New York, where I was allowed to examine the original manuscript of a handwritten, never completed, how-to book Chopin drafted in the 1840s. From the dozen or so pages saved after his death emerge fascinating insights into his teaching philosophy as well as his unorthodox approach to technique, which he based on his own observations of human anatomy. In Paris I visited historic sites like the Montmartre home of painter Ary Scheffer, built in 1830, which has preserved the salon where Chopin spent many evenings at the piano in the company of other artists and writers. At the Polish Library across town, which sits on the banks of the Seine across from Notre-Dame, I came within inches of a plaster cast of his left hand, made after his death. You can’t truly appreciate the superhuman feat Chopin accomplished at the keyboard, or the ontology of his teaching technique, until you see up close the slenderness, the delicacy, the smallness of this hand. A contemporary and fellow pianist/composer described his amazement at watching it suddenly “expand and cover a third of the keyboard… like the opening of the mouth of a serpent which is going swallow a rabbit whole. In fact, Chopin seemed to be made of rubber.” He wasn’t, of course; he just developed techniques that allowed his physical mechanism to behave that way, and then he taught them to his students, who carried them forward, generation after generation, so that I could encounter them from my own teacher in a small music school in midtown Manhattan.

There were musical excursions too, including a rousing concert of works by French composers at the Church of the Madeleine in Paris, where I went to hear for myself the organ that was played during Chopin’s funeral in 1849. Once home in New York, the associate music director at St. John the Divine, America’s largest cathedral, invited me into the organ loft for an illuminating conversation about the improvisational musical culture in churches of nineteenth-century Paris. During the course of my research I also met with concert artists, including Yuan Sheng, a Chinese pianist who recorded much of Chopin’s work on the Frederick’s 1845 Pleyel and is also a highly respected interpreter of Johann Sebastian Bach, whose work was profoundly important to Chopin. Backstage at Carnegie Hall I met Nobuyuki Tsujii, a young Japanese pianist whose pilgrimage to the medieval charterhouse in Majorca where Chopin worked on Opus 35 deepened my understanding of this place and its enduring role in his living legacy. As a counterpoint to the sonically diverse, historic instruments in Ashburnham, I took a long, trippy tour through the Steinway factory in Queens, a sprawling, multilevel production line where some two hundred workers assemble more than twelve thousand parts into the much more homogenous yet booming instrument we hear today under the fingers of every type of piano artist, from classical and jazz to rock and country. There were other side journeys and conversations, concerts, ballets, festivals, competitions, encounters with cartoons, animé productions, and video games, each of which shone its own beam of light on the question I started with: What’s behind this music and why does it resonate so powerfully today? And what does Chopin uniquely reveal to us about the challenges, and ambiguities, of our lives?

The funeral march presents a funny paradox: it’s Chopin’s most recognizable work but also his least truly known. Virtually everyone is familiar with—and can hum without even thinking about it—the dirge. For folks in my parents’ generation it was the soundtrack of JFK’s funeral procession in 1963; for those in mine it was an omen that foretold something really bad was about to happen: for example, the execution of Sylvester the Cat in the old Looney Tunes cartoon. Pray for the dead and the dead shall pray for you. Wait a beat. Simply because they have nothing else to do! Howl with laughter. But behind this music is a fascinating story of innovation and creative independence, featuring an artist who took three years to assemble a work that, within weeks of his own death, was misappropriated and then, for centuries, basically misunderstood. Yet it continues to exert its haunting power, lurking there on the bandstand at a jazz club, showing up when we least expect it, stimulating, perhaps, a smile of recognition when the full story unfolds. In Chopin’s time, Opus 35 was brutally and colorfully attacked, and it took almost a hundred years for the critical tide to turn. But there were those who, like his friend and student Wilhelm von Lenz, understood exactly what Chopin was doing. Lenz was in the room when Chopin played the work, and of this unconventional, two-part funeral march he observed: “It is a touchstone for recognizing whether the performer is a poet or merely a pianist; whether he can tell a story or merely play the piano.”

Readers familiar with Chopin’s life and works, whether professional musicians or curious music lovers, will find familiar stories here, but also, I think, some illuminations. My perspective is quite different from that of the musicologist, concert pianist, or even professional biographer, and so are the emphases I’ve chosen to make in this relatively short and narrowly focused book. For example, I decided to look more deeply into the backstory of the Marquis de Custine, a fascinating character in Chopin’s orbit whose story helps illustrate the social climate of the 1830s and 1840s, both its liberations and oppressions. All writers discuss George Sand and her works, but my inner English major emerged to make a close reading of books that others have largely (or entirely) ignored, like The Seven Strings of the Lyre, which is about music, and Gabriel, which is about gender identity. These figures in Chopin’s world dramatize a quintessential characteristic of the Romantic spirit: the tendency of its artists to relentlessly interrogate reality and establish their own voice in a culture that didn’t always want to hear it. I discovered a boldness, a kind of intellectual gumption, in the way the Romantics responded to the world around them, and it has genuine resonance for us today. In her 1831 preface to Frankenstein Mary Shelley reminds us that invention “does not consist in creating out of the void, but out of chaos.” Making sense of the extraordinary changes swirling around them, from industry, science and technology, to the rules governing society and gender, was the project they took on, and I found in their example much to be inspired by.

In the end, virtually every experience I had while researching this book, whether in churches, study centers, recital halls, libraries, museums, websites, or wide open landscapes, was in one way or another a lesson about listening. If Chopin offers anything to a modern reader, it is how to attend in a more perceptive, intimate, even holistic way; how to practice a form of observation that takes in two opposing ideas or emotions at once, and embrace that inherent tension as a fact of nature. He is also, it can be said, the one whose arrow never fails to hit the bull’s-eye. In the pages ahead I will use the story of when, how, and where Chopin composed his unorthodox, iconic, and oddly inspiring funeral march, as a way of exploring why. That question—the gnarly why?—is especially hard to answer when it comes to music. For my father, the works of J. S. Bach, particularly the cello suites, revealed some aspect of the universe that simply made sense to him. This came from the constant, and familiar, flux of tension and resolution he heard in the harmonies; the miracle of all those multiple voices that somehow come together to form a single, fluid line; the embrace of contrast and ambiguity—a cheerful, bouncy gigue suddenly gives way to a sad, brooding sarabande—that are such a familiar, if unpredictable, force in any life.

Why Chopin? As I followed the trail of his sonata through the terrain of politics, romance, and patriotism, into the teacher’s studio and through varied foreign landscapes, the story of his life in music became something of an antidote to the culture of virtuosity, celebrity, and noise that today envelops us. For all the distance between his world and ours, the nature of the tumult that existed then is not so different from what we experience today. Chopin is, I discovered, an unexpected torchbearer who keeps showing up in surprising—and, for me, most welcome—ways. My project is, I confess, somewhat unorthodox in that it combines various tactics of investigation—biography, travel reporting, a tiny bit of musicology, detours through literature and art history, conversations with experts and professional musicians—in an attempt to illuminate those aspects of Chopin’s aesthetics and genius that resonate so meaningfully today. But as I think you will come to see in the pages ahead: if anyone ever encouraged an independent mind and iconoclastic approach, it was he.






ONE In a Word, Poland



“All the contemporary assaults upon society date from the partition of Poland. The partition of Poland is a theorem of which all the present political crimes are corollaries.… When you examine the list of modern treasons, that appears first of all.”

VICTOR HUGO, Les Miserables



One morning in 2010, the official “Year of Chopin,” a young Polish entrepreneur woke up with an idea that was crazy but wonderful: Frédéric Chopin could return from the grave and save the world from itself. As a creator of video games he had all the tools to make it happen, and that day Zbigniew Dębicki, known as Zibi to friends, put his team to work. Artists and animators worked with writers and programmers to develop a storyline and graphic landscape. Musicians selected, then remixed, a dozen compositions—polonaises, nocturnes, mazurkas, waltzes, études, songs—into mashups with contemporary formats: reggae, rap, country, rock, and chiptune, a form of synthesized electronic music. The game opens with an animation in black-and-white as Chopin, dressed in tailcoat and cravat, awakens in his grave at Père Lachaise. Moments later the graphics turn to color as the confused composer passes through the cemetery gates into noisy, twenty-first-century Paris, where he is greeted by three Muses. They present him with special artifacts, including his own grand piano (now pocket-size) and a magical horse-drawn carriage that will take him home to Poland. This is the game’s ultimate goal, for while Chopin’s body was buried in Paris, his heart was removed after he died in 1849 and smuggled by his sister across a heavily guarded border into Warsaw, where it was eventually interred in the pillar of a Catholic church.

The title of Zibi’s game is Frederic: The Resurrection of Music, and its premise is that the world has lost its collective soul, thanks to the greed and creative bankruptcy of modern content creators for whom music is just one bullet point in a marketing strategy designed to craft brand image and sell product. We are all surrounded by this soulless stuff, and only one man can save us. The gamer’s task is to escape the mind-numbing stereotypes of contemporary commercial music; Chopin’s is to finally return to his homeland. Along the way the two of you must engage in a series of musical duels against all manner of opponents, from a Jamaican Rasta man to a New York City gangbanger, until finally you come face-to-face with Mastermind X, the evil worldwide producer who owns every musician and cares only about money and power. The funeral march from Opus 35 appears in a country-western-techno remix when Chopin finds himself in a deserted cowboy town, forced to duel with the local sheriff at high noon.

The game’s interface is a piano keyboard, and during each battle musical notes fly fast and furious toward the gamer, whose job is to hit them with the cursor as they land on the keyboard, thereby gaining points. It’s clear that whoever designed this game was a pianist, because basic keyboard technique—skills I learned once I had mastered scales and arpeggios—serve the player well by netting higher points. The more musical you are, it turns out, the better you will perform against the bad guys. For example: if you hit a flying note in just the right spot on the key, which on a real piano would elicit a highly coveted rich, singing tone, you’ll get a 10 instead of a 7. Artfully sliding your finger from one key to another—a technique scholars cite as one of Chopin’s keyboard innovations—gains even more points. The Help section includes a tip that will resonate with any musician, reminding us that “the key to success is not faith in your eyes but your ears.” If I had a dotted quarter note for every time my teacher told me to make better use of my ears at the keyboard, I could write a symphony.…


[image: Image]
The gamer’s keyboard in Frederic: The Resurrection of Music.



Frederic is one of a handful of Chopin video games available today on multiple platforms, from Nintendo to iPhone, but it’s the only one that puts music at the center of play. And it’s not just about melodies and techniques; it’s also ideas that animate the experience, beginning with Chopin’s painful self-exile from his homeland, a theme that’s introduced in the opening moments back in Père Lachaise. Thinking there were worse (or certainly more predictable) ways of exploring Chopin’s Polish roots, I emailed Zibi to see if he would speak with me. Most of all I wanted to know why, at the dawn of the twenty-first century, a young software developer would choose Frédéric Chopin, of all people, as an international superhero.

Frederic is hard to master if you’re over fifteen, but it’s strangely addictive, and because I wanted to find out what happens in the end, I was highly motivated to complete all the duels. Chopin does make it home to Poland, but there’s an interesting twist that Zibi explained to me via Skype from his home in Gdańsk. “First,” he promised, “you will fail against Mastermind X in the final duel. Every player does, it’s built into the game.” Your loss creates a sense of doom and unhappiness; meanwhile, Mastermind X revels in triumph, brandishing his contracts. But then the Muses return and tell you that this time you must play the music that comes from your own heart. Finally, in one last duel, you and Frederic defeat Mastermind X. He gives back the contracts, frees the musicians, and disappears forever. The art of soulful music has been saved, and Chopin is home at last.

These themes of homelessness, yearning, and redemption through music are among the key threads in the story of Chopin, and since his death have formed the basis of his long, enduring cultural legacy. His music and his life, Zibi told me, “tell a very hard story about my country,” one that continues to resonate today in powerful ways. What’s unusual about Frederic the video game is the way the designers chose to represent Chopin: not as the weak, sickly, tragic figure that has become a common trope but as a clever superman with nimble strength, artistic independence, and vanquishing power. “It’s crazy, I know,” Zibi kept saying during our conversation, the idea that Chopin is a musical zombie and my iPad a magical piano. But what better way to bust up the musical and cultural stereotypes of our times than by reanimating old forms and creating unexpected surprises? After all, that’s what Chopin himself did.



The “very hard story” of Poland is often told through music, a tradition that predates Chopin by many centuries. You can experience it for yourself any day in Kraków’s main market square, where, if you hang around for at least an hour, you’ll hear a trumpet call sounding from the top of the fourteenth-century St. Mary’s Basilica. Actually, you’ll hear it four times: a plaintive melody that ends as abruptly as it begins, mid-note. Look up at the tower and you’ll see the bell of a trumpet emerging, first from a window facing west, toward Wawel Castle in honor of Poland’s kings and heroes, and then three more times as the trumpeter makes his way around the points of the compass. Down below, tourists flock with cell phones and wave to the tower. Usually the trumpeter—a member of Kraków’s fire brigade in dress uniform—waves back. The call is made every hour on the hour, seven days a week, 365 days a year.

The melody the bugler plays is known as the Hejnał Mariacki; it consists of just thirty-three notes, but it’s never played through to the end; the final cadence is always cut off in a sharp, unmelodious way. The reason for the broken note dates to a legend from the thirteenth century, when the cupola of St. Mary’s was a watchtower manned around the clock by a guardian with a bugle. Every morning he woke the residents of Kraków with his call; throughout the day he alerted them to the opening and closing of the city’s gates, signaling the arrival of an important visitor, and his job was also to warn the community of fire and foreign invasion. In 1241 an army of Mongol warriors known as “the scourge of God” rode from the steppes of Central Asia into modern-day Poland, where they razed village after village, killing all or most of the inhabitants. Before they reached the gates of Kraków, so the legend goes, the bugler atop St. Mary’s sounded the alert, blowing his horn until an enemy arrow pierced him through the throat and stopped his call mid-note. His warning allowed many of the town burghers to escape without harm, and in tribute to the fallen musician the survivors endowed a city fund to pay a trumpeter full-time. The first mention of an hourly bugle call comes from the mid-fifteenth century, and the playing of the Hejnał with the broken note has endured since sometime in the seventeenth. In 1927 Polish Radio began broadcasting the noon call and claims it to be “the longest running serial broadcast on Earth,” one that sounded through the years of Nazi occupation in World War II, the fall of Communism under the Solidarity movement in the 1980s, and the rise of a new right-wing party, Law and Justice, that assumed power in 2015. It is still, as historian Norman Davies observed, a reminder to millions of listeners “both of the ancient pedigree of Polish culture and of Poland’s exposed location… one of the few active mementoes of Genghis Khan, and the irruption of his horsemen into the heart of Europe.”

The story of Poland, poignantly and symbolically preserved in the lacerated tune of the Hejnał Mariacki, is animated by a paradox: the juxtaposition of enlightened ideals against violence, subjugation, and oppression. “This country,” Davies wrote in his two-volume national history, “seems to be inseparable from the catastrophes and crises on which, paradoxically, it thrives. Poland is permanently on the brink of collapse. But somehow, Poland has never failed to revive… and to flourish.” His observation frames a story of some seven centuries of invasion, occupation, and partition that begins in the thirteenth century when the Golden Horde descended from the east. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries the Poles were repeatedly attacked by Crimean Tatars and Teutonic knights; the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries brought the subduing armies of Russia, Sweden, and the Ottoman Empire. But in the eighteenth century a fresh threat emerged that would prove far more devastating—and enduring—than any barbarian horde: its own neighbors. In 1772 a troika of new power in Europe set its sights on Poland and carved the country into three parts to be shared among them. Over the next two decades this coalition of Russia, Austria, and Prussia (roughly today’s Germany) executed two further partitions, varying the configuration of borders until finally, in 1795, Poland was literally erased from the map and its name banned from official use. This condition of statelessness lasted for the greater part of its modern history, until 1918, when the establishment of a “New Poland” became one of president Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points in peace negotiations to end World War I. Then, with a stroke of a pen, the country finally resumed its place on the map of Europe. Davies observes that while other nations—he cites India, America, and Africa—during this period were attacked, occupied, pillaged, or stripped of territorial possessions by foreign entities, the Polish partitions were different and without precedent in modern history. Poland was “annihilated… in cold blood,” he writes, “the victim of political vivisection—by mutilation, amputation, and in the end total dismemberment.” In 1793 Irish statesman Edmund Burke reflected what many in the capitals of Britain, Europe, and America took to be Poland’s political reality when he said: “With respect to us, Poland might be… considered a country on the moon.”

There is, however, another side to the story of victimhood that came to be known as “captive Poland,” one that tapped into a larger narrative that had taken hold in the early nineteenth century. Even as it was under constant attack by foreign enemies, as far back as the sixteenth century Poland practiced a kind of liberal humanism that even today seems fragile around the world. The idea of a parliament, an assembly of members drawn from the community, took root there in 1454; a century later, religious freedom was engraved into the Confederation of Warsaw. “We swear to each other,” the document reads, “that we who differ in matters of religion will keep the peace among ourselves, and neither shed blood on account of differences of Faith, or kinds of church, nor punish one another by confiscation of goods, deprivation of honor, imprisonment, exile.” The nobility elected its kings in an elaborate ceremony that took place on horseback in a meadow. They retained for themselves the right to control military finances and declarations of war and taxation, and all it took was one member’s vote to overrule any decision made by the king. Baked into the political consciousness of Poland’s “Noble Democracy” was the right of citizens—noble ones, that is—to resist. It was in Poland in May 1791 that the first constitution in Europe was written and adopted; this is astonishing because at the time its people lived in a fractured country carved up by a “Satanic Trinity” of foreign autocrats. Even then, stateless and oppressed, the Poles produced a document that poet Czesław Miłosz called a “landmark [on] the road to a new type of democracy.” It guaranteed freedom of the press, religious tolerance, personal liberty, and, perhaps most important of all, the right of peasants to acquire land. What Miłosz describes as Poland’s “abnormal” history gave rise to an idealistic notion of citizenship and individual freedom—values that put many Poles in sympathy with the French in the years following their revolution. It was precisely those values that posed an unacceptable threat to the Habsburgs, Hohenzollerns, and Romanovs who had claimed Poland’s lands for their collective empires. It was only four years after Poland adopted its unprecedented, progressive, enlightened constitution that the final partition of 1795 wiped the country off the map of Europe. No longer a nation, Davies writes, “Poland was now an Idea.”

For the generation that followed, which included Chopin and his equally famous compatriot, the poet Adam Mickiewicz, the Romantic ideal of the homeland developed from all this violence and loss. It’s so ingrained in the Polish character that the country’s own national anthem, composed two years after the final partition, begins with the lines “Poland has not yet perished, as long as we live.” This strange, oddly disheartening amalgam of verb tenses suggests that patriotism is a perpetual fight to a death that never quite arrives. For Mickiewicz, these words signify that “people who have in them what indeed constitutes nationality are able to extend the existence of their nation regardless of the political circumstances of that existence, and may even pursue its re-creation.” What he meant is that even if their country was controlled by foreign invaders, as so often was the case, the idea of Poland constituted the nation itself in the hearts of its own people, and that idea could live on, no matter what. When a friend of Chopin’s wrote that “through his music he imparted Poland; he composed Poland,” this is what, I believe, he was expressing: that Chopin’s music manifested the juxtaposition of tragedy and hope that both define and animate the history and spirit of the Polish people. What’s extraordinary is how enduring this legacy turned out to be.

The decisive moment in Chopin’s story, and that of Poland during the first half of the nineteenth century, came in 1830, when he was twenty years old and a spark of independence flew in Warsaw. The year before, Nicholas I of Russia had crowned himself King of Poland, disregarding the national constitution and parliament. The czar’s brother and factotum, Grand Duke Constantine, unleashed his secret police, abolished press freedoms, imposed taxes, closed Vilnius University, and deported Mickiewicz, the country’s most famous poet. The final insult was a Russian scheme to use Poland’s army against the people of France to suppress their July Revolution, which deposed the last Bourbon monarch and put Louis Philippe—the “citizen king”—on the throne. On November 29, 1830, a cadet at the Warsaw officers’ school led a group of co-conspirators in an attack on Constantine’s palace. The grand duke managed to escape (according to one historian he scurried off in women’s clothing), but the failed rebellion launched six months of unrest and turmoil.

Chopin had left Warsaw three weeks before the November Uprising for a European sojourn of music and adventure, traveling through Dresden, Vienna, Salzburg, and Munich, going to the opera and immersing himself in the local musical life. It being his first long-term trip abroad, a group of friends sent him off with a silver cup filled with earth they had collected in Żelazowa Wola, the small town where Chopin was born, thus allowing him to carry a bit of the beloved homeland away with him on his travels. When the uprising began, Chopin’s friends rushed home to join the fight, but insisted he remain in exile and use his music to give voice to Poland’s struggle. Traveling the Continent, keeping in touch with friends and family through a regular stream of letters, he went to parties, dinners, plays, and operas. Then, as he wrote to a friend, he would return home around midnight, sit down, “play the piano, have a good cry, read, look at things, have a laugh, get into bed, blow out my candle and always dream about you all.”
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