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From an early age, Frédéric Chopin
displayed natural musical ability.
Often compared to Mozart, Chopin
was invited to play for members of
the artistocracy in small, private
concerts. But, unlike Mozart, his
parents did not take advantage of his
youth.
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Frédéric Chopin left his Polish
homeland behind when he was only 20 and
lived most of the rest of his life in Paris,
France, the cultural hub of Europe. His genius
as a pianist and composer flowered there with
the encouragement and support of the female
novelist George Sand. He wrote more than
200 works for piano during the course of his
life that was cut tragically short by tuberculosis
at the age of 39. Symbolically, his heart was
taken from his body and returned to his
beloved Poland, where he remains a national
hero.
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The Patriotic Pianist

O

n the night of August 31, 1939, many Germans were
listening to a broadcast of music on their radios. The
transmitter was in the town of Gleiwitz, located on the
border with Poland. Suddenly the music stopped. The excited
announcer came on the air to say that Polish troops were closing in
on the radio station. Then the sound went dead.
Minutes later, broadcasting resumed. Only it wasn’t the German
announcer. Strange voices shouted anti-German slogans in Polish.
Listeners heard shots being fired. Again the sound went dead.
The following morning, German dictator Adolf Hitler gave a
speech. “This night for the first time Polish regular soldiers fired on
our own territory,” he said. “Since 5:45 A.M. we have been returning
the fire, and from now on bombs will be met with bombs.”1
Hitler’s words “returning the fire” were a huge understatement.
The German army had launched a massive invasion of Poland, using
the attack on the radio station as their reason. But Hitler was lying.
No “Polish regular soldiers” had invaded German territory. The
anti-German slogans that shocked listeners had been shouted by
Polish-speaking German soldiers. When foreign newspapermen
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were taken to Gleiwitz, they saw several dead bodies in Polish army
uniforms. But the dead men weren’t soldiers. They were inmates
from a German concentration camp. They had been given injections the previous day to make them unconscious. Then they were
dressed in the uniforms. While still unconscious, they were shot.
Then their bodies were arranged to make it appear that they had
been killed by German police in the struggle for the station.
Hitler had been planning to invade Poland for months. He had
already taken over Austria and Czechoslovakia without having to
fire any shots. He knew that Poland would be different. It had a
large army and wouldn’t willingly surrender. Acting on his orders,
nearly two million German soldiers and airmen took up positions
along the border with Poland during the summer. Even though
there was no doubt in his mind that he would launch an invasion,
Hitler felt he somehow needed a justification. The fake raid provided one.
Even though the Germans had many more heavy tanks than the
Poles, and although German warplanes controlled the skies, Polish
troops fought back bravely. They even managed to slow down the
German advance. But on September 17, a huge army from the
Soviet Union invaded Poland from the other side. The country was
doomed.
Several days later, German troops arrived at the outskirts of
Warsaw, Poland’s capital city. They began a bombardment with
heavy artillery. Some of the shells fell near the Polish National
Radio station in the heart of the city. Inside the building, a young
pianist named Wladyslaw Szpilman was playing music by Frédéric
Chopin (pronounced show-PAN). The piece was Nocturne in Csharp Minor. Szpilman’s choice of music was symbolic. Chopin was
a national hero in Poland, and his music represented freedom and
independence. Szpilman’s playing proved to be one of Poland’s final
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acts of defiance. Before he could finish, artillery shells hit the
station and forced it off the air.
This incident, symbolizing the end of Poland’s independence in
the early days of World War II, marks the beginning of the highly
acclaimed 2002 film The Pianist. The movie is based on the book
that Szpilman wrote about his experiences. Szpilman was Jewish,
and millions of his fellow Jews were herded into German concentration camps, where nearly all of them were gassed. Szpilman
escaped this fate, a number of times by the narrowest of margins.
Chopin’s music runs throughout the film, and it probably saves
Szpilman’s life. As he scrounges for food in an abandoned house
near the end of the movie, he is discovered by a German officer.
Under most circumstances that would have meant certain
death. The officer would simply have turned him in, and Szpilman
quickly would have been on his way to one of the concentration
camps. Fortunately for Szpilman, the officer asks him what he does.
Szpilman replies that he is a pianist. There is a piano in the house,
and the officer asks Szpilman to play some music for him. Because
of the necessity for utter silence while he was hiding, it is the first
time in years that Szpilman has been able to play. He has whiled
away the long, lonely hours by rehearsing Chopin’s music in his
imagination. Now that he finally has the chance to sit in front of a
real piano, Szpilman makes the most of his opportunity. His wonderful playing impresses the German officer, who not only allows
Szpilman to live but also helps him to survive by secretly bringing
him food. When the Germans finally evacuate Warsaw in early
1945, the officer even gives Szpilman a heavy overcoat to help him
keep warm.
The Pianist concludes with a highly symbolic scene. The Polish
state radio goes back on the air after the Germans are defeated. Its
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first broadcast is Szpilman once again playing Chopin’s Nocturne in
C-sharp Minor. This time there are no interruptions.
Adrien Brody won an Academy Award, or Oscar, for Best Actor
for his portrayal of Szpilman, while Roman Polanski received an
Oscar for Best Director. Polanski had firsthand experience of the
types of struggles and dangers that Szpilman went through. As a
boy in Poland during World War II, he narrowly escaped being sent
to a concentration camp himself. He has said, “For us Poles,
Chopin symbolizes revolution. It is not surprising that his monument in Warsaw was pulled down during World War II, nor that
the wartime struggles led to his music being banned in Poland. His
music is our music—it’s like mother’s milk. It is what gave Szpilman
strength and courage.”2

Wladyslaw Szpilman, shown here in 2002 (left) and on the cover of one of his
recordings, right, escaped the horrors of Adolf Hitler’s reign of terror and lived to
tell about it. Chopin is one of his favorite composers.
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