
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			Władysław Szpilman

			Polish writer, pianist and composer

			
					Born in Sosnowiec (Poland) in 1911

					Died in Warsaw in 2000

					His work:	The Pianist (1946)




			

			Władysław Szpilman was born in 1911 to Jewish parents and died in 2000 in Warsaw. He was a pianist and composer first and foremost, and a writer. He trained as a pianist at the Academy of Arts in Berlin, under the direction of Artur Schnabel (Austrian pianist), and studied composition with Franz Schreker (Austro-Hungarian composer). He founded the Warsaw Piano Quintet with Bronislaw Gimpel (famous violinist) and gave a great number of concerts. In addition, he wrote film music, songs and lieder (sung Germanic poems, accompanied by a piano). When Adolf Hitler came to power in 1933, he returned to Warsaw and became a pianist for Polskie Radio (“Polish Radio”). He ended his career as a concert pianist in 1986 in order to fully dedicate himself to composition.

		


		
			The Pianist

			A pianist’s account of World War II

			
					Genre: autobiographical novel

					Reference edition: Szpilman, W. (2001) Le Pianiste. Paris: Éditions Robert Laffont.

					First edition: 1946

					Themes: Holocaust, World War II, Jewish ghettos, music

			

			In 1939, while he was playing Nocturne in C sharp minor for Polish Radio, a German bomb cut off the broadcast. The Germans surrounded Warsaw and Władysław Szpilman went into hiding.

			Astonishingly, he owes his survival to a Jewish militiaman and a German officer who, both being music-lovers, decided to spare the musician. At the end of the war, Szpilman he performed the Nocturne he had failed to finish six years earlier on Polish Radio.

			In 1946 he published the incredible story of his survival, in Polish, which he named The Death of a City. This was soon censored by the Polish Communist authorities. He had to wait fifty years before his epic was revealed to the whole world, with a revised edition overseen by his son, Andrzej Szpilman, and titled The Pianist.

		


		
			Summary

			The surrender (31 August 1939 – 23 September 1939)

			The story begins on 31 August 1939 in Warsaw, the night before the start of World War II. Władysław Szpilman is a pianist for Polish Radio and lives with his mother, his father (a violinist), his brother (Henryk) and his two sisters (Regina and Halina). They are Jewish. Władysław learns that France and Great Britain are at war with Germany, and that the Germans are advancing towards the Polish capital. Nonetheless, he decides to stay in Warsaw with his family.

			In order to block this advance, Warsaw is placed under the authority of a Polish commander and the residents work on their city’s defences. Władysław continues to play for Polish Radio. On 23 September, a German bomb destroys the radio station’s electric transformer. Four days later, Warsaw surrenders and the Germans enter the city.

			The invasion (27 September 1939 – November 1939)

			The first arbitrary execution of 100 residents of Warsaw immediately builds hatred between the Germans and the Polish. Very soon after, Anti-Jewish laws start to appear and rumours spread that a Jewish ghetto will soon be created. One evening, accompanied by his father and brother, Władysław runs into some Germans who ask them if they are Jewish. They are violently shoved against the wall, but are narrowly saved by his brother, who tells the officers that they are musicians:

			“One of the police officers came towards me, grabbed me by the collar and shook me in a final fit of rage, for no apparent reason, since he had finally decided to let us live. ‘You’re lucky that I’m a musician too!’” (p. 56).

			The ghetto (15 November 1939 – March 1942)

			The persecutions continue, and the Jews who have stayed in Warsaw soon have to undertake forced labour. Anxious to protect his hands, which are so important to his career as a pianist, Władysław breaks this rule. On 15 November, all the Jews in Warsaw are shut away in the Jewish ghetto. The Jewish ghetto is divided into two ghettos: the ‘Small Ghetto’, where Władysław lives, and the ‘Large Ghetto’, where the most destitute Jews live. The only place that connects the two ghettos is Chłodna Street, and the German guards enjoy limiting access to it. As entertainment, they choose “poorly matched” couples, made up of disabled or old people, from the crowd, whom they make dance faster and faster while laughing at them loudly. Władysław plays the piano in various cafes in the ghetto in order to support his family.

			The deportation (March 1942 – the end of 1942)

			The first deportations to the ‘work camps’ – that is, Treblinka extermination camp – are organised in March 1942, from the Umschlagplatz, the collection and holding area of the ghetto. Helped by Lithuanian and Ukrainian fascists, the German soldiers begin to empty the ghetto and to send its inhabitants to ‘work camps’. To escape these raids, Władysław and his family are working at a warehouse near the Umschlagplatz. Nonetheless, on 16 August 1942, Władysław and his family are sent there to be deported by the following convoy.

			Just as Władysław is getting ready to get onto the ‘death train’ with his family, the musician is violently pushed to the other side of the police rope by a Jewish militiaman who orders him to “save his skin”. This is the last time Władysław will see his family. Wandering alone in the ghetto, Władysław refuses the proposal made to him to play at the casino of Nazi extermination units, and joins a group of workers who have been tasked with demolishing the outer wall of the Large Ghetto. When he receives a number from the Jewish council that identifies him as an “indispensable worker”, Władysław becomes aware that he has temporarily escaped a potential return to the Umschlagplatz. Recruited by force as a labourer, he ends up spraining his ankle. He is then posted to the supplies unit, where he can recover some of his strength.

			The resistance (The end of 1942 – August 1944)

			Gradually, the resistance gets organised in the ghetto, and Władysław transports ammunition hidden in bags of vegetables from the ‘Aryan side’ of Warsaw. Through Majorek, a brave young Jewish man who is in charge of food supplies for the ghetto, Władysław comes into contact with a couple of artists, Andrzej Bogucki and Janina Godlewska, who hide him in a studio outside the ghetto.

			However, Władysław cannot stay in the studio, as it must be let in order to avoid drawing suspicion from the German authorities. Czeslaw Lewicki, an orchestra conductor and a former colleague from Polish Radio, then finds the pianist a small flat. One day, Lewicki bursts in to hastily lead Władysław to a safer location. But Władysław is morally exhausted and no longer feels like fleeing: they say their farewells and agree that they would both rather kill themselves than be taken by the Germans. The Warsaw Ghetto Uprising, from April to May 1943, leads to the evacuation and destruction of the ghetto by the Germans, and the extermination of the Jews who are still there.

			After several weeks, Władysław is visited by friends from the resistance who put him under Szalas’ protection. But Szalas lies to the pianist and those around him and keeps most of the collected supplies for himself. In August 1943, Władysław has to flee his hiding place, as the tenants suspect the presence of a Jew. He goes to friends who inform him that Zbigniew Jaworski, another of his former colleagues from Polish Radio, is willing to house him while he is waiting to find another hiding place. He falls ill and is looked after by Helena Lewicka, who tells him about the imminent Warsaw Uprising.

			The revolution (1 August 1944 – October 1944)

			The Warsaw Uprising began on 1 August 1944. In retaliation, the Germans decide to bomb the building where Władysław is hiding. Following the explosions, the building catches fire. Searching for shelter, Władysław decides to hide in a nearby hospital that has been turned into a Wehrmacht warehouse. While he is looking for food, he comes face to face with a German: in exchange for his life, he gives him half a litre of alcohol and flees.

			Roaming and safety (October 1944 – 17 January 1945)

			In order to find food, Władysław continues roaming around the deserted buildings of Warsaw. Unaware that he is exploring the management building of the Warsaw special forces, he is surprised by a German officer, Wilm Hosenfeld. Amazingly, the captain of the Wehrmacht does not wish him any harm; he asks the pianist to play a piece on an old piano in the building. He then admits to him that he is ashamed of the atrocities committed by the Germans during this war, and decides to save Władysław by bringing him food every day. When the Soviet troops arrive on 17 January 1945, Władysław avoids being killed, as he is still wearing Wilm Hosenfeld’s coat.
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