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The French Revolution was the outcome of momentous social forces. It signalled the transfer of power from the feudal aristocracy to the industrial bourgeoisie. The new society, based on laissez faire, emphasised the individual as never before. Freedom — political, economic and religious -– was its watchword.

On the artistic front, this urge for individualism found expression in the Romantic Movement. The breakdown of the aristocratic way of life, with its formal code of behaviour, opened the door to open and frank expression of feeling. One of the prime traits of romantic art was its emphasis on emotion. Love of nature, interest in simple folk, sympathy with the oppressed, faith in man and his destiny, point to the democratic character of the Romantic Movement. The slogans of liberty, equality and fraternity inspired hopes and visions to which the artists responded with all their hearts and minds. Eternal longing and an indefinable discontent that tugged the soul were the ingredients of the romantic mood.

Romanticism was a youthful exuberance. Its ardour, its idealism and its discontents are the attributes of youth. Poetry, painting, drama and novel fulfilled as best as they might the demands laid down upon them by the Romantic Movement.

But it was in music that the romantics found their fulfilment. Music became the romantic art to the condition of which, according to Walter Pater, the other arts aspired. The romantics were unable to accept music as an abstract, purely aesthetic experience. For them, it was linked to dreams and passions, to love of nature, pride in one’s country, desire for freedom and to the fierce political struggles of the age. Romantic music exploited folklore and national sentiments. It exalted passion, yet it was marked by intimate lyricism. It served as a moral force and as a direct link between man’s interior life and the outer world.

Chopin (1810—1849), born in Poland, and Liszt (1811—1886), born in Hungary, epitomised the Romantic Movement. Most of the last 18 years of Chopin’s life were spent in Paris, where he died in the autumn of 1849. Liszt, a year younger than Chopin, arrived in Paris from Hungary at the age of 12. There he gave a triumphant series of concerts and matured into the greatest virtuoso pianist of his times and a highly innovative composer. Liszt was in Paris for the victorious July 30 Revolution, which inspired his revolutionary symphony. When Chopin arrived in 1831, he was warmly welcomed by progressive artists in sympathy with the cause of the polish people, particularly by Liszt.

The Hungarian and the Pole as composers and virtuosi made a decisive impact on the Paris Romantic Movement. Paris during the 1830s was the centre of new romanticism. The circle in which Liszt and Chopin moved included a galaxy of artists — Berlioz, Rossini, Victor Hugo, Balzac, Lamartine, George Sand, Alexander Dumas, Heinrich Heine and Delacroix. In such an intellectually stimulating atmosphere, the frail young Pole avowed his daring but noble resolve “to create a new era in art”. Chopin did achieve the goal that he set for himself. Liszt hailed him in these words: “This talent heralds a new era of emotional poetry.” Chopin said that only a single polish word, zal, could express it. The word “zal” implied inconsolable grief for an irretrievable loss. But it also includes the germ of anger and rebellious reproach.

The spirit of Poland burned within Chopin, and though he lived much of his short life in Paris, he never forgot his native land. His most masterful music is that which is fired by his patriotism.

Chopin represented Poland through music in three distinct ways: the ballade, the polonaise and the mazurka. Each is a vivid record of Polish nationalism. In the years between 1831 and 1842, Chopin composed four ballades for the piano. What is remarkable about the ballade is that the music makes one feel that a poet is at the piano. In the polonaises, which are heroic in tone and resound with the clamour of battle and grave deeds, Chopin reminds his countrymen of their ancient glory and strengthens their will to freedom. The mazurkas, derived from a polish peasant dance with their elusive rhythms, evoke the idealised landscape of Chopin’s youth. After his death, Chopin’s heart was returned to Poland, the rest of him remained in Paris, and on his grave a goblet of Polish earth was scattered. In death as in life Chopin’s heart remained with and in Poland, proving thereby that an artist in great to the extent that he draws his inspiration from his country and his people. During the Second World War, the Nazis forbade the playing of Chopin’s polonaises because of the powerful symbolism residing in the works. Many years ago, when I visited Poland, I went to pay homage to Chopin’s house in the countryside. I also went to the church wherein his heart was buried.

Like Chopin, Liszt yearned for his beloved Hungary. He visited Hungary in 1838. He was received in triumph by his countrymen. In appreciation, Liszt composed a series of 15 rhapsodies by which he hoped to covey certain states of mind in which are condensed the ideals of a nation. The rhapsodies are based on the gypsy music which was commonly heard in the Hungarian towns and countryside. All make use of dance and folk material. As teacher, composer, and pianist, Liszt exercised a powerful influence on the music and romantic imagination of his time. Characteristically, he refused to accept payment for teaching. His insatiable appetite for literature of all kinds contributed to his success as a composer of programme music and originator of symphonic poem.

“In art,” Liszt said, “one must work on a grand scale.” This both Chopin and Liszt did. “To die and die young,” Liszt once exclaimed, “what happiness!” Chopin achieved this happiness, but Liszt could not. But how true was Liszt when he wrote, “What is our life but a series of preludes to that unknown song whose first solemn note is tolled by death.”

Both Liszt and Chopin embody in their life and art what was best in the Romantic Movement. But derived their inspiration from their native lands, yet their music transcends all geographical boundaries, and captures all that inspire entire mankind, struggling for a new birth and emancipation.
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