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Advance praise for CHASING CHOPIN



A modern take on a classical icon: this original, entertaining, well-researched book uses the story 

of when, where, and how Chopin composed his most famous work, uncovering many surprises 

along the way and showing how his innovative music still animates popular and art culture 

centuries later.

The Frédéric Chopin Annik LaFarge presents here is not the melancholy, sickly, Romantic figure so 

often portrayed in popular culture and scholarship. The artist she discovered is, instead, an inspiring, 

independent spirit: an innovator who created a new musical language; an autodidact who became 

a trailblazing teacher; a celebrity who shunned the limelight; a mimic with a roguish, playful sense of 

humor; a stalwart patriot during a time of revolution and exile.

A longtime and serious amateur pianist herself, LaFarge fell in love with Chopin’s work early in her 

piano studies, but it was in 2017, when she was visiting a dying friend in Chicago, that she began 

hearing something new. Before catching the overnight train to New York she stopped in a jazz club 

where she heard a trio of musicians riffing on the Funeral March from op. 35 – not in a gesture of 

mourning but in a collective act of love and even joy. She began reading, researching, listening, and 

interviewing, trying to learn everything possible about the world Chopin inhabited during the three 

years – 1837–1840 – when he composed the sonata. This book is the result. 

In CHASING CHOPIN she follows in his footsteps to Majorca, Paris, and the tiny hamlet of Nohant 

in Central France, using the story of the sonata to illuminate the key themes of Chopin’s life: a deep 

attachment to his Polish homeland; his complex relationship with writer George Sand; their harrowing 

but consequential sojourn on Majorca; the rapidly developing technology of the piano, which enabled 

his unique tone and voice; social and political revolution in 1830s Paris; friendship with other artists, 

from the famous Eugène Delacroix to the lesser known, yet notorious in his time, Marquis de Custine. 

Each of these threads – musical, political, social, personal – is woven through the Funeral March, a 

melody so famous it’s known around the world even to people who know nothing about classical 

music. But it is not, as LaFarge discovered, the piece of music we think we know. Inside this work, 

which has been fundamentally misunderstood since the day Chopin sent it off to his publisher in 

1840, she discovered a series of surprises that led to a new and broader understanding of this much-

loved, perpetually relevant composer. As part of her research into Chopin’s world, LaFarge visited 

piano makers, monuments, churches and archives; she talked to scholars, jazz musicians, video game 

makers, software developers, music teachers, theater directors, and of course dozens of pianists.

Annik LaFarge is a writer, photographer, lecturer, and author of the much-praised On the High Line: 

Exploring America’s Most Original Urban Park, winner of the IPPY Award for Travel Guidebook. She 

has been writing about innovative urban landscapes since 2009 on the blog LivinTheHighLine.com. 

She lives in New York City and Hudson.

CHASING CHOPIN by Annik LaFarge
Simon & Schuster | On Sale: August 11, 2020

$27.00 Hardcover
ISBN: 9781501188718 | eBook ISBN: 9781501188732 | eAudio ISBN: 9781797110097

A companion website, WhyChopin.com, presents links to each piece 

of music mentioned in the book, organized by chapter in the order 

in which it appears, along with page references. There are also 

photographs, videos, resources, and more.
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A CONVERSATION 
WITH ANNIK 

LAFARGE

Frédéric Chopin is often depicted as a frail and somewhat tragic figure who was sickly throughout his short 

life and composed short, sentimental, music for ladies. What inspired you to subvert these stereotypes?

I had that same impression about Chopin when I took up the piano almost 25 years ago, so when I began 

researching his life and work I was astonished to learn that, for example, there are several video games that 

present Chopin as a superhero. I think those characterizations – feminine, sentimental – are often called into 

service in the presence of music that’s frequently so beautiful it takes your breath away, but the truth about 

Chopin’s music is that it also contains a great deal of violence, dissonance, even a sense of terror. Listen to 

the first part of the B minor Scherzo, op. 20 and you’ll see what I mean. But what’s also astonishing is how 

he contrasts the wildness and fear he conjures in one part of a work with delicacy, singing melodies, even 

tenderness in another. In the middle of that Scherzo, after the harrowing opening, he inserts a traditional Polish 

cradle song, or lullaby. His works combine such extremes of confidence: a bold, declarative opening that then 

morphs into a philosophical kind of questioning. This is what I found so arresting about the Opus 35 sonata: right 

after the minor key funeral march, one of the saddest pieces of music ever written, he smuggles in a gorgeous 

major key song that conveys a sense of optimism and hope. Then he undercuts the emotional landscape once 

again by bringing back the funeral march. 

There are so many textures, nuances and emotional shadings in his work, and this feels very much like real life 

to me, the idea that we contain multitudes – dualities of good and evil, joy and grief, masculine and feminine, 

ugly and beautiful, soft and loud. He gives us a reflection in music of what it’s like to be human. So that’s what 

motivated me in the beginning of my project: to try to understand as best I could who this man was, how he 

experienced the world around him, and why his music and life story have such enduring power and relevance 

today. 

Everyone who writes about Chopin writes about the notorious French novelist/memoirist George Sand, with 

whom he had nine-year affair, but here again, your characterization seems more favorable – you found much 

to admire about her. Why is that?

Sand has also come down to us, over the centuries, as a bit of a cliché: domineering, cross-dressing, 

manipulative, self-important. Like many women I admire her independence and determination to do battle 

against a profoundly entrenched patriarchal system, so she could clear the way to do work she cared about, 

both political and literary. But what I admire most about Sand was her dedication to the work of others: her 

desire to constantly, and in every way possible, create an environment for other artists in her orbit – musicians, 

singers, painters, writers. That Chopin composed so many of his greatest works under her care is testament to 

the power of Sand’s enabling influence.

Also: Gabriel, the novel-in-dialogue she wrote during the period when Chopin composed Opus 35, is eerily 

and wonderfully prescient; today we can faithfully describe it as a book about a trans person. Throughout the 

text Sand assiduously conjures with what gender identity meant in the modern (meaning her 19th century) 

world – both for women and for men. As I was writing about it I found myself struggling with the pronouns, and 



finally had to settle on our modern scheme, using “they” to refer to the central character, which went against 

everything I was taught as an English major. Gabriel is rarely mentioned in books about Chopin, but it’s deeply 

resonant still on questions of gender, marriage, social status, and love, and so in many ways I think George Sand 

was way, way ahead of her time. Without Gabriel I sometimes wonder if there would have been an Orlando. She 

had great artistic and personal courage, and created a pathway that many are still exploring today. 

 

And the Marquis Astolphe de Custine? He too turns up in many accounts about Chopin, but this is the first 

Chopin book to explore his character in such a deep way. Why did you feel he merited that kind of attention?   

I think Custine is one of the most fascinating figures of the 19th century. His story is irresistible, and I’m frankly 

surprised that no one has made a Hollywood movie yet about his life and colorful family. 

If Sand represents the rising up of a feminist woman under the unforgiving constraints of the Napoleonic 

Code, Custine represents a homosexual man doing the same, and his journey took extraordinary courage and 

gumption. He was also a wonderful travel writer, up there, in my opinion, with Paul Theroux, Pico Iyer, and Jan 

Morris. He had profound curiosity about foreign places and cultures, and like Chopin, Sand, Delacroix, and other 

figures in my book, was an artistic innovator. Custine’s books have stood the test of time and are still read and 

admired today. 

With regard to Chopin: you can’t tell the story of Opus 35 without mentioning Custine’s strange letter to his 

friend Sophie Gay, written the week before Chopin departed for Majorca. In this letter Custine compares George 

Sand to a vampire (although he praises her literary genius) and describes the “funeral marches” Chopin played 

on the piano. Custine was surrounded by a diverse range of interesting and influential people who accepted 

him for what he was – a homosexual who lived with the same man for thirty years in what was a true marriage 

in every way except the legal one. Reading about him was one of the great joys of this project, and I was 

delighted to be honored, in early 2019, with an invitation to become a founding member of the Société des Amis 

de Custine, a new association in France dedicated to Astolphe and his fascinating family. There’s a website for 

people interested in learning more: https://www.amisdecustine.com.

In 2018 the Fryderyk Chopin Institute hosted the First Chopin Competition on Period Instruments, which you 

discuss in the book. What is the significance of this new competition? 

The regular Chopin Piano Competition occurs every 5 years in Warsaw and is one of the world’s oldest and 

most important music competitions; it launched the careers of many of the greatest pianists of the 20th and 

21st centuries, who perform Chopin’s works on modern pianos: Steinway, Yamaha, Kawai, Fazioli. But in 2018 

the Chopin Institute, which has hosted the competition since 1927, did something extraordinary: they created 

a new competition to be held exclusively on period instruments, the kind that were available when Chopin 

was composing, and which conjure the tone and character of the pianos he knew and loved. The challenges 

to the young competitors were considerable: they had to choose which instrument to perform on, and then 

make considerable adjustments to their technique in order to get the right sound from these very different 

pianos: Pleyel and Érard, (French), Graf (Austria), Buchholtz (Poland), Broadwood (England), each of which has 

its own unique tone, voice, and even touch, because the actions, or mechanism of the keys and hammers, also 

vary each to each. The modern pianos we know today all sound alike, but the 19th century instruments, taken 

together, present a United Nations of musical sound. That’s what those of us who watched the Competition on 

Period Instruments experienced over the course of two weeks, whether by streaming the recitals on YouTube or 

being there, in the smaller, more intimate hall at the Warsaw Philharmonic where the recitals took place. It was a 

kind of reverse globalism: rich, varied voices from a chorus of different nations of the 19th century, echoing live 

across the modern world through our own new technologies of internet streaming and social media.

What was so remarkable about this competition, which took place in September 2018, was the opportunity it 

afforded to hear Chopin’s music played as he intended it, and to witness the extraordinary efforts made by these 

young artists, who came from all over the world, to re-learn the music and modify a lifetime of pianistic technique 

https://www.amisdecustine.com


so they could achieve the distinct sound that Chopin knew and loved.

This question takes on special meaning during the Coronavirus lockdown, which forced the postponement of 

the main Competition, marking the first time since World War II that it won’t take place on its normal 5-year cycle. 

But anyone who wishes to can go back and watch the entire Competition on Period Instruments on YouTube 

[http://iccpi.pl/en/iccpi/multimedia_photos], or previous editions of the main competition [https://konkursy.nifc.pl/

en/miedzynarodowy/edycje/], while we all wait for the re-scheduled 18th edition to take place in October 2021.

What do you hope readers will take away from this book?

I’m guessing my response here is somewhat different from what it will be a year from now, but I’m answering 

today as a New Yorker in the midst of a months-long lockdown during the Coronavirus pandemic.  This 

experience has given me new insight into what Chopin’s world was like, because during his lifetime he knew 

two devastating epidemics. There was a wave of cholera in the early 1830s that spread throughout Europe and 

was especially deadly in Paris just after he arrived there. Chopin describes, in a letter to his parents en route 

to Paris, the chaos at the Bavarian border, where he was required to present a health certificate. Documents, 

including money, were cleaned with smoke and vinegar fumes. 

The other epidemic was tuberculosis, which claimed the young life of Chopin’ beloved sister Emilia and also 

killed him at the age of the thirty-nine; it raged throughout Europe during much of his lifetime. In Majorca, which 

he visited in 1839 with George Sand and her children, he became so ill they had to cut their stay short, and they 

experienced un-abating hostility from the Majorcans, who were terrified of contagion. Spaniards at that time 

believed tuberculosis was contagious, while the French did not. George Sand bitterly accused the Majorcans of 

clinging to old-world superstitions, and one can hear in her writing from that time a kind of cultural partisanship 

that’s not unfamiliar today. 

There are other similarities between our time and his, including wave after wave of political and social unrest 

and a pervasive, often deadly, nationalistic zeal that was spreading through the nations of Europe in the mid-19th 

century. Also: Chopin’s world, like ours, was undergoing rapid-fire developments in technology, and these had 

an impact on all the arts, especially in Paris: we see it in literature, theater, opera, photography, and of course 

music. This initially fascinated me because Chopin was what we would today call “an early adopter”: he visited 

piano factories in every city he visited across Europe, and kept abreast of all the innovations that were being 

made in the new factories that powered the Industrial Revolution. Today, in the teeth of our own pandemic, with 

political and social unrest everywhere, rioting in city streets, nationalism asserting itself around the globe, and 

new technologies radically altering our lives every few years, it’s possible to feel somehow closer to him, and the 

experiences he and his friends and fellow artists underwent.

Finally, I hope readers will be inspired by that aspect of Chopin’s spirit that so attracted me: his independence, 

artistry, generosity; the way he knew his own heart and followed his creative instincts, even when others 

around him pushed him to go in other – and more popular – directions. I found in the story of his life and music 

something of an antidote to the culture of virtuosity, celebrity, and noise that today envelops us. Perhaps others 

will also be inspired by his very particular kind of courage and genius, displayed in a relatively short life during a 

very tumultuous time.

What was your research process like?  Were there any primary sources that were essential to your writing 

and research? What challenges did you face in the reconstruction of these three years during Chopin’s life 

when he composed Opus 35?

The biggest challenge was the mountain of scholarship that has accumulated about Chopin and his music 

since his death in 1849. That, plus the fact that there’s an ocean of mythology about him, and one has to work 

exceedingly diligently to weed out the “fake news” that has taken on the weight of tradition over the centuries. 

Also, many of the sources that were critical to my investigation are in other languages, as were some of the 
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important interviews I did, and it was a bit of a struggle to bring my grade school and college French and 

Spanish up to the task. 

Beyond the primary sources – letters and written works by Chopin, Sand, Delacroix, Custine, and other key 

characters in the story – the single most important resource, which I think of as the “desert island book” for 

Chopin lovers, is Jean Jacques Eigeldinger’s Chopin: Pianist and Teacher as Seen by His Pupils. It’s a book that 

can be read over and over as each page – and then every footnote – offers new insights into the artist and 

man: his aesthetic beliefs, teaching methods and philosophy, and even how he himself played the piano and 

interpreted his own music. 

There are a number of Chopin specialists – they’re often referred to as “Chopinologists” – whose articles, books, 

and interviews were invaluable to me, including: Jonathan Bellman, Halina Goldberg, Jeffrey Kallberg, Lawrence 

Kramer, Anatole Leikin, Jim Parakilas, John Rink, Jim Samson, and Alan Walker. I tried to read everything George 

Sand wrote during the 3-year period my book covers, as well as her memoir and several biographies. 

There are some terrific, very contemporary, sources on the internet, including a wonderful website devoted to 

Sand’s work, Mon Carnet George Sand [https://moncarnetgeorgesand.fr], which is overflowing with photography, 

video, and essays about every aspect of her work and life. The Chopin Institute’s website, particularly the section 

devoted to each of his compositions, was also invaluable to me [https://chopin.nifc.pl/en/chopin/kompozycje].

The folks who run the important monuments in the story of Chopin and Sand – the Celda de Frédéric Chopin y 

George Sand in Majorca [http://www.celdadechopin.es] and La Maison de George Sand in Nohant, France [http://

www.maison-george-sand.fr] – were also invaluable to my research and fact-checking, as were Patricia and 

Michael Frederick, who run the extraordinary Frederick Collection of Historic Pianos in Massachusetts [http://

www.frederickcollection.org]. They helped me hear and understand the differences between the 19th century 

piano brands that Chopin knew and loved, and gave me a great gift by teaching me how to become a better 

listener. 
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THE “HALF-DOZEN REVOLUTIONS” 
DURING CHOPIN’S TIME

Political Revolution: 
The defining political moment of his life was the 1830 November Uprising in Warsaw, which prevented Chopin’s 

return to his homeland after he had embarked on a journey through Europe’s capital music cities. This political 

revolution occurred just four months after the “Three Glorious Days” of July 1830 in France, which deposed the 

last Bourbon monarch and put Louis Philippe, the “citizen king,” on the throne. During the years Chopin spent in 

Paris there were political uprisings, riots and revolutions all over Europe, culminating with a wave of unrest and 

nationalistic zeal across the continent in 1848, just a year before he died. 

Musical Revolution: 
Musical styles and tastes changed radically in the Romantic era. During the Baroque period, audiences favored 

a consistent mood throughout a work with a steady rhythmic flow. The Classical period was marked by lighter, 

clearer textures, and based largely in variations on defined structures like sonata form.  Chopin innovated 

musically in the Romantic period he was born into, deploying wide ranges of tone color, dynamics, emotional 

swings, the use of polyrhythms. In many of his works, including the op. 35 sonata, whose composition story I tell 

in my book, he went against traditional forms and forged a new musical path.

Technical Revolution: 
Chasing Chopin unfolds during the early days of the Industrial Revolution, whose effects were seen all over 

society. The new steam-powered printing presses enabled newspapers, journals, books and sheet music to be 

quickly printed and widely disseminated. Machine innovations also led to developments in lighting and staging 

at theaters and the opera house. The piano underwent a huge change as well, thanks in part to the introduction 

of iron frames that could make the instrument bigger and louder. By the time Chopin began writing for the piano 

it had almost reached its zenith, which occurred around the time of the American Civil War. 

Cultural Revolution: 
The new prevalence and accessibility of journalism – including music criticism – along with the enormous 

popularity of the piano, now mass-produced at prices that enabled middle class households to acquire one, led 

to a new culture of celebrity. Musicians suddenly became household names. Orchestras and instruments got 

much bigger and louder, as did concert halls, yet this period also saw the dawn of the solo piano recital, itself a 

vehicle for a new kind of musical celebrity. Widely available sheet music brought the works of new composers 

into homes all over Europe. There were even piano duels advertised in local newspapers. 

Social Revolution: 
The period of the 1830s and 1840s, during which my story unfolds, was a time of social experimentation and 

rule-breaking. For almost nine years Chopin lived with a woman who fought in the courts to legally separate 

from her husband at a time when divorce was prohibited under the Napoleonic Code, which treated women as 

the property of their husbands. Her battle led to an extraordinary victory: George Sand was allowed to retain 

both her property and custody of her two children. She wrote hundreds of books, wore men’s clothing, had 

multiple affairs, smoked cigars, and took a man’s name. Another of Chopin’s friends, the Marquis Astolphe de 

Custine, lived openly as a homosexual, despite legal and social prohibitions. Even the great churches of Paris 



pushed at the boundaries: people flocked to them not so much for the religious services but to hear popular 

music: grand organ improvisations on hunting and drinking songs, opera arias, polkas, and more – all of which 

scandalized more traditional visitors from England, Germany, and other parts of Europe.

Teaching Revolution: 
Chopin’s teaching method was pioneering and went against classical, established traditions. Based in a 

holistic understanding of human physiology – his own deep study of the anatomy of fingers/wrist/arm/

shoulders – he went against traditional fingering techniques and innovated his own system based on an 

understanding of the individual characteristics of each finger. He also encouraged his students – most of 

whom were amateurs – to find their own voice at the keyboard, to be independent in their interpretation, even 

of his own works.  “Play it like no one ever has or ever will” he said to one student who was working on his op. 

35 sonata. One of his pupils left a record her own experience with Chopin: “I think he can read hearts.”



Advance praise for CHASING CHOPIN:

“Annik LaFarge’s Chasing Chopin is a slim book but it stands out because it’s a hybrid work—biography 

and journalism—with utterly lovely, vivid descriptions of Chopin’s music.”

—PopMatters

“Annik LaFarge brilliantly traces the footsteps of Chopin’s life in a way that is thoroughly engrossing for 

the layman and professional musician alike.  My only regret is that there is not an Annik LaFarge book 

on the life of every important composer in the classical canon.  Her virtuosic linguistic talent is put to 

good use in this fascinating book.” 

—Scott Yoo, host of  Now Hear This on PBS

“Annik LaFarge’s wonderful Chasing Chopin, like the music that inspired it, is a tour-de-force and 

journey of the soul. Attempting to unpack the awe she experienced hearing Chopin’s Funeral March 

Sonata at a concert years ago, LaFarge does much more than recount the story of the music and its 

composer. She tells us why they matter, now, deeply and in all sorts of ways, to her and us. Traveling 

with a backpack from New York to Paris to Majorca, interrogating musicians, scholars, software 

developers, piano makers — going where the music and inspiration take her — she produces a diary of 

discovery that’s a joy to read.”

—Michael Kimmelman, author of  The Accidental Masterpiece: On the Art of Life and Vice Versa and 

architecture critic for The New York Times

“Come for the finely drawn portrait of a musical genius, stay for the evocative recreation of the world 

he knew. By immersing herself in the creative context that nurtured Chopin’s famous sonata, Annik 

LaFarge makes him live again. Chasing Chopin is infused with a roving curiosity and passion worthy of 

its subject.” 

—Benjamin Wallace, author of  The Billionaire’s Vinegar

“LaFarge energetically pursues Chopin’s continued influence on musicians today....A seamless blend of 

the musical and literary verve, with just enough research to ground and elucidate.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred)

“This slender but wide-ranging volume is impeccably researched....never seems overly scholarly and 

will appeal to a variety of general readers.”

—Library Journal

“[An] entertaining dual music history and memoir....LaFarge’s affectionate fan’s notes flow as 

melodiously as a Chopin opus.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A luminous book, rich with reporting and reflection and marvelously animated by LaFarge’s passion for 

the subject. Whether you love Chopin doesn’t matter: This is an irresistible journey into history and the 

nature of genius.” 

—Susan Orlean, The New York Times bestselling author of  The Library Book


