
Visit	to	Chopin’s	birthplace	and	

Museum	etc	–	Poland,	August	2017	

I had first visited the Polish capital, Warsaw, the previous year, as part of an extended journey which 

took in Germany, Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, Finland, Sweden, Denmark, Germany and 

Belgium. As such, it was just a matter of a couple of nights in each place, and, certainly in Warsaw, 

far too little time there to see very much at all about the nation’s greatest composer, and arguably 

the finest writer for the piano – Fryderyk Chopin (1810-1849). 

During the following year, I reviewed a couple of CDs issued by the Fryderyk Chopin Institute in 

Warsaw, and, by virtue of this, was very fortunate to be its guest for a day, when I would first be 

taken to the composer’s birthplace at Żelazowa Wola, and then back to the city to visit the Chopin 

Museum itself. 

I had flown first to Kraków, where I spent a few days, before taking the Intercity train up to Warsaw 

– almost 200 miles north. Like many similar establishments, the Museum and birthplace were closed 

on Mondays, so, almost immediately on arriving in Warsaw on the Sunday afternoon, I received an 

email from my contact at the Institute – Marcin Makara – with details of Tuesday’s visit, the next day 

it would be open. 

 



We agreed that Marcin would meet me in reception at my hotel – the Hotel Polonia Palace – at 

11.00am initially for the drive to Żelazowa Wola. This is a Mazovian village lying on the River Utrata, 

close to the Kampinos Forest, belonging at that time to the family of Count Skarbek, and some thirty-

three miles west of Warsaw.  

We were very lucky that the country was experiencing exceptionally warm, sunny weather, which, of 

course, makes everything so much more inviting and attractive. I was first able to walk around 

Chopin’s birthplace, before wandering around the beautiful park and gardens adjacent. 

Here is a shot of my host-for-the-day Marcin (left), and I, at the entrance to the house. 

 



There was far too much to photograph, but here are just a few of the pictures I took inside. 

 

 



 

 



 

 



And now outside: 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 

This would have been the regular transport to the village, had I not been their guest on the day  



We then left Chopin’s birthplace, to have lunch in the Hotel Chopin – now there’s a surprise! 

 

It’s usually far busier at the weekend, but the village is reachable only by car – not train or bus. 

 



Appropriately, Marcin suggested we should have some traditional Polish fayre – soup, followed by a 

main meat course. 

 

 

While the soup (cold) was somewhat ‘unusual’, it was most tasty – as was the beef that followed! 



We then travelled back to Warsaw, taking in a few Chopin-related sites on the way to the Museum. 

 

 



 

Eventually we arrived at the Chopin Museum (below), and adjacent Institute, where I’ve selected a 

few photos – obviously there was so much to see, hear, and interact with in this attractive venue. 

 



At the Institute: 

 

And the Museum. 

 



And now a few pictures from inside the Museum. 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

There is, of course, so much more to see, and the Institute has a very comprehensive website – and 

e-shop at www.nifc.pl 

As part of my short break in Poland, I also attended two solo piano recitals of the composer’s music, 

one in Kraków, and the other in Warsaw. 

The first recital, in Kraków was an evening one given by Bartłomiej Kominek – who graduated with 

Distinction from the city’s Academy of Music, where he has since been a lecturer from 2015. 

His programme opened with three Nocturnes – Op 15 No 1 in F, Op48 No 1 in C minor, and Op Posth 

in C sharp minor. 

This was followed by the B flat minor Scherzo, Nocturne in F sharp, Op 15 No 2, the C sharp minor 

Scherzo, Mazurka in A minor, Op 17 No 4, and a real crowd-pleaser to end – the Polonaise in A flat, 

Op 53. 

It was a most congenial evening, with a glass of sparkling wine included, and some excellent playing. 

Bartłomiej was born in Warsaw in 1973, so is a younger-generation pianist, but it was still so good to 

hear the musicality in his playing. Yes the faster, virtuosic pieces were despatched with necessary 

élan, but it was never just a matter of trying to impress this mixed audience of music-loving holiday-

makers, genuine Chopin aficionados, and music professionals merely by speed alone. Yes, some 

might be easily captivated, but not those like us, looking for the music behind every single note.  



 

Of course, these kinds of concerts are quite frequent, especially during the summer, and there’s 

usually a deal of choice as there would, of course be, similarly for Mozart-lovers when in Austria’s 

Salzburg. 

The second concert – in Warsaw – was far more iconic, and, if you like, of far greater stature, though 

not necessarily from the musical standpoint alone. 

Every year, from May to September, outdoor Chopin recitals are held in the beautiful surroundings 

of Royal Łazienki at the foot of the large Chopin statue there.  I visited the park – the largest in 

Warsaw – the previous year but, of course, my schedule didn’t include time to attend a Sunday 

afternoon recital – either the earlier 12-noon, or later 4pm one. However, on this occasion, my 

arrival time from Kraków, the proximity of the central station to my hotel, and then the relative 

closeness of the Park meant that I was able to be at the venue by 4pm. 

Now in its 58th Season, this year’s event started on May 14, and runs until September 24, featuring 

recitals by pianists from Poland, Lithuania, Japan, Ukraine, the UK, Italy, and the USA, and who have 

separately won prizes in numerous competitions, including the International Chopin Piano 

Competition, and who are all known for their respective artistic achievements. 

The pianist on my particular 4pm Sunday-slot was Elżbieta Karaś-Krasztel, who studied at the Chopin 

Music Academy in Warsaw, and, following her graduation, went on to study at Moscow 

Conservatoire, and Music Academy in Budapest. She has since given concerts in Europe, as well as 

Canada and Australia, and also appears as a soloist with the Polish Chamber Orchestra, and Sinfonia 

Varsovia.  

It was a warm, summer day, and by the time I had walked to the park, most of the best seats had 

been snapped up – there’s nothing to pay, and, of course, you could sit on the grass, though it would 

be less than ideal for an hour or so. It was very much a family setting, with many young children, but 



these all seemed to be very much under control, and certainly a few stern looks from others in the 

audience would encourage youngsters to do what they used to do best – and when I was a boy – be 

‘seen, but not heard’! 

A lovely walk to the park-side venue itself: 

 

Now filling up all the time: 

 



 

Elżbieta waiting to make her ‘entrance’ to the piano. 

 

 



She opened with one of Chopin’s best-known pieces – the Fantaisie Impromptu – a piece that has 

probably suffered more at the hands of well-intentioned, yet amateur pianists than much else in his 

output. Never an easy piece to bring off, again, so many youngsters think that dazzling by speed 

alone in the fast outer sections – along with a liberal dose of the sustaining pedal to cloud over any 

uncomfortable technicalities – is the way to do it! True it impresses those who are easily impressed, 

but it takes a real artist to bring it to life in performance, and not just in the virtuosic writing, but 

also in the slow, melodic central section, where it can so easily fall into the category of hackneyed, 

or simply banal. 

 

This was never the case with Elżbieta’s performance. There was more than enough movement and 

excitement in the outer faster sections, while the familiar ‘heart’ of the work was eminently 

expressive, yet never over-sentimentalized just for effect alone, finding new hidden melodies and 

countermelodies within the existing score, but which seemed to emerge so naturally and was, in 

fact, one of the most compelling aspects of her playing the whole afternoon. 

The rest of the programme included a varied selection of Waltzes, some very familiar, others less so, 

and where, particularly in the famous example in A minor, Op 34 No 2, even the weather seemed to 

play its part on the day. There were but few clouds in the sky, but at the sombre start of the piece, 

they were obscuring the sunlight, and there was almost an eerie sound of rustling leaves. But when 

the music moved from the minor to the minor, virtually simultaneously, the clouds parted, and we 

were bathed in warm sunlight once more.  Some might even venture to suggest that the composer 

himself was controlling things from on high, for a moment or two. 



Wisely Elżbieta also decided to finish with a crowd-pleaser and, in fact, chose to play the same 

heroic A flat Polonaise as Bartłomiej did a few days before in Kraków. Again this was all about the 

majesty and patriotic nature of the writing, and not merely an excuse to flex the virtuoso’s muscles, 

but where the musical substance can then, so easily, be glossed over. 

Playing outdoors presents its difficulties, and while Łazienki-park recitalists are obliged to use the 

mid-sized Kawai grand in situ, the necessary sound reinforcement and amplification still makes for a 

largely natural sound that now can be heard equally in all the extremities of the ‘auditorium area, 

rather than reserved just for those able to have secured a first-come-first-served ‘ring-side’ seat.  

 

Elżbieta’s performance was very well received, and it was clear that she was a well-known and 

popular player especially in her own country and beyond. This was very evident in the untiring way 

in which she greeted and chatted with a long queue of admires, young and old, after her 

performance. 

I was subsequently able to contact Elżbieta by email, to let her know just how much I had enjoyed 

her performance, and she very generously responded by sending me two of her CDs – one featuring 

various works by Chopin, of course, and the other reflecting another of her particular favourite 

composers, Mozart.    



 

And clearly, the great man himself seemed to approve of today’s playing, too! 

 



At various points in Warsaw, you can ‘Take a Selfie with Chopin’ on your mobile phone, using an 

easily-downloadable app. 

Taking any good selfie is an acquired art I feel, if it’s to look as natural as one taken conventionally by 

a third-party. When standing just in the right place at these Chopin ‘Selfie’ sights, it needs a little 

practice to locate the picture of the composer, who miraculously appears in your background, and 

then to combine him and you in a picture where both of you look comfortable. I have to admit to 

deleting a few, but I’ll leave this one to conclude this diary of events, even if  I do feel that ‘could do 

better!’ might still apply to the result! 
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