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My father, Arthur Rubinstein, was a month away from his 60th birthday when I was born.  I was 
the youngest of four children, and we came in two waves, or two couples.  My eldest sister Eva 
was the first born, and my big brother Paul came a year and a half later.  Then there was a gap of 
ten years, followed by the birth of my sister Alina, and then me, not quite two years afterwards. 
Since my dad had not married until he was 45, the whole process had begun on the later side of 
things.  So by the time I became aware of what he did for a living, he had already been one of the 
most widely revered pianists in the classical music world for almost half a century.  My earliest 
memories of him at the piano were of my running up to him as he returned home from some 
concert tour and dragging him to the piano, demanding that he play the Grieg A Minor Piano 
Concerto for me, which begins with a big, long roll on the timpani.  He would execute an 
extended crescendo-ing tremolo in the lowest notes with his left hand, imitating the kettle drums, 
and then launch into the famous crashing chords of the piano entrance.  I would stand by his 
piano stool and listen as he played the entire first movement, both the piano parts and the 
orchestral sections! 
 
He and my mother and Eva and Paul had fled their home in Paris in 1939 and sailed to New 
York, as the Nazis descended on France and rounded up Jewish inhabitants of as many countries 
as they could overwhelm, in order to annihilate as many as possible in the concentration camps, 
or in the streets if more expedient.  The family moved to California in 1944, and shortly 
thereafter became American citizens; Alina and I were born in Los Angeles. 
 
My father was a profound patriot.  He was a proud Jew, born in Łódź, Poland; educated as a 
young boy in Berlin, Germany; a lifelong supporter of Israel (where he is buried on a forest 
hillside overlooking Jerusalem), even though he scorned all organized religions, blaming them 
for most of history’s cruel disasters, and we practiced no religion at all at home.  My mother was 
from a Polish Catholic family, born in Lithuania, and she also practiced no religion. 
 



They both spoke seven languages fluently, and were treated as virtual natives in countries all 
over the world.  Their American citizenship was a source of tremendous joy, pride, and gratitude 
to them both, and we four children were mostly raised in Los Angeles and New York.  My 
parents had gotten married in London in 1932; their longtime residency in France, which they 
resumed after the war, made them feel an integral part of French life and culture; their later years 
were spent living in both Spain and Switzerland; and their annual travels to all European 
countries (except for Germany, where my father refused to perform starting in 1914), and all 
cities in North America, as well as occasional tours in South America, Russia, Asia, North 
Africa, and Australia, made them both consider themselves citizens of the world.  
 
But despite being a naturalized citizen of the United States, traveling all over the globe and 
enjoying that sense of being at home anywhere and everywhere, my father was, through and 
through, from first to last, a Pole.  His love of Poland--with its often tragic but resilient history, 
continuously fought over by Germany or by Russia, or both, its borders established and torn 
down again and again over the centuries; with the noble courage and resurgent optimism of its 
people, as well as its rich artistic and musical traditions and innovations--remained his source of 
true self-identity and firmly-rooted emotional attachment.    
 
In 1945, to honor the inauguration of the newly created United Nations, he was asked to play a 
concert in San Francisco for the delegates.  When he arrived at the hall, he saw that, among the 
many national flags lining the stage, the flag of Poland was not there.  He was told that since 
nobody was certain what kind of government was going to ultimately take over in Poland, the 
UN had decided to remove its flag.  He was furious.  He sat down at the piano and played the 
Star-Spangled Banner and then he rose and addressed the audience in an angry voice:  “In this 
hall, where the great nations gather to make a better world, I miss the flag of Poland, for which 
this cruel war has been fought; and so I shall play the Polish national anthem.”  He asked the 
audience of delegates, including the Soviets, to stand.  He then played the Polish anthem, not in 
its usual rather jaunty mazurka tempo, but very deliberately and magisterially, ending it by 
repeating the last phrase with great strength and emphasis.  The audience gave him a wild 
ovation. 
 
The music of Poland, its folk tunes and dances, and the mighty piano compositions of Frédéric 
Chopin, and of Karol Szymanowski (one of my father’s closest friends), were part of his artistic 
and spiritual makeup.  His playing of Chopin in particular became almost synonymous with the 
mention of his name; to this day, almost 40 years after his death, I hear the names Rubinstein and 
Chopin referred to together more often than not.  I would argue, having heard him play all my 
life, in the house, in concert halls around the world, in rehearsals with orchestras, in recording 
studios and hotel rooms, and on his hundreds of recordings, that his playing of French music by 
Ravel, Debussy, Saint-Saens, Poulenc, and Chabrier; of Russian composers like Rachmaninoff, 
Prokofiev and Stravinsky; of his beloved Spanish composers like De Falla, Albeniz, and 
Granados; and certainly of the great German composers like Brahms, Beethoven, Schubert, and 
Schumann--was equal to, and on some occasions even stronger than, his playing of Chopin, 
which, admittedly, was unique and magnificent.  But because of their shared Polish origins, my 
father’s career was, and remains, inextricably linked to the music of Chopin. 
 



And it is true that his understanding and love of Chopin inspired him to play it in a way that 
stood out from the style of the current pianists in his younger days, and throughout his life.  The 
general approach to Chopin was, and often still is, to emphasize, almost to exaggerate, the 
sentiment of the beautiful melodies, and then to “show off” the virtuosity required for the many 
brilliant and technically demanding passages.  The spirit, the strength, the rhythm, the actual 
simplicity of the writing, are frequently drowned in a sea of flowery, emotive phrasing; and the 
musicality and beauty of even the “hard parts” are often sacrificed in the effort to show how fast 
and furiously they can be executed.  
 
My father played Chopin in a straightforward manner.  He never tossed aside or rushed over a 
poignant harmony change or meaningful melodic sequence, but neither did he belabor or over-
illustrate it.  He poured himself into the big runs and cascading figures with passion and fury, but 
always simultaneously brought out the sense and substance of the musical line that those 
ferocious passages were leading to.  His Chopin sounded natural.  The dances--mazurkas, 
polonaises, waltzes--profound as some of them are, were played as dances; their rhythms and 
tempos were as important as the notes and themes themselves.  The big sonatas, the piano 
concertos, the contemplative nocturnes, the eclectic preludes, the difficult but always musically 
rich études, in all their complexities and subtleties, were presented in a deeply emotional, but 
also restrained and almost humble fashion.  He let the music speak for itself, rather than over-
interpret it and draw attention to himself. 
 
The noblest, the most sumptuous, and in some cases the loftiest and most Polish of these pieces, 
were, not surprisingly, the Polonaises.  Their name is an obvious indicator.  The Polonaise is a 
ballroom dance, in a slow and majestic 3/4 time, in which a couple, the lady’s arm leaning on the 
man’s, face in the same direction and “walk” forward on the first two beats; and on the third step, 
the other leg is raised forward slightly as the stepping foot’s knee bends slightly.  Couples line up 
in procession, and enter a ballroom doing this simple step to the grand musical accompaniment. 
Chopin’s Polonaises, of course, take this setting and elaborate on it in many pianistically melodic 
and harmonic ways; but the strong rhythm and the held-in elegance form the framework for 
whatever musical side-journeys the composer takes.  
 
In his playing of all the Polonaises, my father’s patriotic love of his native country, its people, its 
history, and its music, shone through especially brightly.  One of the most famous of his 
regularly performed pieces was the great A-flat Major Polonaise (named the “Heroic”).  He 
ended many concerts with it, and when it wasn’t on the printed program, he would dependably 
play it as his final encore.  
 
But the Polonaise he played at least as often as that one was the A Major Polonaise, Opus 40, 
No. 1, titled the “Military.”  He was quoted as calling it “the symbol of Polish glory.”  The A 
Major Polonaise has more of a sense of jubilation than most of the others; a primary color, open-
hearted solidity and uplift that he amplified with his controlled tempo, never rushing, rather 
holding the cadence back ever so slightly, but nonetheless diving into the dramatic key changes, 
the subordinate themes, the snare drum-like trills, and the trumpet-like fanfare phrases with a 
combination of great gusto and dignity. 
 



A side note:  One of my father’s best friends was the Polish composer Bronislaw Kaper, who 
also emigrated to California and became one of the foremost composers of Hollywood film 
scores.  He wrote enduring songs like “Green Dolphin Street” and “San Francisco,” as well as his 
Oscar-winning score for “Lili,” which introduced his song “Hi-Lili, Hi-Lo.”  Kaper had an 
endless and mischievous sense of humor, and made my father laugh harder and more often than 
anyone I ever observed.  There is a little filigree in Chopin’s A Major Polonaise that comes after 
each of the first two statements of the stately 11-note main melody, and returns when that 
melody is repeated.  It’s like a breath, a conjunction between the two main iterations of the 
theme.  Its quick, understated five-note rhythm is “tiddley PUM-pum.”  There was an excellent 
writer and movie producer in Hollywood at that time named Nunnally Johnson, known for his 
many screenplays, among which “The Grapes of Wrath” and “The Man in the Gray Flannel 
Suit.”  Bronek Kaper would sing the elegant opening melody of the A Major Polonaise, and then 
sing, in perfect sync over those five filigree notes, “Nunnally JOHN-son!”  It was hilarious.  My 
father, whenever that particular Polonaise was mentioned, would invariably sing the theme, and 
include “Nunnally JOHN-son” over the little connecting phrase.  So, in spite of all the history, 
the seriousness, the patriotism, the dignity, and the Polish pride contained within that beautiful 
piece, in our family we couldn’t listen to it, or even refer to it, without at least one of us singing 
“Nunnally JOHN-son!”  I don’t know if Mr. Johnson ever was aware of his close, decades-long 
lyrical association with Chopin’s Opus 40, No. 1. 
 
 
John Rubinstein is a Tony Award-winning actor, composer and director who has been seen on 
stage, in film and on television.  He is also the son of Arthur Rubinstein. 
 
*The views expressed in this essay are those of the author and may not reflect those of the Library of Congress. 
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