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various historical concerns about the 
emergence of women's liberation as well 
as other gender concerns of the Victorian 
era. 

Celebrated for his stylistically 
distinct portrayal of feminine beauty, 
Waterhouse painted women set in a 
variety of genres and fables, which 

ranged from those 
by Greek figures 
Ovid and Ulysses 
to Shakespeare and 
Tennyson. Beautiful 
and mysterious, his 
subjects gradually 
evolved into the 
“Waterhouse  Girl” 
bearing his signature 
stylistic motifs: 
wide set eyes, 
Grecian profile, and 
cascading auburn 
hair.  Many scholars 
have speculated 
about the existence 
of a real "Waterhouse 
Girl." According to 
Peter Trippi, one of 
the main curators 
of the exhibition 

and renowned expert on the artist, the 
stylized beauty of the “Waterhouse 
Girl,” is even more appealing to us 
today because of her resemblance to 
celebrated modern women such as Kate 
Moss. As to the mystery of the original 
“Waterhouse Girl,” Trippi stated that 
artists like Waterhouse often interpreted 
their models according to their own sense 
of ideal beauty, and that “there may not 
have been a particular model who was 
the ‘Waterhouse Girl.’” Be that as it may, 
the imagined women in Waterhouse’s 
paintings continue to fascinate viewers 
to this day.

The creation of this retrospective 
was long in the making and involved 
an international team of experts. 
Since opening  in December 2008, 
the exhibition has traveled to three 
different countries and museums with 
divergent themes at every location. First 
revealed at the Groninger Museum in the 
Netherlands before traveling to the Royal 
Academy of Arts in London, the exhibit 
arrived at its final venue, the Montreal 
Museum of Fine Art in December 2009. 
For those fortunate enough to view it in 
one or more of its locations, it is a rare 
and unforgettable experience. w

Curator’s Corner
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Chopin’s Bicentennial
After 200 years, Chopin remains one of the most revered 
composers of the classical repertoire. By Clara Salomon

exhibition was designed to highlight 
the mystery and magic of the women 
of Waterhouse’s paintings. Themes 
of mysticism and nature were evident 
in the museum's moody, black walls, 
theatrical velvet drapes, and ivy decked 
halls. In an effort to achieve the special 
look of the presentation, the museum 
enlisted the help 
of Montreal-based 
theater designers 
Nathalie Claude and 
Raymond Marius 
Boucher. 

Anne Grace, 
curator for the 
Montreal Museum of 
Fine Art, said that the 
design was created to 
“present Waterhouse 
in context – in the 
world of imagination,” 
and “showcase a 
rich experience” 
that reflects the taste 
of the museum’s 
French roots. The 
museum also explored 
Waterhouse's earlier 
historical paintings, 
as well as his creative process, by 
displaying preparatory drawings and 
sketches within a distinctive space. 
Narratives about the artist's evolution 
accompanied each room of the exhibit 
and provided visitors with greater 
insight into Waterhouse’s life.

Women and their societal roles in 
Waterhouse's time dominated the theme 
of the exhibit. Among the various 
highlights of the retrospective was the 
display of all three versions of The Lady 
of Shalott in the same room for the first 
time in history. Inspired by Lord Alfred 
Tennyson's poem of the same name 
about a fairy woman cursed to view 
the world from a mirror's reflection, 
the paintings explore her symbol as a 
Victorian model of female chastity. 
Visually stunning, the paintings address 

Top: The Lady of Shalott 1894, Oil on 
canvas – Leeds Art Gallery. Purchased in 
1895 © Leeds Museums and Galleries (City 
Art Gallery) U.K./The Bridgeman Art Library. 
Bottom: Circe Invidiosa: Circe Poisoning 
the Sea 1892,  Oil on canvas - Art Gallery 
of South Australia, Adelaide. Purchased in 
1892.
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Chopin’s bicentennial anniversary will be celebrated around the 
world this year, and Chicago is one city that will not be missing 
out. Ravinia will host world renowned pianist Garrick Ohlsson in 
a series of concerts that showcase the most important and famous 
of the piano concerti. Ohlsson first came to the international 
stage in 1970 when he became the first American ever to win the 
International Frédéric Chopin Piano Competition, and he has not 
changed stance on his ardent devotion to the composer since. Clef 
Notes was fortunate enough to be granted an interview with the 
pianist, as well as with Professor Svetlana Belsky of the University 
of Chicago, herself an internationally distinguished concert artist, 
and also the editor and translator of Busoni As Pianist.  

Both would agree that any serious student of the classical piano 
tradition must go through a major Chopin phase, stricken at least 
once in their studies with an intense fever that remits only with 
the hands and heart entwined in an etude, or perhaps professing 
their own passion through a nocturne or ballade. With something 
akin to the intensity and momentary fervor with which a teenager 
suffers their first love, one could argue that this amorous phase is 
one which never entirely sees its end.   

In his preface to Chopin, The Reluctant Romantic, Jeremy 
Siepmann, former head of music for the BBC World Service, 
tells us, “Chopin has never suffered even a brief period of eclipse. 
Unlike Liszt, Berlioz, Mendelssohn and Schumann, his music has 
enjoyed uninterrupted (indeed, ever increasing) popularity from 
the time of his youth to the present.” A symphony hall that elects 
to program one of the composer’s concerti or a piano recital of 
etudes typically guarantees itself an excellent turnout. The name 
Chopin literally strikes a deep chord with so many. Even those who 
prefer the music of “classical light” seem to be able to endure the 
complexity and poignant emotional implications of any Chopin 
piece.   

As to why this might be, Ohlsson gives us an answer as 
immediate as a beloved Chopin melody:

Great musicians, great artists, great musicologists, and 
great minds feel the same way about Chopin’s music. He 
seems to appeal to a wider spectrum of humanity than 

almost any composer. I don’t mean to say that we should 
forget about Mozart, Beethoven, Tchaichovsky......it’s just 
that he seems to hold the magical key.  He’s a composer of 
the heart, and I think that is perhaps his greatest strength.  
Of course, you know he even said that about himself:  “My 
domain is the human heart and soul.”

Most anyone can appreciate Chopin’s music because it seems 
to be unfolding in the moment, improvised in all of its perfection 
that very instant. The qualities of immediacy penetrate his works, a 
spontaneous intensity that draws one in to what Ohlsson terms an 
“emotional stream of consciousness.” And yet, Ohlsson reminds 
us that, “of course, the paradox is we know that, even though he 
was a great improviser, he worked like a tortured soul for weeks 
or months to recapture the essence of that inspiration on the page.”  

Chopin gave a lot to the world, and what he gave in terms of 
personal energy in his quest for precision was hard won and costly 
-  as is evidenced by his perpetually consumptive constitution and 
early death at the age of 39.

All of this would seem so very straightforward, but history, 
much like a wayward lover imposing his own pathos on the object 
of affection, has willingly kept a veil over its eyes with respect 
to the man himself, his personality, and his intentions. It may be 
difficult for many to really get to know Chopin well, to interpret 
his music, to tell his story or the collective human story as Chopin 
felt it. Professor Belsky talks about her own students and the high 
passion – if sometimes overt zeal – with which many often launch 
an attack into an etude or a ballade.   

So compelling is the romance and drama of Chopin that, for 
the undisciplined musician, it can be difficult to stay true to the 
lyrical, noble essence of his works without driving the rhythms and 
darker harmonic sections, with their often radical developments, 
through the roof. To speak, for instance, of the E major etude, 
the secondary developmental section is absolutely devilish on all 
levels. Technically, the chromatic fourths exercise the fingers in 
ways a pianist is hard pressed to find anywhere else. And as Ohlsson 
tells us, Chopin is kind of “the Rosetta’s Stone of piano playing.  
He teaches you how to play the piano.....He was instrumental in 
the development of the human hand and the development of the 
singing cantabile style.” 

And yes, in the practice of balancing the technical agility of the 
human hand and musicianship in the playing of Chopin’s works, it 
is easy to give up good technique, to fail to breathe, and to abandon 
self control. The ladies and gentleman that formed Chopin’s 
audiences were known to do so at regular turns. 

The other thing, as Ohlsson points out, is Chopin’s “music is 
highly emotional and even demonic sometimes and tragic in its 
intensity.......(and yet) he’s fully in control of all the forces. It’s not 
that he’s not deeply emotional. He’s incredibly (so)…...he’s not at 
all cold and calculating, but he knows, in other words, the demons 
that are pulling his carriage; he’s really got his hand on the whip.  
He’s not gonna go out of control. But, (those demons) are gonna 
take you on the wildest ride.” And yet, the student of Chopin must 

Photos: (left) 1838 Portrait of Frédéric Chopin by 
painter Eugene Delacroix. (RIGHT) 19th Centuray 
Portrait of the composer by dutch painter Ary Scheffer. 
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Situated at the intersection of State Street and Washington, literally 
steps from Chicago’s Joffrey Ballet, and the Oriental Theatre-
Ford Center for the Performing Arts, Kimpton’s historic Hotel 
Burnham is ideally situated in the heart of Chicago’s bustling and 
vibrant business and theater Loop. 

While many tourists and visitors to downtown Chicago prefer 
to stay at the large hotels dotting Michigan Avenue, the Burnham 
and other historic hotels like it along the Cultural Mile (the area 
south of the Chicago River from State Street east to Grant Park), 
serve a clientele that travels to Chicago for reasons other than 
shopping at the usual Magnificent Mile haunts.  Housed within the 
historic Reliance Building, constructed in 1895, and considered 
one of Chicago’s first skyscrapers, Burnham guests tend to call 
it their hotel of choice in Downtown Chicago because of its 
ideal location within the heart of the city’s theater district.  Some 
guests book rooms at the Burnham for the experience of staying 
at one of the city’s historic architectural gems, while others stay 
as part of private tour packages - be it for a series of weekend 
theater performances or to explore the 
innumerable number of buildings in 
the Loop symbolic of  Chicago-style 
architecture.  

In contrast to its noisy and crowded 
urban location, the intimacy of the 
Burnham is evidenced the very moment 
you enter the lobby.  According to 
the hotel’s General Manager Duncan 
Clements, all Kimpton hotel lobbies 
are designed around the harmony of 
the family living room.  A small, yet 
cozy fireplace nook, right off of the 
main entrance warms both the heart and mind, while energetic 
conversations and savory aroma’s emanate from the hotel’s 
Atwood Café, capturing the attention of visitors as they await the 
elevators in the lobby adorned with ornamental metalwork from 
the Reliance’s historic past. 

When exiting the elevators on any of the 15 floors, one is 
transported back in time. Many of the floors retain the original 
glass-paned doors from days when the building first housed 
professional offices (some even with the original office numbers 
still on them).  The room keys are actually metal and unlock the 
original door locks beautifully crafted with the word Reliance 
stamped on each of them. Even before the entering the room, one 
is immediately drawn to the exquisite, handcrafted, wrought iron 
staircase that runs throughout the hotel. With white marble stairs 
- some worn by over a century of use - one is quickly transported 
back to the days when Chicagoans visited the structure to conduct 
daily business, be it a visit to their local doctor, or lawyer, or even 
in the case of infamous Chicago gangster Al Capone, whose own 
private physician practiced out of what is today room 809.

The rooms hold a collection of modern amenities framed by 
the large windows afforded by the unique steel framework of 

the building.  The Reliance 
building’s original architects 
designed the windows to 
provide as much natural 
light as possible within 
what, at that time, was office space.  Today, 
hotel rooms facing north benefit from these 
original windows with broad views of the 
multi-storied marquees of the Chicago Theatre on State Street and 
the Oriental Theatre along Randolph Street. They also provide 
unobstructed views of the large rehearsal spaces within the new 
home of the Joffrey Ballet at the corner of State and Randolph.  

Benefiting from the level of personal service one can expect 
from a smaller, boutique  hotel, the Burnham has three full-time 
concierge representatives available to serve its weekday clientele 
of business travelers and its predominately family and arts loving 
guests during the weekends. According to Jennifer Navarro, 
Public Relations Manager for Kimpton, the Burnham’s concierges 

are skilled in securing tickets for 
all of the city’s major productions. 
The Hotel also works with the City’s 
Office of Tourism, a division of the 
Cultural Affairs department to help 
promote Chicago as one of the premier 
destinations for patrons of the arts.   

The Kimpton chain of hotels also 
prides itself on being a child-friendly 
organization, offering a series of unique 
services, including childcare, for those 
families and guests that require it.  It’s 
a particularly unique service designed 

to make your little ones feel special.  The staff of the Burnham 
provide unparalleled service and go out of their way to make you 
feel very welcomed and supported – almost like you are part of the 
Kimpton/Burnham family.  In fact, families with small children 
receive complementary gift bags for the kids upon checking in as 
well as complementary cookies and milk just before bedtime to 
ease everyone to sleep.  

Apparently there are a great many travelers interested in 
becoming part of that family. Particularly for those guests in town 
for a weekend full of symphony performances or the newest art 
exhibit, because the Burnham is quickly becoming the hotel of 
choice in the city’s Loop core.  Clements notes that in spite of 
January being one of the slower months of the theater calendar, 
the hotel still continues to reap the benefits of its location with 
theater related business in excess of $10,000.  So if you’re looking 
for a hotel in the midst Chicago’s Cultural Mile, look no further 
than the Hotel Burnham.  You’ll thank me when, in as little as five 
minutes following the end of your next Cadillac Palace Theatre 
performance, you’ll be walking into the warmth of the Burnham 
lobby while your fellow theater patrons are just making their way 
to neighboring parking garages to begin their journeys home. w

not be carried away on the carriage to Hades. Belsky and Ohlsson 
both talk about the apollonian control of all of the internal forces 
in Chopin’s works, and about staying true to the poise and balance 
that are so central to any compelling interpretation.  

And for Belsky, it is the stuff of her tutelage to encourage students 
to feel the passion and immediacy of the music in the moment, but 
also to channel it all, as Chopin once did, into something beautiful 
and capable of being shared and relevant to anyone.

The same passion and emotional weight imbued into Chopin’s 
works has also been imbued into history’s perception of the man 
himself. It is easy to understand, then, how history has looked 
at Chopin and persistently misinterpreted his character. Take, 
for example, the two most popular depictions of Chopin by 
contemporary artists. In the more famous Delacroix interpretation 
of Chopin, he has the pallor of an already advanced syphalitic, his 
face gaunt, his gaze weary of his own humanity, with an expression 
suggestive of one who has been passed over, perhaps deeply 
misunderstood. There is also an aura of mystery – half of his face 
is concealed from us, and the hint of movement in the painting 
would suggest he is about to quietly waste away into an ambiguous 
background.  

The Ary Scheffer rendition of the romantic icon, however, 
presents Chopin as a resolute young man. Like his music, there 
is a pronounced gentleness in Sheffer’s youthful Chopin that 
is juxtaposed by the intense determination detailed in the bold 
representation of the musician’s jaw. Extreme sensitivity marked by 
an equally pronounced clarity of form faintly echo the composer’s 
own, self-proclaimed forbears, Mozart and Bach. Belsky, remarks 
that during Chopin’s life, the piano was in a state of constant and 
rapid evolution. While he typically performed on a Streicher piano, 
when presented with the new Pleyel, he remarked that “Pleyel 
pianos are the last word in perfection.” The Pleyel, is a much 
softer, incredibly subtle and coloristic instrument capable of tender 
pianissimo or very soft playing. It was also the favorite of Claude 
Debussy, another pianist who was greatly influenced by Chopin 
and known for his light touch, warm harmonies, and a rich pallet 
of color.   

With equal parts humor and exasperation, Belsky notes that 
most audiences and students of Chopin would heartily identify with 
the Delacroix painting – and also the more dramatic of the pianos 
– as more apt representations of the composer’s temperament and 
music. They fit well with the view of Chopin as the romantic icon, a 
dark and distracted genius tortured by fragile health and unrequited 
love. According to Belsky, however, depictions of the composer in 
his day were much at odds with Chopin’s perceptions of self.  

Unfortunately for Chopin, history has had a way of creating 
myths about his life, in particular, his alleged affair with the older, 
famed writer Amandine Lucie Aurore Dupin (who wrote under the 
pen name of George Sand and who commonly referred to Chopin 
as “Le Chopinet”).  Much has also been written about his supposed 
delicate nature, and his premature death at 39, tinged with tragedy.  
And his stage persona would most probably not prove congruent 
with the image of a the conquering hero concert artist. 

Unlike Liszt, Chopin did not like to play public concerts; 
the celebrated pianist/composer did not enjoy being the center 
of attention. His piano technique, like his well-structured 
compositions, was simple to behold (if nearly impossible to 
emulate) and in no way related to the stereotype of the romantic 
genius lowering his head to the piano, hands like talons poised to 
swoop down and tackle the keys.  Chopin was always extremely 

straightforward about his own correct placement in the canon of 
music history, even as it was being made.  Whereas Schubert is 
most often associated as classical romantic, Chopin considered 
himself to be a decided classicist.  His book of preludes was very 
self-consciously modeled after Bach’s well-tempered clavier, each 
study a devoted exploration of one of the twelve tonalities from 
both the technical and harmonic perspectives. The melodies within 
those works, while utterly lyrical, bel-cantoesque (he was greatly 
inspired by the opera of the day), and free-spirited, were never truly 
unruly, and they always remained tethered to a discrete, if often 
arpeggiated, bass line.

Yet, in spite of the extremely stable structures, the clear 
recapitulations and developments that characterize Chopin’s music, 
the incredible amount of labor music, as Ohlsson describes it, 
seems to materialize from “an emotional stream of consciousness. 
It doesn’t sound premeditated or constructed.”  This quintessential 
facet of romantic music, that sounds and feels almost improvised, 
effortless, is due to a highly self-disciplined composer’s feat of 
nascondere l’arte  or the “hiding of the art,”  a precision of form 
and a naturalness of lyricism that leaves a listener or pianist with an 
impression of grace and universal “rightness.” One has a tendency 
to forget that Chopin labored intensely to reconstruct what was, at 
its inception, simply an improvisation - as if he sought to maintain 
the ethereal quality of something bestowed from a higher universe.

Ohlsson talks about the challenge every artist must overcome 
to appropriate the technique already latent in the music.  The 
paradox of playing Chopin is very much evident:  “No composer 
feels as natural to me as a pianist as Chopin does.  I mean, he fits 
the hand incredibly well even though he’s extremely demanding 
of the hand. But, it’s done in such an organic way that the music, 
while not necessarily feeling comfortable, feels thrilling…with 
some other composers you’re struggling more. I feel like I breathe 
more naturally with Chopin, and there’s a kind of a relaxation even 
though there’s a tremendous intensity in the music. For example, if 
I play a mixed recital with two or three or four composers, and let’s 
say I have Chopin at the end, when I arrive at the Chopin section (I 
feel), ‘Ahhh this is what I wanted to do all along.’”

Since this examination of Chopin has spoken much of contrast, 
it seems aesthetically justifiable to conclude with one.  In love, 
Chopin set his sights upon George Sand, volatile, flamboyant, and 
descended from nobility.  She actively cultivated the company of 
peasants, whereas her “Chopinet” was conspicuously urban and 
formal, reserved, of positively humble origins, and constantly 
courting (or being courted by) nobility.  Chopin’s music is a mixture 
of qualities, with its most coarse and drastic developments and 
features always strongly grounded by elegant, careful form, and 
surrounded on all sides by a tremendous, if often tragic, lyricism.  
The little worlds that are each and every one of Chopin’s unique 
works inspire within us much impetus to wonder about the man 
himself and the world through which he speaks to us: his music.w

The Historic Burnham
Theater district establishment offers a unique home for the 
visiting culture seeker in Chicago’s Loop.
By Patrick M. Curran II

Pianist Garrick Ohlsson 
will perform two Chopin 
piano concerti with the 
CSO in Ravinia’s celebration 
of the composer’s 
200th anniversary.
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