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Wiadystaw  Szpilman IS born In
Sosnowiec, Poland to Szmuel Szpilman
and Estera Rappaport Szpilman. He would

become the oldest of four children:
Regina, Henryk, and Halina.’
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Warsaw Ghetto Map (c. 1942). Included in The Warsaw Diary of Adam Czerniakow as
supplemental material.” Szpilman’s family lived on Sliska Street, approximated above with
a dot and an arrow. The General Government instated a Judenrat, or Jewish Council, to
head the ghetto’s administration. The council was usually made up of prominent figures in
the Jewish community. Adam Czerniakow was the Head of the Warsaw Judenrat. On July
23, 1942, Czerniakow died by suicide. He could not bear the thought of facilitating the
deportation of his community.

What it costs me they do not see... I am trying not to let the smile leave my face
- Adam Czerniakow, July 19, 1942

President Paul von Hindenburg appoints Adolf Hitler
as Chancellor — the Third Reich begins.

This prompts Szpilman to leave the Berlin Academy
of Arts and move back in with his family in Warsaw.
Szpilman becomes a Pianist for Polish Radio

1 September Hitler invades Poland, two days later
Britain and France declare war on Nazi Germany.
By 5 December, all Jews must wear a white
armband with a blue Star of David. Nazi decree
declares Jews “parasites” who must be “cleansed.”?
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The Warsaw Ghetto Is established In
October. Szpilman describes life In the
ghetto as an “anthill under threat,” and that
Jews were “paralysed” by the “thoughtless”
brutality of the Nazis.*

Synthesizing History, Literature, and Film

Research Question: How can the individual story of Witadystaw Szpilman contribute to a more nuanced understanding of
collective memory in the context of the Warsaw Ghetto?

Framework: This project is an “inverted” approach to historical research. Typically, history iIs presented in the form of important
statistics, legal documents, international agreements, or reports, with personal anecdotes presented as supplemental material. Here,
the personal story is the primary source material, which is then supplemented by statistics, legal documents, international
agreements, and reports.

Limitations: The field Is often met with criticism that it i1s overly subjective and stands at odds with unbiased historical records.
However, bias can humanize historical accounts when used judiciously. Accounts based on memory should be paired with an
unbiased counterpart, and an acknowledgement of the ramifications of bias.

Source Material: The Pianist: The Extraordinary True Story of One Man’s Survival in Warsaw, 1939-1945 by Wiadystaw
Szpilman and The Pianist (2002), directed by Roman Polanski.

Methodology: This study includes historical, literary, and film analyses which cover themes of freedom, survival, hope, and
passion, as these themes are the essence of Szpilman’s mindset before, during, and after the war. The literary analysis focuses on
the content of Szpilman’s story including how Szpilman, tells his story. The film analysis examines how film enhances the story
and makes it more accessible to the public.

Findings: Combining literature with film effectively and visually demonstrates that people are more than a number. There were
over 375,000 Jews In the Warsaw Ghetto, and each one had a valuable life which should not be reduced to such an intangible
number.® Roman Polanski’s film elicits an empathetic response from viewers via color, music, camera angles, and framing to
humanize Szpilman and his family, friends, colleagues, and peers. Interestingly, while the same themes exist in print and on film,
they must be represented differently. Notably, hope Is represented as a mindset in the memoir, given that this media allows for the
expression of inner thoughts. Though in the film, hope Is better represented as resilience and Is demonstrated through actions.
Polanski ultimately poses the question (via Henryk): Is hope realistic or does it encourage disappointment? For Szpilman, hope
came In the form of pushing through painful and demoralizing situations and wholeheartedly believing that he would live and play
the piano again. For Henryk, taking a realistic mindset and not succumbing to the Nazis’ attempts to dehumanize him were his
form of hope and resistance. Regardless of the means, optimistic and realistic hope are both strong forms of mental resistance
which ensured both brothers of their dignity.

16 August Szpilman’s family Is sent to the
Umschlagplatz. He recalls his father saying
that he would rather “risk hoping” for the
“ten per cent chance” at life than succumb
to the thought of total extermination.*
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