Chopin on his Health
Chopin, like Mozart, Schubert and Mendelssohn, did not live to see his 40th birthday.  The deaths of both Mozart, Schubert and Mendelssohn were relatively sudden and unexpected, but Chopin was in poor health much of his life and had begun to think about his death in advance.
Until the age of 20 Chopin was relatively healthy, but with periods of illness and also periods of mental stress.  At age 15 he wrote that his health “is as good as a faithful dog…”
  In the following year, February, 1826, Chopin appears to have succumbed along with a number of Warsaw citizens to a serious illness.  An interesting letter written at this time also tells us something of the medical treatment of the day.
Everybody’s failing ill, and I too.  You maybe suppose that all this scribbling is being done at a table, but you’re wrong.  It’s from under my quilt and comes out of a head that’s tied up in a nightcap because it’s been aching; I don’t know why, for the last four days.  They have put leeches on my throat because the glands have swelled, and our Roemer says it’s a catarrhal affection.

Whatever the nature of this illness, by June Chopin was still not feeling well.  By the Summer he was resting in a spa in Silesia, where the fresh air apparently helped his improvement.

The fresh air and the whey which I take very conscientiously have set me up so well that I am quite different from what I was in Warsaw…  The one thing lacking, for which all the beauties of Reinertz can not compensate me is a good piano.  Imagine, there is not one good piano and all that I have seen are instruments which cause me more distress than pleasure….

…..

I have been drinking whey and the local waters for two weeks and they say that I am looking a little better, but I am said to be getting fat….

By the Fall Chopin was back in Warsaw, but still under doctors’ care.

Both German and German-Polish doctors have told me to walk as much as possible….  I go to bed at nine.  All teas, evenings and balls are off.  I drink an emetic water by Malcz’s orders and feed myself only on oatmeal like a horse.

By 1829 Chopin was improved in physical health, but was feeling constrained by Warsaw.

You wouldn’t believe how dreary I find Warsaw now….  How dismal it is to have no one to go to in the morning to share one’s griefs and joys.  How hateful when something weighs on you and there’s nowhere to lay it down….  I often tell to my piano what I want to tell to you.

In a letter to this same friend the following month he mentions that “something is missing in Warsaw” and again that he has no one to talk with.

In retrospect we can see that perhaps these concerns of having no one to talk with was also a harbinger for the next stage of his health.  For the next five years, beginning in 1830 when he was 20 years of age, the correspondence of Chopin begins to reflect serious periods of melancholy.  In April he reports being even more bored and that,
I wish I could throw off the thoughts that poison my happiness, and yet I love to indulge in them; I don’t know myself what is wrong with me….

He continues by noting that his sleep is not leaving him rested and that he is getting weaker.  By September, 1830, Chopin is actually thinking of death.
How dismal it must be to die anywhere else except where one has lived!  How horrible it will be to see beside my death-bed some cold-blooded doctor or servant instead of my own family….

Explain to me why man supposes that today is only going to be tomorrow.

By the end of 1830 he is in Vienna and he writes to another friend that it is Christmas Day, that he is alone and “gnawing my ring.”
  A week later, on New Year’s Day, 1831, he writes to his family that he begins the New Year very sadly.  By the Spring, 1831, one begins to see serious melancholy.

As I write this, some horrible presentiment torments me.  I keep thinking that it’s a dream or hallucination, that I am with all of you, and all this is a dream.  The voices I hear, to which my soul is not accustomed, make no other impression on me than the rattling of carriages in the street or any other casual noise.  Your voice or that of Tytus would rouse me from this dead state of indifference.  To live or to die seems all one to me today….

An entry in his diary for this very period, describing his visit to the famous Viennese entertainment park, is also very dark in character.

Today it was beautiful on the Prater.  Crowds of people with whom I have nothing to do.  I admired the foliage; the spring smell and that innocence of nature brought back my childhood’s feeling.  A storm was threatening, so I went in, but there was no storm.  Only I got melancholy.  Why?  I don’t care for even music today; it’s late, but I’m not sleepy; I don’t know what is wrong with me.  And I’ve started my third decade!

The papers and posters have announced my concert, it’s in two days time and it’s as if there were no such thing; it doesn’t seem to concern me.  I don’t listen to compliments; they seem to me stupider and stupider.  I wish I were dead; and yet I should like to see my parents.  
Everything I have seen abroad till now seems to me old and hateful and just makes me sigh for home, for those blessed moments that I didn’t know how to value.  What used to seem great, today seems common.  What I used to think common, is now incomparable, too great, too high….  I’m puzzled, I’m melancholy, I don’t know what to do with myself.  I wish I weren’t alone!

During the summer a letter to his family tells them he is feeling well,
 but by December the melancholy has returned.

I go nearly crazy with melancholy, especially if it rains.

…..

My health is bad.  I am gay on the outside, especially among my own folk (Poles) but inside something gnaws at me; some presentiment, anxiety, dreams – or sleeplessness –melancholy, indifference – desire for life, and the next instant, desire for death, some kind of sweet peace, some kind of numbness, absent-mindedness and sometimes definite memories worry me.  My mind is sour, bitter, salt; some hideous jumble of feelings shakes me!

By 1835 Chopin writes his family that he is “happy, happy, happy.”
  Perhaps the curtain of melancholy had lifted, but soon his health would change.  
From 1837, until his death in 1849, Chopin was frequently in poor health, although the beginning in this year of his romantic association with George Sand, a well-known lady novelist of the day, provided some periods of happiness.  He was ill in the Winter of 1837 “with grippe” and was sent by his doctor to Ems to rest.
The year 1838 finds him in Palma and exclaiming “A glorious life! – I am better.”
  By December, however, he is seriously ill and letters to his friend are interesting for their medical detail.

I have  been as sick as a dog these last two weeks; I caught cold in spite of the heat, roses, oranges, palms, figs and three most famous doctors of the island.  One sniffed at what I spat up, the second tapped where I spat it from and the third pokes about and listened how I spat it.  One said I had died, the second that I am dying, and the third that I shall die.  And today I’m the same as ever, only I can’t forgive Jasio for not giving me a consultation when I had an attack of bronchite aigue, which can always be expected in my case.  I could scarcely keep them from bleeding me and they put no setons or vesicators, but, thanks to Providence, I am now as before.

…..

I can’t sleep.  I only cough and, covered with poultices for a long time past, wait for the Spring or for something else.

By the Spring of 1839 Chopin is in Marseilles but apparently has not recovered from the illness of the past December.

Thanks for the friendly help that you give to a feeble person.  Embrace Jas and tell him that I am – or rather, that they were not allowed to bleed me, that I have vesicators, that I don’t cough much, only in the morning; and that I am not yet regarded as a consumptive.  I drink no coffee, nor wine – only milk.  I keep warm and look like a girl.

The rest of 1839 seems to consist of Chopin’s health improving and failing in rapid succession.  On March 13 he reports “I am better every day,” but 4 days later, “I am still weak and not fit to write.”
  By the end of March he declares, “My health is quite restored,” but in April while he is again playing piano has “not yet begun to sing and dance.”

During the Summer, Chopin writes a friend that not only “I am not well,” but that his significant other (George Sand) is also ill.
  This letter has an additional comment in the hand of Sand in which she expresses her concern that “Chopin is becoming devoured by melancholy.”  This melancholy sets Chopin to thinking again about death,

All will pass, and our tongues will rot, and our souls will be unhurt.

This period of discouraging ill heath seems to continue through 1842.

I cough, and do nothing.

…..

I must stay in bed all day, I have so much pain in my beastly face and glands.

This period is followed by two years of encouraging reports found in letters sent to George Sand.

Believe that we are both well, that illness is far from me and that I have only happiness before me.

…..

I will say nothing more except that I am well and that I am your most fossilized fossil.

Beginning with July, 1845, Chopin becomes restless and confides to his family that he finds himself wandering from room to room without purpose.  In addition he reports,

I feel strange here this year.  Often in the morning I go into the next room, but there’s no one there….  At this moment I am not with myself, but only as usual in some strange outer space.  Granted, it is only those imaginary spaces, but I am not ashamed of that….

By the Fall of 1845 Chopin observes, “I’m as sick as a dog.”
  To his family he reports that his cough has returned and he is again thinking of his own mortality.

Today the entire household has colds.  That I cough insufferably is not surprising….  Sometimes I would give years of my life for a few hours of sunshine.  I have outlived so many persons younger and stronger than I, that I think I must be immortal.

In his correspondence of 1847 Chopin complains of poor health the entire year.  In January, “Here there is nothing but illness on illness”
  In April his “attacks have not been frequent,” but his head is not clear.
  In September the Princess Marcellina is coming to visit Paris but Chopin is too ill to help locate rooms for her party.
  In November he complains, “I choke; I have a headache….”
  And finally in December he writes his sister,

There is a great deal of grippe [in Paris], but I have enough with my usual cough….  I smell my homeopathic flasks from time to time, give many piano lessons and manage as I can.

The year 1848 found Chopin in Paris complaining during the Spring with “grippe” and neuralgia.  It was, however, a long trip to England and Scotland during this year which greatly weakened his health.  Always sensitive to any lack of sunny weather, soon after his arrival in London we can see Chopin’s mental health failing as he exclaims, “Misfortune and misfortune.  I have lost all desire in my soul.”
  For the next two months his mental and physical health was clearly failing.
If I could have a few days without blood-spitting, if I were younger, if I were not prostrate under my afflictions as I am, I might be able to start life again.

…..

I can’t find any comfort, I have worn out all feeling – I only vegetate and wait for it to end soon.

…..

My health varies from hour to hour, but often in the mornings it seems as if I must cough my life out.  I’m depressed in spirit and my head gets muddled.  I even avoid solitude, so as not to think, for I must not be ill long here and want to avoid getting feverish….

I can’t finish your letter; my nerves are all on the jump.  I suffer from some kind of silly depression and, with all my resignation – I don’t know – I worry about what to do with myself.

Given the already very serious condition of Chopin’s health and his mental attitude, one can only imagine how much lower his spirit became in August as he now traveled further north to Scotland, where even the houses are dark, gray and drab.

My health might be worse, but I am weaker all the time and still unable to bear this climate.

In a letter to his friend, Juljan Fontana, Chopin refers to the ancient Greek concept of the healthy body being analogous to a well-tuned string instrument.

The “table d’harmonie” is excellent, but the strings have snapped and some of the pegs are missing.  The worst is that we are the work of a fine instrument maker: some Stradivarius sui generic who is no longer here to repair us….

I’m writing you rubbish because there’s no sense in my head.  I’m vegetating and waiting patiently for winter.  I dream now of home, now of Rome, now of joy and now of grief.  Nobody plays as I like nowadays and I have grown so forbearing….

…..

The weather has changed: it is bad outside, and I am cross and depressed and people bore me with their excessive attention.  I can’t breathe, I can’t work.  I feel alone, alone, alone, though I am surrounded….

…..

For me the future grows always worse.  I am weaker, I can’t compose anything, less from lack of desire than from physical hindrances….

Finally Chopin returns to London but his spirit remains very low.

I have been ill the last 18 days, ever since I reached London.  I have not left the house at all, I have had such a cold and such headaches, short breath and all my bad symptoms….

Why should God kill me this way, not at once, but little by little and through the fever of indecision.

…..

I am progressively weaker, duller, without any hope, without a home….

…..

What has become of my art?  And my heart, where have I wasted it?  I scarcely remember any more how they sing at home.  The world slips away from me somehow.  I forget.  I have no more strength; if I rise a little, I fall again, lower than ever.

In 1849, the final year of Chopin’s life, he is back in Paris, placing himself at the mercy of his doctors but finding no confidence in them.

I have to lie down ten times a day.  Dr. Molin knew the secret of how to liven me up.  Since then I have seen M. Louis, Dr. Roth, during two months and now M. Simon, a great reputation among the homeopaths; but they just sound me and give no relief. They all agree about climate, peaceful life, rest.  Rest – I shall get it one day without them.

In letters to Solange Clesinger from Paris Chopin becomes philosophical,

One can’t have everything in this world.  Be content with the greatest of joys: health.

…..

For the moment, everything is disgusting.

Soon his mind returns to the problem of finding a doctor that takes him seriously and one that he can believe in.

I am stronger, for I have been eating and have dropped the medication, but I gasp and cough just the same only I bear it better.

I can’t find out from my Dr. Frenkel, whether to go to some spa or to go South.  He has again withdrawn his infusion and given me another medication and again I don’t want it.  When I ask him about hygiene, he answers that a regular regime is not necessary for me….  He may be a good consultant…but he has no sequence in his mind….

…..

My Jew, Dr. Frenkel, has not come for a week; at the end he even left off putting papers into the urine and only talked to me about some Englishman whom he saved from cholera by means of some medicine with the reactionary French government will not have him asked to introduce.  So I am left to myself and perhaps may crawl out all the quicker.

…..

His Esculapius has not called for ten days.  He has probably guessed, at last, that there is something beyond his science here.  All the same, praise him up well to your lodger and to others who know him and say that he did me a lot of good, but that I am the sort of person who is satisfied the moment he gets a little better….

In July of 1849, his final summer, Chopin was suffering greatly from what today appears to have been chronic pulmonary tuberculosis.

I have not spat blood since the day before yesterday – my legs are swollen – but I’m still weak and lazy, I can’t go upstairs, I suffocate.

…..

I am very weak.  I have some sort of diarrhea.  Yesterday I consulted Cruveille who advises me to take almost nothing and just keep still.  He said that if homeopathy had dome be good in Molin’s time, that was because it did not overload me with medications and left much to nature.  But I see that he also regards me as a consumptive, for he ordered a teaspoonful of something with lichen in it.

Chopin died three months later, on October 7, 1849.  Just before his death he made this final request,

As this cough will choke me, I implore you to have my body opened, so that I may not be buried alive.
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