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FANNY HENSEL

Fanny Hensel: A Research and Information Guide provides scholars in Hensel studies with a resource to navigate the research surrounding the composer’s over 450 musical works. As part of the larger blossoming of women’s music history, new research in the 1980s and 1990s promoted an awareness of Hensel’s output, in particular in the genres of the lied and the solo piano work. This research guide includes an introductory chapter, a summary paragraph at the beginning of each chapter, and annotations for more than 500 entries, focusing on scholarly works as well as selected articles from trade publications, catalogs, and Internet resources.
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Introduction

Those who embark upon Fanny Hensel studies today face a long-standing predicament—a predicament that is epitomized by an architectural plaque on a particular building in Berlin, just east of Potsdamer Platz. A property owned by Abraham Mendelssohn Bartholdy formerly stood there: Leipziger Straße 3, a Baroque mansion at the heart of the Mendelssohn family’s life. At that same address (but in a newer building) now meets the Bundesrat.1 For the past century, the building that currently stands at that address has housed a number of different German governmental or academic functions. This building itself is an imposing edifice with an impressive history—but, at least for our purposes, a disappointing present.2 A small plaque attached to the outside reads:

In this place stood the city home [Stadtpalais] that the banker Abraham Mendelssohn Bartholdy acquired in 1825. It was a meeting place for the arts and scholarship in Berlin at that time. Here, his son Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy (1809–1847) composed, among other things, the overture to A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Here, his daughter Fanny Hensel (1805–1847)—married to the court painter Wilhelm Hensel—organized her famous Sunday musicales [Sonntagsmusiken].3

There is no hint that Fanny Hensel also created her own musical oeuvre, numbering roughly 460 works, almost entirely in that same location; or, indeed, that the bulk of Felix’s creative and professional work was undertaken elsewhere. The statement on this plaque is factually true, and yet it is misleading; it overlooks a significant component of Fanny Hensel’s life and creative work.

Nonetheless, the existence of a plaque celebrating the Mendelssohn siblings at all is a positive signal, given that Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s reputation as a composer has been far from stable in the more than 170 years since his death. In the introduction to the revised edition of the research guide for Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy (Routledge, 2010), Angela Mace notes the “pendulum-like swing in Mendelssohn’s reception over the past two centuries.”4 The swinging pendulum of Mendelssohn’s reception moved from adulation and international success during his lifetime to, in the later nineteenth century, insinuations that he possessed merely second-rate, facile musical ability and lacked the capacity for innovation; and then, at the hands of the Nazis, erasure. After World War II began a slow swing back to renewed appreciation of Mendelssohn’s works, accomplishments, and impact on musical culture. This trajectory, however, is very different from the reception of his sister, Fanny Hensel. Her reputation specifically as a composer—rather than as a muse and mentor to her brother, travel writer, or as the organizer of a famous musical salon—is still emerging fully into the light for the first time.


Thus it is an exciting time to be a Hensel scholar; there is vast uncharted territory available for the intrepid scholar to explore. It is also, however, potentially a confusing time to be a Hensel scholar. The last two decades have seen a flurry of primary sources emerging from private hands and from hidden corners of archives, or being made available in published or digitized versions. These documents have sparked scholarship on newly discovered materials and a rethinking of assumptions and long-held conclusions about Hensel’s life and music. While important insights are still to be gained from older scholarship on Hensel, the budding scholar should be aware that even fundamental matters such as the full extent of Hensel’s oeuvre or aspects of her biography remain unsettled.

Several factors outside Hensel scholarship itself have influenced the trajectory of this field. The study of Fanny Hensel has long been intertwined with scholarship on Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy—a field that, as noted, went through its own roller coaster of dismissal and revival in the twentieth century. Thus the reinvigoration of Mendelssohn scholarship in the post-World War II era, especially with the creation of the Mendelssohn-Archiv at the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin in the 1960s, has lent itself to a rediscovery of Hensel as well.5 In addition, the influx of second-wave feminism into musicology had a dramatic effect on Hensel studies in the 1980s and 1990s, with numerous new biographies, editions, and articles. The resulting explosion in primary and secondary literature ushered in a new era of wide-ranging critical thought about Hensel, especially with regard to her biography, but much of that work now reads as dated or, in the case of performing editions, hastily prepared. More recently, scholarly interest has turned toward careful critical readings of her compositions, along with the ongoing work to assemble the primary sources on Hensel as comprehensively as possible.

The subject of this work, Fanny Mendelssohn, was born in Hamburg on November 14, 1805.6 During the Napoleonic Wars, her family—which by then included not only her parents Abraham and Lea Mendelssohn, but also her siblings Felix and Rebecka—fled Hamburg for Berlin, where they settled and established themselves among the leading families in Berlin’s bourgeois elite. The youngest sibling Paul was born there in 1812.

In 1816, the Mendelssohn parents had their four children baptized into the Protestant faith, quietly signaling their desire to assimilate into mainstream German culture, although the conversion was kept a secret from the rest of the family for many years. Now named Fanny Cäcilie Mendelssohn Bartholdy, she was educated alongside her brother Felix; she studied composition with Carl Friedrich Zelter (the famed leader of the Singakademie) and piano with Marie Bigot and Ludwig Berger. The family purchased the property in which Fanny lived for the rest of her life, Leipziger Straße 3, in 1825.

Upon maturity, her path diverged from Felix’s. Felix traveled throughout Europe, gaining musical exposure and experience, while Fanny remained in the family home in Berlin. In 1829, after a lengthy courtship marked by a five-year separation, Fanny married the court painter Wilhelm Hensel; their only child, Sebastian Hensel, was born the following year. Fanny and Wilhelm Hensel’s marriage was characterized by their mutual support of each other’s creative work. Although Fanny periodically struggled with productivity and experienced frustrations over the lack of a substantial audience for her work as well as her father and brother’s overt and implicit discouragement, her marriage (in contrast to other family relations) was a help rather than a hindrance in her compositional activities. Starting in 1831, Fanny Hensel also ran an important musical salon, better known as the Sonntagsmusiken; Hensel’s salon was originally patterned after her parents’ salon from a decade earlier, but soon developed into a music institution that functioned on the same level as a “small professional concert series.”7 In 1839–1840, the Hensel family took a long-wished-for trip to Italy; during her stay in Rome, Hensel experienced a supportive artistic environment, which led to a new level of self-confidence and fulfillment and spurred a great deal of new composition. Hensel took a second, less enjoyable trip to Italy in 1845, compelled by the need to tend to her ailing sister Rebecka.


Hensel composed over 460 works, largely lieder and solo piano pieces, but also choral music, organ music, chamber music, cantatas, and other genres. In spite of her extensive and sophisticated output, Hensel was deeply conflicted about bringing her work into the public eye, and began publishing her music only a year before her sudden death at age 41 on May 14, 1847. She published opuses 1 through 7 before she died; her family had an additional four opuses published after her death.

PROBLEMS AND POTENTIAL IN HENSEL SCHOLARSHIP

Although the existence of a research guide such as this one suggests that Hensel studies are ripening into a substantial subfield of their own, freed—at least somewhat—from an existence as a supplement to (Felix) Mendelssohn studies, the act of compiling such a guide makes apparent the unresolved disputes as well as the startling lacunae within this field.

No area of Hensel scholarship has been as fraught with tension as that of her biography. Hensel’s original biographer was her son, Sebastian, whose 1879 Die Familie Mendelssohn (translated into English as The Mendelssohn Family only two years later) is a carefully constructed portrait of the Mendelssohn family as stable, bourgeois, and deeply patriotic. His indication that his mother was completely happy with her fate in the private realm, while her brother enjoyed an international career, is problematic; but an unnuanced rejection of Sebastian Hensel’s portrait of his mother is also problematic. In the intervening years between Sebastian Hensel’s publication and the “rediscovery” of Fanny Hensel in the late 1970s and early 1980s, while she was not entirely forgotten, her status was relegated to that of “Mendelssohn’s sister,” primarily his chronicler and muse.8 New research in the 1980s and 1990s put Hensel on the scholarly radar, perhaps in the first significant way since her death.9 Such work was part of the larger blossoming of women’s music history, which was linked to the growth of women’s history (outside music) and the influence of feminist scholarship on the academy as a whole. Given the limited information about Hensel’s musical works that was available at the time, this early scholarship naturally focused on her biography and her relationship to her brother Felix Mendelssohn, although it also established a preliminary profile of her as a composer.


A problem related to the biographical quandaries is the state of the biographical sources, especially her letters. Hensel was an active and engaging correspondent, but our understanding of the full extent of her letters remains incomplete. The first large-scale attempts to publish her letters understandably focused on her correspondence with her brother Felix. In the mid-1980s, the publication of selections from Hensel’s letters, including a volume edited by Eva Weissweiler, and an edition with translations into English by Marcia Citron, opened a new world of primary source material to study Hensel’s life and family relationships.10

Indeed, Fanny and Felix had a complex and fascinating relationship, both from a psychological perspective and from a musical and aesthetic perspective, which is revealed through these sources. But Felix was hardly the only person with whom Fanny had a relationship or corresponded. Although the sibling relationship has provided much fodder for analysis and interpretation (see the section “Fanny Hensel and Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy”), Fanny’s other relationships, including with her sister Rebecka and her musical colleagues and friends outside the family, remain underexamined. In addition, Hensel’s remaining letters—other than the correspondence with Felix—have yet to be fully inventoried, let alone published; these letters have the potential to offer fascinating insights into Hensel as a part of Berlin’s (and Germany’s) social and musical world and the international musical community.

Although our understanding of Hensel’s musical oeuvre and manuscripts is more stable than that of the letters, it is clear that we may yet not know of all of the Hensel works that still exist in manuscript. Items that have been carefully preserved in private hands since Hensel’s death have slowly been flowing toward major public archives such as the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin—Preußischer Kulturbesitz, but that process has been incremental, and there is no assurance that it is complete. As recently as 2010 a new work came to light: the Ostersonate, discovered by Angela Mace (now Angela Mace Christian). The manuscript of this work, however, remains in private hands, and Mace Christian’s performing edition is the only score that a scholar has to work with.11 This is but one example; there may indeed still be more Hensel works held by private individuals waiting to be discovered and studied.

Of the works whose existence has been securely documented, there is a great deal of inconsistency in the extent to which music scholars have assessed and analyzed them. The body of scholarship on the 1841 piano cycle Das Jahr, for example, is copious enough to merit a subsection of this book to itself, while the scholarship on Hensel’s two completed organ works, or her several secular large-scale vocal works, remains minimal. This unevenness in the scholarly coverage is a frustration for those looking for analysis and contextual insight on the less-known works, but it also presents a major opportunity for a researcher looking for unexplored territory.

Hensel published only a small percentage of her works in her lifetime. In addition to the lieder that (notoriously) appeared under her brother’s name—three songs each in his opp. 8 and 9—and a handful of works included in albums and periodicals, she issued thirty-two works in opp. 1–7 before her death in 1847. It is likely that she was considering further publications at the time of her death. In the three years afterward, an additional four opuses were issued, extending to a total of eleven opus numbers.


The rest of the works remained in manuscript until the Hensel revival of the 1980s spurred scholars to re-examine her musical output, but to this day many works remain unpublished and available in manuscript only. Thus, there is no one authoritative source for Hensel scores, no Gesamtausgabe. The fact that Hensel did not prepare the bulk of her music for publication (and, indeed, may never have considered that it might be made widely available) makes publishing these works at all problematic—and this, in turn, makes the idea of a complete works edition fraught with difficulties. Nonetheless, some works that were previously unpublished are now available in performing editions from publishers including Furore, Breitkopf & Härtel, Henle, A-R Editions, Hildegard Publishing, Edition Kunzelmann, and others. In addition, Bote & Bock and Dover have published reprint editions of some of Hensel’s original publications. These performing editions range widely in editorial practices and in the degree to which they can be considered final versions. This is also both a problem and an opportunity for Hensel scholars; there is significant space available for new analytical and cultural scholarship on these sources.

ABOUT THIS BOOK

This book is organized into seven sections, reflecting rough categories into which Hensel scholarship can currently be sorted. Many items belong in more than one section (see “Note on cross-referencing” below). Within each section, entries are arranged alphabetically by author name, then title.

The section on biographies includes the following subsections: biographies that are specifically focused on Fanny Hensel; writing about the Mendelssohn family in general that includes substantial information about Hensel; biographical writing about her relationship with her brother Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy (that includes substantial discussion of Fanny); studies of the Hensel family and members of the Hensel family; discussion of Fanny Hensel in relation to contemporaries; and Hensel as a pianist. This section concludes with a preliminary listing of belletristic or fictional works about Hensel; the decision to include these works was spurred by the realization that there is a significant quantity of Hensel biography that exists in a liminal space between scholarly interpretation and historically informed creative work.

The next section turns to the state of Fanny Hensel scholarship itself, listing important journals and collections, then reflections on Hensel scholarship and the matter of editing Hensel’s works. The guide then turns to the primary sources: the works lists and thematic catalogs, manuscript catalogs, exhibit catalogs, and facsimiles that enable engagement with Hensel’s music as she created it; this section ends with reflections on sources and archives. This is followed by another significant category of primary sources: editions of letters and other personal documents, as well as memoirs that mention Hensel. The guide then turns to studies of the musical works themselves, arranged by major genres in which Hensel composed, and a section on significant musical and compositional influences on Hensel. This guide concludes by examining cultural studies that engage with or touch on Hensel, including: her Sonntagsmusiken (and, relatedly, salon culture); Italy; the Mendelssohn home; Hensel as a correspondent; feminist studies; religious studies; and others.


NOTE ON CROSS-REFERENCING

Items that are strongly relevant to more than one topic have entries under both, with a “See” reference to the main entry. For example, discussion of Hensel’s three 1831 cantatas inevitably touches not only upon her work in vocal genres, but also on how her musical style was affected by her lifelong engagement with the works of Johann Sebastian Bach. Items that do not engage significantly with more than one topic but still touch on multiple matters are noted in the general index.

NOTE ON THE TYPES OF ITEMS INCLUDED AND ANNOTATIONS

This book covers monographs, journal articles, essays, collections of essays, catalogs, primary sources, and databases pertaining to Hensel studies in the languages named below. Although it may not have succeeded, it attempts to be comprehensive in those formats. Dissertations and theses are included insofar as they have had an impact on Hensel studies. Those dissertations and theses that have been widely cited also include an annotation; others that may be a useful reference source are included under the appropriate topic but not annotated. Some items were not available for the author to evaluate due to problems with acquiring the material on interlibrary loan or through other channels; those items are cited in the most likely appropriate category but not annotated. Vanity press publications are not included, nor are master’s theses or undergraduate seminar papers. General survey articles about female composers are included if they have a particular focus on Hensel or include a new perspective on her or one of her works. ISBN and ISSN numbers are noted when available, in the interest of aiding the researcher in locating these items. Responsibility for omissions in items included or errors in the listings rests solely with the author of this guide.

NOTE ON NAMES

The subject of this bibliography is known by a variety of names. She has been styled: “Fanny Mendelssohn,” “Fanny Mendelssohn-Bartholdy” (with and without the hyphen), “Fanny Hensel,” “Fanny Hensel, geb. Mendelssohn([-]Bartholdy),” “Fanny Mendelssohn-Hensel,” and even the improbable “Fanny Hensel-Mendelssohn-Bartholdy.”

Some of the names listed were ones that she herself used at various points in her lifetime, while others are after-the-fact inventions. To wit: she was born Fanny Mendelssohn,12 became Fanny Cäcilie Mendelssohn Bartholdy (no hyphen) upon her baptism at age 13, then became Fanny Hensel when she married Wilhelm Hensel in 1829, and published under “Fanny Hensel, geb. Mendelssohn Bartholdy,” perhaps at the insistence of her publishers. Some scholars have concluded that her own preference was for “Fanny Hensel.”13


Thus the matter of surnames is far from straightforward. In addition, the vast majority of the people who were closest to Fanny Hensel had one of a few surnames: Mendelssohn, Mendelssohn Bartholdy, Hensel, or Dirichlet. Of these four surnames, Fanny Hensel herself used three of them at various points in her life. In the entries in this bibliography, “Hensel” often suffices to distinguish Fanny Hensel, although not when she is discussed in the same breath as her husband and son. On the other hand, referring to her as “Hensel” in the context of events that occurred before she was married is just as potentially confusing. Thus, while the subject of this work is typically called “Hensel” or “Fanny Hensel” throughout this resource guide, as needed I have chosen to refer to her as “Fanny” or “Fanny Mendelssohn Bartholdy” instead. In some contexts, a switch to given names—especially “Fanny” and “Felix”—lends an entry the most clarity. The use of the given name alone thus should not be taken as a sign of disrespect or inappropriate familiarity, but rather an attempt to clear some very muddy waters with regard to names.

NOTE ON LANGUAGES

This book includes references to primary and secondary literature in German, English, French, Italian, Spanish, Polish, Finnish, and Slovenian. Although the text of this book is in English and is published by an American firm, the more-than-casual reader will undoubtedly notice that a significant quantity of the scholarship included here is in German. This reflects the state of the field. Although the initial impetus for the “rediscovery” of Fanny Hensel in the late 1970s and early 1980s stemmed to a certain extent from American scholars—especially Marcia Citron and Victoria Sirota—since the 1990s, new work on Hensel has flourished (with important exceptions) among German writers and scholars.

The reasons for this are numerous. Many of the pioneering American scholars who worked on Hensel were inspired by the introduction of feminist thought into musicology. Hensel is in some ways an obvious candidate to be a feminist icon: she was a nineteenth-century female composer with an extensive, high-quality body of work—a body of work that was largely hidden from public view during her own lifetime and afterward, due to pressure from and prejudices of male authority figures. In addition, aspects of Hensel’s biography fit neatly into a feminist critique: the publication of her works under her brother Felix’s name, her father Abraham’s blatant discouragement of a career outside the home, and Felix’s lack of enthusiasm for her publishing and heavy-handed criticism of her work in “larger,” more typically “masculine” genres. Thus Hensel, along with her contemporary Clara Schumann, were rightly objects of great interest to American scholars at the time that feminism was starting to enter into musicological thought. Although there remains substantial interest in Hensel in the United States, in recent decades feminist musicologists (indeed, the musicological community overall) in the United States have turned their attention to music outside Germany—especially female American composers and women’s musical culture throughout the world.


The changing winds of topical interest in the United States were hardly the only factor channeling Hensel scholarship back to Germany and thus into the German language, however. The largest archival holdings for Hensel’s music manuscripts, letters, and other primary source documents are found in the Mendelssohn-Archiv of the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin. Although major primary sources are increasingly available in edited (and occasionally translated) versions, many sources remain unstudied. In order to work with such materials, the researcher must master not only the German language, but nineteenth-century German handwriting—which presents significant (although not insurmountable) difficulties for the researcher who does not speak German as a native language. Furthermore, although the Staatsbiblothek zu Berlin continues to pursue a robust digitization program, many Hensel sources remain accessible only to those physically in Berlin. In addition, the unknown or unstudied state of many of the Hensel sources in Germany lend themselves to the postivistic approach that is, at this time, more commonly supported in Germany than in the United States.

This is not to say that there is no new work on Hensel being undertaken in English—the recent publications of R. Larry Todd, Angela Mace Christian, Marian Wilson Kimber, J. Michael Cooper, Stephen Rodgers, and many others indicate that American Hensel scholarship continues to flourish. Nonetheless, the student or researcher new to Hensel studies should consider themselves advised of the situation vis-à-vis languages in this field, and should prepare accordingly.

Laura K. T. Stokes

Providence, Rhode Island

October 2018

NOTES

  1    The Bundesrat represents the sixteen federated states (Länder) of modern Germany at the national level.

  2    It is architect Friedrich Schulze’s Herrenhaus, which was completed in 1904 and partially rebuilt after World War II.

  3    The original text reads: An dieser Stelle befand sich das Stadtpalais, das der Bankier Abraham Mendelssohn Bartholdy 1825 erwarb. Es wurde zu einem Treffpunkt für Kunst und Gelehrsamkeit im damaligen Berlin. Hier komponierte sein Sohn Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy (1809–1847) unter anderem die Ouvertüre zum “Sommernachtstraum.” Hier veranstaltete seine Tochter Fanny Hensel (1805–1847)—verheiratet mit dem Hofmaler Wilhelm Hensel—ihre berühmten Sonntagsmusiken.

  4    Angela R. Mace, “Introduction to the Revised Edition,” in John Michael Cooper and Angela R. Mace, Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy: A Research and Information Guide, 2nd edition (New York: Routledge, 2010), xv.
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11    The score is found as an appendix to Mace’s dissertation. Angela Regina Mace, “Fanny Hensel, Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, and the Formation of the Mendelssohnian Style” (PhD diss., Duke University, 2013).

12    See n. 6 above about “Zippora.”
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