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FANNY HENSEL AND FELIX MENDELSSOHN
IN CONTEXT

Brimming with fresh insights, this volume offers a comprehensive
overview of the personal, cultural, intellectual, professional, political
and religious contexts in which immensely gifted sister and brother
Fanny Hensel (née Mendelssohn) and Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy
lived and worked. Based on the latest research, it explores nineteenth-
century musical culture from different yet complementary perspec-
tives, including gender roles, private versus public music-making,
cultural institutions and reception history. Thematically organised,
concise chapters cover a broad range of topics from family, friends
and colleagues, to poetry, art and aesthetics, foreign travel, celebrity
and legacy. With contributions from a host of Mendelssohn and
Hensel experts as well as leading scholars from disciplines beyond
musicology it sheds new light on the environments in which the
Mendelssohns moved, promoting a deeper understanding of their
music.
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COMPOSERS IN CONTEXT

Understanding and appreciation of musical works is greatly enhanced by
knowledge of the context within which their composers lived and worked. Each
of these volumes focusses on an individual composer, offering lively, accessible and
concise essays by leading scholars on the many contexts — professional, political,
intellectual, social and cultural — that have a bearing on his or her work.
Biographical and musical influences, performance and publishing history and
the creative afterlife of each composer’s work are also addressed, providing
readers with a multi-faceted view of how the composers” output and careers
were shaped by the world around them.
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Benedict Taylor
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Preface

Combining the figures of Fanny Hensel and Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy
in a ‘Composers in Context’ volume requires virtually no justification — in
fact it would be impossible to imagine two separate volumes. As the only
brother—sister pair in music history where both siblings can lay claim to be
amongst the most important musicians and composers of their epoch, they
represent a fascinating case study where two individuals emerge quite
literally from the same historical, social, cultural and indeed genetic
context, yet where their gender determined their ambitions, lives and
careers in tellingly different ways. The implications of this social bifurca-
tion became apparent when we, as editors, began to think about the most
appropriate title for the book: all the siblings were of course originally
named Mendelssohn, not officially adding the surname ‘Bartholdy’ until
1822 (a decision hotly debated within the family and never adopted by the
children as more than an addition to the family name). Fanny, however,
changed her name upon her marriage to the Prussian court painter
Wilhelm Hensel in 1829, and it is by that name that she is most commonly
referred to in the literature — presumably to distinguish her clearly from her
brother, but the fact remains that she was ‘Fanny Mendelssohn
(Bartholdy)’ for more than half her life, and also roughly half her surviving
compositions predate her marriage. To try to reflect this transition either in
the title of the volume or the text of the chapters would have resulted in —
ultimately unnecessary — confusion, and so the decision was taken to
conform to what has become common usage and to refer to Fanny
consistently by her married name (not unlike Clara Schumann where
a comparable dilemma applies), rather than to both together as ‘the
Mendelssohns’, which additionally implies a uniformly shared context
that this volume, if anything, attempts to dispel rather than encourage.
That said, much of the social and familial background, especially in the
years before 1833 when Felix left Berlin for good, is of course shared, which
means it makes sense to have the two siblings also share this volume where

xiii
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xiv Preface

two separate volumes would have resulted in an enormous amount of
duplication, and no justification could have been offered on having
a volume on one but not the other. Indeed, almost every single chapter is
designed to use this juxtaposition as an opportunity to assess similarities as
much as differences in how Felix and Fanny managed the world in which
they lived and acted, and the epilogue will return to this and offer some
final thoughts on precisely this question. The chapters as such are grouped
in six sections of six chapters each, progressing in concentric contextual
circles from the immediate family context to the individuals, institutions
and cultural circumstances amongst which the two siblings grew up,
followed by wider questions of musical history and musical life and finally
reception and legacy.

Any multi-authored volume such as this would be impossible without
the assistance of many individuals and institutions. First and foremost, our
gratitude goes to all the authors who willingly submitted to the Procrustean
task of addressing often quite weighty issues in the space of no more than
3,000 words. The editors would like to thank in particular the institutions
owning the images in the book for their permission to reproduce;
Alessandra Palidda for preparing the index; and finally Kate Brett for
providing, as commissioning editor, just the right balance of patience
and encouragement to bring the project to a successful completion.
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