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FANNY HENSEL (1805-1847)
Undoubtedly the preeminent woman composer of Germany in the nineteenth century, Fanny Hensel
received an exemplary musical education. Growing up in the well-off Mendelssohn home gave Fanny
and her beloved brother Felix wonderful opportunities to be exposed to excellent music and to some of
the leading personalities of the time visiting in their home. Both of these talented children were taught
piano at home by their mother, Ludwig Berger, and by Marie Bigot in Paris in 1816. And both of the
siblings composed.
Whereas Felix was encouraged to make music a career, Fanny was expected to be a model housewife:
overseeing her son Sebastian's education, looking after the household, and being a wonderful compan
ion and support for her husband, Wilhelm Hensel. As a result, Fanny's father and brother were quite
firm in their resolve that although she might compose, she should not publish her works (at least not
under her own name) lest the public's demands for her attention detract from her responsibilities as wife
and mother. She accepted their wisdom because it was the norm for upper middle-class German women.
Felix did publish six of her Lieder in his own publications (Opp. 8-9) under his own name, thereby permit
ting the public the opportunity of becoming acquainted with her fine creative efforts without interfering
with her domestic responsibilities. In the Mendelssohn home at Leipzigerstra8e 3 in Berlin, she was able
to perform at musical gatherings for family, friends, and visitors, including some of her own composi
tions.
On the other hand, her husband strongly encouraged her to compose, and he had no objections to her
publishing her works. He was awarded the Prix de Rome for his accomplishments as an artist. The year
the Hensels spent in Italy (1839-40) was one of the most important of Fanny's life. As a direct conse
quence of being encouraged by the many artists they came to know in Italy, she finally resolved to
publish her music. Published works include Lieder, Gartenlieder for choir, a Piano Trio, and various piano
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