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@ HARP HISTORY

Franz Poenitz (1850-1912)

by Andreas Fischer
Translated and revised by Isabel Moretén

Ed. - 2012 is the centennial of Poenitz’s death.

Born Franz Burkowitz in the small West
Prussian town of Bischofswerder! on 17
August 1850, Franz Poenitz was the eldest
son of a respected merchant. When he was
two years old, his mother died in childbirth.
Franz was sent to Berlin to his mother’s
childless sister, who was married to the vio-
linist and music director, Heinrich Poenitz.2

The couple soon recognized his talent and provided for
his musical education. A harpist friend of the family was
so impressed by Franz’s violin playing, that he persuaded
Heinrich to let Franz try the harp. At age five, Franz had his
first harp lesson on 19 November 1855. At age six, he made a
concert tour in Sweden, which was a triumph. At age seven,
he appeared as a child prodigy (wunderkind) in Berlin’s
famous Bilse-Konzerten.3 At age eight, he was appointed
harpist to the Kroll’sche Orchestra, where his uncle was the
concertmaster of the orchestra. Franz took on his uncle’s sur-
name “Poenitz” as his professional stage name, although his
first appearances were made with the addition of his original
surname (“Poenitz-Burkowitz”).

Franz Poenitz (1909).

=> see below

In a concert organized by the Russian ambassador in
Berlin, Franz caught the attention of the Prussian King
Friedrich Wilhelm IV’s counselor, who immediately obtained
a royal scholarship for him. Louis Grimm, one of the best
harpists at the time and a student of Elias Parish Alvars, took
over Franz’s harp instruction. After two years of instruction,
Grimm suddenly fell ill and asked
Franz (aged ten) to substitute for
him for two weeks as the harpist
in Paul Taglioni’s ballet Ellinor.4

At age eleven, Franz went on
another concert tour, which took
him to Kiel (North Germany),
Copenhagen (Denmark), Stockholm
(Sweden), Oslo, Trondheim
(Norway), Finland, and Estonia.
Another tour took him to London,
where he played for Queen Victoria
at Windsor Castle.

Poenitz was sixteen when he
was appointed harpist to the Royal
Court Opera in Berlin. He held the

Franz Poenitz in éer|in (1876).
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position until his death, forty-six years later. His colleagues were
Alfred Holy and Wilhelm Posse. When Richard Wagner opened
the Bayreuth Festspielhaus in 1876, Poenitz was part of the first
“Bayreuth Seven,” the festival theater’s famous harp group.3

From age eleven, Poenitz also studied music theory and
composition with Carl Friedrich Weitzmann (1808-1880).
He liked to read and was very well versed in lyric poetry.
Poets, whose work he set to music, included Joseph Freiherr
von Eichendorff, Heinrich Heine, Emanuel Geibel, Johann
Ludwig Uhland, and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. His set-
ting of Goethe's ballade Der Fischer (op. 28), for soprano or
tenor and harp, is a wonderful piece.6

His first composition, the Romance (with no instrumenta-
tion given), was published in 1862 in Copenhagen.? It took
many years before a piece specifically including the harp was
published. His first composition with harp to be published was
the Elegie in A-flat major;, op. 20 for violin, cello, and harp,
dating from 1889.8 His first piece for solo harp is the famous
Der Todestanz der Willys (The death dance of the Willys),
published in 1892. Interestingly, the dance does not relate to
a “Scottish” legend as noted on the music. The legend about
the Willys is related in H. Heine's Elementargeister (Elemental
spirits), originally inspired by a Slavic saga, that is also the
basis for the ballet Giselle ou les Willis by Adolphe Adam. This
piece also exists in a version for harp and harmenium.?

By this time, Poenitz had turned to the harmonium as his
second favorite and well-mastered instrument.!0 [n 1892,
Poenitz also published a piece without opus number, which
awaits rediscovery: Meditation on the sixth prelude from the
first part of The Well Tempered Clavier by J.5S. Bach for violin,
harp and harmonium ad libitum. 1

Poenitz’ oeuvre contains about 60 published pieces: songs;
chamber music with harp and/or harmonium; solo works for
harp or two harps; and Vineta, op. 74, a fantasy for orches-
tra and solo harp, considered his magnum opus. Poenitz
was the harp soloist of Vineta at its premiere on 20 January
1911 under the baton of Richard Strauss. Unpublished in his
oeuvre remains the opera Cleopatra. Under his pseudonym
“Francesco Benizzo,” Poenitz’s opera parody Una famiglia
fina was published and performed a few times.

In 1877, Poenitz married Else Herrlich, a former student
who was two years his senior. The coup]e had two daugh-
ters, and the family settled 3
in the Platanenallee 4-6
in Westend, Berlin.12 The
house does not exist any
more, but a plaque com-
memorating Poenitz was
installed at the site in May
2012, Poenitz’s private pas-
sions were painting and
hunting. Several of his paint-
ings still exist and display
varied painting techniques.

Poenitz's last pub-
lic appearance was on 5
November 1911. He played
his Wikingerfahrt (Viking

Pen drawing (1908) by Franz Poenitz.

Journey) for two harps with his student Max Saal, who
became his successor at the Royal Court Opera. In March
1912, he had appendicitis and died after an operation on 19
March 1912, Often the year of death as 1913 is given, which
is not correct. Poenitz was buried in the old village graveyard
of Berlin-Dahlem, but the grave no longer exists.

More information (in German), pictures, and paintings can
be found at: franz-poenitz.de.
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