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PREFACE

 

 

"These women were expected to create melodies on their keyboards; however, 

they were not permitted to sign their works."

 

For centuries, the history of music has been written by men. Yet, in the shadows of 

illustrious male composers, women have built cathedrals of sound, braved 

revolutionary tribunals, and conquered stages around the world.

 

From the lagoons of Venice to Paris during the Belle Époque, this book lifts the veil 

on eight exceptional destinies. Through the evolution of the king of instruments — 

from the precision of the harpsichord to the power of the modern piano — this 

story traces the genealogy of a conquest.

 

Follow the lineage of these invisible hands:

 

•Anna Bon, the prodigy of princely courts.

 

•Hélène de Montgeroult, the marquise who defied the guillotine.

 

•Maria Szymanowska, the "Queen of Sounds" admired by Goethe.

 

•Louise Farrenc, the architect who imposed equality at the Conservatoire.

 

•Fanny Mendelssohn, the genius creating in the shadow of her brother.

 

•Clara Schumann, the absolute virtuosa who mastered the mechanics.

 

•Cécile Chaminade, the "little Mozart" with worldwide acclaim.

 

•Mel Bonis, who transformed her silences into impressionist legends.

 

More than a biography, this book is a narrative reparation. It restores the memory 

of these creators who, beyond the prohibitions, made the soul of the piano vibrate.

 

An essential musical and historical journey for all music lovers.
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To my father,  Jean,

To my sister-in-law,  Anne,

 

departed music lovers, 

melodies of my heart
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« La Musique creuse le ciel » (*)

 

Charles BAUDELAIRE,

Journaux intimes, Mon cœur mis à nu

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(*) « Music hollows out the sky » 
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INTRODUCTION : THE RESONANCE OF EMPTINESS

 

There are silences that resonate more powerfully than the loudest notes.

Imagine stepping into a vast circular library, a Tower of Babel devoted to music. 

The shelves rise to the dome, laden with musical scores bound in timeworn 

leather. You search for the names that shaped your musical education. There they 

are, aligned like absolute monarchs: Mozart, Beethoven, Chopin, Liszt, Brahms. A 

lineage of conquerors, a wall of masculine marble that seems to hold exclusive 

right of place. But as you look more closely, in the dimness of the shelves, you 

notice gaps, shadows between the volumes, names erased by time or covered in a 

fine layer of dust which no one has dared to remove for two centuries.

Where were these female architects of sound? Could it conceivably be that during 

these centuries of creative abundance, half of humanity remained silent? The 

answer lies not in an absence of genius, but in a vast machinery of social and 

historical erasure.

This narrative has chosen to follow eight destinies. This selection makes no claim 

to completeness. For these eight names, there are hundreds more who enriched 

every musical genre. Yet this book has a very specific beating heart: the keyboard 

instrument.

It is this instrument, both the intimate confidant of salons and a colossus of the 

concert hall, which serves as the guiding thread of our exploration. Why this 

choice? Because for these women it bore witness to a profound transformation, 

both technical and existential. Here we follow the breath of history through the 

vibration of strings: from the crystalline precision of the harpsichord, where the 

plucked string imposed aristocratic restraint, to the blossoming of the fortepiano, 

which at last allowed the “piano” and the “forte” — the shadow and the light of an 

expressive soul — to emerge. And finally to the advent of the modern piano, that 

powerful beast capable of rivalling an entire orchestra.

This mechanical transition mirrors their own emancipation. The shift from 

harpsichord to piano is not merely a matter of hammers or dampers; it is the story 

of a voice gaining volume, with pedals and resonance. For these women, the 

instrument was both a gilded cage and a tool of liberation. They were expected to 

play in order to shine in society, yet forbidden to make it a profession or an 

instrument of pure creation. The title of this work, The Silence of Invisible Hands, 

was born from this paradox: hands that raced across ivory keys with increasing 

virtuosity remained invisible when it came to signing a composition or mounting the 

conductor’s podium.
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These eight composers stand as sentinels for a far larger army in the shadows. By 

choosing to focus on artists devoted to the keyboard — from Anna Bon di Venezia 

and her harpsichord sonatas to Mel Bonis and her post-Romantic pianistic 

frescoes — we trace the technical and expressive evolution of the king of 

instruments. Through their struggles, their pseudonyms, and their rebellions, it is 

the very history of music that we begin to rewrite.

This book seeks to restore the voices of eight of these women, whose lives and 

works were systematically diminished, even erased. Yet their stories have not 

always reached us with the clarity we might wish. For some, like Anna Bon di 

Venezia, the archives are fragmentary: a handful of scores, scattered mentions in 

correspondence, uncertain dates of birth and death. For others, like Mel Bonis, the 

traces are more abundant, yet their very existence was an act of resistance — 

works published under pseudonyms, coded diaries, double lives.

How, then, can we recover these destinies?

This narrative draws upon the available documents — letters, scores, registers, 

testimonies of contemporaries — and, where sources fall silent, upon plausible 

reconstruction grounded in the historical and musical context of their time. The 

dialogues, intimate scenes, and thoughts attributed to these women are inspired 

by their works, their rare writings, and the accounts of those close to them. They 

aim to render tangible a reality too often reduced to silence, without ever betraying 

what we truly know of them.

This is not a historical essay in the academic sense, but a narrative act of 

reparation — an attempt to restore flesh and presence to lives that History 

relegated to the shadows. For if details are sometimes missing, one thing is 

certain: these women existed. Their scores, their struggles, their silences bear 

witness. And it is that truth, more than dates or anecdotes, that this book seeks to 

resonate.

Among these eight destinies, some are better documented than others. Yet all, in 

their own way, transformed the piano into an instrument of liberation — and it is 

this collective epic that we are about to explore.
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PART I : 

THE PIONEERS AND THE AWAKENING OF THE PIANO
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No authentic portrait or representation of Anna Bon di Venezia confirmed by￼ 

historical sources is known. Here is the title page of the musical score of the “VI 

Sonate da Camera” (Six Chamber Sonatas) for transverse flute and violin or cello, 

a work composed by Anna Bon di Venezia and dedicated to “His Serene Highness 

Frederick, Reigning Margrave of Brandenburg-Culmbach.”

 

CHAPTER 1 : ANNA BON DI VENEZIA

The Splendour of Baroque and the Child Prodigy of Misty Palaces
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The story of Anna Bon is rooted in the sumptuous and austere setting of Venice, 

as well as in the German courts.

Venice, spring 1743.

Dawn is still only an uncertain promise behind the veils of mist that caress the 

façades of the palaces. At this hour, La Serenissima belongs to phantoms and 

delivery boats that glide silently over the brackish waters. Within the walls of the 

Ospedale della Pietà, the air is thick with the scent of cold wax, incense, and the 

tidal waters. Silence within is a discipline, an iron rule meant to raise the souls of 

the young orphans toward God.

Yet on the first floor, a sharp, steady clicking sound disturbs the cloister’s stillness. 

It is the timbre of wood striking wood, the mechanism of the keys of a harpsichord 

being solicited without respite.

At the centre of the vast rehearsal room, a four-year-old girl, Anna, seems almost 

unreal in the half-light. She is perched atop a precarious stack of psalm books and 

Vivaldi scores, a necessary contrivance, allowing her elbows to reach the height of 

the keyboard. Her feet, clad in white stockings, swing in mid-air, far from reaching 

the pedals. Her hands, so small they seem incapable of spanning a fifth, float over 

the ebony keys with mechanical precision.

Sister Maria, the keeper of the instruments, approaches, her sandals scraping 

against the marble floor. She watches the child’s fingers playing a complex fugue.

— “Anna, rest. Your joints will ache before the sun is even high. Your fingers will 

strain on those octave leaps you’ve been trying to master for two hours” the nun 

murmurs, adjusting her black veil, her gaze mingling admiration and concern.

The child does not pause. She gazes into the case at the flickering jacks, watching 

the quills dance as they pluck the copper strings.

— “The strings speak, Sister. They never complain about work. They say I am not 

a forsaken soul as long as I can make them vibrate. Each note is a door opening 

onto the outside world, beyond the Giudecca Canal. If I stop, the door closes.”

— “You are indeed gifted, Anna. But the outside world is cruel to girls who do not 

know how to remain in the shadows.”

— “Then I shall make the shadows my kingdom” the child replies without taking 

her eyes off the keyboard.
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