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Antje Johanning-Radziené A celebrated conductor from Liegnitz

He is considered the ancestor of the Berlin Philharmonic: Benjamin Bilse, born
in Liegnitz, Silesia, was one of the most famous conductors of the 2nd half of
the 19th century.

Director of music in Liegnitz

Benjamin Bilse, born on August 17, 1816, in Liegnitz in Lower Silesia, first trained as a
professional musician in his native city and then played as a violinist in Johann Strauss
senior's orchestra in Vienna, among other places. Between 1842 and 1867 he was the town
music director in Liegnitz and built up an orchestra that soon became famous beyond the
borders of the town and with which he went on tour in the summer months. The three-month
guest performance of the so-called Bilse Orchestra in 1867 at the World's Fair in Paris
became famous. Here the ensemble met, among others, Johann Strauss junior, who praised it
after joint concerts as the "most excellent in all of Germany". After Bilse had fallen out with
the magistrate of the city of Liegnitz, his troupe set up winter quarters in the Berlin
Konzerthaus from 1867. The summer concert tours continued to take the orchestra to

numerous European cities, such as Brussels (in French: Bruxelles, in Dutch: Brussel), Breslau,

Warsaw, Koénigsberg and Riga. In Riga, for example, the ensemble made guest appearances in
July and August 1878.

The “Bilse band from Berlin”

The Bilse concerts in the concert hall on Leipziger Strasse in Berlin became a social institution,
to which Friedrich Nietzsche, Julius Stinde and the then still young Gerhart Hauptmann made
pilgrimages. Adolf Menzel captured a concert in a painting in 1871. In 1882 there was a
scandal about the musicians' fees, as a result of which 54 musicians from his orchestra split
off. They initially operated under names such as "Vormalige Bilse'sche Kapelle" or "Bilse-
Kapelle aus Berlin", and later under "Philharmonisches Orchester". Bilse is thus also
considered to be the ancestor of today's Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra. Bilse himself went
back to Liegnitz in 1885, where he spent the last years of his life. He excelled not only as a
teacher and conductor, but also as a composer. His dances and marches became especially

famous.
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Adolph Menzel: Konzert bei Bilse ('Bilse Cover of Silesian Songs (1846). Claudia Junghéanel /
Concert'), 1871, gouache. wikimedia Herder-Institut Marburg/Lahn, Forschungsbibliothek,
commons / CC0 1.0 R/ Mus S 2515, CC BY-NC-SA 4.0

English translation: William Connor 2
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