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Introduction

Laurel Parsons and Brenda Ravenscroft

In 1902, the aspiring American composer Mabel Wheeler Daniels (1877–1971) was just beginning her studies at the Munich Conservatory. As Daniels describes in her 1905 memoir, An American Girl in Munich: Impressions of a Music Student, the Conservatory was then segregated by sex: “The girls and men are kept strictly separate, like the sheep and the goats. They enter and go out by different doors, for the building is divided in two distinct sections. The sanctity of each section is kept as inviolate as a Shaker settlement.”1 So it was that to enroll in the score-reading (“Partitur Lesen”) class, she needed to get permission from the director, Bernhard Stavenhagen. Her description of her visit to Stavenhagen’s office is so vivid and instructive that we cite it at length.


A little man . . . was looking over a pile of letters in the corner of the room. He now glanced up at me curiously as I began my inquiries about the Partitur Lesen class of which I had read in the catalogue. . . .

“I should like to enter the Partitur Lesen class,” said I innocently . . .

Stavenhagen looked back at the little man. The little man looked back at Stavenhagen. If I had thrown a bombshell they could not have appeared more startled. The little man at once abandoned his letters and stood staring, a few feet in front of me.

“There have never been any women in the class. I am right, am I not, Herr Sekretariat?” said Stavenhagen.

“You are right, Herr Direktor,” responded the other. He held his hands behind him and gazed at me as one might at a curious species of animal. I felt I ought to be tagged, like those poor creatures in the zoo. “Rare. From North America.”

“Is the class full, Herr Sekretariat?” inquired Stavenhagen.

“About thirty men have registered, Herr Direktor,” solemnly answered the secretary.

There was a pause.

“Have you ever played string quartets from score, Fräulein?” inquired the director.

“Yes, Herr Direktor,” said I, with that supreme calmness which comes at times when one is inwardly much disturbed. Again there was a pause. Even I began to be impressed with the solemnity of the occasion.

“Of course,” said the director, “because a Fräulein never has joined the class is no reason why a Fräulein never can.”

“Not at all,” said the secretary. The gravity of his expression was worthy of a crisis in the affairs of state.

The two men walked to the other side of the room, and while they conversed in whispers I stood gazing out of the window at the equestrian statue in the Platz, unable to hide the smile at the corners of my mouth. Although conscious of my many peculiarities, I had never before considered myself an abnormal being, and to be so regarded struck me as amusing.

It seemed to take them a long time to come to a decision. When my impatience had subsided to a state of hopelessness, Stavenhagen came forward.

“Your request is unusual, Fräulein,” he began, “but—but—well, you may come on Friday at three o’clock.”

With a sigh of relief I bowed myself out in approved German fashion, feeling as might the immortal Napoleon after a hardwon victory.”2



Daniels recounts the Munich Conservatory scene as a comedy, bringing to life the befuddlement of the gatekeepers of the score-reading class confronted by a young woman attempting to penetrate the walls of their all-male preserve. But her story encapsulates both the opportunities and the challenges facing women with compositional aspirations at the beginning of the twentieth century. The walls keeping women out of advanced education in composition (and other areas of musical activity) were becoming more porous, and access to conservatory and college instruction allowed these emerging composers to deepen and expand their skills while making valuable professional contacts that could assist them in getting their music performed and published. What they still had to contend with, however, was an attitudinal environment that conflated compositional skill and the potential for “genius” with maleness, and viewed a woman’s attempts to compose with condescension. For Daniels, getting permission to attend the score-reading class was not the last of her challenges—she had yet to encounter her thirty male classmates:


I will acknowledge that I felt rather strange on the first meeting of the score reading class, when, on entering the room with a score of Haydn’s symphonies under my arm, I encountered the astonished gaze of thirty pairs of masculine eyes. You could have heard a pin drop, the place was so still, as I walked by the different groups and took a seat near the window. Then a low whispering started among the students. Evidently I had created a sensation. . . . With a little nod which seemed to include us all, the director took his seat by the piano and the lesson began. Each one was called on to play a number of bars written in four different clefs, the old soprano, the tenor, the alto, and the bass—Stavenhagen selecting a new chorale each time. It was not till near the end of the hour that he called my name. Just as I took my seat before the keyboard, feeling intensely nervous and fearing lest my fingers tremble visibly, I heard one of the men smother a laugh. That settled it! I was bound to do or die, and with a calmness quite unnatural I played the bars set before me without a mistake. Nobody laughed when I had finished, and now that the first shock is over, the students treat me with upmost [sic] courtesy. Indeed, they seem to have accepted me as inevitable, although occasionally I catch one of them staring at me with an expression which says so plainly as words: “What on earth does a woman want of score reading?” (222)



In the first half of the twentieth century, then, opportunities expanded for women who composed, but not uniformly or in a straight line. Being allowed greater access to higher musical education was one thing; being socially accepted and treated as peers by the men in these institutions was quite another. Yet, drawing on uncommon reserves of resilience, strategic thinking, and persistence, women did increasingly pursue and succeed in compositional careers, leaving behind a wealth of repertoire that in the twenty-first century we are just beginning to discover. This volume draws attention to works composed during that remarkable period of musical transition between 1900 and 1960 by eight women, who despite varying degrees of success in their lifetimes left behind significant musical legacies: Dame Ethel Smyth (1858–1944), Alma Mahler-Werfel (1879–1964), Rebecca Clarke (1886–1979), Florence B. Price (1887–1953), J. M. Beyer (1888–1943), Ruth Crawford (Seeger) (1901–1953), Peggy Glanville-Hicks (1912–1990), and Galina Ustvolskaya (1919–2006).3 Through in-depth analyses of compositions including art song, opera, choral, solo piano, chamber, and orchestral music, the authors of the essays that follow offer valuable insights into these women’s compositional languages and musical ideas.

This volume of Analytical Essays on Music by Women Composers, though chronologically Volume 2, is the third to be published, bridging the gap between Volume 1 (Secular & Sacred Music to 1900, published in 2018) and our inaugural collection, Volume 3 (Concert Music, 1960–2000, published in 2016). The period that it covers represents an era of astonishing change, in which music still inflected with European-style Romanticism continued to be composed alongside works influenced by avant-garde developments such as expressionism, Second Viennese School serialism, and American ultramodernism, to name a few. Technological advances in recording and broadcasting also revolutionized the field, allowing for the unprecedented distribution of music and providing new compositional resources leading to the invention and growth of electroacoustic music. Female composers in Europe, North America, Australia, and beyond participated in all these developments, producing music in a wide array of styles and adopting new experimental techniques, whether vocal, instrumental, or electronic.

Daniels’s account of her experience in Munich highlights women’s newly granted access to institutions of higher education, not only as performers of music by men, but also as composers in their own right. Her story also introduces, in a colorful if brittle way, some of the themes that permeate the experiences of women composers in the early twentieth century—exclusion, the failure to be taken seriously, and the need for extraordinary efforts of self-advocacy. Moreover, as Lucy Green points out, education was no guarantee of professional success; in England during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, “[o]ver 90 per cent of professional musicians had learnt their craft through apprenticeship, family connections, private tuition or self–tuition”—opportunities that were available almost exclusively to those born into families privileged with the economic ability to pay for this kind of education, and sufficient social status to access the professional networks necessary to ensure their success.4

Like Daniels, all but one of the composers featured in this volume—Mahler-Werfel being the exception—attained at least some higher musical education at a university, college, or conservatory, and in this they collectively represent a new phase in the progress of women toward full inclusion as composers in the world of Euro-American concert music. Their careers, briefly described in the following pages, span over a century characterized by an unprecedented explosion in the diversity of compositional techniques and resources available to composers.

The earliest composer to be represented in this volume is Dame Ethel Smyth, who began her career in the late nineteenth century and whose music reflected the German Romantic tradition in which she was trained, first in England and later at the Leipzig Conservatory. Smyth’s career was long and successful, due in large part to her extraordinary confidence and efforts at self-promotion.5 Among her most notable successes were her operas, including The Wreckers and, later, The Boatswain’s Mate (1913–14), the subject of Rachel Lumsden’s essay in this volume exploring how Smyth’s use of chromaticism underscores her subtly feminist characterization of the main character, Mrs. Waters.6

Smyth’s sustained and productive career as a professional composer contrasts starkly with that of Alma Mahler-Werfel, an avid composer during her teens and early twenties whose studies with Alexander Zemlinsky are reflected in the intense chromaticism of her songs. But forced by Gustav Mahler to choose between marriage and composition, she gave up her own work at the age of 22, to her lifelong regret. (She briefly returned to composing many years later but completed only a handful of lieder.) In this volume, Kenneth M. Smith elucidates Mahler-Werfel’s adventurous harmonic processes in several songs, focusing in particular on “Licht in der Nacht” (1901).

Rebecca Clarke was a violinist and violist as well as a composer, studying at both the Royal Academy of Music and the Royal College of Music in London. She lived for much of her life in the United States and achieved some compositional success—though little publication—during her lifetime. Largely to the credit of musicologist Liane Curtis, Clarke’s music has garnered increased attention in recent years, leading to more performances and recordings.7 Although much of her music was rooted in Romantic European tonality, her song “Tiger, Tiger” (1933) provides an unusually chromatic example from her oeuvre, as Zachary Bernstein demonstrates in his essay on harmony and text-setting in this work.

Florence B. Price was born less than a year after Rebecca Clarke but half a world away in the southern United States. If White women composers faced challenges in a male-dominated profession, as an African American woman pursuing a compositional career Price was doubly disadvantaged. Following her graduation from the New England Conservatory, Price pursued a career in teaching and composition while, like many White women composers, raising a family at the same time. But as a Black mother in the American South during the Jim Crow era, she faced challenges her White counterparts did not, most horrifically in the direct threats of violence to her children that ultimately forced her young family to flee Little Rock and join the Great Migration northward to Chicago.8 There she enjoyed more opportunities for success as a composer, notably winning the Wanamaker Prize in 1931 and having her Symphony in E minor premiered by the Chicago Symphony Orchestra. Yet a letter she wrote to Boston Symphony conductor Serge Koussevitzky during her unsuccessful nine-year struggle to convince him to program her music illustrates the barriers Black women composers faced in their quest for professional recognition:


To begin with I have two handicaps—those of sex and race. I am a woman; and I have some Negro blood in my veins.

Knowing the worst, then, would you be good enough to hold in check the possible inclination to regard a woman’s composition as long on emotionalism but short on virility and thought content;—until you shall have examined some of my work? . . . I confess that I am woefully lacking in the hardihood of aggression; that writing this letter to you is the result of having successfully done battle with a hounding timidity. Having been born in the South and having spent most of my childhood there I believe I can truthfully say that I understand the real Negro music. In some of my work I make use of the idiom undiluted. Again, at other times it merely flavors my themes. . . . I have tried to for practical purposes to cultivate and preserve a facility of expression in both idioms, altho [sic] I have an unwavering and compelling faith that a national music very beautiful and very American can come from the melting pot just as the nation itself has done.”9



Koussevitzky’s lack of response to Price and her music recalls Patricia Hill Collins’s arguments regarding the suppression of Black female thought by elite White men’s control of the “Eurocentric masculinist knowledge validation process.”10 If to compose in the 1930s was to make the musical equivalent of a knowledge claim that in order to be accepted into the repertoire had to be validated by what was still a Eurocentric, masculinist musical community, then to pose such a claim as a Black woman composer was almost inevitably to face systematic exclusion from the granting of professional credibility and the attribution of excellence.11

Despite these and other setbacks, Price persevered and excelled, her musical language often blending European Romantic and distinctly African American styles. In his chapter on the first movement of her Sonata in E minor for piano (1932), Horace J. Maxile, Jr. traces these interweavings, drawing attention to Price’s incorporation of African American vernacular musical elements within a loose but recognizable sonata-allegro framework.

The work of the remaining four composers, all born from 1888 onward, reflects the new influences of musical modernism. The oldest of these four, J. M. Beyer, immigrated to the United States from her native Germany in the 1920s and, as a student of Charles and Ruth Crawford Seeger and Henry Cowell in New York City, she became associated with the ultramodernist circle of composers. The challenges Beyer faced in this time and place were both personal and cultural. She was by then in her forties, coping with poverty and declining health. As an emerging composer who was no longer young she also contended with ageism, and as a European immigrant she struggled to shed her outsider status in a musical circle that championed American composers. Although she achieved little recognition during her lifetime, Beyer composed a number of works that reveal an extraordinary sonic imagination. As Marguerite Boland explains in her essay, Beyer’s String Quartet No. 2 (1933–34) provides an excellent illustration of how she worked through the ultramodern techniques absorbed from her mentors toward the establishment of a compositional voice that was uniquely her own.

Ruth Crawford, born in 1901, is the first composer in this volume to have lived and worked entirely in the twentieth century. In the late 1920s and early ’30s she became part of the ultramodernist circle working in Chicago and New York City, and developed a distinctive compositional voice that fully embraced the ideals of the American avant-garde, in particular the possibilities of dissonant counterpoint. Her greatest opportunity arrived when she became the first woman to be awarded a Guggenheim Fellowship, which funded a year in Europe to compose and study—a metaphorical and literal “room of her own” that allowed her to produce her most outstanding work. But the Guggenheim Foundation, by rejecting her applications for renewal, also brought what was perhaps her greatest disappointment, and within a year of her return to the United States she had stopped composing. Her work is likely more familiar to readers than that of the other composers in this volume, due to the important analytical and musicological research of scholars such as Joseph N. Straus, Judith Tick, and Ellie M. Hisama.12 In this volume, Hisama’s analysis of Crawford’s “To an Angel,” from her Chants for Women’s Chorus (1930), shows the composer’s experimentation with the possibilities of vocal timbre and registral ordering, placing these and other compositional aspects of the work in the context of Crawford’s “spiritual concept.”

The musical career of Australian composer Peggy Glanville-Hicks, Crawford’s junior by a decade, spanned the globe: after growing up in Melbourne, she studied at the Royal College of Music in London and then in continental Europe before returning briefly to Australia. In 1941 she made her way to New York, where like Crawford before her she became associated with Henry Cowell and other composers of the American avant-garde and developed an interest in Asian music. From New York she moved to Greece before returning permanently to Australia in 1975. Glanville-Hicks pursued what might be considered a proto-minimalist ideal that she called the “melody-rhythm concept,” explored by Victoria Rogers in her chapter on Glanville-Hicks’s orchestral work Sinfonia da Pacifica (1952–53).

By contrast, the Russian composer Galina Ustvolskaya lived her entire life in Saint Petersburg (then Leningrad). In her early career, her music complied with the state-imposed values of socialist realism, but by 1947 she was venturing into more politically dangerous musical territory, developing a compositional language characterized by uncompromising dissonance and, at times, brutality. Her music was rarely performed during the 1960s and ’70s, but in the 1980s the USSR’s new climate of glasnost allowed for the rediscovery of her work, first in Russia and later in the West. Her 1952 Sonata for Violin and Piano is the focus of Tim Sullivan’s essay as he examines how the motivic and rhythmic design of this perplexing work recalls and simultaneously challenges traditional sonata principles.

In order to facilitate connections between similar compositions, we have grouped the eight essays into two parts based on instrumentation rather than chronology. Part I focuses on music for voice, beginning with Smith’s essay on Mahler-Werfel’s “Licht in der Nacht” (Chapter 2), followed by Bernstein on Clarke’s “Tiger, Tiger” (Chapter 3), Lumsden on Smyth’s opera The Boatswain’s Mate (Chapter 4), and Hisama on Crawford’s Chants for Women’s Chorus (Chapter 5). Part II is devoted to instrumental music, ranging in scale from Maxile’s essay on Price’s Piano Sonata in E minor (Chapter 6) through Sullivan’s chapter on Ustvolskaya’s Sonata for Violin and Piano (Chapter 7) and Boland’s study of Beyer’s String Quartet No. 2 (Chapter 8) to Rogers’s exploration of Glanville-Hicks’s orchestral work Sinfonia da Pacifica (Chapter 9).

Each chapter opens with a brief biographical sketch of the composer written by the editors. A meticulous analytical study of a particular work follows, the focus occasionally broadening to include other works where comparison strengthens the analytical argument. While all the analytical approaches taken by the authors are technical in nature, offering detailed insights into the music and compositional style, they are as singular as the compositions themselves.

As in all volumes of this series, accessibility of scores and recordings has been an important factor in the choice of repertoire. Recordings and published scores are available for all works discussed in this volume, with the exception of Crawford’s “To an Angel” from Chants for Women’s Chorus, which exists in an unpublished holograph version housed in the Research Division of the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts; however, this short work is reproduced in its entirety in Hisama’s essay. The companion website, available through Oxford University Press, reproduces all the musical examples in the book in a format that allows readers to zoom in and view them more closely, and includes additional materials not available in the print version. Our overarching goal for the project remains unchanged: to stimulate the inclusion and further exploration of outstanding but overlooked music by women composers in research and scholarship, in performance and broadcasting, and in teaching.

Having sketched the broad outlines of this volume for our readers, we turn to a consideration of the social networks within which these women composed, focusing in particular on the new possibilities for connection between women composers, and the impact on their careers of the hierarchical male-dominated environments in which they worked and lived.

Despite this volume covering only a 60-year span, readers seeking clear lines of influence between these composers will not usually find them, because like their predecessors they usually worked in isolation from other female composers. In Joseph Straus’s words, “the chains of knowledge and influence needed to bind a community together have largely been absent for women composers.”13 Yet in the first half of the twentieth century, connections between female composers were increasingly possible. In addition to advances in communication and transportation that made it easier for them to find and interact with each other, the growing numbers of women in colleges and conservatories also facilitated these connections. For example, an exceptional group of women composers met as students at the Royal College of Music during the late 1920s, including Elisabeth Lutyens, Elizabeth Maconchy, Grace Williams, Dorothy Gow, and Imogen Holst.14 In 1931, Lutyens, conductor Iris Lemare, and violinist Anne Macnaghten founded the long-running Macnaghten–Lemare concert series, which allowed emerging composers the opportunity to have their works performed on programs that balanced new and early music.15 Although not specifically devoted to music by women, these concerts provided them with opportunities to amplify each other’s work that might otherwise not have been available to them.

Many women supported each other’s professional growth as composers through the establishment of explicitly women-focused organizations. In England, the Society for Women Musicians was formed in 1911 by a group of female composers and performers; Rebecca Clarke and Ethel Smyth were both members, and its presidents included composers Liza Lehmann and Cécile Chaminade.16 In the United States, American composer Amy Beach served as first President of the Society of American Women Composers (SAWC), founded in 1924.17 Not all composers wanted to be associated with these organizations, however, believing that it would only invite further marginalization. Ruth Crawford, for example, refused to join such groups, preferring informal connections with women composers like Marion Bauer and Crawford’s composition students J. M. Beyer and Vivian Fine.18

Black women in America took their own initiatives, for example by establishing the influential Treble Clef Club in 1897 for the study and performance of classical music.19 Although not specifically a women’s organization, the National Association of Negro Musicians (NANM), founded in 1919, offered composers like Price opportunities to forge vital connections with other composers, performers, and journalists who could support and promote each other’s work.20 Through one of the NANM branches in Chicago, Price met the distinguished organist and teacher Estella C. Bonds, whose home was as important a meeting place for Black musicians and composers as those of Djane Lavoie Herz (also in Chicago) and Blanche Walton in New York were for the White avant-garde.21 Price herself perpetuated such lines of mutual support and influence through her own teaching and work with local musical clubs and societies; her composition students included Estella Bonds’s daughter Margaret Bonds, who would in turn become an important composer.22

These connections between like-minded women offered measurable benefits in terms of increased performances and promotion of their work. But these advances took place against a background of misogynistic posturing by male composers and critics in reaction to what they perceived as an unacceptable threat, namely the “feminization” of music, as Catherine Parsons Smith describes it.23 Charles Seeger, for example, meeting with members of the newly founded New York Musicological Society in 1930, refused to allow Ruth Crawford into the room, excluding her because “we wanted to make it perfectly clear that we were men, and that we had to talk about music and women weren’t in on it.”24 Crawford, angered by Seeger’s action, drew a chair up to the door so she could hear as much as possible, but did not disturb the men.

Crawford’s restraint and Price’s unfailing politeness in the face of Koussevitzky’s indifference recall Mabel Wheeler Daniels’s account of her feelings as she waited for the men to decide whether she would be admitted into the score-reading class. While she expresses amusement at the experience of being treated as an “abnormal being” and stifles a smile as she looks out the window, for a moment she lets slip the ironic mask, admitting herself to be “inwardly much disturbed.” Her behavior—remaining pleasant, suppressing her disturbance—we recognize now as classic survival strategies perfected by women over many centuries as they have sought full rights to engage as composers, artists, and participants in all fields of endeavor. Nadia Boulanger, for example, still best known for her role as a teacher of some of the most celebrated composers of the twentieth century rather than for her own composing, performing, and conducting skills, was adept at strategically underplaying her status, even as she achieved honors like conducting the New York Philharmonic and Boston Symphony Orchestra. In the words of Kimberley Francis, “she knew how to enter into these spheres where she was an outlier, and to do so in a way that people would be comfortable. She was incredibly aware of exactly what needed to be done.”25

We have noted the significance of women’s growing acceptance into musical higher education, but their progress and success could often be constrained by their lack of power as young women embedded in a social structure controlled by older men. Although male teachers and administrators in colleges and universities could be genuinely supportive of their female students, the success of women students could easily be derailed by the behavior of men in positions of power. Recalling their studies at the Royal College of Music in the late 1920s, Elisabeth Lutyens credited her teacher Harold Darke with allowing her to follow her own compositional interests and working to secure as many performances of her music as possible, and Elizabeth Maconchy felt similarly supported by her teacher, Ralph Vaughan Williams.26 But when Maconchy failed to win a College overseas study scholarship despite her stellar achievements, the RCM Director Hugh Allen passed off the slight with the comment, “if we’d given it to you, you’d have only got married and never written another note!”27 Like countless women in countless professional settings, Maconchy absorbed his remark without objection and carried on. Yet what those in positions of academic power often overlook is the size of the impact their fleeting remarks can have on students—and we will likely never know how many gifted young women composers responded silently by withdrawing from their studies during the first half of the twentieth century (or indeed since then).

Women students in the early twentieth century were also subject to pressures resulting from their lack of economic independence from their families and the behavioral expectations imposed upon them as a result. When Rebecca Clarke was studying at the Royal Academy of Music in the early years of the century, for example, a proposal from one of her instructors provoked her abusive and controlling father to withdraw her from the program altogether. Later, Clarke enrolled in the Royal College of Music, but an argument with her father led to his refusal to continue supporting her financially, forcing her to leave without completing her studies and set out to make a living on her own.28

Outside the academic environment, many women’s compositional careers were affected by marriage and the raising of their own families. Four of the composers in this volume—Mahler-Werfel, Clarke, Crawford, and Glanville-Hicks—married other composers, unions that without exception resulted in the curtailment or permanent cessation of their own compositional work. As noted earlier, Gustav Mahler’s proposal of marriage to Mahler-Werfel in 1901 was explicitly conditioned upon her abandonment of composition; from his perspective, there was room for only one composer in the union, a notion that was supported by the prevailing cultural belief in the male creative genius.29 As Christine Battersby points out in Gender and Genius, during the nineteenth century the concept of male genius served as the “bedrock of European culture,” a concept that was inherently “hostile to women.”30


Romanticism turned the [male] artist into a demi-god: the Genius. Women, by contrast, simply became “Other.” The occasional female creator could be countenanced, but being a creator and a truly feminine female were deemed to be in conflict.31



In her more recent book, The Sublime, Terror and Human Difference, Battersby argues that “the sublime that leads man’s reason and imagination upwards and onwards in Kant and post-Kantian writers is often allocated a feminine . . . persona; but that access to this feminized ‘other’ was barred to flesh-and-blood women who were denied the necessary powers to transcend materiality.”32 It was to this materiality that Mahler’s young bride was consigned by his demands and to which she also acceded, by buying into the idea of the male genius and framing her sacrifice to an artist in Romantic, spiritual terms; as Catherine Schine writes, “his love would ‘elevate’ and ‘purify’ her; she was ‘imbued with the holiest feelings’ for him.”33 Yet doubts remained, and regrets would follow; as Mahler-Werfel wrote in her diary on December 21, 1901, “But must one be subordinate? Isn’t it possible—with the help of love—to merge two fundamentally opposing points of view into—one?”34

It seems unlikely that Clarke, Crawford, and Glanville-Hicks thought of their composer husbands in similarly worshipful terms, but for the duration of their marriages, their compositional work stalled, either temporarily or permanently. The reasons for this are complex and vary from composer to composer—and reflect similar situations in other fields and areas of professional activity during the early twentieth century. Clarke did not marry until she was 58 and established in her career. Her husband, pianist and composer James Friskin, encouraged her to keep composing, but her remarks in a radio interview suggest that the distractions of married life interfered with her ability to focus on composition.35 Glanville-Hicks stopped composing when she married Australian composer Stanley Bate in 1938 in deference to his career, but resumed after their divorce 11 years later. Crawford turned her focus to American folk song and music for children for twenty years after her marriage to Charles Seeger, and during this period her time and energy were also taken up by motherhood as she gave birth to and raised their four children. She returned to composing concert music in 1952 and would presumably have continued had her life not been cut short a year later by cancer.

The choices and constraints faced by these women following their marriages to other composers thus varied considerably, and except in the case of Alma Mahler-Werfel it would be simplistic to blame the reduction in their “productivity” solely on the priority of their husbands’ careers. Moreover, if during these times women chose to prioritize activities other than the composition of so-called art music (such as Crawford’s raising children or focusing on folk music), for us to judge those alternative priorities somehow inferior would be presumptuous and unfair. At the same time, it would be naïve to conclude that marriage—especially to another composer who merely by virtue of his gender belonged to a group whose right and ability to compose had been unquestioned for centuries—did not play some role in the suppression of their creativity, whether temporary or permanent.

Withdrawal from a professional musical world in which power was wielded almost exclusively by men would be out of the question for women who wished to have their works published, performed, and recorded. Thus, regardless of the degree to which networks between women composers were formalized, their very existence must have served from time to time as a bulwark against the kinds of discouraging and exclusionary practices they experienced in the wider world, and an entry into liberating new spaces where their creative achievements could be recognized and celebrated. In this, the first half of the twentieth century marks a distinct and positive development in the history of women as composers.

Now, in the twenty-first century, what role does analysis of their music play? A composed work becomes fully real when it is heard; analysis can lend it only a shadow existence. But as in life, where shadows may lead us to the objects that cast them, a devoted analytical exploration—written, shared, and read—may lead readers to the music itself, that is, a sonic event brought into existence through performance. By “devoted” we do not mean that the intent of an analysis should be to prove the applicability of the adjective “genius” to the composer or her composition. In contrast, we actively reject the notion of genius, which, as Amanda Hess discusses in “How the Myth of the Artistic Genius Excuses the Abuse of Women,” has not just elevated men, but has also excused the misconduct of men toward women.36 Philip Ewell, in an important and powerful series of blog posts about racism and sexism in the field of music theory, speaks to the insidiousness of the term itself when he writes, “[Beethoven] (along with countless other white males) has been propped up by the white-male frame, both consciously and subconsciously, with descriptors such as genius, master and masterwork.”37

Let us be real: composers are not gods (or goddesses), but fallible humans working to realize ideas—sonic or otherwise—through music. Sometimes they are successful (however “success” is to be judged and by whom), but even when they are not, analysis can reveal rich insights into the creative process and the human imagination. So, instead of reducing music history to “a pageant of masters” as Alex Ross writes in his article “The Rediscovery of Florence Price,” as editors and scholars we advocate for “the hard work of exploring the unknown,” a challenge the authors in this volume—and the other volumes that make up the series—have welcomed.38 The genius trap only keeps one circling endlessly around a small room in a kind of self-imposed quarantine; to leave it is to emerge into a wider, fuller, more truthful world of unending new discovery.

The value of analysis also lies in its potential to reach new generations of musicians. The authors of the essays in this volume, we as editors, and many of our readers hold teaching positions in university and college music schools, making us part of the larger musical ecosystem through which composers and performers of the future are trained and inspired. The renewal of that ecosystem must entail something more than the replication of its current elements; true growth requires room for rich new life forms and, in the case of music, new voices. In that respect, it has been gratifying for us to hear from post-secondary instructors who have been assigning, adapting, and discussing many of the essays in Volumes 1 and 3 in their classes, and to see in our own classes the enthusiasm of students when given the opportunity to hear and study compositions by women.

Yet the cultivation of such a fertile educational environment requires us not only to include past music by composers from as broad a range of identities and experiences as possible, but also to intentionally support the development of new composers. As Dawn Bennett et al. have argued, “while musicology has recently raised awareness of issues confronting women and other marginalised groups, the pedagogical practices and curricular designs that might support aspiring women composers remain in urgent need of attention.”39 Their study of the experiences of contemporary women pursuing careers in composition concludes:


Taken together, music in higher education has multiple opportunities to support the development of women composers, including their preparedness to negotiate the many obstacles they will face when they enter the workforce and confront normalised sexist attitudes. Only if they develop their critical understanding will students be equipped to challenge inequality as deliberate professionals. Acknowledging that change will take time, the most important recommendation is for all composition students and music educators to be made aware of gendered behaviours and under-representation, and to be empowered to create change from within their own practice.40



Whatever your role in today’s musical ecosystem, we encourage you to bring life to the music you read about in the following pages through listening, teaching, and performing—for yourselves, your students, and your audiences. As editors of this series, we continue to learn from our authors as this series expands, and the joys of the journey lie ultimately in the discovery of music and voices that enrich us. Once again, we invite you to join us on this adventure.
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