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Introduction Gender, Age and Musical Creativity

Catherine Haworth and Lisa Colton

DOI: 10.4324/9781315584096-1

When Nicola LeFanu reflected on the impact of gender on composition and compositional success, she drew a distinction between the popular perception of the relationship between music and gender and her own appreciation of that relationship:

Most people believe that music transcends gender, that you can’t tell if music is written by a man or a woman. I know, however, that my music is written out of the wholeness of myself, and I happen to be a woman. I’m not bothered about whether or not I compose better or worse than a man, because I take both possibilities for granted; but I am interested in what I do that is different.1


1 Nicola LeFanu, ‘Master Musician: An Impregnable Taboo?’, Contact: A Journal of Contemporary Music (1987), 4.
The idea that the wholeness of an individual’s experience informs his or her creative achievement – from informal jottings to deliberate, carefully crafted works of art – is one that has since come to be explored in a growing body of scholarship relating to music and gender. Much work in this area has examined the output of particular composers, typically focusing on either neglected women composers or, in more recent work, on the examination of issues of gender in the music of well-known composers such as Franz Schubert or Benjamin Britten.2 Running in parallel to the scrutiny of particular works or composers has emerged equally focused work on performers and the gendered nature of performance itself. Scholarship relating to music and gender has become an established part of many standard music curricula, perhaps because of the flexibility of a theme that can relate to any composer by virtue of the fact that they experience life, to varying extents, through their gender. For example, Jeffrey Kallberg has argued that ‘nearly every experience of music, including its creation, performance and perception, may incorporate assumptions about gender; and music itself can produce ideologies of gender’.3

2 For example, see Lawrence Kramer, Franz Schubert: Sexuality, Subjectivity, Song (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Clare Seymour, The Operas of Benjamin Britten: Expression and Evasion (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2007).
3 Jeffrey Kallberg, ‘Gender’, New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd Edition, ed. Stanley Sadie and John Tyrrell (London: Macmillan, 2001), vol. 8, 645.
Yet, if gender is still the most obvious way by which society is divided, conceptually speaking, there remain several further markers of ‘difference’ that have an equally significant impact on creativity and its reception. Some of these, such as ethnicity, class or religion, are convenient to organise into sub-categories: white/non-white, upper-/lower-class, gay/straight. Age, however, is not easily compartmentalised: when does ‘young’ become ‘old’? How does one deal with a prodigious composer with a short lifespan, in comparison with a composer who lived into her nineties? What is the relationship between stylistic development and chronological age? In fact, the consideration of age functions to problematise categories of difference more broadly, reminding us that any lived experience embodies only shades of grey: there is no black and white, no standard barometer against which any marker of difference might be measured. In the chapters that follow, there are few that do not explore subtle distinctions between aspects of gender, musical creativity and age without also touching on other categorisations. This is because, as each author recognises, ‘gender’ and ‘age’ are flexible, culturally contingent aspects of lived experience; they do not exist in a vacuum, and so cannot be separated from other dominant forces.

This collection of essays was stimulated by a conference held in 2012 at the University of Huddersfield, where Sophie Fuller delivered a keynote lecture that focused on the careers of women musicians over the age of 50, with examples ranging from the classical operas of Elizabeth Maconchy and the songs of Maude Valérie White to popular musicians Patti Smith, Joan Armatrading and Joni Mitchell. What Fuller’s initial lecture, now revised here as an extended chapter, shows is that within the life cycle, creative development and achievement do not take a standard path. Furthermore, for complex personal, economic and cultural reasons, women’s creative careers, and the reception of their work, often bear little resemblance to those of men. A male composer’s first major symphony in his sixties might be understood as a crowning achievement, a culmination of previous successes, whereas a woman in the same position might be dismissed or patronised as a ‘late bloomer’, or a retired amateur, even if the timing had more to do with the time-intensive work of raising a family than her personal creative development. There are exceptions, of course – Fuller notes the triumphant first performance of Minna Keal’s Symphony op. 3 during the 1989 Proms season, when Keal was already 80 – but these remain few and far between, and such gendered double-standards apply across the ‘classical’ and ‘popular’ divide.

The older woman is defined by her age and her gender, and frequently described in pathological terms: a menopausal site of decay, ridicule, pity and striving for eternal youth. Fuller’s discussion of Madonna’s performance at the 2012 Super Bowl (and any glance at print or online ‘celebrity news’ coverage) reveals the extent to which the creative, cultural, professional lives of women, in particular, continue to be subsumed within discourse centred upon their appearance, physicality and perceived relationship to ‘acceptable’ models of feminine behaviour. But there are two sides to this story, here articulated through the reappropriation of Grace Williams’s assertion that there was ‘something revolting’ in the idea of a symphony written by a woman over 50 – a maxim that she herself disproved with large-scale, successful works written later in life. Fuller celebrates Williams’s creativity alongside a variety of past and present composing and performing women, reminding us that ‘revolt’ also signifies rebellion, change and challenge, and finding both inspiration and resonance in the refusal of these musicians to be silenced or marginalised.

Fuller’s chapter exemplifies the broad coverage of this collection, which addresses a variety of musics and musicians from the early modern period through to the present day. The book is grouped into three sections underpinned by a chronological framework, since attitudes to, and understandings and experiences of, age and gender have shifted over the centuries. In Part I ‘Performing Identity in Early European Musical Culture’ each author deals with the central themes against further questions of patronage, agency and class. Kirsten Gibson and Tim Shephard remind us that even in the early modern period, there was no single or standard gender model against which women and girls, or men and boys, could be measured. Rather, gender was part of broader social frameworks, and understandings of it were additionally informed by an individual’s family circumstances, education or career. In Tim Shephard’s chapter, the ways in which female patrons and musicians at the early Italian court negotiated the constraints placed on them by age and gender are discussed with reference to women whose lives were more typical of their time than Isabella d’Este, whose activities have unfairly dominated the picture of female music-making and patronage in Renaissance Italy. Kirsten Gibson shows us that didactic texts, including those that pertained exclusively to music, functioned as a means to teach boys how to become men, and how men should reaffirm the appropriate markers of masculinity, depending on their maturity. Early modern texts show differentiated expectations for expressions of masculinity, dependent upon age, and music was an important part of that gendered performance. The performer is placed centre-stage in Anne Desler’s consideration of castrato Nicolò Grimaldi, who negotiated his career against changing vocal capabilities in ways that capitalised on his strengths. A common theme in the first group of essays is the crucial place of music in shaping and reshaping the public identity of high profile men and women: whether professional or amateur, a demonstrable knowledge of music was essential for anyone considered of noble status, but for the professional musician, a positive reception into maturity required imagination and flexibility.

In Part II ‘Gendered Musical Communities’ each author tackles the role of institutions in fostering and sustaining creative identities at various stages of the life cycle or career. For Stephen Etheridge, the examination of musical career runs in parallel with brass players’ employment in the industrial north of England. Focusing particularly on notions of masculinity in the brass band movement of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, Etheridge finds a strong linkage between the construction of masculine ideals in Victorian society, in terms of the value placed on economic independence and moral behaviour, and the expression of those ideals in the homosocial space of the band room and in public performance. All three chapters in this section delve into little-known archival documents pertaining to localised groups and traditions. Melissa J. de Graaf and Laura Seddon explore the evidence relating to New York- and London-based collectives that promoted the early work of female composers. Local organisations provide a framework for creative activity, developing in a mutually beneficial relationship with the musicians they support, defining communities through gender and a shared sense of musical purpose.

Part III ‘Contemporary Creative Practices and Identities’ contains two main strands, both of which have strong ties to the case studies discussed by Fuller. Chapters by Richard Elliott, Jacqueline Warwick and Mimi Haddon consider gender and age in diverse popular music cultures, while Lauren Redhead and Caroline Lucas focus on issues of identity and its representation in contemporary art music. There is a dual focus on age throughout much of this section; authors consider not only issues of youth or ageing in the figure of the individual musician, but also the ways in which genres and scenes age over time.

Jacqueline Warwick’s chapter investigates the cultural resonance of ‘Little Orphan Annie’ as a symbol of girlhood, mapping the character’s journey from page to stage and screen over the course of nearly a century. Warwick examines Annie’s development as both street urchin and urban angel against broader dichotomies of youth representation – and the musical stereotypes associated with them. As elsewhere in this volume, the voice is shown to have a special relationship with the ageing and gendered musical self, whether in the understanding and communication of our own subjectivities or in their (often problematic) representation by others. Annie’s musical positioning can be traced through the voice-casting and vocal mannerisms of the various young actresses who have embodied the role as either brash ‘belter’ or soft-voiced ingénue – a dual vision of Annie, and girlhood itself, that reveals deep-seated societal anxieties around issues of youth, gender and class.

At the other end of the spectrum, Richard Elliott proposes an ‘early sense of lateness’ as a feature of songwriting and/or performance that connotes maturity, experience and reflection. Recordings of Sandy Denny’s ‘Who Knows Where the Time Goes’, by Judy Collins, Nina Simone and Denny herself, demonstrate the links between early lateness and the cultural resonance of stardom in the often fickle world of popular performance. Denny’s lyrics combine present and future tenses with explicit moments of remembrance; the song fosters a continuum of reflection and gathered experience that facilitates the performance of ‘late voice’ across diverse artists, recordings and musical styles. The always ‘posthumous’ nature of retrospective narration allows this sense of maturity to be communicated at any point in a career, creating a sense of poignant reflection that is only added to as ‘Who Knows Where the Time Goes’ itself ages and is re-recorded, re-voiced and re-heard.

The chapters by Lauren Redhead and Mimi Haddon also address broader ideas of ageing in relation to scenes, genres and cultural texts, arguing that our distance from, or nearness to, musical works and musicians affects their reception and the values ascribed to them. Haddon’s discussion of Manchester-based indie band The Smiths adopts a queer historiographical methodology in its investigation of the intertextual references to pre-existing styles and material that abound in the group’s work. She positions these references as opportunities for looking backwards, nostalgia, memory, haunting or regression: ageing sites of memory that often explicitly evoke the spectre of social exclusion and thereby offer poignant spaces for queer identification. This queer sensibility runs the gamut of The Smiths’ output; Haddon describes a complex web of social and cultural references that archive texts as diverse as new wave cinema, folk music and Motown. In the work of both the band and lead singer Morrissey, musical and extra-musical signifiers create a ‘multimedia scrapbook of failed connections from times past that codedly communicate the trauma of social exclusion’, offering spaces of empathy for the queer outsider.

Lauren Redhead’s focus is on the culture of ‘New Music’, which, despite its nature as a contemporary field that is at least partially defined by its rejection of prior boundaries, she reads as both a historical and a patriarchal category. Redhead uses feminist discourse analysis to investigate the reception of the solo bass clarinet piece Caerulean (2010) by Rebecca Saunders, and Jennifer Walshe’s opera XXX Live Nude Girls!!! – both works that make a feature of experimental techniques and new sounds, but which are positioned very differently by their performers and reviewers. Arguing that the centrality of a particular, masculinised understanding of ‘material’ to New Music’s critical, theoretical and musical existence underpins these differences in reception, Redhead demonstrates what can be understood as a contemporary continuation of the ‘double-bind’ identified in earlier writing about the ‘female composer’. If their music does not fit the terms of New Music’s discourse of material, women are denied access to a positioning as ‘composer’; yet, if their work is acceptable under these terms it becomes a model of gendered difference within New Music, but one where that difference is also simultaneously effaced, given the patriarchal discourse surrounding the nature of musical material per se. Given the historicising – canonising – implications of this discourse, it is a question that has far-reaching consequences; not just for women, but for anyone who wishes to create music that sits outside traditional paradigms.

Through an explicitly autobiographical and self-reflexive account of her creative practice and its relationship to her subjectivity as composer and scholar, Caroline Lucas also poses challenging questions about identity within the academy and the contemporary music scene. The 2012 piece multiple/radical/forms/comma/traces/creativity/of/constraint, around which her chapter is structured, is both a reflection upon and a contribution to the practice-based research undertaken during her doctoral studies. In addition to her discussion of interlinked issues of gender and age in the figure of the developing ‘female composer’, Lucas’s writing challenges the hegemony of communicative practices within academia and highlights the deeply engrained nature of our ways of writing about and understanding texts, authors and our own identities. This reveals perhaps uncomfortable truths about the continuing rigidity of our academic ‘rules’ and divisions – even in an era that claims to have embraced the philosophies of practice-as-research, interdisciplinary investigation and the subjectivity of both scholars and scholarship – and, in a fitting conclusion to a collection focused upon music and identity, encourages us to continue our efforts to document, question and challenge the politics of representation in and through all aspects of our communicative practices.

Together, these essays offer a look at the relationship between musical creativity, gender and age, through focused case studies from various chronological and cultural perspectives. In 1987, LeFanu asked ‘Could there be a music which did not reflect its maker?’4 This collection shows that although she was right to conclude that any music is an embodiment of elements of its author’s life so far, the same could also be said of performance and other forms of musical expression, including that found in the practice of written scholarship. Furthermore, the relationship between an individual’s age, gender and creative act can be emphasised or hidden away, made consciously or unconsciously, encouraged or suppressed, expressed at face value or subverted. Although there is, by extension, no simple or recoverable link between the various components that make up a creative personality, there is much to learn about music and its historical meaning by the examination of this subject.

4 LeFanu, ‘Master Musician’, 4.




Chapter 1 ‘Something revolting’: Women, Creativity and Music after 50

Sophie Fuller

DOI: 10.4324/9781315584096-2

In February 2012 a record-breaking 114 million viewers watched 53-year-old Madonna give the half-time performance at the Super Bowl, the annual championship game of the National Football League in the United States, in a jaw-dropping spectacle involving dancers, choirs, marching bands and younger singers (notably Nicki Minaj, M.I.A. and Cee Lo Green). A timely promotion for her forthcoming MDNA album, the show attracted the kind of mixed media attention, concentrating mainly on her age, that Madonna has come to expect. In the Daily Telegraph, Neil McCormick wrote that ‘The past decade has seen a host of challengers arrive, young women like Beyoncé, Lady Gaga, Rihanna who are ready to take her crown but Madonna’s pre-eminent status as the reigning Queen of Pop was emphasised by her majestic arrival, to the roar of the big guns of her mega hits’,1 while Jon Parales reported in the New York Times that although Madonna was ‘still lithe, she measured her moves, letting her supporting cast offer distractions’.2 MSN Entertainment headlined their report ‘Super Bowl performance: has Madonna lost it?’3 49-year-old Sharon Osbourne tweeted: ‘Madonna is back. She’s the queen. Just sensational!’ while 46-year-old Piers Morgan’s reaction was to tweet: ‘Yuk. Just put it away, Madonna. Seriously.’4 Among the multitude of media reports after this performance was an insightful response from feminist commentator Naomi Wolf, writing for The Guardian under the title ‘Madonna Acts Just Like a Serious Male Artist Would – and People Hate Her for It’.5 I will return to the Material Girl (or should that now be Material Woman?) later.

1 Neil McCormick, ‘Madonna’s Super Bowl Show Deconstructed’, Daily Telegraph, 6 February 2012, accessed 17 April 2014, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/celebritynews/madonna/9063810/Madonnas-Super-Bowl-show-deconstructed.html.
2 Quoted in ‘Super Bowl: Madonna Gives “Shot of Brass”’, BBC News and Entertainment, 6 February 2012, accessed 17 April 2014, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-16904511.
3 Felicity Thistlethwaite, ‘Super Bowl Performance: Has Madonna Lost It?’, MSN Entertainment, 6 February 2012, accessed 17 April 2014, http://music.uk.msn.com/features/super-bowl-performance-has-madonna-lost-it.
4 Quoted in Sarah Fitzmaurice, ‘Did Madonna Put on the Greatest Show on Earth?’, Mail Online, 6 February 2012, accessed 17 April 2014, http://www.dailymail.co.uk/tvshowbiz/article-2097020/Madonna-Super-Bowl-halftime-2012-Singer-suffers-small-slip-up.html.
5 Naomi Wolf, ‘Madonna Acts Just Like A Serious Male Artist Would – and People Hate Her for It’, The Guardian, 6 February 2012, accessed 17 April 2014, http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/cifamerica/2012/feb/06/madonna-hating-we-superbowl.
In September of the same year, the UK Labour Party launched a Commission on Older Women, ‘to ensure public policy properly considers the lives of women in their fifties and onwards, many of whom are balancing work with caring responsibilities across the generations within their families’.6 At the launch the shadow home secretary, 43-year-old Yvette Cooper, drew attention to the generation of women born in the 1940s, 1950s and early 1960s, and the battles they had fought for many different kinds of equality – equal pay, improvements in childcare and maternity leave. But as she went on to explain: ‘A toxic combination of sexism and ageism is causing problems for this generation.’7

6 ‘Labour’s Policy Review: Commission on Older Women’, accessed 12 February 2014, http://www.yourbritain.org.uk/agenda-2015/policy-review/commission-on-older-women.
7 Jane Martinson and Jo Adetunji, ‘Generation of Women Hit by “Toxic Combination of Ageism and Sexism”’, The Guardian, 29 September 2012, accessed 2 February 2014, http://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/sep/29/generation-women-toxic-ageism-sexism.
The toxic combination of sexism and ageism is of course nothing new. It affects older women throughout the world in almost every aspect of their lives and has been explored and dissected by feminist thinkers and writers from Simone de Beauvoir to Germaine Greer and beyond. Any study of the older woman inevitably needs to take on board attitudes towards the menopause – the physical change that marks ageing so distinctly for most women. For both men and women, ageing is accompanied by numerous physical changes but society’s negative view of menopause is key to understanding attitudes towards the ageing woman. Still something all too rarely discussed as anything other than a problem, a burden or source of humour, the menopause is more than just a physical reality – it is also a social construct.

Feminist scholars in the West have investigated factors such as the invisibility of the post-menopausal woman and highlighted the attitudes of a society that regards the older female body as inevitably diseased and deteriorating, in need of medical treatment, particularly in the form of hormone replacement therapy (HRT). In gynaecologist Robert Wilson’s bestselling 1966 book promoting HRT, Feminine Forever, for example, he wrote of the menopause that ‘no woman can be sure of escaping the horror of this living decay … even the most valiant woman can no longer hide the fact that she is, in effect, no longer a woman’.8 For men like Wilson, once a woman can no longer reproduce, she fails to fulfil her only truly valuable function in life and so is discarded and fades into invisibility. More recently, in a 1992 article entitled ‘Hormone Replacement Therapy: Protection against the Consequences of Menopause’, P. B. Marshburn and P. R. Carr declared categorically: ‘Anxiety, depression, irritability and fatigue increase after menopause.’9

8 Quoted in Jacqueline N. Zita, ‘Heresy in the Female Body’, in The Other Within Us: Feminist Explorations of Women and Aging, ed. Marilyn Pearsall (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1997), 98.
9 P. B. Marshburn and P. R. Carr quoted in Linda R. Gannon, Women and Aging: Transcending the Myths (London and New York: Routledge, 1999), 35.
Needless to say, many women, perhaps especially as we ourselves age, have raged against this view of the menopause and what it says about our place and value in society. While acknowledging the physical changes that can occur in our bodies, for many women the menopause can in fact be a time of freedom, renewed energy and exciting potential. In the 1990s a survey carried out in the United States found that only three per cent of the women questioned were regretful at the onset of menopause, while thirty-nine per cent were relieved.10 Linda R. Gannon even argues that the menopausal woman can be regarded as in a state of wellness in comparison to the menstruating woman who is ‘at heightened risk for disease, injury, and death’.11

10 Study carried out by Judyth Reichenberg-Ullman, discussed in Zita, ‘Heresy in the Female Body’, 101.
11 Gannon, Women and Aging, 86–7.
Women who refuse to allow themselves to be medicalised or marginalised find not just a peaceful serenity and acceptance of ageing but often a new dynamic and power as they reach the pivotal age of 50. As feminist scholar Jacqueline Zita has written:

To deconstruct the meanings of menopause in a male gerontocracy is to construct a social and cultural space for the empowerment of crones … My hope is that more powerful and unruly women will emerge from this conceiving – old, wise, and furiously heretical.12


12 Zita, ‘Heresy in the Female Body’, 110.
Germaine Greer, in her monograph The Change, has explained:

There are positive aspects to being a frightening old woman. Though the old woman is both feared and reviled, she need not take the intolerance of others to heart, for women over fifty already form one of the largest groups in the population structure of the Western world. As long as they like themselves, they will not be an oppressed minority. In order to like themselves they must reject trivialisation by others of who and what they are.13


13 Germaine Greer, The Change: Women, Aging and the Menopause (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1992), 4.
Elsewhere Greer has written:

Let the Masters in Menopause congregate in luxury hotels all over the world to deliver and to hearken to papers on the latest astonishing discoveries about the decline of grip strength in menopause or the number of stromal cells in the fifty-year-old ovary, the woman herself is too busy to listen. She is climbing her own mountain, in search of her own horizon, after years of being absorbed in the struggle of others. The way is hard, and she stumbles many times, but for once no one is scrambling after her, begging her to turn back … The climacteric marks the end of apologizing. The chrysalis of conditioning has once and for all to break and the female woman finally to emerge.14


14 Germaine Greer, ‘Serenity and Power’, in Pearsall, The Other Within Us, 272.
But climbing your own mountain can be difficult. Women are as bound by cultural stereotypes and beliefs as men and it can be hard to break out of the chrysalis, or even to acknowledge there is a chrysalis to be broken out of. The title of this chapter comes from a somewhat startling letter written by the Welsh composer Grace Williams (1906–77) to her friend Gerald Cockshutt in 1949, when she was in her early forties:

Ten years ago I thought that no one could ever possibly want to hear music written by a woman in her forties. Well, the two Elizabeths [Maconchy and Lutyens] have proved me wrong. But I still feel the same way about women of 50+. There does seem something revolting – and perhaps a bit pathetic – in the thought of a symphony by a woman of 50.15


15 Quoted in Malcolm Boyd, Grace Williams (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1996), 42.
At this stage in her life, Williams was a successful freelance composer, writing music in a variety of genres, including several well-received orchestral works such as her Fantasia on Welsh Nursery Themes (1940) or her Sea Sketches for string orchestra (1944). What is particularly poignant about her remark is that she went on to complete her dynamic second symphony, a work still available on CD, in 1956, at the age of 50.16 Was she merely expressing what she felt she was somehow expected to feel? ‘Revolting’ is such a strong word to use. Was she really so unsure of her own value that she felt there was something repellent about the public expression of complex musical creativity from an older woman? And why was the symphony singled out as a genre? Would a song or piano piece – traditionally women’s genres – be more acceptable?

16 The CD is a remastering, made with the support of the Arts Council of Wales, of an EMI recording from 1974: Grace Williams, Ballads, Fairest of Stars, Symphony No. 2, CD, Lyrita, SRCD327 (1996).
Williams certainly continued to express such feelings about herself as an older woman creating music. In 1966, she wrote to her friend and fellow composer Elizabeth Maconchy (1907–94) about a possible production of her opera The Parlour which she had completed five years earlier: ‘A first opera by a woman of 60 - - - how would we react to it? – let alone the young!’17 Williams is often distressingly self-deprecating and self-effacing, but these declarations of disgust at her age are particularly painful.

17 Grace Williams to Elizabeth Maconchy, 24 November 1966. Private collection.
Ultimately, however, Williams does not seem to have listened to herself. She certainly did not feel enough revulsion at approaching old age to stop composing, as the catalogue of powerful, dynamic and beautiful music that she produced after the age of 50 bears witness. Indeed her biographer Malcolm Boyd, without drawing attention to her age, has noted that ‘it is possible to recognise in the music she wrote after about 1954 a new sense of direction and an individuality not often apparent in the large-scale works she had written before that date’, going on to talk of ‘a new self-confidence and sense of identity’.18

18 Boyd, Grace Williams, 36.
Grace Williams was one of a number of British female composers – along with Elisabeth Lutyens (1906–83), Elizabeth Maconchy and others – whose music was first heard in the late 1920s and early 1930s, when it frequently confounded critics who were confused by music that was more modernist and challenging than anything they were expecting from young women.19 In 1935, the critic for the Evening News reviewed a concert with new music by Lutyens (a song-cycle for tenor, four horns and strings), Maconchy (a ballet) and Williams (an orchestral suite) describing it as:

19 For an introduction to the work of Lutyens, Maconchy and Williams, see Rhiannon Mathias, Lutyens, Maconchy, Williams and Twentieth-Century British Music: A Blest Trio of Sirens (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012).
an interesting study of the young female mind of today. This organ, when it takes up musical composition, works in mysterious ways. No lip-stick, silk stocking, or saucily tilted hat adorns the music evolved from its recesses.20


20 William McNaught, Evening News, 5 February 1935, Iris Lemare archive.
By the time these composers reached their fifties, their distinctive music – which they continued to write despite the struggle to get it heard – had been eclipsed as their male contemporaries – Benjamin Britten and Michael Tippett – became the grand old men of British music and a new generation of younger men – Harrison Birtwistle and Peter Maxwell Davies – took over the avant-garde. Nevertheless Lutyens, Maconchy and Williams, along with female contemporaries such as Priaulx Rainier (1903–86) or Phyllis Tate (1911–87), continued to compose for many more years, offering each other the support not found elsewhere. Shortly before Maconchy’s 50th birthday, Williams wrote to her, saying:

I’ve just heard your Strings Symphony & feel convinced that it is your best orchestral work – it’s worth growing older if one can write mature music of such quality – deep & vital – & serious in a way that is more profoundly serious than one’s early work can ever be. (So take heart as you approach the 19th! How much worse it would be if you were a singer!)21


21 Maconchy’s birthday was on 19 March. Grace Williams to Elizabeth Maconchy, 10 March 1957, private collection.
Maconchy celebrated her fifties by turning to opera, producing a captivating trilogy of very different but equally compelling one-act works which are beginning to be heard again today. The Sofa (composed 1956–57, first performed 1959), to a libretto by Ursula Vaughan Williams after the play Le Sofa by Crébillon fils, and The Departure (composed 1961, first performed 1962), to a libretto by Anne Ridler, were both revived at London’s Sadler’s Wells by Independent Opera in 2007 to mark the centenary of Maconchy’s birth, and issued by the company on CD two years later.22 Completed in the year Maconchy turned 50, The Sofa is a lively, surreal and somewhat risqué work, in which a dissolute young man is turned into a sofa by his disapproving grandmother. The spell is only reversed when a couple make love on the sofa he has become. The work is a compelling demonstration of Maconchy’s operatic skills, blending drama, lyrical beauty, humour and vocal acrobatics in a perfectly judged whole.

22 Elizabeth Maconchy, The Sofa/The Departure, CD, Chandos, CHAN 10508 (2009).
Sometimes a woman’s advancing age can play in her favour. Some of the women of Maconchy’s generation were still alive when Minna Keal’s Symphony op. 3 received its premiere at the Promenade Concerts in 1989, played by the BBC Symphony Orchestra conducted by Oliver Knussen to widespread critical attention and acclaim.23 One reviewer described her 1989 symphony as ‘tightly argued, cast in a moderately modern though very accessible idiom, brimming with energy and invention’.24

23 On Minna Keal, see Tim Bullamore, ‘Obituary: Minna Keal’, The Independent, 16 November 1999, accessed 3 September 2012, http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/obituary-minna-keal-1126413.html, and Alison Light, ‘Minna Keal’, The Guardian, 24 November 1999, accessed 3 September 2012, http://www.theguardian.com/news/1999/nov/24/guardianobituaries1.
24 Hubert Culot, ‘Review of LNT110: A Life in Reverse: the Music of Minna Keal’, Lontano website, accessed 12 February 2014, http://www.lorelt.co.uk/review/life_in_reverse_keal/12.
Keal’s story is perhaps now forgotten. Born in 1909 in the East End of London, she was a contemporary of Lutyens, Maconchy, Rainier, Tate and Williams. In 1928 she had studied composition for a year at the Royal Academy of Music with William Alwyn before her father died and she had to give up studying and the goal of a musical career in order to work in the family business. It was not until she retired at the age of 60, in 1969, that she took up composition again. Her teacher, Justin Conolly, was supportive and encouraging while the press were intrigued by this diminutive white-haired woman who was producing such rugged and complex music. Like her contemporaries as young female composers, Keal, as an 80-year-old grandmother, was confounding what was expected of a woman at her stage in life.

Inspiring though Keal’s story and music are, it is instructive to compare her position at the end of the twentieth century with that of composers such as Maconchy who had no such X-Factor style ‘back story’ to attract this level of coverage or attention, despite a lifetime spent creating equally powerful music. Needless to say once Keal’s ‘story’ had been told, she faded back into obscurity – although not before a couple of CDs and a television documentary had been made.25 Like the child prodigy, the late starter is always fleetingly newsworthy.

25 A Life in Reverse: The Music of Minna Keal, CD, Lontano LNT110 (1996); Minna Keal, Cello Concerto/Ballade, CD, NMC, NMC DO48S (1997); A Life in Reverse, broadcast on BBC2, 18 August 1992.
The sixth decade seems to be a significant period of life for many women. Most are post-menopausal, relieved of the annoying pain of that monthly curse; many have seen their children grow and for those who have not chosen or not been able to have children, that possibility is no longer there to hover annoyingly at the edges of thought. Firmly ensconced in my own sixth decade, I continue to search for inspiration – people that awake my imagination, offer stimulation and encouragement. Increasingly my role models are older women who wear their life stories in their faces, who are still going strong after decades of everything that life has thrown at them, who have survived the ‘toxic combination’ of ageism and sexism and who continue to surprise, resist and not do what is expected. As always music is my constant companion, and in the music of women such as Joan Armatrading, Joni Mitchell, Patti Smith or Ethel Smyth, I hear determination, a defiance of expectation and a refusal to behave. Even in the music of Grace Williams, I hear a spirited contradiction of her own indoctrinated beliefs about the lack of any possible value in herself or her music. And their later work often shows these women to be becoming bolder in many different ways.

For the last couple of decades much of my own work, my musicological research, has involved uncovering the lives and music of women working in Britain in the last years of the nineteenth and the first years of the twentieth century. The ways in which this generation approached their sixth decade resonate strongly across the years. The woman I have been most drawn to is the now little-known songwriter Maude Valérie White (1855–1937). Educated at the Royal Academy of Music, White was one of Britain’s leading songwriters in the 1880s and 1890s, supplementing a small private income with sales of her songs and the proceeds of concerts of her music. In her second volume of memoirs, My Indian Summer, published in 1932 when she was in her late seventies, White wrote of the period at the turn of the century when she was in her late forties:

I had no home, no ties in England. My brothers and sisters were scattered all over the world, leading their own lives; I could go on with my own work wherever I went, and – I was middle-aged, and glorying in the fact! For middle-age – even now – is the most successful broom for sweeping tiresome complications out of a woman’s life … It ought to be welcomed with cheers – with the enthusiasm with which Mohammedans celebrate the end of Ramadan. As to the ‘first grey hair’, why, it’s the outward and visible sign of liberty! – the liberty that refuses to be cramped and controlled by other people’s opinions.26


26 Maude Valérie White, My Indian Summer (London: Grayson & Grayson, 1932), 52.
In her early fifties, White moved her base from England to Taormina in Sicily, a new adventure in a place which had a reputation at that time as a place frequented by gay men.27 A widely acknowledged freedom from Victorian propriety among the Northern European visitors together with the geographic remoteness and wildness of Sicily doubtless appealed to White as she gloried in her middle age. She loved the town and its music which she was to draw on in several of her songs.

27 An 1899 diary entry by the bisexual Russian poet Zinaida Hippius refers to ‘Taormina, white and blue town of the most humorous of all loves – homosexuality!’ See Temira Pachmuss, ed. and trans., Between Paris and St Petersburg: Selected Diaries of Zinaida Hippius (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1975), 73–4. In her biography of Ethel Smyth, Louise Collis makes an unacknowledged reference to Smyth associating Sicily with ‘colonies of Oscar-Wilde men’. See Louise Collis, Impetuous Heart: The Story of Ethel Smyth (London: William Kimber, 1984), 156.
Always a compulsive traveller, it was also at this time that White started visiting North Africa. Deeply attracted to and intrigued by the music of Algeria, she explained: ‘Many people hate the music of the East. I love it. To me it seems like a savage, desperate cry for happiness and liberty.’28 Echoes of this music also find their way into her songs, such as ‘Song of the Sahara’ written in 1904, her 49th year, to words from The Garden of Allah, a novel by her friend Robert Hichens (and later made into a film starring Marlene Dietrich).29 Another song from that year is the hypnotically sensuous D’Annunzio setting ‘Isaotta Blanzesmano’, described by one of her publishers as like an opium dream.30 The sultry, seductive quality of the song with its recurrent improvisatory piano accompaniment motif was a new musical departure for White, one that can also be heard in later songs such as her haunting setting of Verlaine’s ‘Le Foyer’ (1924).31

28 White, My Indian Summer, 33.
29 ‘A Song of the Sahara’ was written in 1904 and published by Ricordi. Robert Hichens’s novel The Garden of Allah was published by Methuen in the same year. At least two film versions have been made: a silent film, The Crisis (d. Colin Campbell, 1916), for which Hichens worked on the screenplay, and a later version directed by Richard Boleslawski and starring Marlene Dietrich, The Garden of Allah (1936).
30 Tito Ricordi, quoted in White, My Indian Summer, 92. White first came across the poem in Hichens’s novel The Woman with the Fan (1904) when ‘it evoked a vision of beauty – and romance – that absolutely refused to leave me for days and days’. Maude Valérie White, Friends and Memories (London: Edward Arnold, 1914), 190.
31 Two Songs[‘Le Foyer’ and ‘La flûte invisible’] (London: Chappell, 1924).
One of the visitors to Casa Felice, White’s cottage in Taormina, was her better known contemporary the composer Ethel Smyth (1958–44). Never a quiet or dutiful woman, Smyth was to mark the entry into her fifties by falling in love with Emmeline Pankhurst and deciding to devote two years of her life to the suffragette cause of votes for women. Like White, there are notable changes in Smyth’s musical language at this time – a move away from a more solid Germanic approach to harmony and structure, towards a French-inspired lightness of touch. The year 1908, when Smyth turned 50, saw the first performances of her Four Songs to French texts for mezzo soprano and the somewhat unusual chamber ensemble of string trio, harp, flute and percussion. The resulting work provides a succinct example of Smyth’s new musical language.

Smyth’s published memoirs stop at the age of 50 – with the death of her only male lover – although there are plenty of letters and diaries that survive to continue her life story. An inspirational but difficult woman, she still awaits the biography she deserves. Smyth herself does not seem to have thought middle age worthy of discussion and I suspect she simply brushed it out of her way as she continued to play golf, fall in love and fight for hearings of her music.

A notable change in the musical language of both Smyth and White can be heard in their music after the age of 50. Moving into the late twentieth and early twenty-first century and to a different musical genre, are there any such discernible patterns for the women singer-songwriters I also admire, as they too enter middle age? Unlike the composers of White’s or Williams’s generations, these musicians are also performers, women who take to the stage and are therefore judged, like Madonna, on their appearance as well as on their musicianship and creativity.

Thinking about the careers and listening to the music of a fairly random selection of American, British and Canadian women, it has struck me that while inevitably continuing to create music in their own individual and distinctive languages, there are indeed certain similarities to their careers as they enter their fifties. Refusing to slow down or retire quietly into a lady-like silence, they also frequently strike out onto new musical paths. Faced with a world in which they are increasingly invisible and which so often overlooks their work, they often issue retrospective collections or re-workings of their previous successes. Many of them choose to branch out into paths beyond music and an ever sounding note is a freedom from caring what other people think, an embracing of, in Maude Valérie White’s words, ‘the liberty that refuses to be cramped and controlled by other people’s opinions’.32

32 Watson and Railton have outlined ‘five principal “career options” available to mainstream women pop and rock performers as they age’. These are to die young, to disappear from public view, to ‘replay past success in the present’, to change career ‘in order to remain in the public eye’ and ‘to maintain a career through ongoing chart success’. Paul Watson and Diane Railton, ‘Rebel without a Pause: The Continuing Controversy in Madonna’s Contemporary Music Videos’, in ‘Rock On’: Women, Ageing and Popular Music, ed. Ros Jennings and Abigail Gardner (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), 139.
Many of these patterns can be seen in the music and career of singer-songwriter Joan Armatrading. Armatrading was born in St Kitts in 1943 and came to the UK to join her parents in Birmingham at the age of 7. She released her debut album Whatever’s For Us in 1972. Much of this album was co-written with songwriter Pam Nestor but this collaborative partnership was not to last. Armatrading went on to critical acclaim with songs such as her first chart success ‘Love and Affection’ of 1976.

But the 1990s, when Armatrading was in her forties, was a difficult decade. She retained a devoted following but had little commercial success with a succession of albums. Undaunted, she started to turn her attention to other interests. After studying at the Open University, she graduated with a history degree in 2000, the year she turned 50. The following year she was awarded an MBE and in 2003, no longer attached to a major record label, released Lovers Speak, her first album in eight years.

In 2007 Armatrading released Into the Blues on the 429 record label, describing it as ‘the CD I’ve been promising myself to write for a long time’.33 This musical departure from a more pop-based sound was also a commercial and critical success, reaching no. 1 on the US Billboard Blues Chart and making Armatrading the first UK female musician nominated for a Grammy Blues award. A remarkably gutsy and raw album, Into the Blues was the first of a trilogy in which Armatrading explored blues, rock (This Charming Life, 2010) and jazz (Starlight, 2013) creating, producing and performing all songs – even playing almost all instruments – on all three albums.34 Into the Blues was deservedly the best received of the trilogy, foregrounding her mesmeric guitar technique and powerful vocal range. Always a defiantly private person who refused to talk about her sexuality despite much media speculation, in 2011 Armatrading threw caution to the winds, embracing a ‘liberty that refuses to be cramped and controlled by other people’s opinions’ and entered into a civil partnership with her long-term partner, visual artist Maggie Butler.35

33 429 Record press release, 429 Records, accessed 17 April 2014, http://www.429records.com/sites/429records/429details/d_joan3.asp.
34 In Armatrading’s own words: ‘I thought it would be good to do one genre and stay with that and I hit on coming up with a trilogy, and the trilogy would be blues, rock, jazz.OEBPS/nav.xhtml
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