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Foreword

Women’s voices—where can they be found? How can they be defined? How have they been muted, silenced, adapted to the dominant male culture of their times and places? These are questions being asked of the artistic products of women that have been recovered, rediscovered, and reread since the resurgence of feminism in recent years drew to our attention the messages and lessons that needed to be reclaimed as part of our heritage. It seems ironic, then, that the field of music scholarship, dealing with an art in which the voice is often literally present, has been slow to take up the challenge of finding and defining the contributions and roles of women. Yet it can no longer be denied that women at all times and in all places have both created and performed music. Their voices need to be heard if we are to comprehend the scope and variety of the musical experience throughout history.

For some time, twentieth-century Britain seemed an ideal place for the development of women’s musical talents. Women performers, such as soprano Jane Manning, commissioned and presented works by women; women impresarios, such as Anne Macnaghten and Iris Lemare, developed concert series that promoted new music by composers of both sexes equally; major institutions—the BBC or various choral or chamber groups, for example—commissioned women to write for them; and the Society of Women Musicians stood as a proud and necessary support group. In the background, people like Ralph Vaughan Williams and Gustav Holst, key figures in the English musical renaissance of the twentieth century, led British audiences and institutions to a new appreciation of their own musical heritage. Although, as Nicola LeFanu demonstrated in her study, “Master Musician: An Impregnable Taboo?” (Contact 31, 1987), these favorable conditions for women were not to continue unchallenged, they nonetheless provided a foundation for the rise to prominence of many first-rate female talents, among them LeFanu’s own mother, Elizabeth Maconchy. And it is here, in the middle decades of the twentieth century, that we find a chorus of women’s voices that deserve to be heard.

Despite a subsequent decline in the number of women writing music and having it performed by major soloists and ensembles, the voices of British women nonetheless sounded forth. They were heard most prominently in the works of Scotch-born Thea Musgrave, still a formidable figure in the world of modern music. Nor has the younger generation been idle: within the past decade or two the world has heard the voices of such admirable figures as Judith Weir, Rhian Samuel, and Nicola LeFanu herself—women whose music, live and on record, has reached an international audience.

Where better to begin the search for women’s voices than in choral music, a genre in which individual uniqueness takes on a collective expression, conveyed to an audience not just through musical content but through content presented by means of the physical voices of those who perform it? Catherine Roma, a conductor and scholar of wide experience and growing national reputation, brings to this study of choral writing by British women an infectious enthusiasm and a genuine appreciation of this music. Whether describing the struggles of Elisabeth Lutyens to find her own voice, relating how Elizabeth Maconchy reveals her own distinctive voices even in her earliest works, or quoting Thea Musgrave’s wish that “I hope I have a style that is recognizable and individual,” Roma provides material of value both to the student and to the conductor. The amount and variety of choral music by these women, their contemporaries, and their successors that emerges from these pages constitutes a repertoire worthy of notice, performance, and recording. For only as we get acquainted with this and other music by women can we begin to apprehend the uniqueness and validity of what women composers have to communicate.

 


Karin Pendle 
Professor Emerita, Musicology 
College-Conservatory of Music 
University of Cincinnati




Preface

This book brings to the attention of choral conductors, and those interested in contemporary music and music by women, the exciting, accessible choral works of three contemporary British composers. Although relatively unknown in the United States, Elisabeth Lutyens (1906-1983), Elizabeth Maconchy (1907-1994), and Thea Musgrave (1928-) earned solid reputations in the Britain of their times. Although all three have written music in various genres, choral music has constituted an important part of their output. Their music reveals them to be substantial, prolific, collegial composers who are representative of major trends in twentieth-century British choral composition.

The compositional techniques used by Lutyens, Maconchy, and Musgrave vary. Elisabeth Lutyens is often described as a musical pioneer because of her use of twelve-tone technique. Set theory is the basis of the analytical approach used in the Lutyens chapter, which also notes that her departures from the strict practice of serial writing are always highly personal and imaginative.

Maconchy described her own techniques as “an impassioned argument,” and compositional techniques found in her thirteen string quartets—such as contrapuntal textures and short, generative cells, used skillfully and economically—are discernible in her choral works. Maconchy’s harmonic language is tonal, and she incorporates a high degree of chromatic color.

Thea Musgrave’s music encompasses many modes of expression. Her earliest choral works feature tonal diatonic writing. Although her style shows a gradual movement toward serial techniques in works for other media, this approach is never developed in any choral setting. Out of her short-lived serial period evolves a free chromatic style in which there is no actual tonal function, but rather some degree of tonal expectation. Her personal idiomatic style is a combination of many musical techniques.

This work, a contribution to the growing literature on women in music, thus demonstrates the great diversity of approaches and techniques used by composers of the twentieth century.
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Introduction

Historical Perspective

Over the last forty years, musicologists have written about the English Musical Renaissance of the twentieth century, describing the burst of compositional activity in a variety of musical styles exhibited by the works of twentieth-century English composers. In 1946 Wilfrid Mellers observed:


If one reflects on the situation in English music at the turn of the century it seems astonishing that the creative spark should have been rekindled at all; the scope and variety of creative musical activity in this country today is certainly greater than any impartial intelligent observer would have bargained for thirty or even twenty years ago.1


This musical renaissance, often ascribed to the abandoning of German compositional models and the rediscovery of England’s own musical past, resulted largely from the work of Gustav Holst and Ralph Vaughan Williams. A glance back to 1919 will prove insightful:


Musicians of today are gradually making the discovery that, after a prolonged period of relative sterility, England has become within a generation or two, one of the most copious contributors to contemporary music. This modern renaissance has coincided with the birth of a new social spirit, the effects of which have already proved far-reaching. We still find contemporary composers of merit using melodic outlines recalling those of the German Lied, whilst others, like Vaughan Williams, are fashioning phrases such as any Englishman knows by instinct to be of indigenous growth. Forerunners of the movement are now generally classed as academics, such as Stanford, Parry and Mackenzie. Then one would proceed to its dawn which opens with Elgar and brings forward the names of William Wallace, Ethel Smyth, Granville Bantock—Delius represents the more cosmopolitan aspect of this section. Even today one can point to gifted composers who are still only in the convalescent stage. But the standard of revolt itself was raised in the citadel itself, that is to say, in the institution where the cult of Brahms was at its highest, and several of whose former pupils are now among the most independent of the outstanding figures of English music. At their head one would place Vaughan Williams, whose works contain in an exceptional degree elements which have come to be regarded as characteristically English.2


As teachers, Holst and Vaughan Williams insisted on the study of English music of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, directing their young students, among them Elizabeth Maconchy, to study folk songs, the madrigalists, and Purcell. With a tradition thus assimilated and reaffirmed, the composers born in the first decades of the twentieth century were able to begin the task of reintegrating the national music with assimilated contemporary developments in Europe.

At the same time some observers would say that this reawakening to things English was fine and good but so very late in comparison to events and musical movements on the Continent. Composer Denis ApIvor describes the British music in the early 1920s as follows:


The difficulty in writing about the post-war period, or indeed about British music of any period, is the combination of blinkered non-conformity and “time-compression” which characterises the island scene. Vaughan Williams and his school belong to the modern era, yet they exhibit the bizarre phenomena of a school of folk-song “nationalists” functioning about half a century after the epic folk-song schools of Russia and Central Europe had shot their bolts, and contemporaneously with the “revolutionary” Schoenberg, Webern, Stravinsky.3


One can see that provincialism and complacency were not easy barriers to overcome, and it was not easy for some composers to push through the “mists created by the foggy dew of the Renaissance of British Music.”4 Andrew Porter put it this way:


The wide British public has no taste for contemporary music. In the opera house it goes regularly to a handful of works from Mozart to Puccini, in the concert hall from Bach to early Stravinsky. It has no national pride, and when a composer dies he is forgotten (last year there was but a single performance of Vaughan Williams symphony in London’s Festive Hall). This is the steady background; foreground figures come and go, for as Delius remarked in 1912, “the English like vogues for this and that. Now Sibelius, and when they’re tired of him they’ll boost up Bruckner and Mahler.” In fact it took about fifty years (and Sibelius’ death) for Bruckner and Mahler to oust Sibelius from the public’s favor—and then the ousting was complete. This “vogue” aspect of English musical life (which involves performers too) is an important, distasteful, and often unhealthy feature of English musical life. Its movements are unpredictable. Interest does not endure.5


This was the dilemma facing the emerging group of young composers in the 1930s, which included Edmund Rubbra, William Walton, Lennox Berkeley, Priaulx Rainier, Constant Lambert, Alan Rawsthorne, Grace Williams, Michael Tippett, Elisabeth Lutyens, Benjamin Britten, and Elizabeth Maconchy. It was the dilemma not only of the unknown composer but also of the contemporary composer, attempting to admit and integrate a more international style into a personal language, thus moving away from the provincialism that had characterized British schooling and composition.

The revival of the British choral tradition in the early twentieth century is one of many factors that fueled the English Musical Renaissance. The Tudor revival affected the composers mentioned, all of whom composed noteworthy choral works. For the first time, performing editions of works by Tye, Tallis, Taverner, Byrd, Morley, and Dowland, transcribed from part-books, became available. Polyphonic works of the Tudor period were the exact opposite of what had become the norm in Victorian music, where the melody was in the highest voice; the bass part was static; the texture was chordal; the rhythmic patterns consisted of two, three, and four beats in a bar; and the words of the text were made to fit the music. In Tudor music, the interest was evenly distributed between the various voices, and even the basses shared melodic interest with a texture that was primarily polyphonic. Lines were conceived horizontally, but chordal texture was found as well. Rhythmic patterns were usually irregular; cross accents added rhythmic interest. Words were paramount—they inspired and shaped the music. The first editions of Tudor Church Music, The English Madrigal School, and the Collected Works of William Byrd were now readily obtainable and served as models for works in which mixed textures were used, sensitivity to text-setting was heightened, and interest in the a cappella tradition was reestablished.

The Tudor revival and the awakening of interest in English folk song happened simultaneously. Cecil Sharp and Vaughan Williams, the leaders in the folk music resurgence, spent time collecting songs from rural communities. “Folk song shared certain characteristics (irregular phrases, rhythmic variation, use of modes, and even certain melodic devices) with Tudor music and so reinforced the latter’s influence.”6

Vaughan Williams and Gustav Holst rebelled against eighteenth- and nineteenth-century conventions and yet made no attempt to forge a new music, as did Debussy, Schoenberg, Bartók, and Stravinsky. Vaughan Williams in particular looked to the past and found inspiration in both Tudor and folk music:


Instead of inventing new scales and systems he achieved release by returning to the ancient modes. By applying to modal idioms the techniques and resources of a forward-looking contemporary composer, his music formed a bridge across the centuries; yet so strong was his musical personality that these disparate elements of ancient and modern became fused into a style which was not only highly personal but also intensely national.7


Vaughan Williams’ Mass in G is an example of a work connected with the past. Scored for solo quartet and unaccompanied double choir, it was intended for liturgical use. The Mass was “written in response to the revival of Byrd and the English polyphonic school at Westminster Cathedral. The mass broke new ground, setting a standard for the recreation of the a cappella tradition.”8

 



In British music history, large choral compositions could always be heard at choral festivals held throughout England. These festivals, where the large-scale works of Handel and Mendelssohn were performed in the nineteenth century, aroused steady interest in the composition of oratorios and other large festal pieces. In 1905 the Leith Festival was founded by Margaret Vaughan Williams, Ralph’s sister. At Leith, Vaughan Williams encouraged performances of larger works by young composers, which helped them gain exposure and recognition. Vaughan Williams contributed over fifty compositions to the choral repertoire, including oratorios and cantatas like Sancta civitas (1926), Dona nobis pacem (1936), and Hodie (1954).

Important oratorios composed during the first half of the twentieth century include Belshazzar’s Feast (1931) by William Walton, which is considered to be the biggest and most important choral piece since Elgar’s Dream of Gerontius. In A Child of Our Time (1941) Michael Tippett incorporated Negro spirituals into his highly sophisticated work. Both Walton and Tippett have composed other works for chorus, and their pieces have achieved prominent positions in choral programming in the United States.

Benjamin Britten, regarded as one of the greatest modern British composers, “was able to look beyond the limited horizons of the self-consciously nationalistic manner that then enjoyed favour in much institutional teaching.”9 Unlike Vaughan Williams, whose interest in folk song became the basis of major elements in his style, Britten’s point of departure was the music of Henry Purcell:


Though Purcell wrote in major and minor keys and was generally diatonic, he treated harmony and part-leading with a freedom which would have been unthinkable a century or even half a century later. It is this freedom within tonal writing that Britten has rediscovered and developed. Whereas nearly all contemporary composers seem to have taken refuge in an idiom derived from Schoenberg and Webern, Britten has remained conservative and is one of the few who is still in touch with Everyman.10


Choral and vocal works dominate Britten’s oeuvre after his return from the States in 1942. From his earliest choral work, “A Boy Was Born,” which dates back to 1933, when it was premiered at the Macnaghten-Lemare Concerts, Britten placed great importance on the text. This concern and sensitivity to text-setting can be seen in his operas, his works for solo voice, and his forty choral compositions, including Rejoice in the Lamb, Hymn to St. Cecelia, and War Requiem, which were so popular and warmly received by American audiences.

Other composers of this generation, who have composed viable choral works include Lennox Berkeley, a pupil of Nadia Boulanger; Edmund Rubbra, a student of Gustav Holst; Elisabeth Lutyens, who studied with Harold Darke; and Grace Williams, Elizabeth Maconchy, and Constant Lambert, who were pupils of Ralph Vaughan Williams.


Foundations and Forebears

In the early decades of the twentieth century, several people and new organizations laid the foundations on which young composers were able to build. Dame Ethel Smyth was always heralded as the exception to the rule as far as women composers were concerned:


Generally speaking, the remark Mulier taceat in musica holds good, in spite of the many ladies who are occupied with musical needlework, sewing melodies, and knitting tones. All this is imitation work after good masters. But there is one, an English woman, who has swept away, I had almost said, battered down such prejudices. Her name is Ethel Smyth.11


From the beginning, Smyth was independent and chose to seek out her training in Germany, although both the Royal College of Music and the Royal Academy of Music were coeducational institutions. She had many performances abroad before any at home, and she was in the forefront of musical life, attempting to win performances not only because she was a contemporary composer but also because she was a woman composer. Her response to the attention she was finally getting on the pages of the Musical Times is revealing:


I am much gratified at your devoting so much space in your last two numbers to me. In view of the appreciation the Press of this country has recently shown me, and still more perhaps given the testimony from abroad, in which temptation to an over-favorable estimate of home produce cannot play a part, it may surprise you to hear that no single composition of mine has ever been performed at any British Festival though I regularly implore for even a bare ten minutes.12


Henry J. Wood, sole conductor of the Promenade Concerts that were enjoyed by so many between 1895 and 1941, was an important early champion of new music. He conducted works by Debussy, Skryabin, and Bartók, and he urged those playing Schoenberg’s Five Pieces for Orchestra under him to “stick to it, gentlemen, this is nothing to what you’ll have to play in twenty-five years time.”13 Wood did a great deal to promote young British composers and performers, and the Proms became a central feature of British musical life. Elizabeth Maconchy’s first performance of The Land in England was conducted by Wood at the Proms in 1930.

Sir Thomas Beecham championed the operas of Ethel Smyth and gave first performances of her works in Britain. He also presented a number of other new operas in Britain, including works by Russian composers, and was responsible for the first appearances in London of Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes.

In August of 1911 an invitational meeting was held to inaugurate an organization called the Society of Women Musicians. Many reasons were enumerated for its founding, not the least of which was that “there was one branch of creative art in which women had no past as they had in literature or painting, but, there was a tremendous future for women in musical composition.”14 The group met regularly, performed concerts of compositions by women, sponsored lectures about various aspects of compositional technique, introduced works by women composers from America, and much more. Dame Ethel Smyth was part of the organization, and in later years, Elizabeth Maconchy was vice president.

In the early 1920s, many young British composers belonged to the International Society for Contemporary Music (ISCM), which was formed in 1922 as a means of breaking down national barriers between composers. The first organization’s headquarters were in London, under the presidency of E. J. Dent. Some of Lutyens’ and Maconchy’s first performances were in early ISCM concerts held all over Europe. Also in 1922, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) was created, and it proved to be a powerful and continuing influence on English musical life. In its early years, the BBC was responsible for exposing English listeners to a wide variety of new music from abroad. Through radio broadcasts many Britons heard performances of Bartók, Stravinsky, Schoenberg, Berg, and Webern for the first time. The BBC Symphony Orchestra, which became a vehicle for the performance of many new works, was formed in 1930 and later commissioned works from Maconchy, Lutyens, and Musgrave.

Elisabeth Lutyens, one of the most ingenious and outspoken proponents of new musical trends, wanted a vehicle for hearing her own works and those of her friends. Accordingly, she founded a concert series with two other women, violist Anne Macnaghten and aspiring conductor Iris Lemare. The Macnaghten-Lemare Concerts stirred the musical community by calling attention not just to women but to all living composers because they were all equally neglected. The women’s aim was to discover and encourage British composers and to present concerts of contemporary music of differing styles in which British music predominated: “Elisabeth Lutyens brought us together and put the idea that concert works by grossly neglected young British composers might be made to ‘sell’ if properly presented and carefully cushioned by some works of more senior, established British composers and some seldom heard classical works.”15

A year later, in September 1932, Vaughan Williams wrote to Anne Macnaghten, “You are doing great work and putting the BBC and T. Beecham to shame.”16 The Macnaghten-Lemare Concerts were consistently reviewed in music journals and newspapers and proved to be an important forum for many young composers:


Cleverness, vitality, enthusiasm, enterprise—all these and more go to the making of programmes that are packed with interesting new works and admirable performances.
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