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E. Douglas Bomberger 
————————————————————————————————————————————— 

 
Introduction: MacDowell at 150 

 
 
A composer’s reputation is dependent on much more than his tal-
ent and inspiration. After his death, when he can no longer influ-
ence public perception directly, his critics and admirers shape that 
perception for him. In the introduction to his magisterial biography 
of Felix Mendelssohn, R. Larry Todd illustrates how such factors as 
anti-Semitism and anti-Victorianism can change perceptions of a 
composer’s music in subtle and not-so-subtle ways. 1 Kate Hevner 
Mueller’s study of the changing repertoires of American symphony 
orchestras demonstrates that popularity with conductors and audi-
ences is by no means stable over time.2 Few composers vacillated 
more strongly between adulation and excoriation than MacDowell, 
and his meteoric rise and subsequent fall shed light on American 
musical aspirations in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. To 
set the stage for the essays in this collection, it will be useful to con-
sider the reception history of his works from his period of greatest 
fame to his 150th birthday in 2010. 

Born in 1860 in New York City, MacDowell grew up in a 
Quaker family and pursued his early music studies with teachers 
from Latin America. MacDowell moved to Europe as a fifteen-year-
old to further his musical training, spending the next twelve years in 
France and Germany first as a student and then as a young profes-

                                                        
1 R. Larry Todd, Mendelssohn: A Life in Music (Oxford and New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2003), pp. xix–xxix. 
2 Kate Hevner Mueller, Twenty-seven major American symphony orchestras: a history and analysis 
of their repertoires, seasons 1842–43 through 1969–70 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1973). 
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sional. Initially he pursued a career as a concert pianist, but during 
his last four years in Germany, his time was devoted almost entirely 
to composition. In addition to numerous piano works, he published 
his first orchestral works at this time. In the summer of 1888, he 
and his wife Marian moved to Boston, where he reactivated his per-
forming career, accepted students in piano and composition, and 
pursued his dream of achieving fame as a composer. 

The timing of his return home could not have been better. 
MacDowell had published a substantial number of piano, vocal, and 
orchestral works with major German publishing firms, and his mu-
sic had been played by European orchestras.3 MacDowell’s family 
friend Teresa Carreño was also influential in bringing his music be-
fore the public. To American concert promoters, MacDowell was 
ideal—a native-born American whose works had already been given 
the stamp of European approval. 

But MacDowell did not rest on his laurels. A man of tireless 
energy and restless intellect, he produced a prodigious amount of 
new music during his first decade back in the United States. Em-
blematic of the success he achieved was the Second Piano Concerto, 
op. 23. This work had been mostly written in Germany but was 
completed in the months after his return. In spring 1889 it was 
played by two of America’s leading orchestras with the composer as 
soloist: Theodore Thomas played it in New York in March, and 
Wilhelm Gericke played it in Boston in April. This was followed by 
a performance at the Paris Exposition in July. When New York crit-
ic James Huneker told Thomas after the first performance that he 
thought the work was “very good for an ‘American,’” Thomas re-
plied indignantly “or for a German either”4—high praise from Amer-
ica’s most powerful conductor.  

Over the following decade, MacDowell’s reputation grew 
with the publication of a series of major works, including four piano 
sonatas, two orchestral suites, and numerous sets of songs and 
                                                        
3 For information on his European publications and performances, see E. Douglas Bom-
berger, “The Kindness of Strangers: Edward MacDowell and Breslau,” American Music 32, 
no. 1 (Spring 2014): 24–45. 
4 Letter, James G. Huneker to Edward A. MacDowell, March 20, 1889, Edward and Mari-
an MacDowell Collection, Library of Congress Music Division (hereafter EMMC) Box 
30/61. 



INTRODUCTION 3 

shorter piano works. He earned the reputation of a daring harmonic 
innovator in the Liszt/Wagner tradition, while his “Indian” Suite, 
premiered in 1896, was a model of art music based on Native-
American thematic elements. In addition to his major concert 
works, however, MacDowell wrote in another idiom: the piano 
character piece. Like Mendelssohn and Schumann, he was able to 
achieve the rarest of compositional successes by writing short, evoca-
tive works of the highest artistic integrity playable by amateur pia-
nists. His famous “To a Wild Rose” from Woodland Sketches, op. 51, 
published in 1896, illustrates the melodic charm of his best works in 
this genre. The set sold over 650,000 copies before the copyright 
expired in the early 1950s.5 By 1900, his reputation was firmly estab-
lished. Music critic Rupert Hughes summarized his position that 
year in his book on contemporary American composers: “The mat-
ter of precedence in creative art is as hopeless of solution as it is un-
important. And yet it seems appropriate to say, in writing of E. A. 
MacDowell, that an almost unanimous vote would grant him rank 
as the greatest of American composers, while not a few ballots 
would indicate him as the best of living music writers.”6  

In the midst of nearly universal acclaim, there were only a 
few detractors. The piano teacher and critic W. S. B. Mathews of 
Chicago found his Third Piano Sonata too harmonically advanced 
in a 1901 review: “That any person still retaining a ghost of a love 
for the music of Beethoven, Bach, Brahms, Liszt, Wagner, Schu-
mann (to mention only the most original of all composers), can still 
have a love for this sonata, and an enjoyment in playing it, is in the 
last degree unlikely.” He went on to call it a pity that MacDowell 
was capable of writing respectable salon music but chose instead to 
indulge in “the quest for the profound and the intensely new and 
deep.”7 To summarize his reputation at the turn of the twentieth 
century, MacDowell was one of a handful of progressive composers 

                                                        
5 The Arthur P. Schmidt Collection in the Library of Congress Music Division contains 
files devoted to royalties of its biggest sellers, including the Woodland Sketches (Box 149 
folders 1–4). EMMC Box 48/87 also contains royalty statements. 
6 Rupert Hughes, Contemporary American Composers (Boston: L. C. Page, 1900), pp. 34–35. 
7 [W. S. B. Mathews], “Editorial Bric-A-Brac,” Music 19, no. 4 (February 1901): 412. 
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admired on both sides of the Atlantic, and he had also written 
lighter piano music that was immensely popular with amateurs. 

Still in the prime of life, MacDowell did not enjoy the privi-
lege of a long career. Perhaps unwisely, he poured his best energies 
into his work as chair of the Music Department of Columbia Uni-
versity before resigning in 1904 in a dispute over the administrative 
structure of the university’s arts programs. Within a year, he suf-
fered what was described as a nervous breakdown, declining rapidly 
to his death in January 1908. The music world was stunned that this 
young, vital composer was gone. The headline in Musical America 
read, “America Mourns the Loss of Its Greatest Composer.”8 The 
Boston Journal noted: “With the death of Edward A. MacDowell 
closes the first great chapter in the history of American music. 
Wherever the beauty and the power that mark true musical art are 
appreciated, there his works have made a lasting impression. He was 
the soul of honor and of poetry.”9 Such eulogies echoed around the 
world, and European papers showered him with praise never before 
accorded an American musician.10  

Defenders and detractors alike acknowledged that MacDow-
ell’s works had achieved a level of artistic and commercial success 
unseen in American art music. His rapid rise to fame is reflected in 
the pages of Riemann’s Musiklexikon, a leading German reference 
book that appeared frequently in new editions. From a brief men-
tion as “pianist and composer” in 1887, he was promoted to “note-
worthy pianist with success as composer” in 1894, which was up-
graded to “decided success as composer” in 1900. Upon his death 
he was promoted to “very noteworthy composer, bold and with 
strong expression but also tender and sensitive in detail.”11 

The sales of his works remained strong for nearly a decade 
after his death in 1908. His widow Marian reported that royalties 

                                                        
8 “America Mourns the Loss of Its Greatest Composer,” Musical America 7, no. 12 (Febru-
ary 1, 1908): 5–6. 
9 “MacDowell,” The Boston Journal, January 24, 1908, obituary file, EMMC Box 1. 
10 See for instance the laudatory obituary by H. R. A. in the Neue Musik-Zeitung 29, no. 10 
(February 20, 1908): 228. 
11 Hugo Riemann, “MacDowell, Edward A.” in Musik-Lexikon, 3rd thoroughly revised edi-
tion (Leipzig: Max Hesse, 1887) is only nine lines long; the entry in the 1909 edition is 
fifty-two lines long. 
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were especially robust in England, where MacDowell was highly es-
teemed by performers and audiences alike. Public interest in Mac-
Dowell and his music was reinforced by extensive coverage in the 
press, particularly magazines devoted to music. The entire March 
1908 issue of The Musician was devoted to MacDowell. The Musical 
Quarterly, a new journal founded in 1915, featured a thirty-five-page 
article on the composer in its first issue. A British journal, The Music 
Student, devoted its entire August 1915 issue to MacDowell, includ-
ing the first of twelve serialized articles of recollections by his friend 
Templeton Strong that ran monthly for the next year. The head of 
the music division of the Library of Congress, Oscar Sonneck, pub-
lished a scholarly catalog of MacDowell’s first editions in 1917. Also 
that year an article in Musical America was entitled, “America Grad-
ually Coming Into a True Appreciation of its Greatest Composer.”12 
Throughout the 1920s, sales of the Woodland Sketches averaged 
20,000 per year. 

Despite MacDowell’s public acclaim, there were enemies 
working in private. MacDowell had never been an easy person to 
deal with, and there were those whom he had offended who were 
eager for a chance to get even. A 1908 biography by Lawrence Gil-
man had effusively praised the composer’s originality at the expense 
of all other American composers, contributing in Marian’s opinion 
to a backlash of resentment. Indeed the canny publisher Arthur P. 
Schmidt told Marian nine months after his death, “There are still 
people in existence to whom the very name of MacDowell acts like a 
red rag on a bull.”13 After the publication of the MacDowell issue of 
The Music Student in Britain in 1915, the Boston organist H. C. 
MacDougall (a former student of B. J. Lang) chided editor Percy 
Scholes for honoring MacDowell:  

 
It will seem ungracious in me to suggest that, valuable, interest-
ing and delightful to an American’s sense of national pride as 
your MacDowell number is I miss the note of discrimination. 

                                                        
12 H. F. P., “America Gradually Coming into a True Appreciation of its Greatest Compos-
er,” Musical America 25, no. 12 (January 20, 1917): 3–4. 
13 General Letter Book, 1906–1909, October 29, 1908, Schmidt Collection, Library of 
Congress Music Division. 
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Americans almost never find the English praising one of our art-
ists so freely and generously as you have praised MacDowell. We 
nearly always find (as Lowell put it) “a certain note of conde-
scension” when an Englishman speaks to the American. There is 
little doubt that MacDowell was a genius; and in my mind there 
is little doubt that we are overdoing our new-found respect and 
admiration. He had his distinct limitations. . . . MacD is in truth 
a sort of Mrs. Grieg and will live as the Northern composer will 
live as a poet of small pieces.14 

 
In the 1920s, this view of MacDowell as an effete composer of small 
piano pieces gained currency among the young modernist compos-
ers and critics. In a March 31, 1922 lecture on American music, 
Carl Ruggles claimed, “I have never been able to see in MacDowell 
more than a talent . . . Fat-Heads always imitate the surface things . . 
. It is all a reflection of the black-walnut marble top period, Venus 
de Melos with a clock in her belly. Tiddies, the gilding of everything 
from False teeth to coal hods.”15 Proving that there are no penalties 
for “piling on” in music criticism, commentator Paul Rosenfeld 
wrote in 1929:  
 

The feelings entertained about life by him seem to have re-
mained uncertain; and while fumbling for them he seems regu-
larly to have succumbed to “nice” and “respectable” emotions, 
conventional, accepted by and welcome to, the best people. It is 
shocking to find how full of vague poesy he is. Where his great 
romantic brethren, Brahms, Wagner, and Debussy, are direct 
and sensitive, clearly and tellingly expressive, MacDowell minces 
and simpers, maidenly and ruffled. He is nothing if not a daugh-
ter of the American Revolution.16 

                                                        
14 Letter to Percy Scholes, October 10, 1915, Scholes Fonds, Library and Archives of Can-
ada, Ottawa. 
15 Quoted in Marilyn Ziffrin, Carl Ruggles: Composer, Painter, Storyteller (Urbana: University 
of Illinois Press, 1994), p. 75. I am grateful to Jacob Cohen for making me aware of this 
citation. 
16 Paul Rosenfeld, An Hour with American Music (Philadelphia: J. P. Lippincott, 1929), p. 
46; quoted in William S. Newman, The Sonata Since Beethoven (Chapel Hill: The University 
of North Carolina Press, 1969), p. 760.  
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This sort of criticism was a strategic ploy by a group of young mod-
ernists trying to establish their place in the canon of art music, and 
Rosenfeld’s campaign to feminize previous generations of American 
composers was a linchpin of the strategy.17  

This modernist critique of MacDowell came primarily from 
critics. Those who were most thoroughly acquainted with his music 
were not so quick to criticize. The futurist Leo Ornstein, who had a 
career as a concert pianist before he became known as a composer, 
played MacDowell’s Second Piano Concerto often in the late 1910s 
and early 1920s.18 He wrote a gracious letter to Marian MacDowell 
in 1924, stating, “I have played your husband’s concerto many times 
and consider it a great contribution not only to American music but 
to piano literature.” 19  The composer Aaron Copland joined his 
friends in deriding MacDowell in the 1920s but later acknowledged 
that the critiques were excessive. In a 1960 interview he stated, “We 
were rather tough on Edward MacDowell. Whenever I meet some 
20-year-old composer nowadays who seems less than admiring, I 
think ‘Well, we were pretty tough on Edward MacDowell. I suppose 
it’s our turn now!’”20 

The modernist critique of MacDowell is partly attributable 
to the music that was being played during and after the war. Seldom 
heard were his major orchestral works and challenging piano sona-
tas—the most harmonically and formally advanced portion of his 
worklist. Instead the works that were ubiquitous were the accessible 
short piano works. These were the works that the now-elderly Mari-
an MacDowell played on her concert tours to promote the artist 
colony founded on the couple’s New Hampshire farm. These were 
the works that piano teachers assigned to their young students. And 
these were the works that were played at meetings of MacDowell 

                                                        
17 For an extensive discussion of this strategy, see Kara Anne Gardner, “Living by the la-
dies’ smiles: the feminization of American music and the modernist reaction” (Ph.D. diss., 
Stanford University, 1999).  
18 Michael Broyles and Denise Von Glahn, Leo Ornstein: Modernist Dilemmas, Personal Choic-
es (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007), pp. 153–55. 
19 Letter from Leo Ornstein to Marian MacDowell, November 29, 1924, EMMC Box 48/1. 
20 Aaron Copland, “Making Music in the Star-Spangled Manner,” Music and Musicians 8 
(August 1960): 8–9.  
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Clubs across the country, which numbered around 400 at their peak 
in 1945.21 The great irony is that W. S. B. Mathews had criticized 
MacDowell for excessively modern compositional techniques in 
1901 but that critics like Rosenfeld claimed that MacDowell’s music 
was too “nice” and “respectable” to be taken seriously in the 1920s. 

Meanwhile, a curious phenomenon reinforced the child-like 
image of the composer. In the post-war years he became a staple of 
juvenile literature. Starting in 1915, MacDowell appeared in nu-
merous children’s books. The genre flourished in the 1930s and 
1940s with books designed to inspire boys to practice piano by 
showing that our most famous composer had been just like them as 
a child.22 In most cases a female author presented a fictional picture 
of a dreamy boy whose latent personality predicted his future great-
ness, as in this excerpt from Mary Rosetta Parkman’s High Adventur-
ers of 1931. In the opening scene of the story, the boy Edward is 
practicing dutifully but mindlessly when his fingers stumble on a 
magical sound that his teacher overhears: 

 
“What is that you’re playing?” demanded his teacher sternly. 
The boy had been so absorbed in his dream that he had not 
heard any one come into the room. Now he started guiltily. “I 
have been practicing my lesson, truly,” he apologized, “but just 
now I was playing something that I made up. It’s great fun to 
make up things,” he added eagerly, as he caught a kindly gleam 
in the look his music-master bent upon him. . . . “[T]he music 
made me think of the place where we were last summer; I felt 

                                                        
21 Elizabeth A. Yackley, “Marian MacDowell and the MacDowell Clubs” (M.A. thesis, Uni-
versity of Maryland at College Park, 2008). 
22 Among the most widely read examples of this genre are: Mary Stoyell Stimpson, The 
Child’s Book of American Biography (Boston: Little, Brown, 1915); Eugénie M. Fryer, A Book 
of Boyhoods: Chaucer to MacDowell (New York: Dutton, 1920); Harriette Brower, The World’s 
Great Men of Music: Story-Lives of Master Musicians (New York: Stokes, 1922); Carroll Everett 
and Charles Francis Reed, When they were Boys (Dansville, NY: Owen, 1922); Abbie Farwell 
Brown, The Boyhood of Edward MacDowell (New York: Stokes, 1924); Ethel Glenn Hier, The 
Boyhood and Youth of Edward MacDowell (Peterborough, NH: Nubanusit, 1926); Thomas 
Tapper, Child’s Own Book of Great Musicians: MacDowell (Philadelphia: Theodore Presser, 
1938); Gladys Burch and John Wolcott, Famous Composers for Young People (New York: 
Dodd, Mead, 1939); Opal Wheeler and Sybil Deucher, Edward MacDowell and his Cabin in 
the Pines (New York: Dutton, 1940); Katherine Bakeless, Story-Lives of American Composers 
(New York: Stokes, 1941; Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1953). 
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the way I used to out under the trees. Don’t you see?—Doesn’t 
music ever make you feel things?”  

“Of course I understand,” said the kindly musician, putting 
his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “That’s why I am giving you 
these lessons. I had seen your eyes as you watched me play; I 
knew you had the music in you. But the getting it out—ah, that’s 
the trouble! Scales, scales, my boy; that is the only way. You 
cannot fly to success, you will have to scale the heights.” And 
rubbing his hands together in silent enjoyment of his little joke, 
the good man forgot to scold.23 

 
The net result of the modernist critique of MacDowell’s 

lighter works and the retelling of MacDowell’s story in juvenile liter-
ature was an implicit emasculation. Neither the prepubescent boy 
nor the effeminate composer of piano pieces about woodland flow-
ers was a threatening figure. The memory of the real MacDowell—a 
strong, stubborn, outspoken man who played with breathtaking vir-
tuosity—was veiled in growing layers of legend. He was still revered 
in the 1940s, but more as a symbol than as an innovator. In 1940, 
when the United States Postal Service issued the first series of 
stamps portraying American composers, MacDowell was one of the 
five chosen. He was elected to the Hall of Fame for Great Americans 
in 1960, one of only two musicians (with Stephen Foster) to be so 
honored. Though his shorter piano works were still part of every 
student’s piano lessons, and the Second Concerto enjoyed a new 
heyday after being adopted by Van Cliburn and André Watts, his 
other works slipped into obscurity. 

Returning to Riemann’s Musiklexikon, the 1909 assessment 
remained untouched (except for the deletion of the phrase “very 
noteworthy composer” in 1916) through the 1929 edition. After a 
long hiatus because of World War II, the MacDowell entry was 
overhauled for the 1961 edition, which now couched his music as 
the product of a bygone era: “MacDowell was one of the most prom-
inent American composers in Romantic style, who was willingly in-
fluenced by literary models. He repeatedly used melodies of Indians 
                                                        
23 Mary R. Parkman, “A New-World Poet of Sound: Edward MacDowell,” in High Adven-
turers (New York and London: Century, 1931), pp. 153–54. 
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or negro slaves and thereby allied himself with the folkloristic 
tendencies of the time.”24 The reference to “folkloristic tendencies” 
was removed from the 1979 edition. 

MacDowell’s reputation suffered further indignities after 
Marian’s death. In 1979, author Doris Grumbach published a novel 
entitled Chamber Music that was conceived during a residency at the 
MacDowell Colony. In this thinly veiled account, the heroine Caro-
line is trapped in a loveless marriage with composer Robert 
MacLaren. After he dies of syphilis contracted through a relation-
ship with Churchill Weeks, she founds an artists’ colony in upstate 
New York and finds true love in a relationship with Robert’s former 
nurse Anna. Though Grumbach repeatedly verified that the plot 
was entirely her own fabrication, its subsequent fame as a major 
work of feminist and gay literature raised questions about MacDow-
ell’s sexuality. A 2006 article by Arnold Schwab speculated on scanty 
evidence that the cause of the composer’s death was syphilis, further 
altering the public perception of this formerly iconic composer.25 

If MacDowell the man has been the subject of repeated 
falsehoods and innuendo, his music continues to speak for itself. 
His best works—and the list is much more extensive than commonly 
acknowledged—continue to appeal to new generations of musicians. 
MacDowell remains the most-recorded American classical composer 
of the nineteenth century, with several significant new recordings in 
recent years. MacDowell has also enjoyed a Renaissance among 
writers of dissertations, who have expanded the literature on his 
music and provided new insights into the intricacies of his style. A 
quick search turned up thirty-three dissertations devoted partly or 
entirely to the composer and his music, including twenty-one com-
pleted since 1990. Despite a curious posthumous reception history, 
MacDowell’s reputation is surprisingly resilient. 

The work in the present volume reflects the breadth of 
scholarship being produced on this composer. These essays ap-
proach the legacy of MacDowell from a variety of vantage points, 

                                                        
24 “MacDowell (mækd´auεl), Edward Alexander,” in Riemann Musiklexikon, 12th fully re-
vised edition, ed. Willibald Gurlitt (Mainz: Schott, 1961), 2:121. 
25 Arnold T. Schwab, “Edward MacDowell’s Mysterious Malady,” Musical Quarterly 89, no. 
1 (Spring 2006): 136–51. 


