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Amidst debates of the early 1880s about the status of women in music, the
English organist and scholar Stephen S. Stratton delivered a self-avowed
‘polemical’ paper at the 7 May 1883 meeting of the Musical Association.1

Entitled ‘Woman in Relation to Musical Art’, the talk included a list of
women composers ‘drawn from many sources’ and compiled, he said, ‘as
evidence that women have been engaged in composition for a longer
period of time, and in more branches of the art, than is generally supposed’.
Stratton’s ‘list’ consists in 389 names of mostly verifiable historical women
dating back to the trobairitz Beatrix, Countess of Dia (twelfth century),
each annotated with an approximate date of birth and the genres in which
they had composed.2 Where Stratton unearthed this remarkable trove of
information he does not say, although as co-author of the then forthcom-
ing British Musical Biography (1897), he may well have been culling pre-
existing reference works for information.3

Fast forward toMarch 2015. JessyMcCabe, a seventeen-year-old English
school student, launched an online petition seeking a change in the
national curriculum to include ‘just one woman’ among the sixty-three
male composers on the existing A-level syllabus for music.4 The largely
positive response to her petition met with some media backlash.5 A male
author rating music by some of the syllabus contenders, Clara Schumann
(Piano Concerto: ‘within 10 seconds we know it’s a dud’) and FannyHensel
(Sonata in G minor: ‘it’s bloody awful’), opined that ‘Neither would have
been recorded had they been written by aman.’6 Another author, a ‘woman
and a feminist’, felt McCabe’s petition premature since ‘far too few women
composers [existed] in the past to warrant attention’.7 These responses
encapsulate two obdurate music historical myths that persist with fierce
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tenacity to this day: first, there weren’t (m)any historical women com-
posers, and secondly, there were historical women composers but their
music lacks ‘genius’, and is hence unworthy of attention.

While the proposals of both Stratton and McCabe – spanning some 130
years – exemplify laudable initiatives towards gendering ‘the canon’
(that is, the vaunted body of ‘great’ musical works that has excluded
women), they might also be read as cautionary tales about the fraught
reception history of women composers.8 Like the outcry elicited by
McCabe’s petition, Stratton’s proposal drew sharp criticism from (all but
one of) the men in attendance, their objections indistinguishable from
those in 2015.9 To dwell on misogynous shibboleths of the past that endure
into the twenty-first century obscures a more intriguing question. How did
Stratton’s list of 389 women composers in 1883 plummet to zero – not
a single one on the syllabus – 130 years later? Where did these women
disappear to in the course of the twentieth century?

The Transience of Female Musical Fame

A half century ago, Germaine Greer highlighted ‘the phenomenon of the
transience of female literary fame’whereby some women writers celebrated
during their own lifetimes seemed ‘to vanish without a trace from the
records of posterity’.10 Elaine Showalter noted its serious implications:
‘Thus each generation of women writers has found itself, in a sense,
without a history, forced to rediscover the past anew.’11 Examples of the
phenomenon in the history of art permeate Greer’s The Obstacle Race
(1979), whose opening describes the curators of a ‘pioneering’ 1976 exhib-
ition of women artists who, unaware that a Paris exhibition seventy years
earlier had covered the same ground, ‘had to start virtually from scratch’.12

As with their literary and artistic counterparts, women composers manifest
a ‘transience of female musical fame’, fading from the historical record on
their deaths until their ‘rediscovery’ generations later.13 My aim in this
chapter is to offer some exploratory thoughts on the transient fame of
women composers, to consider the social, historical, and ideological dis-
courses that contribute to it, and to propose strategies for ending the
recurrent cycles of amnesia that have consigned the music of women
(and other identity groups subordinated by race, class, and sexuality) to
oblivion.
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Creative Women and the Evanescence of Posthumous Renown

The disappearance of women from all spheres of creative and intellectual
endeavour dates from the beginning of recorded history. In a survey of
1,000 years of Bible criticism by women, the historian Gerda Lerner
demonstrated ‘the endless repetition of effort, the constant reinventing of
the wheel’ by women unaware of their predecessors:

Men created written history and benefited from the transmittal of knowledge from
one generation to the other, so that each great thinker could stand ‘on the shoulders
of giants’ . . . Women were denied knowledge of their history, and thus each
woman had to argue as though no woman before her had ever thought or
written. . . .Men argued with the giants that preceded them; women argued against
the oppressive weight of millennia of patriarchal thought.14

Studies of artistic reputation, such as the classic prosopographical research
of Gladys Engel Lang and Kurt Lang on British female etchers, have noted
several criteria that tend to foster the likelihood of posthumous renown: 1.
active self-promotion and self-curation during the artist’s lifetime; 2. bio-
logical heirs and/or artistic progeny with a stake in preserving the artist’s
legacy; 3. proximity to networks of wealth, fame, and influence; and 4.
retrospective interest in individuals conforming to emergent cultural/pol-
itical identities (notably, gender, race, class, and sexuality).15 A fuller
assessment of how these and other factors have impacted on the reputa-
tions of women composers over time must await another occasion, but
some general observations can be made.

1. ‘Self-promotion’ often worked to the detriment of women constrained by
prevailing societal expectations of feminine propriety and modesty. Those
who dared to attract a reputation through publication risked campaigns of
innuendo and calumny.16 Barbara Strozzi (1619–77), for example, dedi-
catedherOpus 1 to a female patron ‘so that, under a cloakof gold itmay rest
secure against the lightning bolts of slander prepared for it’.17 Corona
Schröter (1751–1802) equated publication of her music with promiscuity:
‘A certain feeling toward propriety and morality is stamped upon our
sex . . . how can I present this,mymusical work, to the public with anything
other than timidity?’18 Two hundred years earlier, the first named woman
in thehistory ofmusic to appear in print,MaddalenaCasulana (c. 1540–90),
betrayed similar expectations of cultural disapprobation in thededicationof
her first book ofmadrigals (1568) to Isabella de’Medici Orsina: she aspired
‘to show theworld the vain error ofmen,who somuchbelieve themselves to
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be the masters of the highest gifts of the intellect, that they think those gifts
cannot be shared equally by women.’19

2. Casulana’s publications appeared amidst what I have called ‘an evolving
biopolitics of musical genealogy’ in early modern Europe, in which male
composers had begun acknowledging and paying public homage to their
teachers as metaphorical fathers.20 In so doing, they established their
creative pedigrees and self-consciously situated themselves within
a music historical continuum – a lineage of ‘good teachers and fathers’.21

Women, bereft of their own histories, cannot fail to have noticed their
exclusion from these discourses of creative genealogy linking generation
after generation of musical fathers and sons. ‘Their questionable creative
paternity’ rendered them ‘“illegitimate children”, as it were, of music
history.’22 Whether lacking (or outliving) biological heirs and/or musical
progeny with a stake in preserving their creative legacy, another criterion
for achieving lasting renown often eluded women composers.

3. Access to relational networks of cultural power and influence explains
in part the posthumous survival of women composers whose reputa-
tions have by now become common coin, Clara Schumann (1819–96)
and Fanny Hensel (1805–47) above all. These wives, sisters, and other
relatives of famous male composers – ‘women of’ – are often stigma-
tized as beneficiaries of undue reputational and creative advantage with
respect to others who lacked such relationships. It is worth bearing in
mind, though, that social conventions have historically fallen dispro-
portionately upon women – bearing, supporting, and caring for chil-
dren, husbands, or ageing parents – and have often worked to the
detriment of their creative legacies. Even the extraordinarily well-
connected Schumann, beset with severe economic challenges while
Robert was in the asylum, stopped composing at age thirty-six to
concertize internationally in support of their eight children.

4. Retrospective interest in individuals conforming to emergent cultural
and political identities accounts for the greater proportion of historical
recovery work on women and other composers of minority status. It is
no mere happenstance that the work of Stratton and others in the 1880s
arose in the context of first-wave feminist activism. Nearly a century
later, the Civil Rights and second-wave feminist movements gave rise to
the advent and rapid proliferation of Women’s Studies programmes in
American universities in the late 1960s and early 1970s.23 Academics
began questioning time-honoured androcentric assumptions, research-
ing historical women in every sphere of creative endeavour, writing
their own histories, and above all, reclaiming and rediscovering the
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creative pasts that had been ignored, overlooked, marginalized, trivial-
ized, or obliterated.24 As Ruth Solie observed, though, ‘quick upon the
heels of one’s initial glee at these discoveries comes the uncomfortable
awareness that intentional acts of one sort or another have occurred to
consign these women to historical limbo’.25

One ‘uncomfortable awareness’ of ‘intentional acts’ involved the spe-
ciousness of androcentric assertions about musical quality. Another aware-
ness dawned that male composers were canonized because the intentional
acts of individual scholars and critics rested on arbitrary aesthetic hierarchies
and personal preferences.26 Systematic investigation of the entries on
women composers in historical periodicals and standard music reference
works, comparable to the regression analyses of Tuchman and Fortin on
British women writers in the Dictionary of National Biography, would
doubtless prove enlightening to those inclined to underestimate the power
of reviewers of the past to influence our understanding of the present.27

The Discourse of the Exceptional Woman

This brings us to the most insidious reason women composers are ‘forgotten’:
a timeworn critical discourse that sees music as an ‘all male affair’ and women
as lacking musical genius and hence incapable of creative production.28

Where evidence to the contrary proved undeniable, women acclaimed for
their work were subjected to ‘the discourse of the exceptional woman’ that
proves the rule of female creative incompetence.29 Owing to their aberrance,
these exceptions could, as Coventry Patmore (1851) wrote of their literary
counterparts, be safely ignored: ‘There certainly have been cases of women
possessed of the properly masculine power of writing books, but these cases
are all so truly and obviously exceptional . . . that we may overlook them
without the least prejudice to the soundness of our doctrine.’30

An early feminist consciousness of the discursive hegemony of male
writers appears already in the work of medieval poet Christine de Pizan
(1364–1431) whose texts were set to music by fifteenth-century male com-
posers: ‘if women had written these books, I know full well the subject would
have been handled differently’.31 Eighteenth-century female writers often
earned chivalrous ‘spurious praise’, as Greer labelled it, through a ‘critical
double standard’ for characteristics that would be deemed risible in men:
‘purity of sentiment, delicacy, piety, and womanliness’ (and execrated for an
absence thereof).32 Women composers in late eighteenth-century northern
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Germany were celebrated for similar aesthetic criteria, ‘delicacy’ above all.
For a brief time, though, as Matthew Head observed, this encouraging
‘feminocentric’ creative environment gave rise to no fewer than fifty
women composers, including the remarkable Sophie Westenholz, court
Kapellmeister in Ludwigslust.33

After 1800, however, as ever greater numbers of women composers
began to publish, assessments of their music assume a formulaic critical
tactic: isolate the especially gifted woman; juxtapose her accomplishments
with an anonymous mob of female musical mediocrities (like Hawthorne’s
‘damned mobs of scribbling women’); and bestow the highest compliment
any woman could expect – ‘she composes like a man’. A classic formulation
can be seen in the report (1830) of Scottish composer, John Thomson,
concerning Fanny Mendelssohn:

I cannot refrain from mentioning Miss Mendelssohn’s name in connexion with these
songs,more particularlywhen I see somany ladies without one atomof genius, coming
forward to the public with their musical crudities, and, because these are printed,
holding up their heads as if they were finished musicians. . . . She is no superficial
musician; she has studied the science deeply, andwrites with the freedomof amaster.34

As with myths of musical genius, ‘these formulations then become con-
ventional wisdom and as such tend to go unchallenged, thereby eliminating
competing discourses’.35 Such commentaries recur for the next century. The
critic Victorin Joncières labelled the Irish–French composer Augusta
Holmès (1847–1903) ‘an exception to the rule. Her music has a vigor,
a virility, an enthusiasm that deserve better than the banal praise that is
ordinarily given to women composers.’36 The German composer Luise
Adolpha Le Beau (1850–1927) garnered attention in pejorative juxtaposition
with ‘the work of such Blaustrümpfe [bluestockings] who currently [are
found] by the hundreds in our conservatories’; she was hailed as
a ‘laudable exception among women’ who ‘composes like a man’.37 Cécile
Chaminade (1857–1944), whose songs were thought to ‘breathe the very fire
of genius’, was said to be ‘lifted . . . from the mob’ of female mediocrities.38

Her compatriot Germaine Tailleferre (1892–1983), the sole female member
of Les Six, though saluted ‘as a charming exception’ by her colleague Jean
Cocteau,39 provoked a vituperative diatribe from Cecil Gray (1927), immor-
talized for posterity in Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own (1929):

OfMlle Germaine Tailleferre one can only repeat Dr. Johnson’s dictum concerning
a woman preacher, transposed into terms of music: ‘Sir, a woman’s composing is
like a dog’s walking on his hind legs. It is not done well, but you are surprised to
find it done at all.’ Considered apart from her sex, her music is wholly negligible.40
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The identical adjective reverberated sixty years later in the sweeping
denunciation of Fanny Hensel by Edward Rothstein, music critic of the
New York Times (1991): ‘No matter how much her talent was left undevel-
oped, her achievement was negligible.’41 Nor do such misogynous attitudes
remain relics of the past: a Google doodle celebrating Hensel’s birthday on
14 November 2021 triggered a Twitter rant from a male writer who
proclaimed her ‘the definition of mediocrity’, ‘at best 12th rate’, and ‘her
music justly forgotten’.42

While male critics dominated the musical press well into the twentieth
century, recent research has drawn attention to the burgeoning French,
German, and English feminist press from 1880 to 1930, targeted at women
readers and ranging politically from radical feminist to moderate to work-
ing class/populist. Music, seen as extraneous to the first-wave feminist
activist agenda, was rarely discussed in radical outlets. The moderate and
populist press featured women composers on occasion; but women critics,
complicit in their own oppression, tended to echo the prevailing andro-
centric narrative of male genius, portraying ‘female creative brilliance . . . as
exceptional to women’s general musical mediocrity’.43 Philippa Senlac, for
example, voiced equivocal optimism while pandering to conventional male
wisdom in her evaluation of Ethel Smyth (1858–1944): ‘the contention of
men that she is a brilliant exception has a sufficient critical germ of truth in
it to rouse women’s pride to make the exception less rare’.44

Whatever the gender of their authors, critical evaluations of women
composers time and again expose the confirmation bias of female creative
ineptitude. Thus an anonymous critic in theAllgemeinemusikalische Zeitung
(1811), reviewing publications of the fifteen-year-old Hélène Liebmann
(1795–1869), ‘was carried away so far beyond his expectations’ that he had
to keep flipping back to the title page to confirm that the composer was
indeed a woman.45 More than a century later, Charles Seeger, a founding
member of the American Musicological Society, admitted similar bias when
he faced the prospect of taking on Ruth Crawford as a student:

My opinions of women composers were quite often expressed and not very high,
basedmostly on the absence of mention of them in the histories of music . . . so that
when I was approached by Henry Cowell with the idea of teaching Ruth, I was
a little bit skeptical of the value of the undertaking.46

That Seeger attributed his negative opinion of women composers to
their absence from histories of music highlights the dire intellectual stakes
of their exclusion. Until recently, the standard music textbooks used in
most American colleges and universities were as exclusionary of women
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as the British National Curriculum, thus perpetuating the hoary miscon-
ceptions encountered at the outset: ‘Women composers don’t exist. They’re
not in the textbooks/they’re not on the Syllabus. The music of the rare
exception is “negligible”.’47

Musicology, Feminist Criticism, and Postmodern Theory:
A Retrospective View

Musicology has never fully engaged with the remarkable critical agendas
of second-wave feminism witnessed in the disciplines of art history and
literary studies, that is, an assessment of women composers from the
theoretically informed historical perspectives of gender, patriarchy,
power, and ideology.48 That the magisterial anthology Women Making
Music (1986), with fifteen ground-breaking contributions from leading
musicologists, was never reviewed in JAMS speaks volumes.49 This over-
sight may be owed in part to the proximate publication of Joseph Kerman’s
Contemplating Music (1985) which, while raising the alarm at the absence
of feminist criticism in music, relegated composer studies and edition-
making to an outmoded, ‘positivist’, second-rate (‘low-level’) status within
the then so-called New Musicology (now ‘Critical Musicology’).50 Even
Susan McClary, author of the enormously influential Feminine Endings
(1991), proclaimed: ‘Within the last two generations, it has finally become
possible for relatively large numbers of women to enter seriously into
training as composers’,51 echoing the words of Fanny Morris Smith nearly
a century earlier (1901): ‘The first practical entrance of women into music
as composers has been within the last twenty-five years.’52 (Both were
wrong.) Like the radical feminists of the first wave, McClary, too, sidelined
historical women composers, leading her to privilege popular female musi-
cians of the late 1960s and beyond as ‘models for serious womenmusicians’
to emulate.53

As I observed at the time, ‘[T]he vigorous critique of allegedly “positivist”
scholarship became fashionable to a (largely male) critical elite just around
the time that a whole generation of feminist musicologists had uncovered
and brought to light a rich hidden history of women composers.’54 I also
warned of the theoretical conundrum facing a discipline torn between
historical musicology that centres its work on women and postmodern
theory that dismisses such work as ‘positivist’, ‘low-level’, and dépassé: ‘we
must insist intractably on a feminist musicology that welcomes a plurality of
diverse and eclectic critical approaches’.55
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Meanwhile, younger scholars of the mid-late 1990s, keen to position
themselves on the cutting edge of the discipline, jumped on the newly
fashionable ‘constructions of gender in the (traditional male) canon’ band-
wagon. One (now senior) scholar recalled colleagues reminding him ‘that
“gender and sexuality” were hotter themes than “women composers”’ and
noted that the ‘stigma’ once surrounding their music had begun to extend to
research about them.56 By 2010, Sally Macarthur was lamenting the failed
promise of work on women: ‘what seemed like a future full of hope in 1993 is,
perhaps, a shattered dream, for it seems . . . that feminist research on women’s
classical music has all but disappeared’.57 In 2012, Judith Tick, co-editor of the
pioneeringWomen Making Music, diagnosed the situation in retrospect:

By the 1990s women’s history and second-wave feminism, with its classic language of
recovery, repair, reparations, remediation, and ‘herstory’, had the sex appeal of ortho-
dontia . . . second-wave feminism’s claims for history and scholarship as tools of
intellectual emancipation were supplanted by the rise of postmodern theory . . . ren-
dering ‘women’ too ‘exclusive’, it has promoted a larger, more abstract term, ‘gender’.58

Indeed, empirical studies conducted by Macarthur and others (2017)
documented a declining number of texts on women in music from 1995
to 2015 and its direct correlation with a diminishing number of perform-
ances of music by women during the same period.59 The proliferation of
individual composer monographs since 2006 would modify this view, but
some of themmanifest the ‘add women and stir’ approach of the 1970s and
1980s,60 that is, treating the history of women as if they were men, while
overlooking a half-century of feminist thought relevant to their gendered
subjects.61 Prosopographical studies that investigate shared characteristics
of groups of women composers through a collective study of their lives
remain exceptions.62 Entire sub-fields, such as early music, eighteenth-
century studies, and music theory, above all, have remained immune if not
recalcitrant to historical concepts of gender, race, class, and sexuality.63

Ending the Cycles of Transience

The media frenzy surrounding Jessy McCabe’s 2015 successful campaign
for a woman composer on the A-level syllabus drew worldwide attention to
the ongoing exclusion of women composers in the twenty-first century.64

As if on cue, yet another sea change, like those spawned by earlier feminist
activisms of the 1880s and 1970s, is now in progress.65 Women composers,
it seems, have at last become a ‘hot topic’ in musicology. An explosion of
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interest from younger scholars and performers active on social media has
created a critical mass of passionate advocates enhancing the public visibil-
ity of historical women composers and championing living women com-
posers as well. A veritable cottage industry of handbooks, companions,
conference proceedings, and essay collections, recently published or immi-
nently forthcoming, has been devoted to Clara Schumann, Ethel Smyth,
Amy Beach (1867–1944), Fanny Hensel, and Florence Price (1899–1952).

And yet, many seem unaware of the hard-won scholarship, undertaken
without fanfare in less receptive times, of their predecessors.66 Needless
‘duplication of effort’ manifests itself anew in forthcoming monographs on
women for whom recent authoritative tomes exist, while lesser known but
deserving candidates languish in obscurity. This is owed in part to the much-
touted and misguided scholarly fashion, rampant on social media, of ignoring
bibliographical sources more than ten or so years ‘old’, as if to stamp products
of the life of the mind with a commercial ‘use by’ date.67 As Griselda Pollock
observed in the discipline of Art History, ‘the idea of the new creates what then
becomes the old . . . long before any serious understanding of the impact,
resonance, or significance of any feminist intervention so far has been
achieved’. Ignoring the founding work on women composers by intellectual
forebears replicates the cycle of transience that has consigned their music to
the dustbin. Instead, we might do well to follow Pollock and explore ‘the rich
settlements of thought and critical practices produced by the exciting devel-
opments in both [music] history and [music] in the last half century’.68

Ultimately, like female writers and artists, women composers will be
remembered not as names in a list but rather by the promulgation, per-
formance, and study of their surviving artefacts: that is, their music, which
must be published in critically edited scores to survive permanently. Apart
from Louise Farrenc (1804–75),69 not a single complete works critical
edition exists for even the best known women composers (Schumann,
Hensel, Smyth), let alone those less well known but once deemed worthy
of standing shoulder to shoulder with their male contemporaries.70

Because they were unpublished, important musical landmarks by
women composers have been ‘lost’ – the orchestral works of Cornélie van
Oosterzee (1863–1943), performed by Arthur Nikisch and the Berlin
Philharmonic71 – or destroyed (often by the composers themselves), such
as the Dramatic Overture, Op.12, by Margaret Ruthven Lang (1867–1972),
the first work by a woman performed by a major symphony orchestra
(Boston Symphony Orchestra, 1893).72 Victims of their own longevity,
both women faded into obscurity towards the end of their lives, supplanted
by younger, more fashionable composers.73 And these are far from the only
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casualties: myriad titles of ‘lost’ music appear in the work lists of Barbara
Strozzi, Maria Theresia von Paradis (1759–1824), Alma Mahler (1879–
1964), Louise Bertin (1805–77), Chaminade, and many others.

Perhaps the time has come to harness the energy and exuberance of this
historically unprecedented moment and create monuments of music by
women composers that will enshrine their renown for posterity. More than
ever before, it is now possible to ‘build on the shoulders of giants’ –music-
historical foremothers (and forefathers as well) – who laid the foundation
for further study. Complacency is not an option if we are to end the
perpetual cycles of historical forgetting and remembering – the transience
of female musical fame. For even in this auspicious climate, a woman who
ranks among the ‘most famous’ of historical female composers is still
confused (as is her portrait) with her brother’s wife: ‘That musicians of
the twenty-first century cannot recognize Fanny Hensel suggests how far
she and her music still have to go to achieve a place in our musical world.’74
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