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men." 3 In this terse statement of non-
confidence in woman's creative ability, 
Naumann too was merely reflecting the 
prevailing belief of nineteenth-century so-
ciety at large. 

The prejudice against female com-
posers recognized no national bounda-
ries, nor was it confined to the writings of 
philosophers, educators, critics and mu-
sic scholars. French novelist Guy de 
Maupassant echoed similar thoughts in 
his 1885 preface to the Abbé Prevost's 
L'Histoire du Chevalier des Grieux et de 
Manon Lescaut: 
 

The experience of centuries . . . 
has proved that woman is, with-
out exception, incapable of any 
true artistic or scientific work. . . 
The attempt is useless, since 
we have not yet produced the 
female artist or musician, not-
withstanding all the desperate 
efforts of daughters of 
'concierges' and of all the mar-
riageable young ladies in gen-
eral who study the piano, and 
even composition.  Woman on 
earth has two parts to play, 
quite distinct roles, both of them 
charming--Love and Maternity! 4 

 
Implicit in such diatribes against fe-

male musical creativity is the notion that 
certain innate intellectual deficiencies ren-
der women incapable of achieving suc-
cess as composers.  To trace the genesis 
of this idea, one need only consult the 
works of early Romantic and German Ide-
alist philosophers. 
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A major topic of public debate in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
was the so-called "woman question."  A 
sub-category of this controversial subject 
was the "woman composer question"-- or, 
as one contemporaneous writer termed it,  
"the much-vexed question of the woman 
composer." 1 References to the woman 
composer question loomed large in Ro-
mantic philosophy, treatises on female 
education, and music criticism.  This arti-
cle examines some of these writings in or-
der to demonstrate their relationship to 
both the limited content of music educa-
tion for women throughout much of the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries--
specifically, the lack of adequate instruc-
tion in theoretical subjects--and the double 
standard in music criticism, a system of 
aesthetics that allowed critics to evaluate 
a woman's compositions in terms of their 
appropriateness to her sex. 

Pianist/conductor and writer on mu-
sic Hans von Bülow (1830-94) expressed 
the view of many of his contemporaries, 
when he penned the following condemna-
tion of female creative potential in music: 
 

Reproductive genius can be 
admitted to the pretty sex, 
but productive genius uncon-
ditionally cannot. . . . There 
will never be a woman com-
poser, at best a misprinting 
copyist. . . . I do not believe in 
the feminine form of the word 
"creator." 2  

 
Writing in the early 1880s, German 

music historian Emil Naumann pro-
claimed: "Music is the most masculine of 
all the arts, for art essentially depends on 
the creative idea.  All creative work is well 
known as being the exclusive work of 



are endowed by nature with separate but complementary 
intellectual abilities first appeared in the writings of West-
ern philosophers around the middle of the eighteenth cen-
tury.5 Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-78), generally 
thought to be the father of the Romantic movement, for 
example, believed that "a perfect man and a perfect 
woman should no more be alike in mind than in face." 6  

According to Rousseau, the complementary rela-
tionship of man and woman resulted in sex-differential 
styles of intellectual function.  In Book V of Emile, his trea-
tise on education, he tells us: "All the faculties common to 
both sexes are not equally shared between them, but 
taken as a whole they are fairly divided. . . Woman has 
more wit, man more genius; woman observes, man rea-
sons." 7  

It will prove instructive at this point to compare the 
above passage with the following short excerpt from Rous-
seau's Letter to d'Alembert, for it becomes immediately 
apparent that his scornful assessment of female creativity 
is inextricably linked to his theory of complementary intel-
lectual abilities:  

   
Women, in general, do not like any art, know 
nothing about any, and have no genius. . . . 
They can acquire science, erudition, talents, 
and everything which is acquired by dint of 
hard work.  But that celestial flame which 
warms and sets fire to the soul, that genius 
which consumes and devours, that burning 
eloquence, those sublime transports which 
carry their raptures to the depths of hearts, 
will always lack in the writings of women; their 
works are all cold and pretty as they are; they 
may contain as much wit as you please, 
never a soul; they are a hundred times more 
sensible than passionate. 8 

 
Since Rousseau was convinced that "the search for 

abstract and speculative truths, for principles and axioms 
in science, for all that tends to wide generalisation, is be-
yond a woman's grasp," 9 it followed that 
 

a woman's education must therefore be 
planned in relation to man.  To be pleasing in 
his sight, to win his respect and love, to train 
him in childhood, to tend him in manhood, to 
counsel and console, to make his life pleas-
ant and happy, these are the duties of woman 
for all time, and this is what she should be 
taught while she is young. 10 

 
In her recent critique of Rousseau's theory of fe-

male education, Jane Roland Martin draws attention to the 
fact that both Emile and Sophie, Rousseau's perfect man 
and woman, were born with a wide range of intellectual 

abilities and talents.  While Rousseau attributes to nature 
only those aptitudes and capacities that, in his opinion, 
should be nurtured, they are not the only ones that could 
be nurtured.  In other words, Rousseau is unashamedly 
selective.  He calls "natural," and chooses to develop, only 
those traits that fit the respective societal roles he has as-
signed to Emile and Sophie.  In so doing, he ensures that 
Emile's education will equip him for his dual role as citizen 
and head of the family while Sophie's education will pre-
pare her only for the subordinate role of wife and mother 
within the context of a patriarchal society. 11   

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) also subscribed to the 
concept of complementary male/female modes of reason-
ing.  In Section Three of Observations on the Feeling of 
the Beautiful and Sublime, he wrote: 

 
The fair sex has just as much understanding 
as the male, but it is a beautiful understand-
ing, whereas ours should be a deep under-
standing, an expression that signifies identity 
with the sublime. 
   . . . Laborious learning or painful pondering, 
even if a woman should greatly succeed in it, 
destroy the merits that are proper to her sex, 
and because of their rarity they can make of 
her an object of cold admiration; but at the 
same time they will weaken the charms with 
which she exercises her great power over the 
other sex. . .  [Therefore,] the beautiful under-
standing selects for its objects everything 
closely related to the finer feeling, and relin-
quishes to the diligent, fundamental, and 
deep understanding abstract speculations or 
branches of knowledge useful but dry. 12  
 
Kant's theory of female education followed the gen-

eral conventions of his era.  Being a disciple of Rousseau, 
he believed that the only reason for educating a girl was to 
prepare her for the type of life she would be expected to 
lead both biologically and socially.  Kant saw no purpose in 
developing her intellect; rather, he advised that educators 
should concentrate on the formation of her taste and feel-
ings.  To accomplish this, he recommended that girls 
study a little history and geography, and that they be given 
the opportunity to develop a "feeling for expressive paint-
ing and for music, not so much as it manifests artistry but 
sensitivity--[since] all this refines or elevates the taste of 
this sex." 13  

The mere thought that a female might aspire to be-
come a composer would have caused Kant to recoil in 
horror.  In his opinion, the woman who gave herself over 
to such intellectual pursuits "might as well even have a 
beard; for perhaps that would express more obviously the 
mien of profundity for which she strives." 14  In fact, as the 
following passage from his Anthropology from a Pragmatic 
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able talent, but not genius, for they always remain subjec-
tive." 24 In his essay "On Women," which is probably the 
most extreme example of misogyny in the whole of Ro-
mantic philosophy, Schopenhauer summed up his views 
on female creativity as follows:  

 
Neither for music, nor poetry, nor the plastic 
arts do they possess any real feeling or re-
ceptivity.  … Nor can one expect anything 
else from women if one considers that the 
most eminent heads of the entire sex have 
proved incapable of a truly great, genuine 
and original achievement in art, or indeed 
creating anything at all of lasting value: . . . 
the reason being precisely that they lack all 
objectivity of mind … Women, taken as a 
whole, are and remain thorough and incur-
able philistines. 25  

 
In light of woman's supposed intellectual inferiority, 

Schopenhauer advocated that the goal of female educa-
tion should be to train young women to become good 
housewives: "What there ought to be is housewives and 
girls who hope to become housewives and who are there-
fore educated, not in haughtiness, but in domesticity and 
submissiveness." 26  

Three major themes emerge from these writings of 
Rousseau, Kant and Schopenhauer: first, that women by 
nature lack objectivity, and hence both the power of ab-
stract reasoning and the capacity for creative genius; sec-
ondly, that if a woman should possess these "masculine" 
intellectual traits, it is unwise to encourage their develop-
ment, since they run counter to her nature (as defined by 
the aforementioned philosophers), and thus detract from 
her femininity; and finally, that because of woman's sup-
posedly inherent intellectual frailty, the goal of female 
education should be to prepare women not for independ-
ence within the public sphere of professional life, but 
rather for subordination to the male within the private 
sphere of matrimony and motherhood.  These three re-
lated ideas are deeply embedded in the fabric of Roman-
tic thought  Together, they created a veritable obstacle 
course for any woman who hoped to make a career in 
musical composition.  

 
Music as an Accomplishment 

 
If the tenor of most nineteenth-century literature on 

the role of music in the education of young women is any 
indication, the influence of such philosophers as Kant, 
Rousseau and Schopenhauer cannot be dismissed 
lightly.  One would be hard-pressed indeed to cite even 
one treatise dealing with female musical education that 
recommended tuition in music theory.  Educational theo-
rists believed that such instruction might tempt a girl to 
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Point of View shows, Kant seriously doubted that there 
could ever be a truly scholarly woman: "As for the scholarly 
woman, she uses her books in the same way as her watch, 
for example, which she carries so that people will see that 
she has one, though it is usually not running or not set by 
the sun." 15  

Despite their negative views of the feminine intellect, 
neither Rousseau nor Kant regarded woman's alleged lack 
of genius and abstract reasoning power as a barren space 
in the female mind.  Nature had compensated for the ab-
sence of the cold and analytical modes of thought in 
women by endowing them with other more appropriately 
feminine mental traits--feeling, taste, sensibility and practi-
cality.  Thus, according to Rousseau and Kant, the comple-
mentary characters of male and female together formed a 
single moral being. 16  As Kant expressed it: "In matrimonial 
life the united pair should, as it were, constitute a single 
moral person, which is animated and governed by the un-
derstanding of the man and the taste of the wife." 17 

Although this cumbersome arrangement was sup-
posed to benefit both sexes equally, it seems clear that it 
was intended to be especially advantageous for males.  
However, as Martin's analysis of Emile demonstrates, a 
theory of education based on the notion of complementary 
intellectual abilities effectively deprives everyone of self-
sufficiency. Educated under such a system, Man would ulti-
mately be ill equipped to function as paterfamilias and civic 
leader because he would be obliged to allow himself to be 
manipulated by womanly wiles.  Conversely, Woman would 
never be granted the independence of mind that might free 
her from playing this manipulative role.18 Moreover, while 
Rousseau and Kant claimed that their respective theories 
manifested their adulation of women, these theories were 
also used to mask conveniently the exclusion of females 
from many traditionally male professions.19  One such pro-
fession was that of musical composition. 

Like his predecessors Rousseau and Kant, Arthur 
Schopenhauer (1788-1860) also believed that females 
have little capacity for abstract thought.  "As a result of their 
weaker reasoning power," he wrote, "women are as a rule 
more affected by what is present, visible and real than they 
are by abstract ideas." 20 Their intellectual limitations, 
Schopenhauer explained, are due to an innate immaturity 
which is peculiar to the female sex.  To him, women were 
"big children, their whole lives long: a kind of intermediate 
stage between the child and the man, who is the actual hu-
man being, 'man'." 21  

Schopenhauer claimed that woman's aptitude for 
dealing with the present, the real, and the visible not only 
rendered her incapable of abstract thought, but it also pre-
vented her from creating works of genius.  True creative 
genius, which he defined as "nothing more than the most 
complete objectivity," 22  is found, according to Schopen-
hauer, exclusively among males, and then only rarely. 23  
"Women," in Schopenhauer's opinion, "can have remark-



aspire to a career in composition, thus diverting her from the 
course of her "true destiny"--that of housewife and mother.  
Writing in 1842, Sarah Ellis, author of a widely read book of 
advice on etiquette and female education, expressed it this 
way: 

 
So far as cleverness, learning and knowledge 
are conducive to woman's moral excellence, 
they are . . . desirable, and no further.  All that 
would occupy her mind to the exclusion of better 
things, all that would involve her in the mazes of 
flattery and admiration, all that would tend to 
draw her thoughts from others and fix them on 
herself, ought to be avoided as an evil to her, 
however brilliant or attractive it may be in itself. 
27  

 
But, while music theory was not regarded as an appro-

priate subject for girls, learning to play the piano moderately 
well was encouraged as a worthwhile feminine 
"accomplishment." 28  "In the modern System of Female Edu-
cation," wrote A. Burgh in 1814, "this fascinating accomplish-
ment is very generally considered, as an indispensable requi-
site." 29   Educationist Johann Campe agreed that the acqui-
sition of a modest degree of pianistic skill was an essential 
part of a young lady's education, but thought it necessary to 
warn women never to flaunt their ability to perform, and es-
pecially not when their housewifely tasks had been left unfin-
ished.30  Friedrich I. Niethammer, another educational theo-
rist, also recommended the study of piano for girls, but was 
severely critical of "certain degenerate features in women's 
education," namely, that girls were sometimes being trained 
to become virtuosi. 31  Mrs. Ellis held a similar view.  She 
wrote: "[Piano playing] ought not to be cultivated as a me-
dium of display, so much as the means of home enjoyment; 
not so much as a spell to charm the stranger, . . . as a solace 
to those we love, and a tribute of gratitude and affection to 
those who love us." 32  

Judging from an 1883 article by George Eggleston in 
Harper's New Monthly Magazine, a tolerable level of piano 
proficiency was still considered an indispensable accomplish-
ment for middle-class young women in the latter decades of 
the century.  Significantly, in the passage quoted below, Eg-
gleston chooses to equate "a knowledge of music" with a 
young woman's ability to play the piano--a skill that would 
later enhance her domestic life: 
 

   The study of music, and especially the ac-
quirement of practical skill in making music, 
is . . . well recognized as a necessary part of a 
girl's education . . . . When we reflect upon the 
value of musical skill to a woman as a resource 
for her own entertainment, as a means of add-
ing to the attractiveness of her home, and more 
than all, as a refining, softening influence upon 

children, it is scarcely an exaggeration to 
say that a knowledge of music is as neces-
sary to a girl as an acquaintance with arith-
metic is to a boy; and as no boy not an id-
iot is incapable of acquiring knowledge of 
arithmetic, so no girl with hands and ordi-
nary mental capacity is incapable of acquir-
ing skill in music. 33 

 
In short, tuition in music (i.e., piano, and to a 

lesser extent singing) was thought to be a fundamental 
constituent of every middle-class girl's education, but for 
reasons other than the development of musical talent.  
Arthur Loesser explains:  

 
Being "accomplished" generally was 
judged to render a girl a more valuable 
prize in the marriage gamble; her little 
singing and piano playing was not only an 
amorous lure, . . . it was also a way of con-
firming a family's gentility.  A possible can-
didate for a young lady's hand was ex-
pected to feel pleased to ally himself with a 
family of such refinement. 34 

 
It is readily apparent that the tradition of music as a 
feminine accomplishment--with its emphasis on prepa-
ration for marriage and child-rearing--was closely linked 
to the educational theories of Rousseau and his disci-
ples. 
 

Women Composers before 1880 
 

The "modern system of female education" left its 
imprint on the musical style of many mid nineteenth-
century female composers.  Since the vast majority of 
musically gifted women had received no tuition in music 
theory, they were ill equipped to produce extended and 
complex works.  They therefore had little choice but to 
direct their creative energies into writing parlor music,   
i.e., "semi-classical" piano solos and duets, religious 
songs and sentimental ballads, composed expressly for 
amateur performances in the home.35 Ironically, al-
though a number of women gained fame as composers 
of parlor music, their success in this field also helped to 
forge an image of the female composer as a dilettante 
who could write music according to the standards of 
feminine accomplishment, but not to those of serious 
art.36  

Ignoring the obvious inadequacies of female mu-
sical education, critics often cited the relative invisibility 
of women in art-music composition as proof of woman's 
innate creative inferiority.  Eduard Hanslick was a case 
in point.  Following in the footsteps of Rousseau, Kant 
and Schopenhauer, Hanslick claimed in 1854 that 
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women, because of their greater emotional sensitivity, were 
too subjective to cope with the abstract nature of musical 
form: 

   
   The composer's activity is in its way plastic 
and comparable to the visual artist's.  Just as 
little as the visual artist should the composer be 
dependently involved with his physical material, 
for like him the composer has his . . . ideal to 
set forth objectively to create pure form. 
    . . . Women, who are by nature pre-eminently 
dependent on feeling, have not amounted to 
much as composers.  The cause of this lies . . . 
precisely in the plastic aspect of musical com-
posing, which demands renunciation of subjec-
tivity . . .  And it is not feeling which composes 
music, but the specifically musical, artistically 
trained talent. 37  

 
Clearly, Hanslick resorted to some rather complex 

mental gymnastics to arrive at his shortsighted view of 
woman's creative potential.  On the one hand, he acknowl-
edges that a talent for composition requires appropriate mu-
sical training to fulfill its promise, while on the other, he links 
the dearth of important female composers to innate intellec-
tual deficiencies, thus conveniently bypassing the generally 
inferior musical education of women as the probable cause 
of their lack of high-level achievement.  

Writing in 1861, John Stuart Mill interjected a note of 
common sense into the continuing literary discourse on the 
woman composer question.  Mill, a great champion of 
women's rights, pointed out that the absence of female 
composers of the first rank was attributable to the fact that 
musically gifted women did not receive adequate instruction 
in music theory: "Women are taught music, but not for the 
purpose of composing, only of executing it. . . . Even . . . [a] 
natural gift [for composition], to be made available for great 
creations, requires study, and professional devotion to the 
pursuit." 38  

German composer, pianist and critic Luise Adolpha 
Le Beau (1850-1927) also spoke out against the impover-
ished state of female musical education in an 1878 article. 
Le Beau, whose prodigious musical talent had been nur-
tured by the finest teachers (she had studied piano with 
Clara Schumann, and composition with Franz Lachner and 
Josef Rheinberger), explained that the supposed lack of 
creative ability in females was due, not to inherent psycho-
logical or intellectual weaknesses, but (anticipating more 
modern feminist theories of education) to the "incomplete, 
often too late education of women." 39  She emphasized that 
until talented young girls were allowed to study music with 
the intensity that professional training demanded, it would 
never be possible to evaluate what women could achieve as 
composers: 
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Just do not limit, then, the training of girls.  
Rather, teach them the same things that are 
taught to boys.  Grow accustomed to a sys-
tem that has this same fundamental condition 
for every education, and then see what [girls] 
can do after acquiring technical skills and in-
tellectual independence, rather than entrench 
yourselves against female capabilities by lim-
iting the education of women! 40 

  
          But the words of Mill and Le Beau went unheeded 
for several years.  The exclusion of women from classes 
in advanced theory and composition had become the 
norm in the great European conservatories; in most, this 
practice continued until near the beginning of the twentieth 
century. 
 
Female Education in Nineteenth-Century Conservatories 
 

With the establishment of the Leipzig Conservatory 
by Felix Mendelssohn in 1843, Leipzig became the world's 
leading centre for serious musical study.  Students came 
from every corner of the globe to work under a faculty that 
included Mendelssohn, Robert Schumann, Moritz 
Hauptmann, Ignaz Moscheles, Ferdinand David, and other 
renowned musicians of the day.  All male students were 
obliged to attend classes in composition and related theo-
retical subjects; women, however, were taught only an ab-
breviated theory curriculum, 41 and composition was omit-
ted from their course of study.  Although it is unclear ex-
actly how long this policy was enforced, the autobiogra-
phies of Clara K. Rogers and Ethel Smyth, two composers 
who studied at the Leipzig Conservatory, provide some 
helpful clues.  Rogers attended the Conservatory in 1857, 
but was unable to study composition, for, as she ex-
plained, "there was no composition class for my sex, no 
woman composer having yet appeared on the musical ho-
rizon, with the exception of Fanny Hensel . . . and Clara 
Schumann."42  Smyth was more fortunate; she was the 
first woman permitted to join Carl Reinecke's composition 
class in 1877.43   

The writings of female composers who studied else-
where in Germany offer proof that other German conser-
vatories excluded women from advanced theoretical in-
struction for an even longer period of time.  Despite exten-
sive previous training in the subject, Boston composer Ma-
bel Daniels was the first woman to be accepted into a 
score-reading class at the Royal Munich Conservatory in 
1902, and then only grudgingly. 44  In her memoirs, Da-
niels notes with incredulity that no advanced theory 
courses were open to female students in Munich until 
1897: 

 
You know that five years ago women were 
not allowed to study counterpoint at the con-

servatory.  In fact, anything more advanced 
than elementary harmony was debarred.  The 
ability of the feminine intellect to comprehend 
the intricacies of a stretto, or cope with dou-
ble counterpoint in the tenth, if not openly de-
nied, was severely questioned. 45  

 
American journalist Helen A. Clark also drew attention to 
this problem in an 1895 article.  She observed: "Even 
within the last decade, the writer has heard of German 
teachers who absolutely refused to teach women the sci-
ence of harmony, because, as they declared, no woman 
could understand it.'' 46  

As, one by one, conservatories throughout Ger-
many began reluctantly to admit female students into the-
ory and composition classes, conservative critics predicted 
that the presence of women in such classes would lower 
the standards of professional study.  This would come 
about, it was said, because impressionable young men 
would be exposed to various seductive feminine character 
flaws, those most often cited being superficiality and physi-
cal and moral weaknesses.47 The proponents of this view 
also maintained that the musical scene would be inun-
dated with the inferior works of women, and that these de-
fective compositions would serve as models for future 
generations of students. 48   Eugen Lüning, for example, in 
an article entitled "On the Reform of Our Music Schools," 
claimed that the admission of women to composition 
classes would lead to the feminization of music, and thus 
to a general deterioration of the art. 49   

Educational opportunities for aspiring female com-
posers, though not ideal, were less restrictive in America 
than in continental Europe.  Women had complete access 
to the resources of all major conservatories in the United 
States, but when Harvard, Yale, and Columbia Universities 
added music degrees to their curricula in the late nine-
teenth century, enrolment was confined solely to male stu-
dents. 50   The philosophy behind this discriminatory policy 
was stated as follows: "At its most glorious heights, music 
is a masculine art." 51  

Since neither Oxford nor Cambridge Universities 
granted degrees to women,52 London's Royal Academy of 
Music became a refuge for those English female musi-
cians who were unable to study abroad.  From its incep-
tion in 1822, the Royal Academy was coeducational; re-
gardless of sex, all students received the same training. 53  
Despite the occurrence of a marked deterioration in the 
standard of instruction around the middle of the century, 
the Royal Academy produced several highly competent fe-
male composers.  Among them were Alice Mary Smith 
(1839-1884), Rosalind Frances Ellicott (1857-1924), Dora 
Bright (1863-1951), and Maude Valerie White (1855-
1937)--the first woman to win the Academy's coveted 
Mendelssohn Scholarship in composition.54   
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From Accomplishment to Achievement 
 

The last two decades of the nineteenth century 
marked a turning point in the extent and nature of 
women's involvement in musical composition.  For the 
first time in history, significant numbers of female com-
posers entered the traditionally male field of art music.  
This dramatic change was mainly due to the widening of 
educational opportunities for women in conservatories,   
i.e., increasing accessibility to theoretical instruction.  A 
second important factor was the influence of the first 
feminist movement. 

The professional activity of female composers es-
calated steadily throughout this period, and by the 1890s, 
major performing organizations on both sides of the At-
lantic were presenting the large-scale compositions of 
women to the concert-going public.55  Reporting on the 
growing visibility of women in this sphere of creativity, 
American critic Rupert Hughes observed: "All over the 
world the woman-mind is taking up music. . . . A pub-
lisher informs me that where compositions by women 
were only one-tenth of his manuscripts a few years ago, 
they now form more than two-thirds." 56  
             The era of the parlor-encased "lady composer" 
had at last come to an end.  It was with justifiable pride in 
the recent achievements of her sex that Fanny Morris 
Smith, a writer for Etude, proclaimed in 1901 the coming 
of age of the woman composer: 
 

The first practical entrance of women into 
music as composers has been within the 
last twenty-five years. . . Within this time . . . 
women dentists, lawyers, clergy, physicians, 
scientists, painters, architects, farmers, in-
ventors, and merchants have all made their 
advent.  Side by side with them has arrived 
the woman composer.  She has come to 
stay. 57  

 
           But no matter what advances women made in the 
realm of composition, the majority of European composi-
tion teachers, their perceptions clouded by prejudice, 
held fast to the belief that nature had not endowed fe-
males with the ability to equal males as creators.  Since 
all of the opinions recorded below date from the 1880s 
and 1890s, it is clear that they represent a protest to the 
recent "intrusion" of women into the male sphere of art-
music composition.  Carl Reinecke, chief composition 
teacher at the Leipzig Conservatory from 1860-92, and 
official director of that institution from 1892-1910, de-
clared that in female composition students he found 
"scarcely any progress comparable to that of the intelli-
gent and poetic male student." 58   Similar views were ex-
pressed by Norwegian composer Johan Svendsen 
(1840-1911), and Niels Gade (1817--1890), composition 

teacher at the Leipzig Conservatory and co-founder of the 
Copenhagen Conservatory. 59  Camille Saint-Saëns (1835-
1931) claimed that women, in their misguided attempts to 
imitate and compete with male composers, allowed their 
music to become too boisterous.60 Anton Rubinstein (1829-
94), founder of the Imperial Conservatory of St. Petersburg, 
stated that women composers "lack depth, concentration, 
the power of thought, breadth of feeling, [and] freedom of 
stroke." 61  It was also Rubinstein who, in the most telling 
statement of all, remarked to the sister-in-law of composer 
Cécile Chaminade (1857-1944): "I hear your relative pub-
lishes compositions of her own.  She ought not to do 
that!"62  
              

Why Are There No Great Women Composers? Some 
Turn-of-the-Century Theories 

 
No matter how irrational, firmly entrenched preju-

dices seldom die easily. Many prominent critics responded 
to the increasing activity of female composers with hostility 
and alarm.  Believing that this trend would inevitably lead to 
a weakening of standards in composition, they developed 
theories to perpetuate the myth of women's innate creative 
inferiority.  

George Upton, music critic of the Chicago Tribune, 
was among the first to do so.  His influential book Woman 
in Music was written in 1880; by 1899 it had passed 
through six editions.  The publication of this work gained 
Upton many followers, but as edition followed edition, the 
storm of protest from feminists grew in intensity.  The con-
troversy raged for nearly forty years, during which time 
scholarly journals and popular magazines were replete with 
articles on the much vexed question of women in musical 
composition. 63  

Upton formulated his theory around a major contra-
diction in nineteenth-century thought.  Since music was a 
language of the emotions, and females were known to be 
more emotional than males, it followed logically that women 
should excel at composition. But according to Upton, 
women had failed to create important and enduring musical 
works because their innate lack of objectivity prevented 
them from translating emotion into musical form. 64 Music 
consists of far more than just emotion, he explained: "[It is] 
mercilessly logical and unrelentingly mathematical. . . . It 
has every technical detail that characterizes absolute sci-
ence in its most rigid forms.  In this direction woman, ex-
cept in very rare instances, has never achieved great re-
sults." 65  Men, who Upton claimed were more emotionally 
controlled than women, had, as a consequence, the greater 
ability to channel emotion into the abstract and logical for-
mal structures of music:  

 
To treat emotions as if they were mathematics, 
to bind and measure and limit them within the 
rigid laws of  harmony and counterpoint, and to 
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express them with arbitrary signs, is a cold-
blooded operation, possible only to the sterner 
and more obdurate nature of man.66 

   
From the excerpts cited above, it is obvious that a 

major part of Upton's theory hinges on the assumption 
that composition is essentially a mathematical process.  
However, this supposition has no factual basis, nor has 
any evidence been found to suggest a link between musi-
cal and mathematical abilities. 67  

In addition to their lack of objectivity, Upton 
claimed that other deficiencies in the female psyche pre-
vented women from equalling men as musical creators: 

 
Another phase of the feminine character 
which may bear on this problem is . . . the in-
ability of woman to endure the discourage-
ments of the composer, and to battle with the 
prejudice and indifference, and sometimes 
with the malicious opposition, of the world. . . . 
Such fierce struggles and overwhelming dis-
couragements, such pitiless storms of fate 
and cruel assaults of poverty, in the pursuit of 
art, woman is not calculated to endure. 68 

  
While he conceded that the demands of house-

keeping and child-rearing left women with no time for "the 
theoretical application which composition requires," Up-
ton discounted this as a possible explanation for the ab-
sence of female composers of the first rank.  History had 
shown that "[woman] has not succeeded [at composition] 
when she has had the opportunity." 69  He therefore con-
cluded: "It does not seem likely that woman will ever 
originate music in its fullest and grandest harmonic 
forms.  She will always be the recipient and interpreter, 
but there is little hope she will be the creator." 70 As if it 
somehow compensated for her supposed inferior capac-
ity to create, Upton added that woman's unique gift was 
her ability to function as a muse to the genius of male 
composers: 

 
It is no exaggeration to claim that without her 
influence many of the masterpieces which we 
now admire might not have been accom-
plished at all; that the great composers have 
often written through her inspiration; and that 
she has, in numerous instances, been their 
impulse, support, and consolation. 71 

  
Edith Brower, a writer for the Atlantic Monthly, 

added fuel to the debate with the pronouncement that 
men were more emotional than women, and that this ac-
counted for the lack of important female composers.  The 
following is a compilation of excerpts from Brower's arti-
cle: 72 

 
Because woman, as the lesser man, is com-
paratively deficient in active emotional force, she 
cannot for this reason produce that which, at its 
best, is the highest and strongest of all modes of 
emotional expression. . . . (p. 334)   Much of 
what passes in women for true emotion is mere 
nervous excitability . . . . Hence, . . however fine 
her mental equipment, aided by education, may 
be, she must come out behind man in the long 
run, when matched against man in the highest 
spheres of attainment; at least, in those spheres 
in which the greatest amount of emotional force 
is required, such as music.  For music is emo-
tion; its  conception, its working out, demand 
concentration not of the intellect alone, but of the 
very forces of the soul.  Women cannot endure 
this double strain. (pp. 335--36)  Woman is not 
at home in the abstract. . . . [Her] aptitude . . for 
dealing with the concrete makes her a good 
housekeeper and manager of a family . . . (p. 
338)  It appears highly probable that, unless her 
nature be changed, . . . she will not in any future 
age excel in the art of musical composition. (p. 
339) 
 
Amy Fay, the distinguished pianist and teacher, was 

among the many female musicians who voiced their pro-
tests against such theories.  While Upton, Brower, and 
other like-minded writers had attributed the dearth of great 
women composers to innate psychological and intellectual 
deficiencies, Fay argued that the explanation was to be 
found in the differential socialization of the sexes.  A femi-
nist, she was little taken with the concept of woman as 
muse.  She wrote: 

 
Women have been too much taken up with 
helping and encouraging men to place a 
proper value on their own talent, which they 
are too prone to underestimate and to think not 
worth making the most of.  Their whole train-
ing, from time immemorial, has tended to 
make them take an intense interest in the work 
of men and to stimulate them to their best ef-
forts.  Ruskin was quite right when he so 
patronizingly said that "Woman's chief function 
is praise."  She has praised and praised, and 
kept herself in abeyance.  
     But now, all this is changed.  Women are 
beginning to realize that they, too, have brains, 
and even musical ones.  They are, at last, 
studying composition seriously . . . . It has re-
quired 50,000 years to produce a male Bee-
thoven, surely one little century ought to be 
vouchsafed to create a female one! 73  
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The Double Bind of Sexual Aesthetics 
              

Most late nineteenth-century critics were not pre-
pared to grant that "one little century."  Instead, they devel-
oped a system of sexual aesthetics--the critical double 
standard.  Based on the Romantic ideology of complemen-
tary male/female intellectual and psychological traits, 
through which men were defined as objective, logical and 
active and women as subjective, emotional and passive, 
sexual aesthetics enabled critics to discuss the form, style 
and emotional range of women's musical compositions in 
terms of their appropriateness to her sex. 74   

According to the proponents of sexual aesthetics, 
"feminine" music, which women were expected to com-
pose exclusively, was delicate, graceful, sensitive, me-
lodic, and confined to the smaller forms, i.e., songs and pi-
ano pieces.  "Masculine" music, on the other hand, was 
powerful, lushly orchestrated, and intellectually rigorous 
both in formal structure and in harmonic and contrapuntal 
innovation.  Operas, symphonies and other large-scale 
works belonged to this realm. 75  As more and more 
women began to compose in the larger forms, they were 
attacked by critics for venturing beyond their supposedly 
innate sexual limitations, and their allotted space--the par-
lor. 
          The following two excerpts from reviews of Cécile 
Chaminade's music demonstrate the insidious nature of 
this form of gendered  criticism: 
 

[The Concerstück is] a work that is strong and 
virile, too virile perhaps, and that is the re-
proach I would be tempted to address to it.  
For me, I almost regretted not having found 
further those qualities of grace and gentle-
ness that reside in the nature of women, the 
secrets of which she possesses to such a de-
gree. 76  
 
[Her music] has a certain daintiness and 
grace, but it is amazingly superficial and 
wanting in variety. . . . But on the whole this 
concert confirmed the conviction held by 
many that while women may some day vote, 
they will never learn to compose anything 
worthwhile.  All of them seem superficial 
when they write music. 77 

 
Clearly, sexual aesthetics placed the woman com-

poser in a no-win situation.  If she produced music that 
was strong and rhythmically vital, her work was criticized 
for lacking feminine charm, and was condemned for its 
false virility.  On the other hand, when she composed deli-
cate, lyrical music, she was accused of not measuring up 
to the artistic standards of her male colleagues.  In short, 
sexual aesthetics effected not only a double standard but 

a double bind. 78  
As I have attempted to show in this overview of 

nineteenth- and early twentieth-century thought on women 
composers, philosophers, educators and critics, imbued 
with the sexist attitudes of their day, presented a decidedly 
biased view of female musical creativity.  While the lot of 
women composers has improved significantly in recent 
years, there are still obstacles to be overcome.  Vestiges 
of the old debate linger on, and the legacy of sexual aes-
thetics continues to operate in subtle ways. 79  There is still 
a great need for further progress. 
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