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The Gendered Origins
Of The American Musician

By Vicki L. Eaklor

Alfred University

'wenty years ago, as an undergraduate
music education major and percus-
sionist, I was aware of some very

mixed messages about music and musician-
ship. Although the messages were not then
spoken aloud, they might be stated:
1. Teaching is feminine, but band directing is
masculine.
2. Music is feminine, but drumming is mas-
culine.

While the generic activities of teaching and
music had become feminized, within them
remained a few select masculine reserves,
possibly defined by association with external,
often protruding instruments, as compared
with the cultivation of the internal, more per-
sonal vocal cords. It is tempting to pursue
such a neo-Freudian analysis, but my re-
search into nineteenth-century culture, spe-
cifically regarding gendered attitudes toward
music, public education, and professions as
separate and intersecting topics, would sug-
gest a more complex set of relationships
fairly well established by the turn of this cen-
tury. Using the symbolic parameters of vocal
music’s entrance into Boston’s public schools
in 1838 and the introduction of instruments
into the same in 1911, T hope to provide a
sketch of what developed in between in or-
der to suggest some directions in thinking
about America’s gender paradoxes on the
subject of music and musicians.

Gender and Music

Just a few years before singing became
part of Boston’s common school curriculum,

Vicki L. Eaklor, Associate Professor of History
and Director of Women'’s Studies at Alfred Uni-
versity, specializes in American culture and
gender/sexuality. She also bolds BA and MA
degrees in music and performs, teaches, and
composes for percussion.

Alexis de Tocqueville was visiting the United
States and recording observations which
soon would be published as Democracy in
America. Among the many phenomena
which caught his attention was the pre-
scribed relationship between men and
women. “In no country has such constant
care been taken as in America,” he wrote, “to
trace two clearly distinct lines of action for
the two sexes and to make them keep pace
one with the other, but in two pathways that
are always different.”! He was referring to
the now-familiar ideology and practice of
separate spheres of influence — public Gi.e.,
political, economic) for men, private (home
and family) for women — for middle-class
Americans, based in turn upon the concept
of a masculine/feminine dichotomy of physi-
cal, mental, emotional, and even moral at-
tributes.? These characteristics, supposedly
the product of biology (sex), consequently
came to dictate both behavior and roles
(gender) to the degree that sex and gender
came to be inseparable in America; indeed,
in retrospect, Tocqueville seems to have un-
derstated rather than overstated the situation,
for the insistence that biological sex match
culturally gendered qualities, hence social
functions, approaches the level of an obses-
sion in America, beginning in the nineteenth
century and continuing today. Whether or
not the product of democracy itself, this un-
compromising division is the central dynamic
of American society and has affected the way
we perceive music and musicians and dic-
tates their activities no less than any other
part of our culture.3 Music, like teaching,
nursing, and reform activity, became one of
the “feminized” professions by the end of the
century, associated in circular fashion with
both culturally defined feminine qualities and
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with women as practitioners.4 But like the
other feminization processes, it was never
“completed” in the sense of being exclusive
to women, or simply defined by the sex/gen-
der correlation; rather, other factors inter-
vened to create intersections not always vis-
ible at first glance. Among these factors
were the projected role of American arts gen-
erally, based as it was upon the political and
cultural anxieties of the early republic, and the

for educating “The American Scholar,” a
movement calling for distinctively American
arts was well underway.> Music came under
the scrutiny of artistic nationalists (or nation-
alistic artists) no less than literature, drama,
painting, and sculpture, and in ways that per-
petuated rather than resolved the dilemma of
America’s notion of political superiority/cul-
tural inferiority to Europe. German music
and musicians, for example, like German

middle-class public/private
gender dichotomy as applied
to a concurrently developing
professionalization in all ar-
eas within that same class.
Two concerns shaped the
ways middle-class Americans
interacted with all the tradi-
tional arts, including music,
in the opening decades of the
nineteenth century. On the
one hand was a growing de-
sire for cultural independence
from Europe that not only
would correspond to politi-
cal independence but also
would reflect in its content
the touted superiority of
American institutions. In ef-
fect, the intelligentsia was
faced with a glaring inconsis-
tency between its assertion
that the European political
and religious tradition pro-
vided authoritarian, overcivi-
lized, decadent models un-
worthy of emulation and its
continued reliance on the
artistic standards and prod-
ucts of that same heritage.
On the other hand, and re-
lated to the first, was an insis-
tence on preserving the moral
virtue of the citizenry as the

[Bly 1900, ... mu-
sic itself was
given the
“female” role in
American society
as duties were
divided severely
along gender
constructs. Music,
like all the arts
and like women
themselves, was
to contribute to
the nation’s sur-
vival and growth
by reinforcing the
social and moral
precepts of the
developing
middle class.

philosophy, were well re-
ceived in New England and
became the models for the
Good and Beautiful even
as early music theorists
promoted musical indepen-
dence from Europe. Music
critic John S. Dwight, in
fact, supported both ideas
at once in his long-lived
Journal of Music and
thereby embodied the
paradox of encouraging
uniquely American works
based on implicitly un-
equalled European ex-
amples.® Similarly, com-
poser and critic William
Henry Fry concluded a se-
ries of lectures on music in
1853 by stating, “It is time
we had a Declaration of
Independence in Art, and
laid the foundation of an
American School in Paint-
ing, Sculpture, and Music,”
all the while writing music
largely indistinguishable
from his Italian models.”
Paralleling the calls for
national arts was the con-
cern with preserving the
nation’s virtue, and both in
turn were rooted in fears

main insurance for the survival of the republic.
Taken together, these ideas tremendously in-
fluenced the theory and practice of music in the
United States as well as its feminization.

By the time Ralph Waldo Emerson told the
Phi Beta Kappa boys at Harvard that “We
have listened too long to the courtly muses
of Europe” and outlined a controversial plan

Volume IV, Number 4/ Volume V, Number 1
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for the republic’s survival. Virtue, as classical
republicans like Thomas Jefferson used the
term, was understood primarily in a civic
sense wherein representative government
depended upon the willingness and ability of
economically self-sufficient (male) citizens to
participate in the communal life, usually by
sacrificing a portion of their individual free-
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dom to the common good. Although that
meaning certainly did not vanish, the appar-
ent strains of living in a tenuous political ex-
periment caused some important ideological
shifts in the antebellum era. At that time, the
United States was a nation hardly formed and
still defining itself, revealing at once hopeful-
ness and anxiety about the future, and reach-
ing a variety of solutions to an ongoing
search for stability in a relatively open soci-
ety. Add to this ambivalence the emergence
of industrial capitalism and the gradual ex-
tension of democracy, throw in the revitaliza-
tion of Protestantism within a national frame-
work, and the result was a recipe for trans-
forming “virtue” into “morality.” Often still
called virtue and akin to it, the latter ideals
were more firmly grounded in Christian pre-
cepts and increasingly intertwined with ideas
about work and consequent roles specific to
both class and gender.8

Perhaps no group was more simulta-
neously optimistic and fearful than the amor-
phous middle class, itself undergoing con-
tinuous definition through most of the cen-
tury. The belief in social mobility but denial
of social class in the U. S., a contradictory
combination, found those in the middle in
flux, striving to rise while aware of the po-
tential of falling. One way of gaining a sense
of control was to develop and subscribe to
strict modes of behavior to demonstrate one
was on the ascent rather than descent. Out
of these conditions arose what might be
called a “parlor culture,” in which were com-
bined all the fears, desires, and goals de-
scribed thus far, and in which women and
music came to be seen as performing nearly
identical social functions.?

It is a basic tenet of women'’s history that
Victorian women were to be the moral
guardians of the nation from a sanctified
home base as a complement, even an anti-
dote, to the potentials of moral decay
thought to pervade the public endeavors of
business and politics. Equally well known,
and treated here as such, is that the arts, es-
pecially music, were central to middle-class
femininity and cultivated in the home as part
of the general edification of family and
friends that was the female contribution to a
well-ordered republic. Less understood, I

believe, is that the rationale behind such use
of music in the American parlor by women
was hardly limited to that location, but was
in fact the prevailing ideology of music
among those in the best position to shape
the dominant musical culture.10

When Lowell Mason wrote in 1856 that
“Music’s highest and best influence is its
moral influence,” he encapsulated the pre-
vailing view of music and other arts at that
time.1l Earlier, he had stated that “[music]
should be cultivated and taught, not as a
mere sensual gratification, but as a sure
means of improving the affections, and of en-
nobling, purifying, and elevating the whole
man.”12 As a church musician and com-
poser, Mason was central to a general reform
of New England sacred music in his time,
and thus he carried notions from that tradi-
tion into all his endeavors. The main goal of
church music reform was to revive congrega-
tional singing after decades of relegating mu-
sical worship to choirs, which performed in-
creasingly complex music. Grounded in the
idea that music, though both an art and a sci-
ence, was first and foremost a “handmaid” to a
greater social purpose, the reformers worked
on two fronts: the simplification of sacred mu-
sic and education in reading music.

The aim of fulfilling the duty of singing in
church, equalled to prayer since Puritan
settlement, led to the introduction of vocal
music into the common schools that were
created in the same period to indoctrinate
good republican citizens. Here music, rather
than losing its specifically religious role,
merely acquired a nationalistic one as didac-
tic lyrics set to “appropriate” tunes came to
be seen as the ideal means of accomplishing
the main function of the schools themselves:
to instill Christian/republican principles in
young Americans and so ensure the continu-
ance of the nation and concurrently the pro-
tection of the interests of the middle class
espousing those principles.

If music could promote morals in church
and school, then so it could in the arena of
social reform itself. Once again the
“handmaid” analogy was applied, particularly
in the movements for temperance and
against slavery.13 In a particularly revealing
association, Hartley Wood’s Anniversary
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If music could promote morals in church and school, then so it could

in the arena of social reform itself. Once again the “handmaid”

analogy was applied, particularly in the movements for temperance

and against slavery.

Book of Music (Boston, 1843) is subtitled, “for
the Fourth of July, Temperance, and Anti-
Slavery Occasions.” The preface expresses
the hope that the book’s contents ... will
render it useful in promoting the cause of
Freedom from Tyrany [sic] Alcohol and Sla-
very.” Abolitionists were singularly adamant
about the importance of music to their cause
and exhibited that concern in their records
and tracts and through the hundreds of songs
written for and performed at their meet-
ings.14 Using the same rationale as church
musicians and music educators, advocates of
social reform saw in music a perfect tool for
their ends, and so utilized it and advocated
its use outside as well as inside the home.
Even in the concert hall, music did not es-
cape its prescribed function, as a brief look
at the critical press reveals. Arising from mu-
sic commentary, actual criticism, in which
analysis begins to supplement simple report-
ing, evolved by midcentury. In sum, that
analysis throughout most of the 1800s was a
hodgepodge of music theory and theorizing,
biography of composers and performers, and
remarks about the performances, united by a
general conception that “good” taste in music
and virtue were interdependent; cultivating
one inevitably enhanced the other. Further,
it was widely assumed that “... the bad taste
of the artist produces that of the public, and
this again the bad taste of the critics; and
such is the pernicious circle in which the
musical world, like all other worlds, performs
its evolutions.”!> As “artists,” which could be
composers, performers, or both, the Ameri-
can press revered Handel, Beethoven, and
especially Mendelssohn and Haydn due to
assumptions that a “moral” nature and
“moral” works were symbiotic: the latter re-
flected the former while the former could
produce only the latter. About Haydn, for
example, the Family Minstrel proclaimed,
“there are many traits in his character, which
are well worthy of our praise and admira-
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tion,” and after naming industry, diligence,
and zeal, the author concluded that he was
“a lalented, an bonest, a persevering, and a
religious man.”16 The same criteria — a
combination of middle-class values more
than questions of skill or aesthetics — ap-
plied equally to performers, though as a
group they were less highly esteemed than
creators of music.

What all this suggests in terms of under-
standing the feminization of music by 1900 is
that music itself was given the “female” role
in American society as duties were divided
severely along gender constructs. Music,
like all the arts and like women themselves,
was to contribute to the nation’s survival and
growth by reinforcing the social and moral
precepts of the developing middle class. If
this helps to explain the general feminization
of music, however, it does not address how
and why the process was selective, and in
the particular ways it was selective.

Professionalization, Music,

and Women in Public Space

Corresponding to the acceleration of indus-
trialism in late nineteenth-century America
was a trend of both professionalization and
specialization in business, government, and
in new occupations created at the time, 17
Reliance on experts, who claimed special
knowledge of principles and data considered
scientific, eventually replaced the antebellum
motion that “Every man, so it seemed, could
be his own doctor, lawyer, or political
oracle.”18 Of particular significance here is
that both the arts and teaching, like most ar-
eas of American life, were similarly trans-
formed in this era, acquiring their own uni-
form standards as both cause and effect of
acquiring credentials through higher educa-
tion. What this meant for these already femi-
nized occupations, however, was an inherent
contlict between the “masculine” public role
of the expert and the inherited “feminine”
role of the activity; indeed, the greater the
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[Tlhe arts, especially music, were central to middle-class femininity

and cultivated in the home as part of the general edification of family

and friends that was the female contribution to a well-ordered

republic.

claims to legitimacy as a profession, the more
pointed the contradiction between the sex of
the persons in the role and the designated
gender of the role.

One source of confusion about feminiza-
tion with respect to the arts, I believe, has
been the tendency to equate public and pri-
vate spheres of influence with literal arenas
rather than with the societal function of the
activity. It is understood, for example, that
when women became nurses, teachers, and
reformers in the nineteenth century, they
were performing their “private” nurturant and
moral functions within public space. It was
only because they continued to fulfill a femi-
nine role that they were allowed into this
space at all. It was when women sought to
enter masculine preserves — increasingly the
very definition of “professional” — that con-
flicts arose, as those women were perceived
as inappropriately crossing the gender
boundary. Conversely, as the feminized pro-
fessions grew more professionalized — or
more dependent on specialized knowledge
gained through higher levels of formal edu-
cation — the presence of both men and
women in them became more problematic:
either sex could be acceptable or not, de-
pending now upon more subtle and specific
perceptions of functions within the range of
activities possible. I hope to suggest avenues
for further research and analysis by looking
briefly at two relationships in flux from the
mid to late nineteenth century: women and
music, and women and teaching.

As common to contemporary scholarship
as the delineation of a public/private gender
dichotomy for middle-class Americans is the
recording of women entering previously
male professions by 1900, in conjunction
with the evolution of feminist ideology and
movements for women’s rights in the social,
economic, and political realms. Because mu-
sic itself was undergoing professionalization
at that time, women who achieved recogni-

tion as performers often are cast in the same
light as other “pioneers” of their sex who
were challenging and breaking gender
boundaries; in short, that female performers
are further “progressive” evidence of women
becoming professionals in all fields.19 While
I would not deny the presence and impor-
tance of some of these changes, I propose
that women on stage were in many cases still
perceived in terms of their private, “parlor”
role despite the actual location of their activ-
ity outside the home. Thus, when a woman
sang or performed at a keyboard in public,
she may not necessarily have been seen and
heard as a “professional” any more than
nurses were equated with doctors or teachers
with principals. At the same time, the mas-
culinity of male musicians would come under
increasing scrutiny regardless of their place
in the hierarchy because the feminine role
assigned the arts in America was not quickly
superseded by their professionalization.20

All this suggests that rather than compare
music to more typical public activities viewed
as masculine at the time, a more valid paral-
lel would be to another feminized occupa-
tion, similarly brought from private to public
space while retaining its home- and moral-
centered rationale. Public school teaching, in
fact, not only offers a better paradigm for un-
derstanding the complexities of music as a
profession in the U. S., but the interaction of
women and music in the public school over
time also highlights the changes under con-
sideration here.

The fact that teaching — especially teach-
ing young children — was feminized in nine-
teenth-century America is well known, as are
its results in comparatively low professional
salaries and lack of prestige.2l Male and fe-
male reformers alike promoted the cause of
women teachers for a variety of reasons re-
lated to concerns and stresses of the antebel-
lum years already mentioned. Not the least of
these was the perception of women as a
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cheap labor force, but equally important was
the fact that schools, like women and music,
were expected to uphold middle-class, Protes-
tant, capitalist values and so ensure the con-
tinuation of the nation. Since women were to
perform this role at home, and thought natu-
rally suited for it, “grade-school teaching,” as
Ann Douglas succinctly puts it, “appeared a
mere step away from cribside duty.”22

So successful was the implementation of
“republican motherhood” in public grade
schools that by the late nineteenth century
women dominated the profession just when
it began to undergo professionalization.23
Public schooling, like every other area of
American life, was brought ever more firmly
under the control of experts, bureaucracy,
and standardization and was governed by a
growing concern for credentials. Predictably
(in retrospect), the more specialized knowl-
edge thought necessary for teaching, the
more concern voiced over the preponder-
ance of female teachers.24 Suddenly no
longer a natural offshoot of motherhood, in-
structing children now demanded higher
educational training which was, by defini-
tion, part of the male sphere (indeed, male
experts, via medicine and psychology, co-
opted motherhood itself at this time!25)- Al-
though teaching, like music, was clearly a
feminized profession, the developments of
late nineteenth-century industrial America
created changes and carved out (or pre-
served) masculine areas within it that corre-
sponded to the public-versus-private assign-
ment of each task or position. Thus, being
male was a prerequisite for holding all ad-
ministrative posts, for teaching in disciplines
thought to require more rationality and/or
training than others, and for teaching older
students in general.

Music teaching as a profession, then, adds
one more complication. On the one hand, it
became doubly feminized, with music and
teaching affected separately by the process
but often for identical reasons. But within
each area there evolved different delineations
of public and private, neither immediately
obvious nor simply paralleling the exact loca-
tion of the activity — inside or outside the
home. On the other hand, professional-
ization entailed masculinization, and the re-

Volume IV, Number 4 / Volume V, Number 1
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sult was a strange mixture of gendered ideas
about music, education, social roles, and the
national destiny.

Conclusion: Neither Masculine

nor Feminine?

By the time Albert Mitchell brought instru-
mental music instruction into Boston’s public
schools in 1911, the rationales supporting
both education and cultivating music in and
out of the school had changed — partially.20
Never losing its original moral, “feminine”
purpose in the culture, music instead ac-
quired “masculine” attributes as well when it
became a profession in the terms of the
postbellum middle class. The result, it
seems, was a vocation problematic for either
sex: neither masculine enough for males at
any level (the only legitimate professionals),
nor feminine enough for females, depending
upon the selected activity, arena, and level of
education and training to be acquired or
taught. Much more needs to be done to sort
out the various subtleties and implications of
the feminization and then professionalization
of music; the intersection of these develop-
ments with the lingering ambivalence toward
European cultural models, and with the rise
of feminist and anti-feminist ideologies them-
selves, for example, remain rich ground for
further study. In the attempt to grasp the
ways music has inherited the gendered bag-
gage peculiar to American culture, we must
learn more, and raise more questions, about
the roles of both music and the gender di-
chotomy in our society.
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