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Early Women in Music: the Domestic Angel 

History demonstrates that although women musicians have changed in status from 

courtesan, or domestic music-maker and finally to professional public performers, they 

have always been cast in a passive role of a female object, as projected for a male 

audience. Although twentieth century convention allowed women to shed skirts and 

move more freely, in the past centuries women were drastically more restricted than men 

by social standards in dress and demeanor that denied women freedom of movement and 

expression.  

 

Figure 1.3: Gabriel Metsu (1629-1669) “Woman Playing the Viola da Gamba”* 

 

 
 

* Gabriel Metsu, “Woman Playing the Viola da Gamba,” http://www.gabrielmetsu.org/Woman-
Playing-the-Viola-da-Gamba.html,  accessed 1 March 2010. 

 

In early times, women musicians played instruments that they could perform 

without distorting their physical features or adopting sexual poses. Even if a viola da 
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gamba, or a viol of the leg, happens to figure in a painting as in Figure 1.1, women are 

never depicted actually holding it between their legs, a taboo pose for a woman of good 

standing. In Figure 1.3 this woman is not holding the viola da gamba correctly, but away 

from her body, on a podium. In contrast, the seventeenth-century painting in Figure 1.4 

shows a man playing the viola da gamba in the correct position, cradling it between his 

legs. 

The women in the painting “Musical Society” (Figure 1.4) are portrayed singing 

and playing the lute, instruments that can be held without compromising the player’s 

virtue. 

 

Figure 1.4: Abraham Bosses, “Musical Society,” c.1635* 

 

 
 

* Abraham Bosses, “Musical Society,” French painting, c. 1645. 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Viol, accessed 1 August 2010. 
 

Both Renaissance courtiers and ladies were expected to read music and play 

several instruments, but according to Baldesar Castiglione’s The Book of the Courtier, a 
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book of courtly manners, a lady was expected to “practice very circumspectly and with 

the gentle delicacy we have said is appropriate to her.” Additionally, Castiglione asserted, 

“Imagine what an ungainly sight it would be to have a woman playing drums, fifes, 

trumpets or other instruments of that sort…their stridency buries and destroys the sweet 

gentleness which embellishes everything a woman does.”18  

Delicacy, sweetness and gentleness become catchphrases for proper female 

conduct not only in the Renaissance but equally in later eras of music history. Women 

were not to play instruments that produced too much sound or gave them a loud “voice.” 

Politically empowered women such as Elizabeth Stuart received musical training, but 

Janet Pollack notes that music education for a princess at court was primarily an 

accessory to give her the proper social standing in order to be desirable for marriage.19  

Music was not only taught to women at courts. During the Italian Renaissance 

convents often had a performing ensemble, commonly referred to as a concerto, which 

performed mainly within the walls of the convent. The nuns of San Vito convent were 

commended by Hercole Botrigari (writing in his friend Alemanno Bennelli’s name) in his 

1594 treatise on instrumental practice: “And they play with such grace, and with such a 

nice manner, and such sonorous and just intonation of the notes that even people who are 

esteemed most excellent in the profession confess that it is incredible to anyone who does 

not actually see and hear it.”20 Although Botrigari commended the players, his 

astonishment at hearing accomplished women musicians betrays the underlying social 

construction that women are not capable of playing well. 

                                                
18 Baldesar Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier, trans. George Bull (New York: 

Penguin Books, 1967), quoted in Women in Music, 39. 

19 Janet Pollack, “Princess Elizabeth Stuart as Musician and Muse” in Musical Voices of 
Early Modern Women, ed. Thomasin Lamay (Cornwall:  MPG Books, 2005), 405. 

20 Hercole Bottrigari, Il Desiderio or Concerning the Playing Together of Various 
Musical Instruments, trans. Carol McClintock (Rome: American Institute of Musicology, 
1962),in Women in Music, 48. 
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In the Baroque period, the tradition of cloistered female ensembles continued in 

Venice, most notably represented by the orchestra of Ospedale La Pietà, an orphanage 

where girls were taught all instruments and where Antonio Vivaldi composed and taught. 

These ospedali were places where all-women ensembles became proficient and even 

gave concerts open to the public. More than two hundred years after Castiglione authored 

the Book of Courtiers in 1528, Frenchman Charles de Brosses described a concert of La 

Pietà’s female musical prodigies in 1771: 

…they sing like angels, play the violin, flute, organ, oboe, cello, 
bassoon—in short, no instrument is large enough to frighten them. 
They are cloistered like nuns…nothing is more charming than to 
see a young and pretty nun, dressed in white, a sprig of 
pomegranate blossom behind one ear, leading the orchestra and 
beating time with all the grace and precision imaginable.21 

The tag words “grace” and “charm” are once again employed to describe women in 

music. Their beauty and ease on big instruments is exceptionally commended and De 

Brosses concludes that they are equal to the Paris opera, one of the best ensembles of the 

time.22  

The ospedali permitted women to become accomplished musicians, albeit mostly 

within the confines of the convents. When women were not allowed to perform in the 

newly-formed classical ensemble called the orchestra, the Italian tradition of all-women’s 

ensembles became a model for women in later centuries.  

The Rise of Female Orchestral Musicians 

Orchestras emerged as ensembles in the late-seventeenth century when courts 

such as Versailles prospered, and royalty could pay large violin bands with supplemental 

                                                
21 Charles de Brosses, Lettres familières écrites d’Italie à quelques amis en 1739 et 1740 

(Paris: Poulet-Malassis et De Broise, 1858),  in Women in Music, 66. 

22 Ibid. 
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wind instruments.23 The French fashion popularized by Jean-Baptiste Lully stretched to 

Italy where, by the 1680s, Corelli’s ensembles included as many as sixty musicians. The 

orchestra became an establishment in musical society in France, Germany, England and 

Spain by the 1730s, and the Classical orchestra for which Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven 

later wrote great symphonic works flourished from 1740-1815.24 Musicians employed in 

these orchestras were relegated to servant status. This meant noble women who received 

music education were not part of these ensembles. A woman might occasionally appear 

as a court musician, but primarily as a singer and never as part of an orchestra.25  

Class was not the only obstacle prohibiting women from learning orchestral 

instruments. Valerie Goertzen notes that, “Women typically did not play string, wind, or 

brass instruments because they required ‘distortion’ of the face or body position.”26 Once 

again, women were not supposed to exert themselves as they performed and had to 

adhere to a social construct of modesty and passivity. When Goertzen does document the 

career of one string player, virtuoso violinist Maddalena Lombardini Sirmen, she 

qualifies her observations by saying that Sirmen was exceptional.27 Sirmen was trained 

in a Venetian ospedali and encouraged by well-known male artists of the time, such as 

Guiseppe Tartini and Sirmen’s husband, Lodovico Maria Gaspar Sirmen di Ravenna, a 

famous violinist himself. Owing to the “support and guidance of musicians and 

influential sponsors who supervised their technical training and fostered their intellectual 

                                                
23Jeremy Montagu, “Orchestra,” Grove Music Online, ed. Deane Root, 

www.oxfordmusiconline.com, accessed 23 July 2010. 

24 Ibid. 

25 Pendle, “Musical Women of the 17th and 18th Centuries,” in Women and Music , 99. 

26 Valerie Goertzen, “The Eighteenth Century,” in From Convent to Concert Hall: A 
Guide to Women Composers, ed. Sylvia Glickman and Martha Furman Schleifer, (Connecticut: 
Greenwood Press, 2003), 92. 

27 Ibid. 
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growth,” women such as Sirmen had successful careers. Other eighteenth century 

violinists such as Elisabeth de Haulteterre and Mlle. Deschamps, who even premiered a 

Viotti concerto, were featured in the popular Parisian concert series “Le Concert 

Spirituel.”28  

Contrary to the violin, the harp, pictured in Figure 1.5, was more widely accepted 

in the late eighteenth century as a respectably feminine instrument, as it was performed in 

the domestic sphere.  

Figure 1.5: Sir Joshua Reynolds, “The Countess of Eglinton,” 1777* 

 

 
 

* Sir Joshua Reynolds, “The Countess of Eglinton,” 1777, 
http://www.artistsandart.org/2009/06/women-and-music-in-art-16-18th-c.html, accessed 1 March 
2010. 

 

The role of the harp is exemplified by this portrait of the Scottish Countess of Eglinton 

from 1777 and also a self-portrait by painter and composer Rose Adélaïde Ducreux from 

1790 (see Figures 1.5 and 1.6). In Reynold’s portrait the Countess of Eglinton is shown 

                                                
28 Sadie, “Musiciennes of the Ancien Regime,” 207-8. 
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holding the harp correctly, in an unladylike manner between her legs. In contrast, 

Ducreux is show standing next to the harp, posing instead of actually performing. 

 

Figure 1.6: Rose Adélaïde Ducreux, “A Self-portrait with a Harp,”1790* 

 

 
 

*1 Rose Adélaïde Ducreux, “A Self-Portrait With Harp,” 1790, 
http://www.artistsandart.org/2009/06/women-and-music-in-art-16-18th-c.html, accessed 1 March 
2010. 

 

 

Although the rise of the bourgeois class in the late-eighteenth century was 

coupled with a growing music industry of festivals, concerts and new concert halls, upper 

and middle class professional female musicians were controlled by male authority. Men 

ran the concerts, directed the ensembles and music schools, and were responsible for 

engaging musicians.29 The post-French Revolutionary era heralded changes that left 

women few rights; they were barred from politics and had almost no rights to own 

                                                
29 Reich, “Women as Musicians,” 130. 
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property or ask for divorce. Men controlled society and women were subjected to their 

will. Paradoxically, upper class and bourgeois men valued music education in their 

wives, yet did not want them to perform publicly.30 Because of the popularity of idealism 

such as Rousseau’s, in the late eighteenth and most of the nineteenth century women 

were generally expected to stay home and raise families.31 This made it increasingly 

difficult socially for women who had relied on music as a profession out of economic 

necessity.32 Men who objected to their wives’ desire to practice music professionally 

were pressured by cultural constructions; men did not want it to appear to others like they 

were not in control of their household, nor to allow their wives to exhibit their bodies 

publicly.33 “The appearance of a woman on the concert stage,” wrote Nancy Reich, 

“could undermine the hard-won social status of her bourgeois family: consequently, even 

the most gifted were expected to confine their musical activities to the home.”34 

Although women were gradually admitted to music conservatories and schools in 

the nineteenth century, they were educated only for careers as private music teachers, not 

public performers.35 The same gender constructions in instrumental music prevailed in 

the nineteenth century: women were encouraged to play the harp, piano, and guitar, all 

instruments seen as appropriate for the home and for accompanying the primary female 

musical activity, singing. “In practice, women were initially forbidden to study such 

traditionally male subjects as composition and orchestration,” remarks E. Douglas 

                                                
30 Ibid., 137. 

31 Ibid., 131. 

32 Ibid. 

33 Ibid. 

34 Ibid. 

35 Reich, “European Composers and Musicians, ca.1800-1890,” in 150. 


