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Samantha Bassler, Katie Bank, and Katherine Butler, eds., Byrd Studies in the Twenty-First 
Century. Clemson: Clemson University Press, 2023. 286 pages. ISBN 1638040869 (hardcover), 
9781638040866 (eBook). 
 

Byrd Studies in the Twenty-First Century (hereafter BS21) is the 
scholarly fruit of 2023’s celebrations of the four-hundredth 
anniversary of William Byrd’s death. A compendium of twelve new 
essays, the volume is a worthy successor to the esteemed 1992 
collection Byrd Studies (hereafter BS92), edited by Alan Brown and 
Richard Turbet, and likewise provides a definitive representation of 
the best Byrd research of its time.  
 
The chapters are divided into five thematic sections: Byrd in his 
world; New perspectives: politics, piety, and print; Analyzing and 
reconstructing Byrd; Performing Byrd; and Byrd's reception. 
Unsurprisingly, few of the essays stay strictly within just one of 
these categories. Indeed, Turbet observes that the current volume is 
ultimately less rigidly structured than its predecessor and thereby 
reflects the “broader, more fluid ways in which Byrd’s music is now 

researched” (p. 221). He also rightly notes that BS21 is strongly shaped by unexpected new 
biographical material, even while BS92 is more interested in reinforcing Byrd’s canonical place 
among his contemporaries. One might more usefully see the essays as members of three 
broad, porous groupings—namely, contextual, historiographical, and analytical approaches to 
musicological research. Reading the book with these larger categories in mind can help 
underscore the diversity of approaches encountered in BS21, which is undoubtedly a principal 
strength of the collection. This methodological range also may reflect the participation of 
researchers at greatly varying stages in their careers and the substantial number of 
contributions by female scholars, who barely appeared in BS92. 
 
Fully half of the contributors provide insightful ways to view even the well-known Mr. Byrd and 
his music in inventive new contextual frames. Kerry McCarthy elegantly contemplates the 
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meaning of exile, exploration, and inner voyages for the little-traveled Byrd, surrounded as he 
was by relatives and colleagues negotiating Catholic identity and early-modern English 
expansionism. In a comprehensive look at the 1587, 1588, and 1611 English songbooks, 
Juliana Chapman and Sharon Harris show how the composer published vernacular works 
“framed to the life of the words” (Byrd, Psalmes, Songs, and Sonnets, 1611), while participating 
fully in the “intermedial” literary life of late-Tudor rhetoric, poetry, drama, and music. Alexandra 
Siso elucidates Byrd’s treatment of the image of the tabernacle in Elizabethan polity, while 
Jason Rosenholtz-Witt explains how the sometimes-marginal recusant complimented the Virgin 
Queen with six pieces involving Cupid in his Songs of Sundrie Natures. Owen Rees illuminates 
Byrd’s audacity in penning a setting of “Salve Regina,” a "worishh, […] devillishe, and Faithlesse 
song.” Magnus Williamson deftly shows how the master’s early works fit comfortably with the 
compositional practices of his mentors, especially John Sheppard. In short, the reader is 
allowed to see Byrd, so often portrayed as singular, fully imbedded in the music, politics, and 
religious polemics of his era.  
 
The historiographical focus of many of the essays greatly extends the notion of Byrd’s contexts 
diachronically. The editors’ introduction discusses earlier celebrations lionizing the composer, 
observances which helped create the aura of “genius” and a “golden age” around him. 
Particularly compelling is Mark Rogers’ discussion of Joseph Kerman’s “Catholic Interpretation” 
of Byrd and the procedural contradictions inherent in the distinguished musicologist’s definition 
of the New Musicology in the late-twentieth century. John Bryan, bringing the welcome voice of 
a performer to BS21, discusses Byrd’s somewhat neglected consort music in terms of the past 
century of editions, performance forces, and developments in the historically-informed 
instrument movement. We learn of the remarkably fulsome 1923 Byrd festivities from Dawn 
Grapes, and of orchestral transcriptions of Byrd (worthier and more diversely interesting than 
one might think) from Joseph Sargent. Finally, Turbet’s “Afterward” (which could very profitably 
be read before the other essays) traces some of the procedural and conceptual distances 
travelled between the musicology of BS92 and that of BS21 thirty years later. 
 
Within the oft-redefined domain of musical analysis, five chapters offer close explications of 
individual works or of closely-defined genres. Using several approaches to analyzing the motet 
“Vigilate,” Megan Kaes Long both illustrates and evaluates the putatively incompatible neo-
modal and key/tone conceptualizations of Byrd’s pitch structures. She also raises the difficult 
but important question of what tonal systems Byrd himself would have recognized. David J. 
Smith uses a source-based analysis of Byrd’s keyboard ornaments to explore the substantial 
differences in notational practice between these manuscripts, to emphasize the importance of 
“performative oratory” and playing from memory in the early modern period, and to suggest the 
value of future digital editions that could give ready access to scribal variants. Three essays 
previously mentioned also incorporate substantial analytical findings. Siso offers a close reading 
(based on the concept of “markedness”) of Byrd’s Psalm 14, “Domine, quis habitabit in 
tabernaculo tuo?” Williamson bolsters his rehabilitation of several early works with an analytical 
appraisal of “Sacris solemniis” that shows the cantus-firmus work’s dialogic relationship with 
Sheppard’s ways of proceeding in his mature Divine Office music. Similarly, Rees rounds out 
his exploration of “Salve Regina” with an examination of the motet itself.  
 
The reviewed volume is not quite as elegantly produced as BS92. While the general index and 
the index of Byrd’s works and publications are useful, the lack of a bibliography (at least of 
scholarly publications and important musical editions since 1992) is lamentable, especially in a 
state-of-the-scholarship volume. The choice of end notes for the entire volume is inconvenient 
and thus annoying. The use of a photograph of a bird as the cover graphic might be seen as 
flippant or charming by turns. The musical examples are very attractively engraved. 
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We have then the opportunity to read in one place a dozen compelling examples of how Byrd is 
being studied in the third decade of our century. The dynamic balance between contextual, 
analytical, and historiographical research shows the vigor of decidedly evidence-based 
musicology, with a minimum of cultural-theoretical discursions. While the contrasts of tone and 
argumentation between the chapters could be a bit jarring to some, this variety makes for a 
refreshing and even fast-paced read. We are left with very well-placed jumping-off points for 
further scholarship, especially in synthesizing some of these findings into longer, thematic 
studies of Byrd, his contemporaries, and the music just before and after his long lifespan. 
Specialists will no doubt be eager to apply these fresh methodologies to other Byrd works. The 
editors are to be congratulated on curating a conspicuously valuable book, one deserving a 
place on the shelves of musicologists, cultural historians, and all sorts of academic libraries.  
 
DANIEL PAGE 
Omaha, Nebraska 
 
 
 
James Grande and Carmel Raz, eds., Sound and Sense in British Romanticism. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2023. 288 pages. ISBN 9781009277846 (hardcover), 
9781009277839 (eBook). 

 
In his Essay on Criticism (1711), Alexander Pope famously wrote 
that “the Sound must seem an Eccho to the Sense,” linking the two 
terms and sparking centuries of conversation concerning their 
relationship. This dialogue forms the foundation of this collection, 
edited by James Grande and Carmel Raz, which explores the 
shifting relationship between sound and sense in Romantic-era 
Britain through examinations of art, literature, music, and social and 
cultural history. The editors of Sound and Sense in British 
Romanticism take a broad view of the word “sense,” encompassing 
Romantic understandings and cultural constructions of the physical 
senses, as well as semantic meanings, as in Pope’s reference 
above, and “the kind of rational good sense represented by Elinor 
Dashwood in Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility” (p. 3). This work, 
part of the “Cambridge Studies in Romanticism” series, emerges 
from a 2017 colloquium at Columbia University and is broadly 
interdisciplinary; it includes work from scholars of music, literature, 

history, philosophy, and visual arts. This interdisciplinarity is largely successful, with an 
interesting diversity of viewpoints that are only occasionally disrupted by a need for discipline-
specific knowledge. 
 
The large-scale issues explored in this work include shifting notions of sound across time, and 
sound as an important element in the construction of identity and temporality. In addressing 
these themes, this eclectic assemblage of essays forms a cohesive collection, aided by 
connecting threads such as frequent mentions of William Hogarth’s 1741 etching, The Enraged 
Musician. With a fairly broad scope, this collection does not aspire to be comprehensive, but it 
offers a fascinating variety of perspectives on the complex and evolving relationship between 
sound and sense in Britain and its colonies. 
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The editors loosely divide the ten essays into four sections. The first three essays, written by 
Lydia Goehr, Maria Semi, and Oskar Cox Jensen, consider the relationship between 
“audiovisual aesthetics and national identity” (p. 5). Next, Josephine McDonagh, William Tullett, 
and Jonathan Hicks present different case studies on sonic experiences of place. In the third 
section, Courtney Weiss Smith and Katherine Fry each examine cases in which the expected 
relationship between sound and sense is disrupted. Finally, Daniel K. S. Walden and Melissa 
Dickson discuss innovations in instruments of sound, both musical and otherwise, and their 
cultural implications. 
 
After the introduction, the collection opens with Goehr’s examination of Hogarth’s The Enraged 
Musician, reproduced from her 2021 monograph. Written in a creative style that is rare in 
collections of this type, Goehr’s essay deftly frames the work through the lens of early criticism 
and a deep well of intertextual references. This essay provides an excellent entry point for the 
collection’s ongoing themes, including the distinction between music and noise, and the role of 
sound in constructing the dichotomy between Englishness and foreignness. Semi turns towards 
the eighteenth-century invention of Britishness in her essay; she compellingly demonstrates the 
appropriation and transformation of Scottish ballads from a regional, lower-class art form into a 
tool for forging a new national identity. Jensen’s essay again considers The Enraged Musician, 
this time through the analysis of a 1789 musical play, Ut Pictura Poesis, or, The Enraged 
Musician, inspired by Hogarth’s drawing. Jensen’s analysis, the first to engage with this musical 
score, returns to questions of sound, music, and noise on London’s streets, revealing the 
complex relationships between high and low sounds as they relate to conceptions of national 
identity. 
 
Shifting from questions of identity to the experience of place in the British empire, McDonagh 
discusses “scenes of aural recognition” (p. 90), which she defines as moments when recognized 
sound marks a turning point for the psychological development of a protagonist. She examines 
this technique within the context of migration, arguing that it is precisely the mobility of the 
characters that makes this technique so impactful as they navigate sounds that link their 
experiences of vast geographical distances. While the scope of the examples is perhaps 
ambitious, McDonagh advances a useful concept that is present across different forms of 
literature. In one of the most memorable essays in the collection, Tullett traces the history of the 
news-horn, arguing that its use defined the temporal life of London. He demonstrates the ways 
in which it served both as a marker of the daily rhythms of life during its years of active use 
(1770s-1810s) and as a signal of the broader shift in the soundscapes of Georgian and 
Victorian London. Hicks’ essay considers the construction of a specific place, Fingal’s Cave, 
whose exceptional acoustic properties led many to describe its sounds in print, theater, music, 
and other media. Hicks analyzes the reverberant history of this “celebrity sea cave” (p. 136), an 
object of both literal and metaphorical resonance, and argues for a new conception of Romantic 
resonance. 
 
In the first of two essays that deal with disrupted relationships between sound and sense, Smith 
explores historical acoustemology and the poetics of echoes through the work of naturalist 
Gilbert White. In this fascinating essay, Smith describes the ways that White treated poetry as a 
material object, using it as measuring tool in his scientific study of echoes. Ultimately, Smith 
demonstrates that our rigid distinctions between art and science are anachronistic in viewing the 
past, and that studying White’s work supports an understanding of how people heard and 
understood poetry in the eighteenth century. Fry’s essay marks a welcome change from the 
male-dominated narratives of this collection as she discusses Mary Somerville’s important role 
as a disseminator of new theories and technologies of acoustics. Fry argues that Somerville’s 
contributions to “popular science” (p. 186) should be celebrated in the historical narrative, 
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offering an alternative to the histories that “privilege men as theorists of sound and hearing in 
modernity” (p. 184). 
 
The final two essays deal with instruments of sound, one musical and one medical. Walden’s 
chapter considers the purchase by the Presbyterian congregation of St. Andrew’s in Calcutta of 
the unusual euharmonic organ, whose pedals could be used to create thirty-nine divisions of the 
octave, allowing for natural tuning in any key. Walden uses the instrument, the only one of its 
kind, as a means to analyze the complex identity construction of the Presbyterian church in 
British India. In the final essay, Dickson discusses the development of the stethoscope and its 
cultural ramifications from the perspective of the patient, a “non-virtuoso listener” (p. 226). She 
uses a variety of literary sources to show that the stethoscope was for patients “an object of 
anxious contemplation” that reflected both the limitations of the unassisted human ear and “the 
penetrability and vulnerability of the human body” (p. 227). This intriguing study is a fitting end to 
the collection, exploring the nineteenth-century need to grapple with the ways that rapidly 
changing technologies reshaped human experiences of sound and sense. 
 
The breadth of this collection offers a wide range of perspectives from which to consider the 
shifting conceptions of sound in Romantic-era Britain. Expansive in scope, readers across many 
fields will find something to interest them in this volume. Together, these essays invite readers 
to consider the ways that sound and its ever-changing place in society defines this era. 
 
ALISON GILBERT 
Southeastern Oklahoma State University 
 
 
 
Alex de Lacey, Level Up: Live Performance and Creative Process in Grime Music. Abingdon: 

Routledge, 2023. 222 pages. ISBN 9781032282183 (hardcover), 9781003295792 (eBook). 

 

Grime, the UK music genre which emerged in the early 2000s from 
within marginalised working-class areas and Black expressive 
traditions of the British capital, has received a considerable amount 
of scholarly and critical attention. To name just a few examples, Dan 
Hancox’s seminal, journalistic Inner City Pressure (2018) studies the 
genre’s socioeconomic and cultural contexts and traces its 
emergence; Jeffrey Boakye’s Hold Tight (2017) explores Black 
masculinity in grime, and Richard Bramwell’s UK Hip-Hop, Grime 
and the City (2015) provides an ethnographic study of the spaces 
that were foundational for UK rap’s and grime’s development. Grime 
research has reached a remarkable scope and spans various 
disciplines, including cultural studies, sociology, ethnography, 
musicology, and literary studies. Yet Alex de Lacey’s Level Up: Live 
Performance and Creative Process in Grime Music manages to 
address a notable gap in the research: the dynamics of collective 
grime performance and its performance environments. Level Up is 

the first book-length ethnographic study of grime’s unwritten rules and regulations and how they 
play out in a collective and improvisatory form in fluctuating live contexts.  
 
The book presents three overarching arguments. Firstly, it demonstrates how grime practice 
requires an extensive knowledge of codes and conventions on the part of practitioners and 
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audiences. Grime relies on a rich and mutating set of techniques, and necessitates thorough 
acquaintance with these as well as the flexibility to adapt: “its performance is predicated on a 
complex array of rules, rituals and schema that afford improvisation and exploration” (p. 9). 
Framing grime performance as a craft with trained practitioners, de Lacey takes a decisive 
stance against reductive and often racialised media reportage and criticism of the genre. As the 
author argues, grime “performance remains under-examined and misunderstood by journalists, 
academics and the wider populace” (p. 4). While it might be less surprising that media accounts 
of grime resort to racial stereotyping, Level Up also uncovers how some of the academic 
discussions of grime’s antecedents are steeped in racialised categorisation, rendering 
Afrodiasporic music as a purely somatic form. De Lacey, in contrast to this, draws attention to 
the technological expertise afforded in the live making of grime, alongside skills of navigating 
the social terrain of grime performance. 
 
Secondly, grime performance is constituted in an interplay of individual and collective forces. De 
Lacey’s focus is on collective creative processes and mostly on grime crews. The grime scene 
is made up of strong bonds among individuals, crews, and everyone involved, and Level Up 
foregrounds the community-building function of the genre, especially against the backdrop of a 
discriminatory and punitive official culture. One way in which this sense of intimacy is achieved 
is through the practice conventions of grime and their creation of what de Lacey, in reference to 
Stanley Fish, terms “interpretative communities” (p. 148). Nonetheless, rivalry and competition 
feature prominently in grime, and individualistic demonstrations of prowess can either enhance 
or stifle collective creativity.  
 
Thirdly, the result of successful collaborative grime performance is one of collective “levelling 
up.” De Lacey’s proposed framework of levelling up as a description of the creative process 
supersedes the constituent components of grime performance, rendering the whole more than 
the sum of its parts. It is based on intricate verbal and non-verbal interactions, including musical 
cues, and involves multidirectional impulses rather than antiphonal practice—the mode 
commonly associated with Afrodiasporic expressive forms—–alone. Grime performance, then, 
is an emergent form with scope for collaborative innovation and levelling up; however, it can 
only achieve this state of heightened creativity through a continuously re-negotiated catalogue 
of rules and techniques.  
 
Level Up is divided into six chapters which offer in-depth discussions on individual aspects of 
levelling up. Its first chapter, “‘It’s a 140 BPM Way of Life,’” covers the development of grime out 
of London’s “diasporic currents” (p. 11) and highlights the importance of sound system culture, 
hip-hop, and the UK hardcore continuum for the performance conventions of grime. Chapter 2, 
“Foundations,” introduces these performance conventions, while chapters 3 and 4 
(“Improvisation and Group Process” and “The Through Ball”) each focus on specific 
performance techniques or “phases of play.” De Lacey vividly illustrates the significance of such 
game metaphors for grime. Chapter 4, for instance, is dedicated to the practice of the “through 
ball,” an analogy derived from soccer, which denotes artists predicting the next move of their 
fellow performers and creating opportunities for them. The sports metaphor fittingly conveys the 
training involved in grime practice, its rule-based and yet playful, innovative nature, as well as its 
characteristic competitiveness. De Lacey’s use of the term—similar to “levelling up”—
furthermore takes seriously grime’s own terminology as a way of knowing that exists on a par 
with academic theory. Chapters 5 and 6 shift the focus toward the bigger picture, first to the 
London network of radio stations (some of which were pirate) that has sustained grime’s 
community and creativity (“Pirate Mentality: Grime’s Radio Performance Network”) and then to 
two examples of creative practice in grime crews, East London collective Shellyvnne and de 
Lacey’s own crew Over the Edge from London (“Levelling Up: Collective Creativity in Two Grime 
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Crews”). Throughout the book, de Lacey draws on his own experience as a practitioner and 
researcher in the scene, and his study is enriched by an extensive array of interview material, 
reports, musical notation and illustrations, and audiovisual examples (accessible online).  
 
The book’s methodology of autoethnography does not come without risks. The immersion of the 
researcher can lead to fetishisation; likewise, full immersion risks diminishing distance and 
perspective. De Lacey navigates these risks well and seeks a reflexive position, as well as 
balancing his own voice through the inclusion of various interview segments and retrospective 
reflection. In the same vein, the author reflects on his own positionality and dual position as a 
practitioner and researcher, including the “many ethical considerations that come to the fore, 
particularly regarding [the author’s] overt racial and implicit economic affordances” (p. 21). Level 
Up shows a strong commitment to developing analyses and models out of grime practice and 
vocabulary rather than obfuscating theory, while drawing on theoretical frameworks from 
performance and group improvisation studies where they can offer further insight. The only 
shortcoming of this overall exemplary methodology is that the analyses of Level Up tend to treat 
the evidence with a level of reverence, at the cost of a more critical outlook. The book invokes a 
grime ethics of organic and symbiotic collaboration without subjecting such notions to the same 
rigorous analysis as concepts like antiphony. It is in particular in regard to grime’s staging of 
hyper-masculinity—which is critically addressed earlier in the book—that the analysis of grime’s 
sports imagery, with its gendered connotations, falls slightly short. 
 
All in all, however, Level Up is an immensely readable and knowledgeable study of grime 
performance which provides important and unprecedented insights into grime’s complex 
creative process. A particular strength of the book is the lens it provides on the grime DJ and 
their interactive practice, an aspect of grime performance that remains overshadowed by the 
figure of the MC and grime lyricism. This is a book that might well pave the way for further 
studies of performance genres based on improvisation, offering “new ways to conceptualise 
group interaction in the live domain” (p. 172).  
 
SINA SCHUHMAIER 
University of Mannheim 
 

 
 
Erica Siegel, The Life and Music of Elizabeth Maconchy. Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2023. 
352 pages. ISBN 9781837650514 (hardcover), 9781787448285 (eBook). 

 
Erica Siegel has written the first full-length biographical study of 
Elizabeth Maconchy, using a selection of the composer’s important 
works that embody her musical style to tell the story of her life and 
career. She has placed them in constant dialogue with letters, 
personal papers, and previously-unavailable documents from the 
composer’s estate and other copyright holders. Reading this volume 
was delightful. In addition to being good history—having a wide 
variety of sources that have been tirelessly collected and thoughtfully 
probed—this is good biography as well: engaging, candid, and 
narratively strong. Siegel presents a complex portrait of a composer 
overcoming adversity with tenacity and quiet self-belief that I am sure 
will resonate with many different readers. 
Maconchy was not a magnet for fame during her lifetime. Though 
she took up various public-facing roles, “she never sought out the 
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limelight and remained a deeply private person and modest to a fault” (p. 2). As Siegel 
describes, Maconchy’s life was also not meticulously curated, and she did not keep a journal. 
This limited documentation made writing her biography a full-time job for an author who would 
not be able to rely on many of the usual sources. The composer’s letters to the BBC and 
substantial portions of her correspondence with Grace Williams are accessible, the latter of 
which can be read in the two-volume Music, Life, and Changing Times: Selected 
Correspondence between British Composers Elizabeth Maconchy and Grace Williams, 1922–77 
(Routledge, 2020) edited by Jenny Doctor and Sophie Fuller. Maconchy’s correspondences play 
an important supporting role in Siegel’s monograph, and help to keep her voice in the spotlight. 
As a biography subject, Maconchy defies some of the tropes of classic music biographies: while 
she had piano instruction growing up, she described her family as not particularly musical; she 
was not discouraged from pursuing music; she received plenty of instruction from good male 
and female teachers; and she came from a very comfortable class background. Therefore, it is 
impossible to cast her in many typical music biography roles: as an artist chafing against family 
expectations, a prodigy, an inheritor of music as the “family business,” or an underdog/outsider. 
With such handy narrative tropes unavailable, Siegel focuses on Maconchy’s work and the 
development of her voice as a composer throughout her career to avoid simply marching from 
birth to death.    
 
Central to Maconchy’s development as a composer was the influence of her teachers, 
specifically Charles Wood, Ralph Vaughan Williams, and Gordon Jacob. Siegel acknowledges 
them without diminishing Maconchy’s voice and style in her own work, and she particularly 
draws out the sequence of influence that Wood and Vaughan Williams had on Maconchy’s 
approach to composing. Wood was a technician who was “prone to laugh at artistic ideals, and 
would lead one to suppose that composing music was a trick anyone might learn if [they] took 
the trouble” (p. 14); Vaughan Williams’s teaching was comparatively not conventional, and “for 
him the purpose of technique was how best to enable each of us to express [our] own ideas in 
[our] own way. He had no use for ready-made solutions” (p. 16). She was instructed with an 
excellent technical craft that paid limited homage to high ideas of Art, and then later taught to 
put her good technique to devoted, rigorous, and creative use. It is perhaps not surprising, then, 
that she turned out works in many different genres consistently, and had a reputation for 
endless creative inspiration. 
 
Siegel highlights a number of Maconchy’s pieces throughout the biography and has included 
deep analysis of sections of each, including: the Concerto for Piano and Chamber Orchestra 
(1928), The Land (1929) based on the poem by Vita Sackville-West, Quintet for Oboe and 
Strings (1932), String Quartet Nos. 1–13 (1933–1982/83), Proud Thames (1952–53), Symphony 
for Double String Orchestra (1952–53), The Sofa (1956–59), Reflections for Oboe, Clarinet, 
Viola, and Harp (1960–61), Serenata Concertante (1961–63), Quintet for Clarinet and Strings 
(1963), The Starlight Night (1964), Nocturnal (1965), Ariadne (1970–71), Epyllion (1973–75), 
The Leaden Echo and the Golden Echo (1978), and Music for Strings (1981/82). Other pieces 
appear throughout the text, though without the same depth of analysis; a chronological list of 
works with indications of first performances and their personnel, publication data, and 
arrangements is included as an appendix. Siegel has crammed as much music into this volume 
as possible, balancing producing a history that is engaging to read with the impulse to include 
as much material as she can. Her choice of examples, spanning chamber music, operas, 
concertos, and other large symphonic works, offers a direct picture of Maconchy’s impressive 
output.     
  
The story of Maconchy’s career was for many years a tale of neglect, as Siegel writes in her 
epilogue, and she is offering a corrective (p. 277). Through this new biography, she illuminates 
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the greater complexity of Maconchy’s career beyond that of just the marginalization of a woman 
composer. In the 1930s, Maconchy was considered a bright, rising star among other emerging 
British composers. She was compared favorably with Benjamin Britten in reviews, and had 
teachers and supportive colleagues who invested in her and her work. When she struggled 
during her ensuing career, it was in the face of competing factors: publishing errors by 
Hinrichsen, bureaucratic issues and other troubles within the BBC that delayed broadcasts, 
balancing her composing career with parenthood, changes in the post-war music profession, 
rising costs of producing new music outpacing what the Arts Council could fund, and her 
distance from London (p. 125). Being a modernist and a woman at a time when modernism was 
decidedly out of fashion and when women composers were still fighting for an equal place at the 
table did not help matters, but they were not the only two contributing factors. 
 
In a biography of a woman composer there must be some conversation about sex and gender. 
Siegel’s is remarkably deft. She acknowledges Maconchy’s social advantages and considers 
factors of sex and gender in light of them; she accounts for both the composer’s reserved 
personality and the tremendous amount of work that she did while navigating the social 
expectations of being female. At no point do issues of sex and gender take center stage. In 
Siegel’s telling of Maconchy’s story, she is a composer who happens to be a woman more than 
she is a “woman composer.” Her work with the Society for Women Musicians and the 
Macnaghten-Lemare concert series (both of which championed music by women and emerging 
composers), her reception as a woman composer in the press, and the fact of her sex while 
working meant that she could never escape the label “woman composer,” but Maconchy never 
leaned into it as part of her identity. Siegel has taken the trouble to reflect this ambivalence in 
her writing, and I think it contributes to how well the composer’s voice comes through.  
   
Maconchy had both the benefit and challenge of living and working during changing times. “Only 
a few years ago a student writing as Miss Maconchy does would perhaps have been 
reprimanded rather than encouraged,” wrote an anonymous reviewer of her Concerto for Piano 
and Chamber Orchestra (p. 25). Her instructors did not treat her as second-class because she 
was a woman, and her ambitions do not appear to have been stunted by misogynist attitudes. 
At the same time, Siegel acknowledges that her sex did create problems for her, especially in 
publishing her work. She had important champions in her teachers and peers, but they did not 
have the power to change the entire musical establishment. “It has never been easy for a 
composer to make their way in the world,” Siegel writes, “but one cannot deny that, historically, 
it has been significantly easier for male composers to raise capital and find publishers for their 
works” (p. 278). This was the source of Maconchy’s disadvantage—she was often her own 
copyist, publicist, and negotiator with publishers in addition to her work composing. In this light, 
the appendix of her works included in the biography becomes even more stunning.  
   
As a final thought, I hope that The Life and Music of Elizabeth Maconchy will signal a renewed 
appetite for biographies of composers who happen to be women, and specifically biographies 
that are focused on such women’s work and the circles of fellow composers and musicians who 
inspired them. Siegel’s is an excellent example of such a book. She takes it for granted that 
Maconchy’s work is good, and uses it to explore the composer’s process in creating it. The book 
also feels timely because of the nature of its subject. As Hugh Wood wrote in his tribute to 
accompany her 70th birthday concert, “in a corrupt world where the exploitation of personality 
and talent for public relations has replaced any attempt at the evaluation of one’s work—in that 
world Elizabeth Maconchy remains more interested in doing her work and doing it well” 
(p. 279).  I can only hope that this volume will inspire the same in anyone who reads it.   
 
KATHLEEN MCGOWAN 
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