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“Common Joys, Sorrows, Adventures, and
Struggles”: Transnational Encounters in Amy
Beach’s “Gaelic” Symphony

SARAH GERK

Abstract
Amy Beach’s “Gaelic” Symphony is the most prominent nineteenth-century American expres-
sion of Irishness in music. Despite the reference to another country in its title, the work has
largely been interpreted via the lens of American nationalism. Its historiography reflects the
immense interest in national style in nineteenth-century American music scholarship. This
article initiates a discussion about nineteenth-century American composers’ engagement with
the world beyond their own national borders. It explores the “Gaelic” Symphony’s transnational
dimensions, which engage largely with two groups: concert music composers and the Irish dias-
pora. Regarding the former, the article illuminates nuances of intertextuality in Beach’s style.
It revises the historical narrative surrounding the “Gaelic” Symphony as a response to Antonı́n
Dvořák’s “New World” Symphony, finding multiple additional models for Beach’s work. The
“Gaelic” Symphony is positioned instead as a representation of concert music styles that valued
cosmopolitan approaches and judged composers on the skill with which they consciously blended
multiple streams of influence. Regarding the latter category of the Irish, the article contextualizes
the symphony within a revival of Irish cultural practices taking place in the 1890s, revealing
how constructions of Irishness in the symphony reflect Gaelic revival values and respond to
social tensions between Boston’s Irish-American community and the city’s upper class.

On 30 October 1896 the Boston Symphony Orchestra premiered the highly antici-
pated “Gaelic” Symphony by Amy Beach (1867–1944).1 Although Beach had long
been known in Boston as a piano prodigy and young composer, the premiere of
a symphony marked a new point in her career. It signaled that the twenty-nine-
year-old had joined an elite group of composers who could successfully produce
music in such a revered genre. Beach’s gender added a degree of novelty to the affair.
Composer George W. Chadwick summarized such sentiments when he famously
wrote, “I always feel a thrill of pride myself whenever I hear a fine new work by any
one of us, and as such you will have to be counted in, whether you will or not—
one of the boys.”2 In their reviews of the event, many of Boston’s famous critics

I am grateful for the support and advice of Douglas Bomberger, Mark Clague, Kristine Forney,
Charles Garrett, Alan Gosman, Douglas Shadle, and especially Adrienne Fried Block. This research was
conducted with the help of archivists at the University of New Hampshire Milne Special Collections,
Boston Symphony Archives, Music Division of the Library of Congress, and the Music Division of the
New York Public Library.

1 The woman we now call Amy Beach was born Amy Marcy Cheney and her married name, which
she used professionally, was Mrs. H. H. A. Beach. After the death of her husband, she embarked on a
European tour billed as Amy Beach, but she found it difficult to institute the change at that point in her
career. For the sake of consistency I will use the name “Amy Beach,” shortened to “Beach,” throughout
the essay, except when discussing her life prior to marriage, when I will use “Amy.” Adrienne Fried
Block, Amy Beach: Passionate Victorian (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 198.

2 George W. Chadwick, Boston, letter to Mrs. Beach, 2 November 1896, box 1, folder 3, Amy Beach
Collection, Milne Special Collections, Dimond Library, University of New Hampshire, Durham.
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explored potential reasons for the work’s Irish title, illuminating conceptions of
the Irish among Boston’s upper classes.3 In his laudatory review, Howard Malcolm
Ticknor speculated that the title originated in the general moods of the work, which
he thought reflected idealized stereotypes of the Irish. He wrote that the symphony
conjured the “land and life of the ideal Gael.”4 Philip Hale, on the other hand,
expressed derision for the work and the people it referenced when he dismissed the
third movement as “eminently Gaelic, dull, and intolerably long-winded.”5

Almost a century later, the Brooklyn Philharmonic presented the “Gaelic” Sym-
phony at the Brooklyn Academy of Music on 28 January 1994. Led by conductor
Dennis Russell Davies and artistic director Joseph Horowitz, the performance was
part of a festival titled “From the New World” that honored the centenary of Antonı́n
Dvořák’s Symphony no. 9, “From the New World,” and the fiftieth anniversary of
Beach’s death. The concert included the “Gaelic” and “New World” Symphonies,
as well as the “Dirge” from Edward MacDowell’s “Indian” Suite. Perceptions of
Beach’s work had changed dramatically; it had become positioned as an explicit
rebuttal to Dvořák’s, delivering a message about Beach’s putative ideas of musical
nationalism in response to his prescriptions, illustrated in his symphony. Of this
performance of the “Gaelic,” Allan Kozinn of the New York Times wrote:

Beach’s work is interesting as a response to Dvořák: she countered his assertion that spirituals
were the ideal basis of an American style by using English, Scottish and Irish ballads instead.
But in matters of gesture, coloration and effect, the work bears an uncanny resemblance to
the “New World” and is far less innovative than contemporary works by Chadwick or Ives
that might have been chosen. The orchestra played it vibrantly, but programming it back to
back with the “New World” did Beach no favors.6

Peter G. Davis of New York magazine followed suit, faulting the festival organizers’
choice to program the “Gaelic” on account of supposed unoriginality:

As at most events of this sort, one encountered much that was new, fascinating, and
revelatory, offset by just as much that seemed forced, unnecessary, and downright irritating.
It was salutary to be reminded of Amy Beach, who was blessed with an extraordinary creative
gift that remained largely imitative; one wonders what more she might have made of it had
she been born later, into a less genteel, European-driven musical culture.7

For these critics, the shadow of Dvořák loomed large over the “Gaelic” Symphony,
and Beach’s work was far too derivative.

The 1990s were a critical time for the reception history of the “Gaelic” Symphony,
when interest in the work was revived after a long period of latency following Beach’s

3 For more on the reception history of the “Gaelic” Symphony, see: Sarah Gerk, “A Critical
Reception History of Amy Beach’s Gaelic Symphony” (master’s thesis, California State University,
Long Beach, 2006).

4 Howard Malcolm Ticknor, review of a concert performance of Amy Beach’s “Gaelic” Symphony,
Boston Courier, 1 November 1896.

5 Philip Hale, “Music in Boston,” Musical Courier 33, no. 20 (11 November 1896): 15.
6 Kozinn neglects to list Native American themes as one of Dvořák’s major interests and also

incorrectly identifies the themes in the “Gaelic” Symphony as English and Scottish as well as Irish.
Borrowed folk tunes in the “Gaelic” Symphony were all from an Irish publication. Allan Kozinn, “It’s
Dvorak’s Turn in Brooklyn’s Little Festivals,” New York Times, 2 February 1994, C20.

7 Peter G. Davis, “New World Series,” New York 27, no. 7, 14 February 1994, 114.
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death. This renewal happened in part because scholars discovered a relationship
between Beach’s symphony and the “New World” Symphony. Such connections
encouraged proponents of Beach to add her name to celebrations of the centenary
of Dvořák’s visit to the United States, including the Brooklyn festival.8 But the
discovery was a double-edged sword. Critical understanding of the “Gaelic” has
since centered so much on Dvořák that Beach and her symphony have come to be
pigeonholed, opening the door for critiques like those of Kozinn and Davis. Such
evaluations of the “Gaelic” as overly reliant on the “New World” stem from the
assertion that American nationalism is at the heart of the work and that its Irish
themes constitute Boston’s “great response” to the Czech visitor’s call to arms of
American composers.9

Indeed, in the past few decades, scholarship on nineteenth-century orchestral
music in the United States has focused on nationalism. American symphonists are
critiqued for their strategic constructions of either American exceptionalism or
cosmopolitanism. Although cosmopolitanism often suggests the transcendence of
national borders to tap concepts of universal experience, American cosmopolites are
also frequently interpreted via the framework of nationalism.10 Richard Crawford,
H. Wiley Hitchcock, and Douglas Shadle have ably shown that, even when Amer-
ican composers sought to imitate Germanic or French models without sounding
particularly American, they often did so in a climate in which the absence of
explicitly American material actually constituted a strategic approach to American
nationalism.11 Such insights have helped us to understand more deeply the work of
many American composers such as George Frederick Bristow, John Knowles Paine,
and Edward MacDowell.12

8 The “Gaelic” Symphony also may have interested concert organizers because of diversity, as the
1990s saw an upswing of interest in women composers.

9 Michael B. Beckerman, New Worlds of Dvořák: Searching in America for the Composer’s Inner Life
(New York: W. W. Norton, 2003), 98.

10 For a detailed study on the meanings and methods of musical cosmopolitanism in concert
music see: William Weber, “Cosmopolitan, National, and Regional Identities in Eighteenth-Century
European Musical Life,” in The Oxford Handbook of the New Cultural History of Music, edited by Jane
Fulcher (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 209–27.

11 Richard Crawford refers to two distinct spheres in: “Cosmopolitan and Provincial: American
Musical Historiography,” in The American Musical Landscape: The Business of Musicianship from
Billings to Gershwin, updated edition (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 3–40; Crawford’s
ideas were derived from H. Wiley Hitchcock’s closely related categories of cultivated and vernacular.
The term “vernacular” implies locally oriented music and the opposing “cultivated” category suggests
a more cosmopolitan approach. See: Music in the United States, Prentice-Hall History of Music Series
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1969); Douglas Shadle considers the emulation of European
composers and American exceptionalism as two strategies of decolonization from Britain: “Music
of a More Perfect Union: Symphonic Constructions of American National Identity, 1840–1870”
(Ph.D. diss., University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2010); Shadle’s recent book does more
to illuminate the nineteenth-century American symphony than any earlier work. He deftly explains
the nuances of individual composers and their approaches to symphonic composition. See: Douglas
Shadle, Orchestrating the Nation: The Nineteenth-Century American Symphonic Enterprise (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2016).

12 For a comprehensive study of American symphonic music in the nineteenth century, see:
Shadle, Orchestrating the Nation. For a study of how ideas about American composers emerged
within the nexus between performance history, criticism, and American concert music, see: E. Dou-
glas Bomberger, “A Tidal Wave of Encouragement”: American Composers’ Concerts in the Gilded Age
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Explorations of musical and extramusical material from many nations, however,
can represent encounters across national borders, particularly in the symphonic
genre. Scholars of the late-century symphony in Europe suggest that some com-
posers envisioned the genre as “a sonorous analogue of humanity.”13 Its diverse
instruments coming together to perform elaborate, lengthy musical works, the
orchestra came to be seen as a communal organ for exploring ideas of universal
human experience. Americanists, however, have yet to extensively examine the ways
in which American composers explored material from beyond their own national
borders without framing that exploration as purposefully nationalistic.

This article seeks to start that discussion by illuminating transnational encoun-
ters in Beach’s “Gaelic” Symphony. I use the term “transnational” here instead of
“cosmopolitan” because the international encounters in the “Gaelic” Symphony
are often targeted at specific nationalities for specific reasons. Cosmopolitanism is,
however, seen as one strategy for transnational encounters and thus occasionally
emerges in the essay. I reposition Beach’s symphony, a prominent late nineteenth-
century American expression of Irishness in music, as a reflection of her connections
with two significant groups: concert music composers and the Irish diaspora.14

Regarding the former, symphonic composers of the late-nineteenth century often
expressed the weight of the genre’s history by alluding to preexisting work.15 Beach
borrowed material from numerous models to construct her symphony, adopting a
frequent approach to symphonic writing at the time. Her roster of models includes
the “New World” Symphony. Considering other sources for the Beach’s work, how-
ever, contextualizes the relationship between the “Gaelic” and the “New World,”
and in the process, it illuminates much about Beach’s style. Beach also introduced
the category of Irishness when she explicitly invoked it through her symphony’s
title and use of borrowed Irish melodies. Although her own heritage was not Irish,

(Westport, CT: Praeger, 2002). For additional information on Bristow, see Katherine K. Preston,
“American Orchestral Music at the Middle of the Nineteenth Century: Louis Antoine Jullien and
George Bristow’s ‘Jullien’ Symphony,” in Symphony No. 2 in D Minor, Op. 24 (“Jullien”), by George
Frederick Bristow, edited by Katherine K. Preston, Music of the United States of America 23 (Middle-
ton, WI: A-R Editions, 2011), xv–cvi; for Paine, see: Shadle, Orchestrating the Nation, “John Knowles
Paine: Universal Classicist,” 158–71; for MacDowell, see: Richard Crawford, “Edward MacDowell:
Musical Nationalism and an American Tone Poet,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 49, no.
3 (Fall 1996): 528–60; and E. Douglas Bomberger, “International Tastes vs. American Opportunities,”
in MacDowell (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 180–97.

13 Mark Evan Bonds, Music as Thought: Listening to the Symphony in the Age of Beethoven (Prince-
ton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006), 63. Bonds asserts that the late-nineteenth century interest
in nationalism does not interfere with cosmopolitan ideals, but instead the two run fairly confluent.
He writes that both “derive from a creative tension between the many and the whole.”

14 Discerning exactly who can be considered Irish and what can be considered Irish music for the
purposes of this essay is not straightforward. Ireland’s historically conflicted and sectarian populace
has long debated among themselves who might be counted as Irish. Indeed, the Irishness at the heart
of my study is unified only insomuch as all examples share history in Ireland. By the term “Irish,” then,
I mean any person, object, concept, or practice that comes from Ireland. Real or imagined, musical or
literary, what it is that makes something Irish is its Irishness. I resist forcing any forgone conclusions
on the nature of the terms beyond that, seeing them rather as historicized and unstable categories.

15 Mark Evan Bonds, After Beethoven: Imperatives of Originality in the Symphony (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1996); Michael L. Klein, Intertextuality in Western Art Music (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 2005).
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she lived in Boston, a city with unique ties to Ireland via immigration patterns. In
the 1890s, a revival of Irish cultural practices that was fueled by socio-economic
shifts engendered new debates about the place of the Irish in the New World. Taking
the Irishness of the work on its own terms, without the intermediary framework of
American nationalism, helps us to understand the role of the “Gaelic” Symphony
within Boston’s Gaelic revival. Taken together, the two transnational dimensions of
the “Gaelic” Symphony can begin a discussion on the work of American composers’
explorations of the larger world.

Transnationalism and the “Gaelic” Symphony’s Multiple Models

Beach possessed an encyclopedic knowledge of the Euro-centric canon of classical
symphonic works, and her internal catalogue was put to good use in composing her
symphony. Like many concert music composers of her day, Beach often consciously
explored preexisting music to write new music.16 This section explores Beach’s use
of models in her symphony, including the “New World” Symphony, but also other
work by French and Germanic composers. Understanding the “Gaelic” Symphony
as a representative of the often intertextual symphonic genre, we are also able to
understand Beach’s relationship with European traditions as well as Dvořák’s work
in the United States. After revising the relationship between the “Gaelic” and the
“New World” Symphonies, analysis of the part of the “Gaelic” most often tied to the
“New World”—the second movement—reveals that this part of the “Gaelic” has at
least two other models that shaped significant aspects of it. Understanding Beach’s
intentionally intertextual process in the “Gaelic” helps to reposition the work as
part of an international art-music practice that extended well beyond the border of
the United States.

Some explanation for Beach’s use of models can be found in her unusual child-
hood and musical training, which has been well documented by Adrienne Fried
Block.17 Born on 5 September 1867, Amy developed signs of prodigious talent early.
Before she could say a word, Amy could hum forty tunes in the key in which she
had first heard them, and she would cry if someone sang a variant of a song she had
already learned.18 She commenced piano studies and composing at four. Parents

16 Literature on uses of preexisting music in new compositions is vast. For a summary of ap-
proaches to studying the use of existing music, see: J. Peter Burkholder, “The Uses of Existing Music:
Musical Borrowing as a Field,” Notes: Quarterly Journal of the Music Library Association 50, no. 3 (March
1994): 851–70. For a study on the nineteenth century, see: Christopher Alan Reynolds, Motives for
Allusion: Context and Content in Nineteenth-Century Music (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2003). A few representative examples of more focused examinations are: Paul Berry, Brahms
among Friends: Listening, Performance, and the Rhetoric of Allusion (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2014); Nicholas Marston, “Schumann’s Monument to Beethoven,” 19th-Century Music 14,
no. 3 (Spring 1991): 247–64; Peter Mercer-Taylor, “Rethinking Mendelssohn’s Historicism: A Lesson
from St. Paul,” Journal of Musicology 15, no. 2 (Spring 1997): 208–29; Douglas Shadle, “Louis Moreau
Gottschalk’s Pan-American Symphonic Ideal,” American Music 29, no. 4 (Winter 2011): 443–71.

17 Block, Amy Beach.
18 Louis C. Elson, The History of American Music (New York: Macmillan, 1904), 294. Amy Laemmli

has recently suggested that such behaviors are a sign of a possible autism spectrum disorder. Amy
Laemmli, “Amy Beach: The Victorian Woman, the Autism Spectrum, and Compositional Style”
(master’s thesis, University of Missouri, Columbia, 2012).
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Clara and Charles Abbott Cheney supported her musical development to a degree,
but gender bias and religion led them to think of her musical precociousness as
potentially dangerous.19 Middle-class childrearing beliefs of the day suggested that
if a young child, particularly a girl, indulged in music too publicly or too early she
stood to lose perceived female virtue and moral integrity. Rather than nurturing
Amy’s musical interests wholeheartedly, the family continuously balanced societal
expectations and the child’s passion. They decided to provide her with piano lessons,
but compositional training crossed the line. Except for a year of basic theory classes
with Junius Hill, professor at the Boston Conservatory, she received no formal
theory or composition instruction.20 In lieu of lessons, Beach prepared to write
large-scale works by rigorous self-study of treatises and scores, largely of European
origin. She perused the French Traité general d’instrumentation by François-Auguste
Gevaert and Grand traité d’instrumentation et d’orchestration modernes by Hector
Berlioz.21 She also studied orchestral works assiduously in anticipation of Boston
area performances. To ensure that she had absorbed them fully, Beach sometimes
memorized and copied entire scores before attending concerts.22 The process was
intensive, and later in life, she advised that aspiring composers think carefully before
following in her footsteps: “I do not recommend my system of study to the average
student. It requires determination and intensive concentration to work alone, and
those who are not equipped for it would go seriously afield.”23 But her studies
afforded Beach an internal catalogue of preexisting works from which to draw
when she embarked on composing her symphony.

A surviving notebook in which she recorded analyses and thoughts on works she
heard performed illuminates her musical tastes and approaches to composition.
Figure 1 shows her notebook entry for her second hearing of the “New World”
Symphony.24 Often when hearing works performed, she focused on possibilities
of orchestral color, reflecting her readings in orchestration. She rejected the heavy,
brass-driven timbres that were characteristic of composers such as Wagner and
Strauss, although she admired more delicate music by those composers immensely.
For instance, of Strauss’s prelude to Act 1 of Guntram she wrote, “In the middle
of the Prelude the noise is sometimes overpowering but on the whole the richness

19 Adrienne Block highlights the barriers young Amy faced in her musical pursuits, but Kara
Anne Gardner has shown that many of Amy’s circumstances in childhood, while unusual and often
dictated by her gender, were favorable for her musical pursuits. Block, Amy Beach; Adrienne Fried
Block, “The Child is the Mother of the Woman: Amy Beach’s New England Upbringing,” in Cecilia
Reclaimed: Feminist Perspectives on Gender and Music, edited by Susan C. Cook and Judy S. Tsou
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994), 107–33; “ Kara Anne Gardner, “Living by the Ladies’
Smiles: The Feminization of American Music and the Modernist Reaction” (Ph.D. diss., Stanford
University, 1999), 43–46.

20 Block, Amy Beach, 10.
21 François-Auguste Gevaert, Traité general d’instrumentation (Ghent: Gevaert, 1863); Hector

Berlioz, Grand traité d’instrumentation et d’orchestration modernes (Paris: Schonenberger, 1855).
22 Block, Amy Beach, 55.
23 Mrs. H. H. A. Beach, “The ‘How’ of Creative Composition,” interview with Benjamin Brooks,

Etude 61, no. 3 (March 1943): 208.
24 The entry for the first is, unfortunately, lost.
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Figure 1. (Color online) Amy Beach’s music reviews, vol. 2, p. 26–27, Milne Special Collections and Archives
Department, Dimond Library, University of New Hampshire. Reproduced by permission.

of the orchestral coloring is most enjoyable.”25 These sentiments demonstrate her
approach to orchestration in her own symphonic works, which avoid the robust
brass timbres of Wagner and Strauss.

Beach’s notebook also reveals a distinct interest in preexisting material. She often
connected the works she heard to others, listing possible influences and forbears. Of
the Strauss prelude, she wrote, “musically the entire work is built on Wagner pure
and simple; the Preludes to Parsifal and Lohengrin being so strongly suggested as
to lead one to expect their themes to actually appear.” Although she criticized this
work for being overly reliant on Wagner’s example, she lauded others for what she
perceived as more complex intertwining of numerous models. For instance, one of
Beach’s favorite works was Tchaikovsky’s Symphony no. 6. She reviewed the work
three times in her notebook, offering her plaudits on each occasion. She particularly
enjoyed what she perceived as the composer’s deft absorption of numerous models.
In the work’s first movement, for example, she heard influences of Saint-Saëns’s
Symphony no. 3 (the “Organ Symphony”), Charles Gounod, Anton Rubinstein
(Tchaikovsky’s teacher), and Wagner’s Rheingold.

25 Amy Beach, “Music reviews, vol. 2,” (October 1894), 37, box 4, folder 1, Beach Collection,
University of New Hampshire Milne Special Collections.
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The notebook affirms that Beach consciously considered intertextuality in con-
cert music, and she brought the approach to bear on the writing of her symphony.
Work on the “Gaelic” Symphony began around January 1894.26 She was twenty-six
years old and had thoroughly studied numerous examples of orchestral music by
composers of many nationalities, honing her craft by the examples of German,
French, Russian, Italian, and Eastern European composers, in addition to learning
from her local cohort in Boston. Just then, Dvořák sparked one of the greatest
publicity frenzies that composers of American orchestral music have ever seen. It
makes sense that the “New World” Symphony served as a model for Beach’s “Gaelic”
Symphony, but my research reveals that the relationship between Beach’s work and
Dvořák’s is more nuanced than we have yet acknowledged.

The story is oft told. Dvořák had come to the United States in 1892 to lead the
National Conservatory in New York with a mandate by the school’s patron, Jeanette
Thurber, to encourage an American national style of concert music. In May 1893, he
stated that African American music should be the basis for American national style
in a New York Herald interview titled “The Real Value of Negro Melodies:” “In the
negro melodies of America I discover all that is needed for a great and noble school
of music.”27 The remarks were widely published and enormously controversial.28

The premiere of his “New World” Symphony on 16 December of that year was
a demonstration of those ideas, which by then included Native American music
as well. Beach likely attended one of the Boston Symphony performances on the
twenty-ninth and thirtieth of that month.29

Beach became involved in the controversy as one of several Boston respondents
to the May interview. Her lengthy letter published in the Boston Herald provided
the opportunity to speak out in favor of nationalism, but instead, she expressed
hesitation to proclaim one group of people as American at the expense of others.
She suggested that the country’s diversity prevented any single type of music from
representing her nation, writing that “the African population . . . represents only

26 Block, Amy Beach, 86.
27 “The Real Value of Negro Melodies,” New York Herald, 21 May 1893, p. 28.
28 Most other Boston respondents expressed skepticism. John Knowles Paine believed composers

rarely looked to folk music. He inaccurately named Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, and Schubert as
composers whose use of folk melodies was limited. Likewise, George W. Chadwick was wary of the
value of plantation songs, although he admitted to a degree of ignorance on the subject. Others
followed suit. Joseph B. Claus, a local bandleader, arranger, and orchestral teacher at the New England
Conservatory, called the idea “absurd.” B. J. Lang, conductor at the Cecilia and Apollo Clubs, noted
that the melodies were not native to the vast majority of American composers. Bernhard Listeman,
erstwhile concertmaster of the Boston Symphony Orchestra, also expressed doubts, though he re-
mained circumspect. Composer and organist George Whiting; E. N. Catlin, director of the Tremont
Theatre orchestra; and conductor George Osgood, conductor of the Boylston and Singers’ Club,
were more inclined to agree with Dvořák. “American Music, Dr. Antonı́n Dvořák Expresses Some
Radical Opinions,” Boston Herald, 28 May 1893. See also: Adrienne Fried Block, “Dvořák, Beach,
and American Music,” in A Celebration of American Music: Words and Music in Honor of H. Wiley
Hitchcock, edited by Richard Crawford, R. Allen Lott, and Carol J. Oja (Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 1990): 256–80.

29 We can assume that Beach attended the Boston premiere of the “New World” Symphony
because she refers to an earlier hearing of the work when writing about the second run of Boston
performances of the “New World” Symphony on 25 and 26 January 1895. Beach, “Music reviews, vol.
2” (October 1894), 27–34, (Figure 1).
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one factor in the composition of our nation.”30 In the course of the article, Beach
mentioned a number of groups whose music might be tapped by American com-
posers, including African Americans, Native Americans, Italians, Swedes, Russians,
English, Scottish, Irish, Germans, and Chinese. Although she suggested that people
from her own locality might be more prepared to use “English, Scotch, or Irish songs
inherited with our literature from our ancestors,” she did not claim that these groups
held cultural sovereignty over American music. Rather, she expressed resistance to
limiting American composers’ palettes, adopting an inclusive approach to musical
style tempered only by the composer’s individual heritage and experience.

After her response to Dvořák’s remarks, scant evidence supports the notion that
Beach considered American national style at all. Few sources report her considering
the matter, even in connection to the “New World” Symphony. In her music reviews
notebook entry on Dvořák’s work, Beach expressed no interest in Dvořák’s strategy
for American national identity.31 Instead, after lengthy consideration of musical
elements, she expressed concern for a problematic representation of slavery. She
worried that Dvořák had created too lighthearted a representation of African Amer-
icans in his work:

It seems to me light in caliber . . . and to represent only the peaceful, sunny side of the negro
character and life. Not for a moment does it suggest their sufferings, heartbreaks, slavery. It
is all active, bright, cheery and domestic, the slow movement especially suggesting the home
life to me, with the baby being sung to sleep. From this point of view it is admirable, but
there is much more that might have been added, of the dark, tragic side!!”32

Beach remained reticent on the matter of nationalism in music for some time.
After her 1893 response to Dvořák’s “The Real Value of Negro Melodies,” nothing
was published by this high-profile public speaker on her opinions about nationalism
until the advent of the First World War.33 Neither did critics take up the issue; none
mentioned the Irishness of the “Gaelic” Symphony as representative of American
nationalism, nor did any review mention a connection with Dvořák during Beach’s
lifetime. On this issue, my reading of one particular review differs from that of
Block. She describes a 1916 Kansas City critic as a “lonely voice” who recognized
“nationalist implications” of the “Gaelic” Symphony. The critic wrote: “It is a
grievous mistake to assume that American writers must confine themselves to
‘high-brow coon songs’ or American Indian melodies in order to preserve their
nationalism.”34 In the rest of the article, however, it becomes clear that the critic
was deriding all composers who felt they needed to express their nationality in
music. He advocated instead for a cosmopolitan musical style that transcended
political boundaries, proclaiming Beach as a member of its vanguard: “Music is a

30 “American Music, Dr. Antonı́n Dvořák Expresses Some Radical Opinions.”
31 Beach, “Music reviews, vol. 2,” (October 1894), p. 34.
32 Beach, “Music reviews, vol. 2,” (October 1894), p. 34.
33 For nationalistic sentiments during World War I, see: Mrs. H. H. A. Beach, “America’s Musical

Assertion of Herself Has Come to Stay,” Musical America 28 (19 October 1918): 5.
34 “Great Success for Beach Symphony,” The Musical Leader, 1916. Scrapbook, Amy Beach Collec-

tion, Milne Special Collections, Dimond Library, University of New Hampshire, Durham. For Block’s
discussion: Block, Amy Beach, 101.
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universal language and it might be contended that the sooner American composers
lose their provincialism in the artistic cosmopolitanism which embraces the whole
world of inspiration, the sooner there will be more real American music.”35 To this
critic, Beach’s use of Irish music did not represent her American identity so much
as it signaled that she had transcended the perceived limitations of nationalism.
American national identity in music was simply not a matter of discussion in the
first century of the “Gaelic” Symphony’s existence.

Clearly, however, the Czech composer’s music guided some of Beach’s choices
when she composed the “Gaelic” Symphony. Rather than connecting Dvořák, the
“Gaelic” Symphony, and nationalism, I propose we consider Dvořák, the “Gaelic,”
and folk music within the context of the nationalism debates. The amount of
attention given to the Czech composer’s ideas prompted extensive reflection by
Beach on folk music in concert spheres. Her musings in Dvořák’s wake certainly
shaped her approach to writing a symphony using folk music. They might have
guided her choice of source material, particularly the music of an underprivileged
minority in her locality whose struggles for inclusion in American society were a
major political, social, and cultural issue at the end of the nineteenth century. That
does not mean, however, that by musing on folk and concert spheres Beach engaged
intellectually with ideas about American nationalism.

Significantly too, the “Gaelic” Symphony is not the first work by Beach to use
folk tunes, and her use of folk material predates the May 1893 “Real Value of
Negro Melodies.” An 1892 scena ed aria for orchestra and contralto, “Eilende
Wolken, Segler der Lüfte,” borrows the melody of a song by Robert Burns, “Auld
Rob Morris.”36 Beach’s work uses text from Friedrich Schiller’s Maria Stuart, a
dramatic telling of the life of Mary, Queen of Scots. The Burns song appears in
the orchestra during several interludes to illustrate Mary’s unspoken thoughts of
Scotland as she sits imprisoned in England.37 The work uses Scottish music, then,
in the programmatic tradition of composers such as Berlioz, Liszt, Wagner, and
Strauss as a narrative device, to convey Mary’s internal experience.

Beach’s interest in folk music prior to Dvořák’s work is unsurprising, given the
degree to which concert music composers looked to folk sources at the time. Indeed,
in the 1890s, folk music was such a common focus of composers’ attention that
we can interpret both Dvořák’s and Beach’s interest in folk music as part of a
much larger phenomenon. A number of confluent trends—Herderian national-
ism, republican uprisings, the unifications of Germany and Italy, and European
colonialism—had encouraged composers to look to folk music as source material
for some time. Along with Dvořák and Beach, many composers of the day, including
some of Beach’s American cohort and some of her European favorites—Chadwick,
MacDowell, Brahms, Liszt, Robert Schumann, and Mendelssohn, to name but
a few—based major works on folk music. In such an environment, we cannot

35 “Great Success for Beach Symphony.”
36 Adrienne Block, “Amy Beach’s Quartet on Inuit Themes: Toward a Modernist Style,” introduc-

tion to Quartet for Strings (In One Movement) Opus 89, ed. Adrienne Fried Block, Music of the United
States of America 3, ed. Richard Crawford (Madison, WI: A-R Editions, 1994), xxiii.

37 Block, “Dvořák, Beach, and American Music,” 263.
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reasonably credit Dvořák alone for motivating Beach to use folk music in her
symphony. Rather, we can recognize her participation in the dialogue surrounding
Dvořák as one of many outlets for her to explore folk music’s many possibilities in
concert works.

Nevertheless, the “New World” Symphony and the spectacle surrounding it
clearly made an impression on the twenty-six-year-old Beach at a critical time
in composition of her own symphony. A direct musical relationship between the
“Gaelic” Symphony and the “New World” Symphony has been well documented by
Adrienne Fried Block and Michael Beckerman, among others.38 General dimensions
of the two works have much in common. They share the key of E minor; themes
in both are mostly pentatonic; they have similar instrumentation—ensembles that
could be described as early-romantic orchestras; and they both last around forty
minutes, although both works can vary in length depending on tempo choices.
Whereas Dvořák wrote new themes based on his impressions of African- and Native
American music, Beach used preexisting Irish melodies. Yet in this discrepancy
scholars also see a relationship; Block and Joseph Horowitz theorize that Beach’s
choice was motivated by criticisms of the “New World” Symphony that claimed
the work lacked any substantial influence of folk music because Dvořák did not use
direct quotations.39

The similarity between the symphonies is most often noted in their second
movements. Both movements begin with slow, brass-dominated introductions.
Dvořák’s introduction serves as modulation to the D-flat major tonality of the
second movement from the first movement’s E minor. Beach’s presents the F major
tonal center of the movement in a different way, by asserting the dominant of
the new key. Beach might not have even noticed Dvořák’s modulation when she
heard the symphony, as she makes no mention of it in her listening journal.40

After the introductions, similarities continue: both movements feature pentatonic
first themes with lilting rhythms in double-reed instruments. The two movements
also have quicker middle sections that eventually capitulate to a return of the first
theme by the movement’s end. In their larger formal designs, however, there is
dissimilarity. Whereas Dvořák’s second movement constitutes the slow movement
of the symphony, marked “Largo,” Beach’s functions as the scherzo. Beach switches
the order of the scherzo section and the trio, placing the trio at the beginning and
end of the movement with the scherzo in the middle. As Block describes, the form
is turned “on its head.”41

Beach’s movement, however, was shaped by at least two other works: Camille
Saint-Saëns’s Violin Concerto no. 3 and Johannes Brahms’s Symphony no. 2. Un-
derstanding the combination of influences at work helps us put her work into far
more nuanced perspective. The “Gaelic” Symphony, rather than being an explicit

38 Block, Amy Beach; Beckerman, New Worlds of Dvořák; John C. Tibbetts, ed., Dvořák in America,
1892–1895 (Portland: Amadeus, 1993); Joseph Horowitz, “Dvořák and Boston,” American Music 19,
no. 1 (Spring 2001): 3–17.

39 Block, Amy Beach, 89; Horowitz, “Dvořák and Boston.”
40 Beach, “Music reviews, vol. 2,” (October 1894), p. 31.
41 Block, Amy Beach, 89.
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Example 1. Amy Beach, “Gaelic” Symphony, op. 32, mvt. 2 opening (Boston: Arthur Schmidt, 1897).

response to a single work with specific aims, instead becomes a work that inter-
connects streams of influences from multiple countries and, in the process, reflects
universalist ideas about the symphonic enterprise. And in the case of Saint-Saëns’s
concerto in particular, the similarities are striking.

Beach left us one significant clue that the Saint-Saëns’s concerto was significant
to her movement when she marked it “Alla Siciliana.” The marking is a curiously
Italian choice for a symphony on Irish themes by an American composer. However,
we know of another Siciliana she admired greatly. In her music reviews notebook,
Beach describes the second movement of Saint-Saëns’s work, which she describes
as a “Siciliana,” in great detail.42 She heard at least one of the Boston Symphony’s

42 Nothing in the Saint-Saëns work officially carries the title “Siciliana.” However, the program
notes for the Boston performance refer to a “Siciliano rhythm” in the violin and at least one review
refers to the term as well. Beach herself dubbed it a “Siciliana” in her music review notebook. W.F.A.,
“Concerto for Violin, No. 3, in B minor, Opus 61: Camille Saint-Saëns,” program notes, Boston
Symphony Orchestra, 30 November and 1 December 1894, 252; “The Symphony Concert,” Boston
Post, 2 December 1894; Beach, “Music reviews, vol. 2,” (October 1894).
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Example 2. Antonı́n Dvořák, Symphony No. 9, “From the New World,” op. 95, mvt. 2, opening (Berlin: N.
Simrock, 1894).

performances of the concerto on 30 November, 1 December, and 3 December
1894, while she was working on the “Gaelic” Symphony, and she may have heard
it when the orchestra performed the work in 1890 as well.43 She extolled the
second movement in her notebook, writing: “the quaint old-fashioned character
of the entire movement, with its ingénue sweetness, is simply fascinating.”44 Beach
admired orchestral imitations of the violin line during the soloist’s rests (Figure 4)
and praised the constantly varying melody that evokes earlier material without fully

43 The Boston Symphony Orchestra performed the Saint-Saëns Violin Concerto with concert-
master Timothée Adamowski as soloist and conductor Arthur Nikish on 3, 4, and 18 January 1890.
They performed the second and third movements on tour that year, with concerts in Baltimore, MD;
St. Paul, MN; Ann Arbor, MI; and Albany, NY. The 1894 performances featured violinist Eugène Ysaÿe
and conductor Emil Paur. Archives Collection, Boston Symphony Orchestra, Boston.

44 Beach, “Music reviews, vol. 2” (October 1894).
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Example 3. Camille Saint-Saëns, Violin Concerto No. 3, mvt. 2. Violin solos and orchestral answers (Paris:
A. Durand, n.d. [1881?]), mm. 41–44. Reduction by author.

repeating, writing: “nothing is ever done twice exactly alike, hence the constant pi-

quancy of effect.”45 She also admired the tonal relationships between the concerto’s
movements; the second movement is in B-flat major, a half step lower than the two
outer movements’ tonal centers of B minor.

Traces of all three aspects of the Saint-Saëns movement that appealed to Beach
appear in the second movement of her symphony. At the end of phrases in the
beginning and closing trios, she inserted short orchestral imitations, none of which
exactly repeats earlier material. The theme also avoids direct repetition. Instead,
a single unifying theme is transformed over the course of Beach’s movement, a
technique that Saint-Saëns employs in his movement as well. Additionally, in the
“Gaelic” Symphony, the tonal center of Beach’s movement is a half step away from
that of the outer movements, although it ascends, unlike the Saint-Saëns concerto’s
descent to F major from the first movement’s E minor.

45 Beach, “Music reviews, vol. 2” (October 1894).
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The similarities between the “Gaelic” and the Saint-Saëns concerto are richer
and more nuanced than the similarities between the second movement of the “New
World” Symphony and the “Gaelic.” That makes sense on practical levels; Beach
likely did not have access to a score for the “New World” Symphony because the
work was so new. The analysis in her music reviews notebook seems aurally based;
for instance, she wrote that the first movement’s themes “do not seem to be very
fully worked, or in most instances, to be combined with each other. Very little
contrary motion or kindred devices are noticeable at least to the ear.”46 By contrast,
she studied the Saint-Saëns concerto rigorously and may have even memorized it,
as was her habit in preparing for Boston Symphony performances. Furthermore,
many of the similarities between the second movements of the “Gaelic” and the
“New World,” such as folk-based, pentatonic melodies and lilting rhythms, are also
similar to the Saint-Saëns work.

Additionally, the movement’s unusual reversal of the scherzo and trios sections
suggests that Beach used yet another model. The middle part of the movement is in
an uncommon duple meter. Block names a probable model for Beach in the third
movement of Johannes Brahms’s Symphony no. 2, op. 73, because it reorders the
scherzo and trio sections and also contains a duple-meter midsection.47

For the second movement of the “Gaelic” Symphony alone, then, at least three
probable models exist. If we only understand the relationship between the “Gaelic”
and the “New World” Symphonies, without taking into account other works, we
greatly misunderstand Beach’s approach to symphonic writing. Drawing from mul-
tiple works, the “Gaelic” Symphony explored a mélange of preexisting material that
extended well beyond the debates about nationalism and Dvořák. Interpreting
the “Gaelic” Symphony solely through the “New World” grossly undervalues the
many texts, contexts, and ultimately, people Beach sought to engage in writing a
symphony.

Even that, however, is only part of the story of preexisting music and transnation-
alism in the “Gaelic” Symphony. Still another kind of musical borrowing coexists
with Beach’s references to Western classical music in the second movement of the
“Gaelic” Symphony. Its main theme is a direct quotation of an Irish folk tune. When
examining this type of musical borrowing, a different set of questions emerges: why
would Beach choose an Irish theme? What did Irishness look like to her? How did
she construct Irishness in the work? Was there a specific social group or political
entity that shaped Beach’s choices? What might her audiences think of Ireland and
the Irish? Beach’s thoughts about Irishness were shaped by Boston’s large Irish-
American community. Indeed, we know that Beach was regularly in the company
of Irish Americans both in her youth and her adult life; Irish-American servants
and housekeepers were listed in her childhood home as well as the Beach household
in several census documents over a number of years.48 Before examining Beach’s

46 Beach, “Music reviews, vol. 2” (October 1894).
47 Beach, “Music reviews, vol. 2” (October 1894).
48 Although the 1890 census records have been largely lost in a fire, other census records show

Irish-American names in both the Beach and the Cheney households. In 1880, the Cheneys had a
servant named Katie McGinty, while Henry Beach and his first wife had a servant named Mary Scanlon

http://journals.cambridge.org


http://journals.cambridge.org Downloaded: 12 Jun 2016 IP address: 128.239.99.140

164 Gerk

choices in constructing Irishness in her symphony, then, we must understand
more about relationships between Ireland, Irish America, and Boston in the late
nineteenth century.

The Gaelic Revival and the “Gaelic” Symphony

1890s Boston was a locus for a renewal of Irish cultural practices that swept across
both Ireland and its diaspora. The “Gaelic revival,” as it was known, sprang from
a wave of Irish nationalism on both sides of the Atlantic. In Boston, the revival
was shaped by the city’s social milieu, which included an unusual concentration of
Irish Americans. Some of them enjoyed rising financial and class status. Boston,
however, also hosted an upper class that was notoriously antagonistic to the local
Irish-American community. Understanding the social tension between Boston’s
Irish Americans and Boston’s Brahmin upper class against the backdrop of the
Gaelic revival, we gain more clarity on Beach’s choices in her symphony. In this
section, I briefly examine the Gaelic revival and then return attention to the “Gaelic”
Symphony to consider just how Beach explored and constructed Irishness in her
work, and what her approach might have meant in her world.

Connecting the late-century Gaelic revival and the “Gaelic” Symphony intro-
duces yet another transnational dimension to Beach’s work, for the revival was
rooted in Ireland’s troubled colonial situation. Britain had dominated Ireland for
centuries.49 Ireland’s population was fractured by religious and class differences, and
numerous factions advocated an array of political goals ranging from maintaining
the status quo to complete independence from the United Kingdom. With political
lines drawn in the sand, building a significant base of support was a challenge for
any people working for change. Members of many groups, however, could lament
the perceived loss of the Irish language, Gaelic sports, and traditional music over
centuries of British rule. Thus, in a nationalistic effort of “de-Anglicization,” Irish
political and intellectual elites promoted the restoration of Irish cultural practices.50

(?) whose birthplace was listed as Ireland. In 1910, Amy Beach’s household included a servant named
Nellie Stanton, who had been born in Ireland. Indeed, Irish immigrant women were prevalent in the
domestic professions at the time. For more information, see: Margaret Lynch-Brennan, The Life of
the Irish Bridget: Irish Immigrant Women in Domestic Service in America, 1840–1930 (Syracuse, NY:
Syracuse University Press, 2009). Many thanks to Douglas Bomberger for assistance with this research.

49 At the time of the “Gaelic” Symphony’s composition, the entire island of Ireland was part
of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland under the 1800 Act of Union. Ireland had
parliamentary representation, but it was subject to the British monarchy. Over the century, groups
like the Young Irelanders and the Fenians resisted violently while others, like the Repeal Association,
worked nonviolently. In the 1890s, some Irish citizens advocated for complete independence, some
desired a more federal system that would preserve some ties to the United Kingdom, and Unionists
wished to preserve the relationship as much as possible. Most of the island became independent in
1922, following a brutal war, while Northern Ireland remains part of the United Kingdom today. For
a history of Ireland during the period, see: W. E. Vaughn and T. W. Moody, ed., A New History of
Ireland, vol. 6, Ireland Under the Union, Pt. II, 1870–1921 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010).

50 Douglas Hyde, who would become the first President of Ireland in 1938, used the term “de-
Anglicizing” in a speech to the National Literary Society of Ireland on 25 November 1892. The speech
became a de facto manifesto for the Gaelic revival. Douglas Hyde, “The Necessity for De-Anglicizing
Ireland,” in Irish Writing in the Twentieth Century: A Reader, ed. David Pierce (Cork, Ireland: Cork
University Press, 2000), 2–12.
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They founded groups such as the Society for the Preservation of the Irish Language
(1876) and Conradh na Gaelige (the Gaelic League, 1893).51 Concomitantly, writers
such as William Butler Yeats and John Millington Synge focused on pre-colonized
contexts and ancient Irish folklore in their newly created literature. Literary scholar
James Pethica writes that Yeats believed that folklore provided an “uncorrupted link
to the Irish past.”52 Sociologist John Hutchinson uses the Gaelic revival at the end of
the nineteenth century as his example of “cultural nationalism,” in which a nation
is defined by a set of shared practices.53 Central to his model are intellectuals,
most importantly historians and artists, who are “always prominent in cultural
nationalist movements” because of their role in establishing cultural institutions
like Conradh na Gaelige and their ability to promote “new matrices of collective
identity at times of social crises.”54 By creating new literature on old tales, writers
like Yeats and Synge fostered an Irish identity that was rooted in Ireland’s past, and
that image circulated among the intellectual elite. In the process, they developed a
space for Irish artistic output in elevated traditions like concert music.

Across the pond in the United States, analogous efforts to restore Irish prac-
tices emerged, but they were shaped by uniquely American contexts. Some Irish
Americans were moving up in their world. Though there were significant numbers
of Irish immigrants to the United States both before and after the famine, Irish
immigration during the mid-century Irish famine years of 1845 to 1852 constituted
the beginning of the great waves of immigration that indelibly altered the United
States. Famine immigrants were a particularly large group, but by the 1890s, the
Great Famine was a half-century in the past, and the ranks of second- and third-
generation Irish Americans swelled. Some garnered increasing political, financial,
social, and cultural leverage. A growing number of Irish Americans were making
inroads into the middle classes, and some were even achieving elite status and
financial wealth. Irish-American profiles also increased in politics and cultural life.
Boston, for instance, elected its first Irish Catholic mayor, Hugh O’Brien (1827–
1895), in 1884.

The Irish-American population of the United States was particularly concen-
trated in Boston. Earlier immigration patterns had brought enormous numbers of
Irish to that city in particular. In 1855, more than 50,000 Irish immigrants lived
there, while the state census that year recorded a total of 160,490 people in the city.
That is, 31 percent of Boston’s residents had been born in Ireland.55 Of those Irish
immigrants, some were remarkably upwardly mobile, particularly by the end of the
nineteenth century. In a nuanced study of Irish-American communities, political

51 The first American branch of the Gaelic League was founded in Worcester, MA, in 1901. “Gaelic
League of Massachusetts Formed,” The Sacred Heart Review 12 (21 September 1901): 3.

52 James Pethica, “The Irish Literary Revival,” in Companion to British Literature, ed. R. DeMaria,
H. Chang, and S. Zacher (Oxford: John Wiley & Sons, 2014), 4:163.

53 John Hutchinson, The Dynamics of Cultural Nationalism: The Gaelic Revival and the Creation
of the Irish Nation State (London: Allen and Unwin, 1987).

54 Hutchinson, Dynamics of Cultural Nationalism, 9.
55 1855 Massachusetts State Census, cited in William E. Newman and Wilfred E. Holton, Boston’s

Back Bay: The Story of America’s Greatest Nineteenth-Century Landfill Project (Lebanon, NH: University
Press of New England, 2006), 44.
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scientist Steven P. Erie found that in the United States on the whole, between 1870
and 1900 the numbers of Irish Americans in white collar jobs rose from 10 percent
of the total population of Irish Americans to 24 percent. In Boston, however, “the
proportion of city workers of Irish descent rose from a paltry 5 percent in 1870 to
32 percent in 1900.”56 The large Irish-American middle class also held particular
traction in the city’s social, political, and cultural life.

As some members of Boston’s Irish-American community gained ground, their
relationship with the conservative, financially powerful, culturally invested, and
often anti-Catholic elite grew more tenuous. The term “Brahmin,” first applied
to Boston’s upper class by Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr., in 1860, comes from the
Indian caste system.57 In India, Brahmins were the highest caste and were often
priests and artists as well as professional tradesmen. Boston’s Brahmins were often
Anglo-American and devoutly Protestant. They also took active roles in Boston’s
artistic life, supporting such institutions as the Handel and Haydn Society, the
Boston Symphony, and Harvard University.58 Beach was also supported by such
organizations. And in that community, anti-Irish sentiment ran particularly high.
As historian Thomas O’Connor describes, Boston’s elite resented and snubbed
Irish Americans to a greater degree than did the upper classes of other American
cities.59 Historian Lawrence McCaffrey describes Brahmins’ fear that Boston’s Irish
Americans were harmful to their hometown, writing that they “despised [Irish
Americans] for the social strain they inflicted on the city, and for their alien and
subversive religion.”60

By writing a symphony with an Irish title that was premiered at Symphony
Hall, Beach was taking on the tense relationship between Boston’s Irish-American
and Brahmin communities. And in the symphony, she deployed numerous re-
sources that resonate with the Gaelic revival. She used borrowed Irish melodies in
three of the four movements; the first two each contain one tune, and the third
movement contains two. The tunes bear Irish-language titles. Beach took them
from an intellectually credible source that claimed ancient origins, consistent with
cultural nationalism in Hutchinson’s terms. But the borrowed tunes are only one
of numerous ways in which Irishness emerges in the “Gaelic” Symphony. Specific
ideas about Irishness also played a role in the shaping of other themes, including
those she took from her own previously written song about a tempestuous sea
voyage. Even some large-scale structural decisions, choices about mode, and other
musical characteristics are consistent with the interests of Gaelic revival thinkers.

56 Steven P. Erie, Rainbow’s End: Irish-Americans and the Dilemmas of Urban Machine Politics,
1840–1985, California Series on Social Choice and Political Economy 15 (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1988), 63, 59.

57 Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr., “The Professor’s Story,” Atlantic Monthly 5, no. 27 (January 1860):
93.

58 For a detailed study of the role of Boston’s upper class in musical institutions and practice in
the earlier parts of the nineteenth century, see: Michael Broyles, “Music of the Highest Class”: Elitism
and Populism in Antebellum Boston (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1992).

59 Thomas H. O’Connor, The Boston Irish: A Political History (Boston: Northeastern University
Press, 1995), 149–158.

60 Lawrence J. McCaffrey, The Irish Catholic Diaspora in America, rev. ed. (Washington, D.C.:
Catholic University of America Press, 1997), 123.
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The next section of this essay integrates musical analysis, primary source readings,
and hermeneutical reflection to understand multiple ways in which Beach worked
to establish ideas about Ireland and the Irish that are consistent with the values of
the Gaelic revival.

For the symphony, Beach borrowed four tunes printed in an 1841 volume of The
Citizen, an Irish nationalist periodical published in Dublin, which was available
to her at the Boston Public Library.61 The image of Irishness cultivated in The
Citizen was shaped by midcentury movements for independence from the British
crown that culminated in an 1848 rebellion.62 Like advocates of the later Gaelic
revival, writers for The Citizen also celebrated the Irish countryside, separating
ideas of the Irish from the industrialism associated with a modernizing Britain, and
they propagated older, idealized, pre-colonial ideas of Irishness. Unlike proponents
of the Gaelic revival, who resisted advocating specific political ideas in favor of
promoting Irish cultural practices, The Citizen’s creators openly supported Irish
independence. Many of them eventually become members of Young Ireland, a
revolutionary group active in the later 1840s. Thomas Davis, one of Young Ireland’s
leaders, was involved with The Citizen before founding The Nation, the publication
for which he is better known.63 Although The Citizen was not a music magazine,
music editor Henry Hudson (1798–1899) appended music supplements in every
issue. Where possible, Hudson offered annotations about the tune and composer,
along with musical analysis and a few words on the arrangement (Figure 2). Music
was included for several reasons, all nationalistic: promote the music for which
Ireland was known, explain what was exceptional about the individual examples,
and encourage an idealized version of Ireland encoded within the tunes.

Beach’s selection of The Citizen as a source seems relatively obscure, particularly
given the surfeit of options at her disposal in Boston. Those options included
several major collections of Irish music that were heavily circulated at the time,
like the works of Edward Bunting, Thomas Moore, and William Bradbury Ryan.64

Numerous ballads in circulation as sheet music might also have served as source
material, as could abundant performances of traditional Irish music in her vicinity.
But Beach’s choice makes sense within the context of Gaelic revival Boston. She
used a source published in Ireland, with explanations on the origins of the music
used, and whose characterizations of Irish people and Irish life anticipate the Gaelic
revival. Moreover, the 1841 date of this volume’s publication rests on the eve of
the Great Famine that commenced in 1845. Amidst a movement that celebrated
distant, historical concepts of Irishness, Beach tapped a source from just before the

61 Block, Amy Beach, 88. For the magazine: The Citizen: Dublin Monthly Magazine 3 (Dublin:
Samuel J. Machen, 1841).

62 The periodical’s name reflects its creators’ position amidst the wave of republicanism in 1840s
Europe. Claiming the term “citizen” as opposed to a British “subject,” promotes concepts of democracy
and republicanism.

63 Helen F. Mulvey, Thomas Davis and Ireland: A Biographical Study (Washington, D.C.: Catholic
University of America Press, 2003).

64 For a survey of the Irish musical landscape in Boston towards the end of the nineteenth
century, see: Paul F. Wells, “Elias Howe, William Bradbury Ryan, and Irish Music in Nineteenth-
Century Boston,” Journal of the Society for American Music 4, no. 4 “Irish Music in the United States,”
edited by Paul F. Wells and Sally K. Sommers Smith (November 2010): 401–20.
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Figure 2. Description of “The Little Field of Barley,” The Citizen: Dublin Monthly Magazine 3, no. 18 (April
1841): 260. Dublin: Samuel J. Machen.

worst disaster in Ireland’s history. The famine also precipitated significant changes
in Irish life, leaving a sense among the Irish that numerous indigenous practices
were lost in its wake.65 Furthermore, the famine immigrants who swelled Boston’s
ranks identified with pre-famine Irish life in particular, as it was the Ireland of their
memory.66

65 As historian David Lloyd writes: “Ours is a culture constituted around and marked by an
unworked-through loss.” I recognize other scholars who have pushed back against the notion that
the famine was directly related to a decline in Irish traditional practices like language and music,
citing evidence that the areas hardest hit by famine, the western counties, are also the areas in which
Irish language and traditional music have continued the strongest. However, for this study I am
interested in the perception, particularly among Americans, that Irish practices had declined in the
decades before composition of the “Gaelic” Symphony. David Lloyd, “The Memory of Hunger,” in
Irish Hunger: Personal Reflections on the Legacy of the Famine, edited by Tom Hayden (Boulder, CO:
Roberts Rinehart, 1997), 45; for alternative interpretations of the link between famine and the decline
of indigenous Irish practices: Ian McBride, History and Memory in Modern Ireland (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2001), 112–13; Cormac Ó Gráda, “Seasonal Migration and Post-Famine
Adjustment in the West of Ireland,” Studia Hibernica 13 (1975): 48–76.

66 In Kerby Miller’s magisterial examination of Irish immigration to the United States, he sug-
gests that famine immigrants originated in rural areas and spoke Irish in greater proportions than
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Example 4. Irish tunes from The Citizen used in Amy Beach’s “Gaelic” Symphony. Reductions by author.

immigrants from other times. For more, see: Kerby Miller, “Revenge for Skibereen,” in Emigrants
and Exiles: Ireland and the Irish Exodus to North America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985),
280–344. I also wish to acknowledge that Irish immigration continued in significant numbers through
the time frame of this study, and indeed beyond. However, the magnitude of both the crisis and the
numbers of immigrants to the United States during the mid-century famine years make this period
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The particular examples that Beach selected from The Citizen’s supplements are
also consistent with the Gaelic revival. Song lyrics feature agrarian characters and
promote an idealized image of Ireland. For instance, the magazine’s discussion of
“The Little Field of Barley,” the tune used in Beach’s second movement, focuses on
the agrarian setting of the text and its commentary argues that it was written before
modern times.67 The text, in the Irish language with an English translation, tells
of a rich farmer’s son whose parents did not approve his choice to marry a poor
woman. He went ahead with the marriage and was happy even after disownment.

The magazine also mounts elaborate cases for the supposed ancient origins of the
tunes, even though the nature of orally transmitted folk traditions can prevent ac-
curate dating. According to The Citizen, “The Little Field of Barley” “may be classed
amongst our ancient melodies.” The writer admits to scant primary evidence to sup-
port the claim, but provides evidence that the tune is very old. He or she looks to the
tune itself for clues to its age, claiming that the song’s a–b–b–a structure represents a
very old tradition (most Irish traditional music is performed in binary structure). If
it is more recent, no matter; the writer claims the old fashioned traits of “The Little
Field of Barley” would then support the notion that Ireland remains unsullied
by modernity. Such examples of purportedly older music still being performed
show “that our population, in the sequestered parts of our island, retain the same
indigenous musical disposition which belonged to our ancestors.”68 Of the three
remaining tunes borrowed from The Citizen, the magazine claimed that Conchobhar
ua Raghallaigh Cluann was composed by Turlogh O’Carolan, a famous Irish harper
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. As an O’Carolan tune, it would be
considered part of the old tradition. The one exception is the song Paisdin Fuinne,
which the magazine claims was written more recently. However, its author is the
Irish war hero Richard Fitzpatrick. The strength of the author’s renown could have
caught the attentions of Hudson, but ancient qualities were still necessary; Hudson
commented: “people of old-fashioned tastes will think it a capital one.”69 Whether or
not the melodies were actually old, the matter was clearly important to The Citizen,
making the tunes more attractive to proponents of the Gaelic revival as well.

The use of Irish melodic material was, however, only one way in which Beach
engaged with Irishness in her symphony. A close reading of the first and third
movements show that use of her own previously composed material and decisions
about form express the ideals of the Gaelic revival. In several places, Beach’s music
reflects or explores the hardships of displacement. In others, her music supports
notions of the Irish that stem from the Gaelic revival. Brought together, the various

particularly crucial for Irish-American identities and social life. See, for instance: David Noel Doyle,
“The Remaking of Irish America, 1845–1880,” in Making the Irish American: History and Heritage of
the Irish in the United States, ed. J. J. Lee and Marion Casey (New York: New York University Press,
2006), 213–52; Timothy Meagher, Inventing Irish America: Generation, Class, and Ethnic Identity in a
New England City, 1880–1928, The Irish in America (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press,
2001).

67 “The Native Music of Ireland,” The Citizen, 260.
68 “The Little Field of Barley,” The Citizen, 260.
69 The Citizen, 203.
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Example 5. Amy Beach, “Dark is the Night,” in Three Songs, text by William Ernest Henry, op. 11 (Boston:
Arthur Schmidt, ca. 1889).

ways of considering Irish identities, Irish music, and Irish experiences show us that
Beach was contributing to discussions about the place of the Irish in the New World.

In the first movement, Beach borrowed from her own previously composed song
“Dark is the Night”.70 The song, with text by British poet William Ernest Henley,
depicts a tempestuous night at sea. The lyrics describe the narrator’s anxieties in
the storm. The narrator is not necessarily Irish, nor do I think it was the poet’s
intention to signify Irishness. However, his experience has much in common with
the Romantic-era Irish character types: a strong male, facing a fearful, potentially
dangerous situation in the present, nostalgic for an idealized past.71 Beach’s music

70 Mrs. H. H. A. Beach, “Dark is the Night,” in Three Songs for Voice and Piano, Op. 11 (Boston:
Arthur P. Schmidt, ca. 1889; repr., Boca Raton, FL: Master’s Music, 1999).

71 William Williams establishes a “Romantic” stereotype of the Irish that frequently emerges in
nineteenth-century popular song in: William H. A. Williams, ’Twas Only an Irishman’s Dream: The
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also possesses superficial markers of Irishness common in American song of the
time, including compound meter and large, ascending leaps at the beginnings of
phrases.72

Beach’s music for “Dark is the Night” illustrates the confusion and tumult of
stormy seas through ambiguous tonality, peppered with moments of nostalgia for
the protagonist. The piano’s chromatic whizzing at the beginning does not follow a
clear harmonic progression, thereby confusing the modality. Thereafter, excepting a
few moments of clarity, the frenetic piano part tempestuously pushes the boundaries
of the E minor tonality. Series of diminished and half-diminished seventh chords
(mm. 8–10 and 15–16, for instance) lack a clear progression. This tonal ambiguity
in the piano part contrasts with the vocal line, which is relatively straightforward.
If the dominant is noticeably downplayed in the piano, the vocal line makes up for
that by emphasizing B at several key points. Indeed, at the end, the ambiguity is
somewhat mitigated by a B–D#–E in the voice (supported by the quick V7–I cadence
in the piano). The combination produces the effect of the piano performing the
storm, or the internal confusion of the protagonist, while the vocal line depicts the
person, or his more ordered attempts to make sense of the frightening situation. On
the other hand, the middle part of the song’s ternary form, in E major, contains a
much more clear tonal center as the narrator’s thoughts turn to nostalgic memory:
“Where are the hours that came to me, so beautiful and bright.” That ends, however,
on a series of major and minor III chords. Upon return of the A section, the key
signature changes back to E minor, but the tonal center sinks from G to F-sharp
diminished, resting there for several measures, then moving through several other
chords. E minor finally appears (m. 49). The song finishes with an extremely quick
V–I progression (m. 58), followed by an extended plagal cadence.

The symphony, particularly its first movement, takes material from several parts
of “Dark is the Night.” The transfer of this song about a sea voyage into an American
symphony on Irish themes can also come to represent the experience of immigra-
tion. The symphony begins with the same chaotic chromatic figures. Music intended
to depict a stormy sea comes also to represent the internal tumult of liminality in an
immigrant’s sea voyage. E minor is eventually strongly asserted at the beginning of
the first theme (rehearsal A). The first theme of the symphony adopts the first theme
of the song with quite a functional and straightforward progression supporting it.
The second theme of the symphony is borrowed from the song’s middle section,
written to support text about nostalgia for an idealized past. Three major sections
of the first movement’s exposition, then, employ Beach’s own previously written
material about a tumultuous sea voyage consonant with the boundary-crossing
experience of immigration.

Other parts of the “Gaelic” Symphony display still more ways of constructing
and exploring Irishness. Beach seems to have applied formal innovation in order

Image of Ireland and the Irish in American Popular Song Lyrics, 1800–1920. Music in American Life
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1996).

72 For more discussion of musical markers of Irishness in nineteenth-century American music, see:
Sarah Gerk, “Away O’er the Ocean Go Journeymen, Cowboys, and Fiddlers: The Irish in Nineteenth-
Century American Music” (Ph.D. diss., University of Michigan, 2014).

http://journals.cambridge.org


http://journals.cambridge.org Downloaded: 12 Jun 2016 IP address: 128.239.99.140

“Common Joys, Sorrows, Adventures, and Struggles” 173

to assign proper heft to the third movement. She employed a double ternary form
whereby one theme is presented, developed, and returned, and then the process
repeats itself for the second tune. As both themes are borrowed from The Citizen,
virtually all of the melodic material in the movement stems from an Irish melody.
Indeed, the third movement is the only one of the symphony that contains two
borrowed Irish tunes. The first, titled Paisdin Fuinne, is in E minor, and the second,
Cia an Bealach a Deachaidh Si, is initially in the parallel major but becomes minor at
the return. Beach achieves cohesion by including quotations of the second melody
in the first half and vice versa.73 In the process, it becomes the longest and most
emotionally stark movement of the work.

Critics at the 1896 premiere connected the length of the movement with the
symphony’s Irish title and faulted Beach for it. Philip Hale, a prominent Boston
critic, deprecated the movement as “eminently Gaelic, dull, and intolerably long-
winded.”74 Louis Elson, the Boston critic who later penned one of the first histories
of American music, wrote condescendingly of the movement: “the long, slow move-
ment proved that the Gaels were a very deceptive race as regards their cadences.”75

Their derision reveals at least as much about the biases of Boston’s upper class
against the Irish and Irish Americans as it does their musical taste. The movement’s
duration and its formal innovation, however, work together to construct a crucial
image of Irishness in the work. It is by far the most morose in tone, expressing
the loss that attended nineteenth-century images of the Irish. As Irish history of
the past century had included political domination and a famine in which one in
eight residents of Ireland starved to death and even more than that fled wretched
conditions at home to face the challenges of immigrant life, grief and loss were seen
as Irish national experiences at the end of the nineteenth century. Grief becomes
the focus of this movement, and in its length and emotional weight, this movement
becomes the centerpiece of the symphony.76

The movement employs at least one other method of communicating Irish grief.
One of the most common musical devices associated in the United States with the
Irish was a descending motive beginning quite high in the range of the instrument
or voice. This high tessitura often causes the voice to strain, sounding a physical
discomfort that can be easily translated into an expression of intense emotion. When
preceded by pitches set lower, in a more comfortable range, a wide, virtuosic leap is
created in which the strain of the higher notes is emphasized. This device had often
been used to express loss in sentimental songs about the Irish in the United States,
particularly since the widespread popularity of Thomas Moore’s Irish Melodies,

73 Although I am unaware of a direct model for double ternary form, a number of double forms
exist, including Brahms’ Schicksalslied and the finale of Schumann’s Piano Quintet, Op. 44 Many
thanks here to Alan Gosman, who kindly allowed me to pick his brain for additional possible models.

74 Philip Hale, “Music in Boston,” Musical Courier 33, no. 20 (11 November 1896): 15.
75 Elsewhere, Elson’s critique offered harsh and gendered language, suggesting she “write some

further movements in the lighter and freer forms rather than exhaust her muse in such heavy
self-imposed tasks as symphonic composition.” Louis C. Elson, “A Cosmopolitan Program at the
Symphony Concert,” Boston Evening Record, 14 February 1898.

76 The heft assigned to the third movement recalls another of Beach favorite works, Tchaikovsky’s
Symphony no. 6, which she reviewed favorably three times in her music reviews notebook, as discussed
above.
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Example 6. Examples of the sentimental longing motive from across the nineteenth century.

published serially between 1808 and 1834. By the end of the century, this motive,
which I term the “sentimental longing” motive, had developed as a common and
significant way to musically express Irish experiences of loss.77 Example 6 illustrates
some prominent examples from across the nineteenth century.

The third movement of the “Gaelic” Symphony contains many sentimental long-
ing motives. The movement’s first theme, borrowed from the tune Paisdin Fuinne,
contains a sentimental longing motive at its denouement. There, an upward leap of a
minor seventh is followed by a descending line that finishes with the theme’s cadence
(see Example 4c, measure 14). Another sentimental longing motive appears in the
violin solo at the end of the movement (Example 7). Beach’s use of the sentimental
longing motive at the end of this movement in particular suggests that it was vital
to ideas about Irishness.

The third movement is the longest in duration of the “Gaelic” Symphony. Almost
all of its melodic material derives from material Beach believed to originate in old
Irish music, and it contains sentimental longing motives to establish a sense of grief
or longing. In many ways, this movement most reflects the influence of the Gaelic re-
vival. Critics also heard Irishness in this movement more than they did in others, and
some of them associated with Brahmin culture, including Hale and Elson, faulted
the movement as they disparaged the Irish. None of that is happenstance; Beach
constructed this movement to articulate specific ideas of the Irish that were popular
in the Gaelic revival. She imbued the movement with a pervasive sense of loss,
using what she thought were very old melodies, to convey a bucolic, pre-colonized
image of the Irish. In doing so, she expressed the kind of sympathy for the suffering

77 Charles Hamm describes a type of motive in sentimental song that leaps by an octave and
descends to the dominant. My sentimental longing motive is a broader category, encompassing other
figures that begin high and descend, without ascribing a tonal goal. Charles Hamm, Yesterdays: Popular
Song in America (New York: W. W. Norton, 1979), 56.

http://journals.cambridge.org


http://journals.cambridge.org Downloaded: 12 Jun 2016 IP address: 128.239.99.140

“Common Joys, Sorrows, Adventures, and Struggles” 175

Example 7. Amy Beach, “Gaelic” Symphony, op. 32, end of mvt. 3 (Boston: Arthur Schmidt, 1897), 145.

of underprivileged groups that emerged in her thoughts on the “New World”
Symphony when she took Dvořák to task for insensitivity to the brutality of slavery.

In 1917, before a Minneapolis performance of the “Gaelic” Symphony, a local
newspaper interviewed Beach and asked about her motivations for writing the
“Gaelic” Symphony. In her response, Beach mentioned finding tunes in a collection
of Irish music (now known to be The Citizen) that “sprang from the common joys,
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sorrows, adventures, and struggles” of the Irish.78 I believe that Beach’s sympathy
for Irish people—their collective joys and overwhelming sorrows—are at the heart
of the “Gaelic” Symphony. Ideas about Irishness guided not only her musical
borrowing but also extended to other thematic material and her choices about form.
It wasn’t just any image of the Irish on display, but a carefully crafted, strategically
employed representation of the Irish that contributed to the discourse. The music of
The Citizen and the emphasis on distant origins, loss, agrarian lifestyles, and the use
of the Irish language reflect the values of the socially and financially ascendant Irish-
American community. We only truly understand the “Gaelic” Symphony, then, by
acknowledging the context in which it was written, not only in the United States as
a whole, but also within transatlantic networks, Irish-American communities, and
Amy Beach’s Boston.

Most of all, however, we understand that Beach’s world was larger than the United
States. In order to understand her work fully, we must recognize her engagement
with an international, cosmopolitan concert-music culture that sought to transcend
national borders, problematic as the enterprise might have been. We must also
understand the Irishness of the symphony on its own terms, without filtering it
through concepts of nationalism and Dvořák’s work. Approached in this way, the
“Gaelic” Symphony becomes a complex example of late-century intertextuality,
musical invention, and social statement that reflects the composer’s nationality to
some extent, but reaches far beyond it.

References

Archives
Amy Cheney Beach Papers. Milne Special Collections. Dimond Library. University

of New Hampshire, Dunham.
Archives Collection. Boston Symphony Orchestra.
Arthur Schmidt Papers. Music Division. Library of Congress
Music Division and Newspaper Collection. New York Public Library.

Newspapers and Magazines
Atlantic Monthly
Boston Courier
Boston Evening Record
Boston Herald
Boston Post
The Citizen: Dublin Monthly Magazine
The Etude
Musical America
Musical Courier

78 Caryl B. Storrs, program notes printed in an unspecified Minneapolis newspaper, 1917. Unfiled
Walter Jenkins Box, Amy Beach Collection, Milne Special Collections, Dimond Library, University of
New Hampshire, Durham.

http://journals.cambridge.org


http://journals.cambridge.org Downloaded: 12 Jun 2016 IP address: 128.239.99.140

“Common Joys, Sorrows, Adventures, and Struggles” 177

The Musical Leader
New York
New York Herald
New York Times
The Sacred Heart Review

Books and Articles
Beach, Mrs. H. H. A. “America’s Musical Assertion of Herself Has Come to Stay.”

Musical America 28 (19 October 1918): 5.
———. “The ‘How’ of Creative Composition,” interview with Benjamin Brooks.

Etude 61, no. 3 (March 1943): 208.
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