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125th Anniversary Season Concerts
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Reprinted

By Jennifer LaRue Huget

In the late 19th century,

even as great classical music was being
composed in Europe and the United
States and parlor music was popular in
American homes, hearing music
required being there in person. After all,
the radio wasn't invented until the late
1890s, and radio broadcasting didn't
begin until the 1920s. In a small city
such as Hartford, band, and choral music
concerts were more readily available
than those featuring classical music.

In 1891, the year Thomas Edison
received his patent for wireless telegra-
phy (a key step in the development of
radio), six young women—Frances
“Fanny” Hall Johnson, Elizabeth
“Bessie” Davis, Sarah Goodwin, and
sisters Mary “Molly” and Grace
Plimpton—gathered on a springtime
Saturday morning in Johnson’s Gillett-
street home. All friends and neighbors
from the tony Asylum Hill neighbor-
hood (Goodwin was the daughter of
Rev. Francis Goodwin, parks commis-
sioner of Hartford and former rector of
the neighborhood’s Trinity Episcopal
Church), they wished to form a group
within which they could explore and
share their love of music. Johnson, a
28-year-old pianist and piano teacher
who lived with her widowed mother
and would write Musical Memories of
Hartford (Finlay Brothers, 1931), a his-
tory of the city’s musical life, would
become the club’s first president upon
its formal founding, with constitution
and bylaws, in 1893.

The Musical Club of Hartford
celebrates its 125th anniversary this year.
As a function of its mission and the
personalities of its members, the club has
from its founding focused on cultivating
the Hartford area’s musical life through
sharing time, talent, and treasure.

The late 1800s were a club-happy
time in Hartford and in other American
cities. Women had long formed temper-
ance societies and other social reform
associations. But women with leisure
time and resources sought to pursue
practice of the arts as well. The
Saturday Morning Club, a young
women’s literary group, was founded in
1876; the Hartford Decorative Art
Society—a women-led art school that
later formed the nucleus of the
University of Hartford’s Hartford Art
School—was founded the following
year. [See “An Art School Forged in the
Gilded Age,” Summer 2003.]

Those were also lively musical times.
As Johnson writes in Musical Memories,
Hartford residents could hear classical
music such as pianist Anton Rubinstein
performing with Theodore Thomas’s
New York-based orchestra at the
Roberts Opera House in 1873; Aida was
performed there in 1874 and Bizet's
Carmen in 1879. People could hear the
local 200-voice Hosmer Hall Choral
Union, founded in 1880. The Hartford
School of Music was founded in 1890,
and Hartford was soon to be home to
the 36-member instrumental group
that would become the Hartford
Philharmonic Orchestra, founded in

Jennifer LaRue Huget is the editor of Connecticut Explored.

Priscilla Rose’s history, along with a second volume, compiled by Jane Bartlett and Betty
Ohlheiser and published in 1991 and a third, by Bartlett, Ohlheiser, and Laura Holleran and
published in 2001, is the source of much of the material included here. Readers interested in
full lists of Musical Club performances, presidents, and charitable gifts will find that
information fully documented in those three volumes.

Except where noted, photos courtesy of the Musical Club of Hartford.

left: Frances Hall Johnson, the founding president of the Musical Club, ¢. 1931-1932.

Connecticut Historical Society, Hartford, Connecticut
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1899. (Frances Johnson was the organi-
zation’s secretary.) In 1890, 75 music
teachers advertised their services in
Geer's City Directory, and in 1902, 8 of the
School of Music’s 10 instructors were
women, according to Geer’s City Directory.

The amateur singers and pianists—
most of them in their 20s—who
founded The Musical Club wanted
more than just to listen as passive
audience members. They sought a
forum wherein they could develop
their musical skill by providing oppor-
tunities to perform for others, exchange
constructive criticism, and undertake
serious study of music, music theory,
and the musical realm worldwide—and
thus to enhance their own skills,
knowledge, and appreciation. They also
hoped to “give assistance to promising
young artists,” as their by-laws stated,
and “to aid musical projects.”

To that end, the first members of the
club set out an ambitious agenda: The
group would meet every Saturday
afternoon at a member’s home,
November through May; once a month
an evening musicale would be held
with refreshments such as coffee,
sandwiches, and cake. Eight or nine
members typically performed—a vocal
performance followed by piano reper-
toire. On November 4, 1893, Alice
Bulkeley played a challenging prelude
by Bach after Molly Plimpton sang
“Sunset” by Edvard Grieg. Initially
works were performed on piano, organ,
or voice, but string instruments soon
entered the mix, and performances
were organized according to set themes.
Most performances featured small
ensembles, such as solos, duets, and
trios. Once a month the program
included the reading of a paper by one
of the members or a lecture by an
outside guest.
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Viola Vanderbeek, on the 70th
anniversary of her membership, provid-
ed a sense of what the early club was
about. “I remember when, soon after
we moved to Hartford in 1891, I was
asked to join a group of girls, all
studying music, who met to play and
sing for each other in their respective
homes. ... It was the day of the ‘parlor
musician.” ...The school girl phase
passed, however, as more mature musi-
cians and teachers came into the club.”

One of the “musical projects” that
The Musical Club supported was the
nascent Hartford Philharmonic Society,
founded in 1899. Among the 20 violin-
ists were 7 women; 1 of the 6 viola and
1 of the 3 cello players were women.
Johnson recalled in Musical Memories of
Hartford, “1 can well remember the
afternoon, the look of the small band of
players, and can recall the music. They
were practicing on Beethoven’s First
Symphony. The thought of having an
orchestra that belonged to our own
city acted like a tonic. The next step
was to have Mr. [Richard P] Paine
[conductor] give a lecture to the
Musical Club about the instruments.”
That lecture had to wait, however,
for the arrival of the orchestra’s
first bassoon—underwritten by
prominent Hartford citizen Susan
Warner (Asylum Hill resident and
associate member of the Musical
Club). When the event occurred,
Paine brought members of the
orchestra with him to play each
instrument. “The new bassoon made
a decided impression,” Johnson notes.
Many Musical Club members were
among the patrons of the Philharmonic
Society’s first concert, in April 1900, at
Parson’s Theatre.

Marian Anderson, 1940. photo: Carl Van Vechten, Library of

Congress Prints and Photographs Division

Anderson performed at The Bushnell Memorial in 1937
under the auspices of the Musical Club just two years
before her famous concert at the Lincoln Memorial in
Washington D.C. that was attended by 75,000 people.

(c) Connecticut Explored, 2015. Reprinted by permission. ctexplored.org
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The active membership was limited
to women (until 1983, when men
became eligible). Those wishing to join
the club were put through a rigorous
vetting process. Candidates had to
perform before the club, and their
nominations had to be made and
seconded, approved by two separate
committees, and voted on by the entire
membership, which judged them on
their overall eligibility and their musical
qualifications. An associate member-
ship allowed others, including men, to
listen in on certain public sessions. By
1900-1901, 79 men were associate
members.

As Vanderbeek noted, “the list
sounded like the social register of the
day.” Despite this rigorous and
exclusive selection process, the mem-
bership rose to a peak of 525 members
in 1930.

Viola Vanderbeek, c. 1895, was a Musical
Club member for more than 70 years.

of

In planning the year’s schedule, the
members aimed for a mix of familiar
favorites and more challenging choices
of music, with opportunities for delving
deeper into well-known works and
exposure to newer material or that
outside the classical, mostly European,
canon. The club met at the homes of
members for two years before, Johnson
notes, “We became rather dissatisfied
with meeting in private homes and
moved to our new quarters in the
music room at Hosmer Hall on Broad
Street where we had two pianos, access
to the Musical Library and facilities
better in every way to carry on the
work of the Club.” The club’s meetings
have since moved from time to time,
including to a room at the Hartford
School of Music and the Colonial Room
at the Bushnell.

Over the years The Musical Club
has brought many marquee names to
Hartford, including, for its first concert,
in 1898, pianist and composer Edward
MacDowell (the American composer
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