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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
 

Recent scholarship highlights the great impact women‟s music clubs and patrons 

had upon United States art music culture from the middle of the nineteenth through the 

twentieth centuries.  Women‟s music clubs were present in almost every decent sized city 

by the beginning of the twentieth century, which made outreach practical and effective.  

These clubs actively promoted art music culture by organizing amateur concerts, semi-

professional chamber concerts, and artist solo concerts.  Michael Broyles explains that 

the clubs “later helped form musical institutions, including in some cases symphony 

orchestras” and “by the early twentieth century had become a powerful economic force, 

handling an estimated three-fourths of concert engagements outside the large cities.”1  

Up to this point, scholarship has mainly focused on the influence of the women‟s 

music clubs on United States culture and only briefly, if at all, mentions their actual 

emergence.  At first glance, it seems impossible to pinpoint a solid establishment date for 

women‟s music clubs, as many developed separately from one another over the span of 

decades.   One trend that is noticeable, however, is a surge of new women‟s club 

formations and the number of members in the handful of already established clubs in the 

first decade of the twentieth century.  This increase is not entirely coincidence, for it 

happened shortly after the highly successful 1893 Chicago World‟s Columbian 

Exposition.  

 In many ways, the World‟s Columbian Exposition propelled the United States, 

and its people, into the world-wide cultural, industrial, and agricultural scenes.  Many 

primary sources also credit the World‟s Columbian Exposition as the event that truly 

                                                
1 Michael Broyles, “Art Music from 1860-1920,” in The Cambridge History of American Music,  
ed. by David Nicholls (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 229.   
 



 viii 

gave many women a voice through the congressionally recognized Board of Lady 

Managers, who met at their own Women‟s Building.   

Following the paradigm of the national formation of the General Federation of 

Women‟s Clubs in 1889, Rose Fay Thomas saw the similar opportunity for women in 

music to connect and form an analogous organization for music clubs at the World‟s 

Columbian Exposition.  As a result, Thomas organized a four-day conference to be held 

at World‟s Columbian Exposition and invited forty-two active women‟s music clubs to 

participate: thirty-four attended.   

As is reflected in the policies of clubs formed after the World‟s Columbian 

Exposition and in archival documents of the conference and National Federation of 

Music Clubs, Rose Fay Thomas‟s four-day convention essentially set the core objectives 

by which many future music clubs would operate.  Rose Fay Thomas‟s idea materialized 

as the National Federation of Music Clubs in 1898, which Karen J. Blair described as 

“the largest and most influential organization uniting women‟s musical societies” of all 

time.2  Twentieth century women‟s music clubs would not have grown in number or 

power without two crucial factors: Rose Fay Thomas‟s potent initiative and influence 

moving towards a national women‟s music club organization, and the new and invaluable 

opportunities presented by the monumental 1893 Chicago World‟s Columbian 

Exposition.  

 

                                                
2 Karen J. Blair, The Torchbearers: Women and their Amateur Arts Associations in America, 1890-1930 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994), 45. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

The World’s Columbian Exposition and its Host City Chicago 
 
 
 
 

This thesis explores the emergence of women‟s music clubs in the United States 

that resulted from the networking opportunities presented at the 1893 Chicago World‟s 

Columbian Exposition and the specific efforts of Rose Fay Thomas.  Twentieth century 

women‟s music clubs would not have grown in number or power without two crucial 

factors, Rose Fay Thomas‟s potent initiative and influence and the invaluable 

opportunities for large-scale organization provided by the event.  Utilizing the 

networking opportunities available at the Exposition, Rose Fay Thomas organized a 

National Convention of Amateur Musical Clubs, to which she invited forty-two women‟s 

music clubs active in the United States; a remarkable thirty-four attended.  As becomes 

evident from archival sources, Rose Fay Thomas‟s four-day convention, held June 21-

June 24 1893, essentially established the core objectives and procedures by which many 

future music clubs would operate.   This thesis examines the significance of the event and 

its host city, how the exposition was an ideal platform from which women could assume 

an important role, Rose Fay Thomas‟s life and activities prior to the exposition, and the 

convention and its outcomes.   

A background recognition of what international fairs or expositions were and 

what they sought to accomplish helps build a comprehensive context within which to 

understand the great Chicago Exposition and Rose Fay Thomas‟s Convention.  

International fairs on a grand scale emerged in the middle of the nineteenth century, with 

the first international exposition held in London in 1851.  Early expositions were not 

regulated by a central international governing organization as they would be later, but 

rather controlled exclusively by the country in which the exposition took place.  Without 
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standard regulations to limit the size and program of the events, each host country had the 

freedom to organize their exposition to suit its own agenda.  This was advantageous to 

the host country but not always to other nation participants.  Robert W. Rydell explained 

that one of the goals of the London fair was “to proclaim the greatness of the British 

Empire‟s global expansion.”3 

As a result, London‟s attitude of national pride set the tone for later countries 

hosting their own expositions.  Each event would feature a unique monument or 

invention that represented that country‟s achievements, such as the Crystal Palace at the 

1851 London Fair; the Eiffel Tower at the 1889 Paris Exhibition; and the Ferris wheel at 

the 1893 Chicago Exposition.  Many of the international expositions promoted a theme to 

unify the event: the 1851 Great Exhibition in London proclaimed the “Industry of all 

Nations”; the 1889 Paris International was dedicated to the 100th Anniversary of the 

French Revolution; the 1876 Philadelphia Centennial paid tribute to the 100th 

Anniversary of the United States‟ Declaration of Independence; and the 1893 Chicago 

exposition celebrated the 400th anniversary of Christopher Columbus‟s discovery of 

America by European explorers.  The themes reflected the previous tone set by the 

London fair and represented a source of national pride for the host country.   

After several decades of self-regulating expositions and fairs, efforts were made 

to monitor them.  Before any set of regulations was formed, however, Maurice Isaac, the 

first director of the Bureau International des Expositions, explained that “an exhibition 

was international, not because its rules of regulations were deliberated jointly by 

countries pursuing a common cause, but for the mere fact that different countries took 

part in it.”4  Thus, a meeting was held at the 1928 Convention of Paris, during which 

thirty-one countries signed an international agreement to govern the organization of 

international exhibitions, which to this day provides the regulatory framework for all 

World and International Expositions.5  Fortunately, the lack of regulations for the 1893 

Chicago Exhibition allowed various interest groups in the United States to use the 

compelling event to pursue their own objectives by organizing on a large scale at a 
                                                 
3 Robert W. Rydell. “World‟s Columbian Exposition,” Encyclopedia of Chicago, 
http://encyclopedia.chicagohistory.org/pages/1386.html (accessed September 27, 2010).   
4 “History,” Official Site of the Bureau International des Expositions, http://www.bie-
paris.org/site/en/main/history.html 
5 Ibid. 
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central location.   As will be discussed later, many women and women‟s music clubs 

were able to do just that and benefited enormously from the opportunity.   

Several years prior to the World‟s Columbian Exposition, the United States held 

its first international fair, the Philadelphia Centennial, which ran from May through 

November 1876.  The exhibition initially appeared to be a success for the United States 

with an overall attendance close to 10 million (9, 910, 966) people and thirty-one nations 

participating.6  It took place on over 285 acres of land that held five main buildings and 

250 smaller structures.7  Ultimately, however, the United States did not believe that the 

Philadelphia Centennial was a true representation of the country‟s great progress, since 

the Centennial ended with a large deficit and “looked to America‟s past instead of its 

future.”8  Norman Bolotin, a nineteenth century specialist, clarified that “Americans were 

proud of the fair, but felt that it had only scratched the surface in documenting and 

displaying the truly phenomenal accomplishments of their young nation.”9  In response, 

organizers of the Chicago Exposition aimed to build on the foundation previously laid by 

the Philadelphia Centennial and produce an even bigger event that would leave no doubt 

as to how magnificent the United States had become.   Bolotin explained that the  

planners of the World‟s Columbian Exposition had the loftiest of goals and the 
fair was to be bigger in size, more grand in scope and more original in plan than 
all of its predecessors.  It would far surpass all previous fairs in architectural 
design and beauty.  The fair would overflow with achievements and products of  
the mind and hand of man such as has never before been presented to mortal  
vision.10   

By all measures they succeeded.  Held just seventeen years after the Philadelphia 

Centennial, the World‟s Columbian Exposition earned the nickname, “White City,” as a 

result of the large gleaming white buildings. Chicago had fourteen grand buildings as 

compared with Philadelphia‟s five. Ultimately, the ambitious vision of the Chicago 

                                                 
6 The Free Library of Philadelphia, “Exhibition Facts,” Centennial Exhibition Collection, 
http://libwww.library.phila.gov/CenCol/exhibitionfax.htm (accessed March 16, 2011). There is a 
discrepancy among sources on the Philadelphia Centennial on the correct number of outside nations who 
participated.  
7 Ibid.   
8 Reid Badger, The Great American Fair: The World’s Columbian Exposition and American Culture 
(Chicago: Nelson-Hall, Inc., 1979), 21.   
9 Norman Bolotin and Christine Laing, The World’s Columbian Exposition: The Chicago World’s  
Fair of 1893 (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1992), 1.  
10 Ibid., 8.  
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Exposition was fulfilled, which was reflected in the overall cost, size of the grounds, 

large attendance numbers, and the variety of innovations presented at the fair.   

The Chicago Exposition cost approximately $28 million dollars, which excluded 

the cost of running private exhibits.  The size of the Chicago event was much larger than 

the previous Philadelphia exposition; it covered 633 acres of land where Philadelphia 

covered 450 acres.11  Overall attendance for the Chicago Exposition between its opening 

in May 1893 to its close six months later in October 1893 was 27, 529, 400, which 

included day patrons, pass-holders, and exhibitors.12  This number toppled the attendance 

record for the 1876 Philadelphia Centennial and even surpassed the 1889 Paris exhibition 

by nearly one million people, as attendance for that fair was 26, 538, 543.13 This was 

impressive, especially considering that the Philadelphia Centennial ran one month longer 

than the Chicago Exposition.  According to information from the Free Library of 

Philadelphia, the Philadelphia centennial hosted thirty-one nations.14  The Chicago 

Exposition, on the other hand, hosted fifty-one nations.15  Adding to the prestige of the 

Chicago Exposition was the technological advancement of electricity at the fair; for the 

first time, the entire city was electric and ran on “forty-three steam engines and one 

hundred and twenty-seven dynamos.”16  Hubert Bancroft explained that the “not only is 

the machinery driven by electricity, but the railroad which runs through the park, the 

boats that ply on the lakes, the elevators, and even the fountains are operated by electric 

power.”17  Other great technological innovations such as “the telephone, the phonograph, 

the typewriter, the elevator, electric lamps, sewing machines, laundry machines, and 

irons” were displayed at the fair to “demonstrate how electricity could revolutionize both 

                                                 
11 Bolotin, 20.   For information on Philadelphia, see 
http://www.lib.udel.edu/ud/spec/exhibits/fairs/cent.htm (accessed March 16, 2011). There are conflicting 
reports on the acreage of the Philadelphia Centennial; some say it used 285 acres of land, others say 450.   
12 Joint Committee on Ceremonies of the World‟s Columbian Commission and the World‟s  
Columbian Exposition, ed, Dedicatory and Opening Ceremonies of the World’s  
Columbian Exposition: with Illustrations (Chicago: Stone, Kastler & Painter, 1893), 38.  
13 Ibid., 38.  
14 The Free Library of Philadelphia, “Exhibition Facts,” Centennial Exhibition Collection,  
http://libwww.library.phila.gov/CenCol/exhibitionfax.htm (accessed March 16, 2011).   
15 Bolotin, 20.    
16 “At the end of the Century: the World‟s Fair, Chicago, and America,” The World at the Fair: Experiences 
of 1893 Columbian Exposition, http://uclawce.ats.ucla.edu/fair-overview 
17 Hubert Howe Bancroft, The Book of the Fair (Chicago: The Bancroft Company, 1893), 59. 
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industry and home.”18  To top this off, George Ferris responded to Daniel Burnham‟s call 

for America‟s own novel and original creation to exceed the Eiffel Tower presented at the 

Paris Exposition in 1889; he built a large wheel structure that contained cars in which 

people could safely ride to view the city and the exposition from an aerial point of view.   

The wheel was named after its creator, and is now known as the first Ferris wheel, which 

was considerably larger than many of today‟s reproductions: the cars were twenty-four 

feet long, thirteen feet wide, and ten feet tall.19   But beyond these achievements, most 

important for this study, the Chicago Exposition provided women with opportunities for 

public leadership in ways that were unprecedented.    

 In addition to national pride, the event site in the city of Chicago fostered the 

sentiment of hope.  The “western” location became a symbol of how far Americans had 

come in their enactment of Manifest Destiny, the “romantic notion that America…had a 

special destiny to stretch across the continent” and conquer the last portion of 

“uninhabited” land left in the world.20  While today Chicago is not considered a western 

city, at that time land west of Chicago was still in dispute and slowly being taken away 

from Native American tribes in a series of Congressional Acts that aimed to assimilate 

the Native Americans into “mainstream society.”21  Thus, much of the United States was 

still being claimed by pioneers.  Chicago‟s location west of long-established cities in the 

east such as New York, Boston, and Philadelphia made it an ideal exemplar of the United 

States‟s successful expansion.  The ultimate decision of location was made by the United 

States Congress, but not until after months of vigorous campaigning on behalf of all of 

the competing cities.22   While it must be noted that Chicago was not the western-most 

city to make a bid to host the Exposition, it had both the appeal of a western location that 

was still central enough for practical travel and the funds to support the substantial 

visions of the exposition.   

                                                 
18 “At the end of the Century: the World‟s Fair, Chicago, and America,” 
19 Patrick Meehan, “The Big Wheel,” Hyde Park Historical Society, 
http://www.hydeparkhistory.org/newsletter.html. Daniel Burnham is the architect of the World‟s 
Columbian Exposition.   
20 Digital History http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/database/article_display.cfm?HHID=311 
21 For a timeline of some of these events, please see 
http://www.pbs.org/weta/thewest/events/1880_1890.htm (accessed February 23, 2011).   
22 Bancroft, 39. 
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In spite of Chicago‟s greater net-worth than St. Louis, another city that bid to host 

the event, it was neither the biggest nor the wealthiest city that competed.  Not 

surprisingly, eastern cities such as New York and Washington D.C. also expressed 

interest in hosting the future grand exposition.  Robert Rydell has explained that various 

cities vied to host the great fair because of its promise to generate commercial profits, 

increase real-estate values, and secure personal interests of exposition participants by 

gaining greater prestige for themselves and their city.23  Four separate bills were drawn 

up by the cities of Chicago, New York, Washington D.C., and St. Louis.24 By 1890, the 

United States Congress had narrowed down the contenders to two cities, Chicago and 

New York, since they both had the greatest financial resources.25  J.P. Morgan, Cornelius 

Vanderbilt, and William Waldorf Astor all pledged to supply fifteen million dollars to the 

Exposition budget if New York were awarded the bid.26  In Chicago, Charles T. Yerkes, 

Marshall Field, Phillip Armour, Gustavus Swift, and Cyrus McCormick all pledged 

significant financial resources in addition to a large amount from the city of Chicago, the 

state of Illinois, and “over five million dollars in stock subscriptions from people from 

every walk of life.”27  As Rydell explained,“what finally led Congress to vote in 

Chicago‟s favor was banker Lyman Gage‟s ability to raise several million additional 

dollars in a twenty-four hour period to best New York [City‟s] final offer.”28   

  The final decision to hold the World‟s Columbian Exposition in Chicago instead 

of New York City may have had monetary motives, but holding the Exposition in 

Chicago also had the advantage of drawing from the widespread passion of the people in 

the budding city.  New York City was already a well established urban center, while the 

younger city of Chicago had a desire to demonstrate that it was equally magnificent and 

advanced as any large city in the East.  Rand McNally and Company Publishing 

Company captured the pride of Chicagoans regarding their city‟s selection to host the 

World‟s Columbian Exposition when it boasted that Chicago was “but sixty years old, 

and yet [the] second city of the United States in point of population, and seventh in the 
                                                 
23 Robert W. Rydell, “World‟s Columbian Exposition,” Encyclopedia of Chicago, 
http://encyclopedia.chicagohistory.org/pages/1386.html 
24 51st Congress, 1st Session, House of Representatives, Report No. 37.   
25 Ibid.  
26 Ibid.  
27 Ibid.  
28 Ibid.   
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same respect in the entire world, the „Wonder City of the World‟ has become the 

cynosure of the entire universe.”29 Clearly, the publishing company felt the city of 

Chicago was more than worthy to host the Exposition, which they believed to be “the 

eighth and greatest wonder of the World. 30  Rydell asserted that the World‟s Columbian 

Exposition “defined American culture,” as its “Worlds Congress Auxiliary presented 

lectures and discussions [in its many official sessions] by prominent political activists and 

intellectuals about subjects as wide-ranging and pressing as  religion and science, labor, 

and women‟s rights.”31  Colonel George R. Davis, future Director General of the World‟s 

Columbian Exposition, saw the city of Chicago as “the very essence of American 

progress,” he explained, “it is so essentially the most distinctively American of the great 

towns of the United States, that many cities are foreign compared to it.”32  Davis‟s 

opinion was biased since he was a former congressional representative for Illinois and a 

successful entrepreneur in the City, however, his boastful remarks reflected similar 

sentiments of many important participants and set the tone used to define America‟s 

cultural identity at the Exposition.33   

Essentially, the United States used the exposition to assert its credibility as a 

sophisticated world power.  The event planners aimed to open sometime in the year 1892, 

which was reflected by the theme celebrating the 400th anniversary of Christopher 

Columbus‟s discovery of North America.  Overly ambitious expectations, however, 

meant that the Chicago Exposition did not officially open its gates until May, 1893, until 

those involved with planning were satisfied that every aspect of their grand vision had 

been met.  Regardless of the later starting date, the commemoration of Columbus‟s 

discovery of America remained the theme since it was an important event in the Nation‟s 

history.  The people of the United States had great pride in their country‟s ability to grow 

                                                 
29 Rand, McNally and Company, Handy Guide to Chicago and the World’s Columbian Exposition: with 
Illustrations, (Chicago: Rand, McNally & Co., 1892), 12. Emphasis mine.  
30  Ibid., 12.  Emphasis mine. 
31 Rydell. The World‟s Congress Auxiliary and its World‟s Congresses will be talked about in further detail 
in chapter 2.   
32 Col. George R. Davis, “Introduction,” in The World’s Columbian Exposition, Chicago, 1893: A 
Complete History of the Enterprise, a Full Description of the Buildings,Exhibits in all Departments and a 
Short Account of Previous Expositions. Trumball White, and William Ingleheart. (Boston: Gately & 
O‟Gorman, 1893), 11.   
33 “George Royal Davis,” Biographical Directory of the United States Congress,  
http://bioguide.congress.gov/scripts/biodisplay.pl?index=D000100 
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at such a fast pace.  Bertha Potter Palmer, president of both the Board of Lady Managers 

and the Woman‟s Branch of the World‟s Congress Auxiliary for the Chicago Exposition, 

proudly spoke of the United States‟ advancements by exclaiming:  

the only ideal republic that has ever existed, the most perfect, the most powerful,  
in spreading her achievements in the industries, sciences, and arts before the 
nations of the earth, has said in the most forceful of possible ways: „See what we 
have done in our short life! See the result of our little more than a hundred years  
of liberty!34 

People were so eager to witness the creation of the Chicago Exposition as a 

representation of their great nation that they paid twenty-five cents for the privilege of 

watching its construction; paying observers averaged over 3,000 spectators on week-days 

and 10,000 on Sundays.35 

 Such a large number of attendees suggests convenient and easy access.  Indeed 

there were multiple railroad lines that lead from the city of Chicago to the main entrance 

of the Exposition, where there were also cable, electric, and horse-cars capable of 

conveying many thousands of passengers an hour to and from the Chicago Exposition.36  

Hubert Bancroft explained that “all of the cars land[ed] their passengers at convenient 

locations [at the Exposition]” and “an elevated railroad, run by electric power, passed 

through the grounds, stopping at convenient points”…as well as travel[ed] along the 

waterways that bordered the location of the Exposition.37 One of the many factors 

contributing to the impressive attendance record was no doubt the efficient travel system 

to and at the Chicago Exposition.   

Romantic notions of national and city pride, lofty design plans and goals, and 

forward-looking technological displays were not enough to make the Chicago Exposition 

such an ideal stage from which women could elevate their position.  What truly made the 

event an unprecedented opportunity for women was the government involvement and 

recognition of the organizing body of the exposition, of which women had an important 

role for the first time in history.     

 

                                                 
34 Bertha Potter Palmer, “Introduction,” in The World’s Fair, As seen in One Hundred Days, H.D. Northrop 
(Philadelphia: Ariel Book Company, 1893), v.  
35 Bolotin, 14.   
36 Bancroft, 57.  
37 Ibid.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 

Administration and Significance of the Chicago Exposition for Women 
 
 
 
 

In order to run the complex Chicago Exposition efficiently, two governing bodies 

were established: the first was a board of directors and officers elected by the 

Stockholders of the Chicago Corporation organized to promote the city of Chicago; and 

the second was the World‟s Columbian Commission, which consisted of two 

commissioners from each state and territory appointed by President Harrison.38  The 

World‟s Columbian Commission was responsible for allotting appropriate space for 

exhibiters, classifying exhibits, determining the scope of the exposition, appointing the 

judges that would award prizes to certain exhibits, establishing entrance fees, 

communicating with exhibiters and representatives from around the world, and reporting 

back to the President of the United States on the progress of the exposition.39  

Additionally, the Commission was required by an Act of Congress passed by the House 

of Representatives to appoint a Board of Lady Mangers.40   

The Board of Lady Managers was a large organization that had a core of officers, 

two representatives, and two alternates from every state and territory.  State and Territory 

representatives were nominated by the state commissioners from each respective locale.41  

This practice ensured that the commissioners from each area could appoint women with 

whom they were familiar.  What is most significant about the Board of Lady Managers is 

that the officers were also officers for the World‟s Columbian Commission, which 

                                                 
38 Bolotin, 3.  
39 Official Manual of the Board of Lady Managers of the World’s Columbian Exposition. (Chicago: 
Rand, McNally & Company, 1891), 15.   
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid., 21. 
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required the women to work with the Woman‟s Branch of the World‟s Congress 

Auxiliary.  Mrs. William H. Felton, temporarily elected chair of the Board, proudly 

proclaimed that with the creation of the Board of Lady Managers, “it is the first time in 

the history of the Republic that women have been recognized as competent to attend any 

sort of public business by the National Government.”42 Each officer and representative 

received a per diem for each day she was away from home to be at the exposition, as well 

as travel expenses, as an added benefit for serving on the Board of Lady Managers.43  

Bertha Potter Palmer, president of both the Board of Lady Managers and the Woman‟s 

Branch of the World‟s Congress Auxiliary, described the significance that the Exposition 

and the board had for women: 

The one essential point of vantage possessed by the present World‟s Fair has 
indeed been from the beginning the prominence of women in the making of it.  
Not merely as contributors to the marvelous display of genius and skill in its 
many grand divisions, but as a recognized executive factor, invested by Congress 
with full authority and ample funds…Official representation for women upon so  
important an occasion is unprecedented44  

Not only did women take part in the planning of this highly anticipated event, they were 

paid to do so, which gave women more public authority than they had experienced 

before.   

The Board of Lady Managers convened in their own Women‟s Building designed 

by the female architect Sophia Hayden.  Hayden, just twenty-two years old at the time 

and a recent graduate of the Massachusetts School of Technology, was selected to design 

the building as a result of a national competition.45  Designing a building at the Chicago 

Exposition was a major accomplishment for a woman so young.  Hayden‟s achievement 

was a testament to what the next generation of women could accomplish when presented 

                                                 
42 H.D. Northrop, The World’s Fair, As seen in One Hundred Days (Philadelphia: Ariel Book Company, 
1893), 175.  
43 Official Manual of the Board of Lady Managers of the World’s Columbian Exposition, 21. 
44 Bertha Potter Palmer, “Introduction to Woman‟s Department,” in The World’s Columbian Exposition, 
Chicago, 1893: A Complete History of the Enterprise, a Full Description of the Buildings, Exhibits in all 
Departments and a Short Account of Previous Expositions. Trumball White, and William Ingleheart. 
(Boston, Mass.: Gately & O‟Gorman, 1893), 437.   
45 Maud Howe Elliott, “The Building and its Decorations,” in Art and Handicraft in the Woman’s Building 
of the World’s Columbian Exposition, Chicago, 1893, Maud Howell Elliot (New Haven, Connecticut: 
Research Publications, 1977), 37. Sophia Hayden‟s age at the time of her appointment to design the 
Women‟s Building has been cited differently among various sources.  She was definitely in her early 
twenties, though it is not certain exactly what age.   
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with the right opportunities.  In fact, Hubert Bancroft admitted that “it was not generally 

known in this country that there were many female architects until the designs for the 

[Women‟s] building were called for” and the large number that came forward were “all 

young, most of them being under twenty-five.”46  Maud Howe Elliot explained that 

during the nineteenth century, “the highest praise that could be given to any woman‟s 

work was the criticism that it was so good that it might be easily mistaken for a man‟s.”47  

This type of judgment implied that women‟s work was not considered to be equal to 

men‟s.  Somehow artwork created by a female was already handicapped by gender and 

only transcended to greatness if it was perceived to be man-made.  However, the building 

was designed to be symbolic in its representation of women‟s strengths as female.  Elliott 

described the improved perception of women by pointing out that “none of the eminent 

writers who have commented on Hayden‟s work have thought to praise it by saying it 

looks like a man‟s work.”48  Thus, the elegant Italian Renaissance style building 

represented feminine strength in its design and decorations.   

The Interior of the Women‟s Building was completely decorated by women and 

adorned with artwork made by women, which was a major source of pride for its 

temporary inhabitants.  The Hall of Honor, the main hall of the women‟s building and 

measured 13,500 Square feet, was decorated with two large paintings that measured 

fourteen feet high and fifty-eight feet long, which depicted the strength of women in 

various ways.49  The images were created by women from Paris: Mary Fairchild 

McMonnies, the wife of the distinguished sculptor Fredrick McMonnies who created the 

fountains in front of the Exposition‟s Administration Building, and Miss Mary Cassatt.50  

McMonnies‟s panel located on the North end of the Hall was decorated with a large 

painting depicting the “primitive woman.”51  The figure of the Native American woman 

was appropriated by the women planners as a symbol of the strong female who is equal to 

man in her feminine power.  Elliot believed that McMonnies‟s painting was a successful 

                                                 
46 Northrop, 309. 
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48 Ibid.   
49 Northrop, 311.   
50 Ibid.  Norman Bolotin explained that the McMonnies fountain was thought to be the World‟s largest 
fountain in 1893 and cost $48,000 to create (61).   
51 Elliott, 44.  
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artistic statement of the ideals which the women‟s building exemplified.52 Cassatt‟s 

painting located on the South end of the Hall represented the “modern woman” engaged 

in various activities.53  In a letter to Palmer, Cassatt explained that she “tried to express 

the modern woman in the fashions of our day.”54  The center panel represented women 

rejoicing independence from men by picking apples that symbolized the “fruits of 

knowledge or science.”55  The right-hand piece depicted girls leaving their ducks and 

geese to pursue fame and the left-hand piece symbolized the modern woman by showing 

women engaged in a modern skirt dance.56    

Four additional panels decorated the sides of the Hall.   One on display was a 

panel painted by Amanda Brewster Sewall titled “Woman in Arcadia.”57  This painting 

was meant to invoke classical ideals and represent the ideal Hellenic beauty.58  Another 

painting on display was created by Miss Lucia Fairchild of Boston.  Elliot describes 

Fairchild as a “young woman of promise” who chose to represent women engaged in 

domestic labor as Pilgrim mothers and daughters.59  According to Elliot, this painting 

was: 

an assertion of the prime duties of woman, the home-maker and care-taker; it is a  
hint full of significance to our day and generation, reminding us that unless the 
higher education now open to our sex makes women better and wiser wives and 
mothers, it is a failure.60 

Opposite from Sewall‟s and Fairchild‟s paintings were those created by Rosina Emmet 

Sherwood and Lydia Emmet.  Elliot described Emmet‟s piece as a personification of 

music, art, and literature through a “well-arranged group of female figures.”61  This 

painting demonstrated how important music and the fine arts were for the powerful 

women at the exposition.  Elliot explained that Sherwood‟s painting depicts “the 

Republic [United States] welcoming her daughters and bestowing laurel crowns on 

                                                 
52 Elliott, 45.  
53 Ibid.   
54 Nancy Mowll Mathews, Cassatt: A Retrospective (New York: H.L. Levin Associates, Inc., 1996), 187-
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60 Ibid, 47. 
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them.”62  This painting probably represented the new recognition women received from 

the United States Government as part of their involvement with planning the Chicago 

Exposition.   

In addition to artwork displays, the Women‟s Building was the site for various 

organizational meetings and gatherings.  Societies such as the Woman‟s Christian 

Temperance Union, the Red Cross Society, the Salvation Army, the Columbian 

Association of Housekeepers, the Home for the Incurables, and the Shut-in Society were 

able to set up booths to distribute information to visitors.63  Women‟s press clubs were 

also a main presence in the women‟s building, demonstrating the claim that “the capacity 

of woman for literary work is now acknowledged by the great journals and magazines, 

and any woman who shows herself to be a bright writer can find ready employment.”64  

So, in many ways the Women‟s Building was a forum and a stage where women could be 

exposed to new ideas.   

Albeit this topic is outside the scope of this paper, it must also be noted that 

certain groups of people did not benefit from the esteemed Chicago Exposition.  Some 

primary examples are African Americans and Native Americans, though generally all 

people from ethnic backgrounds other than white-American were essentialized and 

presented as exotic representatives of foreign lands.  The lay-out of the Chicago 

Exposition reflected gender, class, racial, and ethnic distinctions.  Every detail pertaining 

to the Chicago Exposition was meticulously and deliberately planned.  As such, each 

building and who or what it represented was purposely placed.  In a 1992 article on the 

Chicago Exposition, James Gilbert asserted that:  

the designers [of the Exposition] meant their statement to be definitive.  Two 
cultures would be exhibited.  The first, contained in the glorious White City, 
demonstrated the higher values of art, education, liberal arts, and the fruits of  
human endeavor, manufacturing and craft…In an appendage, as a concession to 
popular tastes, the planners included the Midway, a riot of entertainments and  
exhibits, most devoted to money-making.65 
 

The event‟s lay-out can be divided into two areas, a large mainland section informally 

known as the “White City” and a smaller area separated by a waterway titled Midway 
                                                 
62 Elliot, 47.  
63 Northrop, 311.  
64 Ibid., 312.  
65 James Gilbert, “A Contest of Cultures,” History Today 42 (July 1992), 34.  
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Pleasance.  Although foreign cultures were not strictly limited to occupy the Midway, 

most of their pavilions and exhibits were located there.  Since the activities on the 

Midway were mainly aimed at money-making through the exploitation of the exotic 

“other,” it did not make sense to place an obviously defined barrier between the White 

City and the Midway.  As Gilbert admitted, “if the danse du ventre (belly dance), the 

Chinese Dragon, the Ferris Wheel drew people to the fairgrounds, logic demanded that 

planners allot more of the grounds to such profitable amusements.”66  Nonetheless, 

Gilbert addressed the exotic appeal of the Midway by explaining that “tourists visited the 

Midway and reported back (in what became a cliché) that it was like taking a tour around 

the world.”67  People of different cultures from across the globe were mostly included as 

a form of exotic entertainment to make money, like a twisted version of a human zoo.  

After the Chicago Exposition closed, a souvenir booklet containing pictures and short 

descriptions of “representatives” from the various cultures was printed and circulated.  

The title alone, Chicago Times Portfolio of the Midway Types, suggests essentialized 

portraits of the people within.   The most suggestive word in the title is “types,” since it 

implies a classification of people from various cultures as if they were alien 

representatives of the outside world.68  As such, the word “types” is composed of figures 

dressed in traditional clothes with their bodies bent and contorted to form the word; the 

representations are degrading (Fig. 1).  This booklet perpetuated the discriminatory views 

toward people of different ethnic backgrounds as demonstrated by the grounds plans.  

The lay-out of the exposition also marginalized women, though not as overtly since the 

women‟s building was at least a part of the “White City.”  

A general observation of the Chicago Exposition lay-out demonstrates that its 

plan is straightforward: the White City includes the largest and most ornately decorated 

buildings and occupies the main portion of the grounds; the much smaller women‟s 

building is part of the White City but located on the outermost edge in the middle 

between the mainland and the Midway Pleasance, which was on the very edge of the 

exposition on a thin strip of land separated by a waterway (Fig. 2).  In spite of its location 
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on the outskirts of the grounds, women made the most of what they were given to work 

with and the Woman‟s Building was host to many activities and exquisite artwork created 

by women.   

Despite the end of the Civil War twenty-eight years prior to the Exposition and 

the abolition of slavery, many African Americans approached the Chicago event with 

cautious optimism.69  The United States had already hosted two international fairs after 

the Civil War: the 1876 Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition and the 1884-5 New Orleans 

World‟s Industrial and Cotton Exposition.  At both events, Rydell explains that African 

Americans were reduced to second-class citizenship and participation.  At the 

Philadelphia Exposition they were excluded from both the construction process as well as 

formal participation.  They were allowed only limited participation in the latter.70 Yet due 

to widespread optimism leading up to the Chicago Exposition, many African Americans 

had a renewed sense of hope that this event would be different.  

 Ferdinand Lee Barnett, founder of Chicago‟s first black newspaper Chicago 

Conservator, explained that “the enthusiasm for the work permeated every phase of our 

National life, and especially inspired the colored people who saw in this great event their 

first opportunity to show what freedom and citizenship can do for a slave.”71 

Unfortunately, African Americans endured discrimination once again and their proposals 

for exhibits were often rejected by all-white approval committees. 72  As a result, Ida B. 

Wells, an African American civil rights activist and wife of Barnett, planned to protest 

the exclusion of African Americans from exhibits at the Chicago Exposition.73  However, 

there was still hope and instead of protesting the Exposition by boycotting any 

participation as Wells had originally proposed, African Americans continued to campaign 

to be included in the planning and exhibits at the fair even though it never truly came to 
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16 
 

pass.  Fredrick Douglass, also an African American civil rights activist, saw the Chicago 

Exposition as an opportunity that would be missed if they boycotted the event in 

protest.74  If anything, African Americans were able to use the Chicago Exposition‟s 

publicity to bring attention to the unequal treatment they had been enduring, and many 

could share Douglass‟s sentiment that “we could only hope that the spirit and freedom 

and fair play of which some Americans so loudly boast, will so inspire the Nation that in 

another great National endeavor the Colored American shall not plead for a place in 

vain.”75  

Artwork, advancements in technology, machinery, and inventions were not the 

only products of creative minds on display at the Chicago Exposition.  Equally as 

important as material objects of innovation were the novel thoughts and ideas of people 

from the United States and the world.  A total of 224 congresses were conducted 

throughout the exposition to display various philosophies, sciences, religious ideas, and 

activists‟ agendas.76  The central organizing body, the World‟s Congress Auxiliary, was 

“authorized by the Directory of the World‟s Columbian Exposition, and recognized by 

the Government of the United States as the proper agency to conduct a series of World‟s 

Congresses in connection with the Exposition.”77  The general set of goals of the World‟s 

Congress Auxiliary clearly outlined the importance of the congresses and the steps that 

would be taken to guarantee they would be remembered and run successfully.  The first 

goal officially recognized the Congress Auxiliary‟s intent to oversee congresses 

throughout the Chicago Exposition:  

To provide for the proper presentation of the Intellectual and Moral Progress of 
the World, in connection with the Columbian Exposition of 1893, in a series of  
World's Congresses under the auspices of the Auxiliary, with the assistance of the 
leaders in all the chief departments of human achievement.78   

In the second goal, the Auxiliary promised to provide meeting places for all of the 

congresses and to clarify that the congresses would “[present] summaries of the progress 

made, and the most important results attained in the several departments of civilized life, 
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voiced by the ablest living representatives whose attendance can be procured.”79 The 

third goal acknowledged the importance of the proceedings of the congresses and assured 

that the Congress accepted the responsibility for proper publication of their proceedings, 

since the series were viewed “as the most valuable and enduring memorial of the World's 

Columbian Exposition of 1893.”80  The final goal was the loftiest and the most sweeping: 

  To bring all the departments of human progress into harmonious relations 
with each other in the Exposition of 1893; to crown the whole glorious 
work by the formation and adoption of better and more comprehensive plans 
than have hitherto been made; to promote the progress, prosperity, unity, 
peace, and happiness of the world; and to secure the effectual prosecution 
of such plans by the organization of a series of world-wide fraternities through 
whose efforts and influence the moral and intellectual forces of mankind may 
be made dominant throughout the world.81 

Fundamentally, the World‟s Congress Auxiliary, officially recognized by the United 

States Government, boldly asserted the United States‟ rightful position as a world power 

with the potential to influence world relations.   

The Congresses were week-long focused meetings scheduled to take place at the 

Exposition during which speeches and discussions were held.  Each congress required a 

practical and effective means with which to communicate with the larger World‟s 

Congress Auxiliary.  Smaller committees served as communications representatives 

between the individual congresses and the World‟s Congress Auxiliary.82  An adjacent 

advisory council, which was comprised of people who were directly involved with the 

purpose of the individual congress, communicated with the committees.83 The advisory 

councils ensured that the needs and goals of the congresses were communicated 

efficiently to the World‟s Congress Auxiliary.  Committees of Cooperation were 

appointed by members of the particular organizations managing the individual 

congresses.  These committees communicated with the larger committee and advisory 

council and were recognized by the World‟s Congress Auxiliary as representatives of 

Societies or Institutions; they were invited to participate in the World‟s Congress 
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activities as guests.84  The congresses were held in the Palace of Fine Arts, which is today 

the only remaining building of the fair and is currently functioning as the Museum of 

Science and Industry building in Chicago.85  

Out of the 244 congresses held at the World‟s Columbian Exposition, the 

Women‟s Congress of Representative Women, May 15th-May 21st 1893, was the first 

congress to convene and was also one of the first events of the entire six month long 

Exposition.  This was a powerful statement regarding the important place women had at 

the Chicago Exposition.  Using her position as president of the Woman‟s Branch of the 

World‟s Congress Auxiliary, and recognizing the potential for women to assume a 

leadership role at the World‟s Columbian Exposition, Bertha Potter Palmer built the most 

influential organization she could manage.  She not only invited important women from 

the United States to participate, but she also welcomed influential women from all over 

the world to contribute to the week-long congress as committee heads and members.  

Clarence E. Young, general secretary of the World‟s Congress Auxiliary, recorded that 

the Congress of Representative Women of all Lands “was, without doubt, the largest and 

most representative gathering of women in [the United States] or any other country.”86  

The Congress was recognized by the World‟s Congress Auxiliary, and by extension the 

United States Government, as a representation of the Department of Women‟s Progress, 

which Young states was one of the “vital influences of the great movement of the 

nineteenth century known as the Woman‟s Progress.”87  

Palmer‟s first order of business was to extend invitations to the National Council 

of Women of the United States, the General Federation of Women‟s Clubs, and the 

Women‟s Christian Temperance Union to hold their annual meetings at the Chicago 
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Exposition with the help of the Woman‟s Branch of the World‟s Congress Auxiliary.88 

As president of the Board of Lady Managers, Palmer had already secured official 

recognition of the various European governments for the committees of foreign women, 

which put the Woman‟s Branch of the World‟s Congress Auxiliary in communications 

with the foreign women committees through the United States Secretary of State.89  

Furthermore, Palmer and May Wright Sewell, chairman of the Committee on 

Organization for the World‟s Congress of Representative Women, traveled across Europe 

to visit the officers of foreign societies to urge them to send delegates to Chicago and 

participate in the Congress.90  Palmer does not elaborate on which societies were 

beckoned from other countries.  In addition to Palmer‟s and Sewell‟s travels, the 

Woman‟s Branch sent out mailers in French and German to “celebrated women of the 

world, giving the scope of the Congresses, and urging women everywhere to the 

Columbian Exposition and participate in the Congresses (Fig 3).”91 As a result of 

proactive actions of the Woman‟s Branch, there were a record number of responses from 

all of the invitees.  Potter explained: 

we are now possessed of the most powerful organization that has existed among  
women, having official committees, created by government and supported by 
government funds, cooperating with us in England, France, Italy, Germany,  
Spain, Austria, Russia, Belgium, Holland, Sweden, Norway, Greece, Siam 
[Thailand], Japan, Algeria, Cape Colony, Cuba, Mexico, Nicaragua, the Argentine 
Republic, Jamaica, Ceylon [Sri Lanka], Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Venezuela, 
Panama, and the Sandwich Islands.92  

According to Sewall‟s report, women from twenty-seven countries were 

represented on the Advisory Council; of the 528 women representing twenty-seven 

countries, 209 served as official representatives of 126 organized bodies of women (Fig. 

4).93  Sewall claimed that there were a total of 837 women contributing to the Congress 

of Representative Women‟s eighty-one sessions over the week long period, in a variety of 
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ways including: giving addresses, participating in various meetings, working as 

committee members, or serving as heads of committees.94  Clarence Y. Young estimated 

that over 150, 000 people attended the week-long congress, which Sewall admitted may 

have seemed inflated.95  In response to any doubt regarding the large number in 

attendance, Sewall explained that:  

the maximum capacity for of the Art Palace [was] 10,000 and [it] was taxed by 
throngs that, filling every room or hall where a meeting was announced,  
overflowed all these and surged through anterooms and passages, patiently or 
otherwise waiting the withdrawal of some listener for a chance to obtain standing  
place in the always crowded aisles.96  

Sewall‟s observation demonstrates the interest and eagerness shared by many who braved 

crowded rooms to hear what women from all over the world had to say about woman‟s 

place in society.     

Foreign involvement in such a diverse gathering was already unprecedented, but 

Palmer pressed the point by ensuring that influential women assume leadership roles for 

committees from their countries, and she succeeded.  For example, in several countries 

the reigning sovereign personally became the head of the Women‟s World‟s Fair 

Committee, including: Her Majesty Queen Marguerite of Italy, the Queen of the 

Belgians, and the progressive Empress of Japan.97  Queen Marguerite chose to send her 

collection of historical laces, “some of which date back to one thousand years before 

Christ, having been taken from Egyptian and Etruscan tombs.”98 Palmer made it a point 

to make it known that the laces were personal property of the Queen of Italy and had 

never actually left the country before the Exposition.99  Not only was the royal 

involvement of another major country significant, but the cooperation from the Queen of 

Italy also “came when diplomatic relations between [the United States and Italy] were 

suspended, and it was intended as a special mark of friendship.”100   This act of 

diplomacy among women was a poignant example of how independent and amiable 

women could be.  In her introductory remarks to the Woman‟s Department, Palmer 
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explained that “her Majesty the Queen of Siam has sent a special delegate with directions 

that she put herself under our leadership in order to learn what educational and industrial 

advantages are open to women in other countries.”101  The Empress of Russia organized a 

committee herself and sent laces, embroideries, and national costumes.102  Potter 

proposed that:  

the Exposition will thus benefit women, not alone by means of the material 
objects brought together, but there will be a more lasting and permanent result 
through the interchange of thought and sympathy among influential and leading 
women of all countries, now for the first time working together with a common 
purpose and an established means of communication.103  

It was within this context that Rose Fay Thomas sought to organize a national network 

for women‟s music clubs. 
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Figure 1: Chicago Times Portfolio of Midway Types (Chicago: The American Eng. Co. 
Publishers & Printers, 1893), Cover.   
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Figure 2: James W. Shepp and Andrew B. Shepp, “Ground Plan of the World‟s Fair”  
Shepp’s World’s Fair Photographed (Chicago: Globe 
Bible Publishing Co., 1893), 17.  
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Figure 3: Bertha M. H. Palmer, “Preface,” in The World’s Congress of Representative 
Women, ed. May Wright Sewall (Chicago: Rand, McNally & Company, 1894), xxi.   
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Figure 4: May Wright Sewall, “Introduction,” in The World’s Congress of Representative 
Women, ed. May Wright Sewall (Chicago: Rand, McNally & Company, 1894), 5.   
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CHAPTER 3 
 

Women’s Music Clubs and Rose Fay Thomas’s Involvement 
 
 
 
 

The origin of the first women‟s clubs cannot be pinned to a single date, as it is 

likely clubs existed for many years before they became a major site of feminist activities 

in the nineteenth century, which brought with it more careful record keeping.  During this 

time, Victorian modes of behavior kept the rising middle class woman within what many 

historians have called the “domestic sphere.”  Karen J. Blair observes that “the ideology 

of the [Victorian] „lady‟ was the belief that every woman was a moral and domestic 

creature who embodied the desirable traits of loving maternity, intuition, and 

sensitivity.”104  In truth, this concept was in existence long before the nineteenth century 

and was really only applied to the wealthy upper class.105  However, with the growth of 

industrialization and the rising wealth of the middle class, the “lady” ideal was extended 

to include the upper middle class women.106  Essentially, the lady was expected to remain 

pleasant at all times, cook healthy meals for her family, have an amateur level education 

in the arts, and most importantly to be quiet on all matters outside of her domestic 

sphere.107  Women were encouraged to learn to play some instruments or sing, but to 

keep such interests well-contained so as not to distract her from her wife-mother duties.  

Such expectations were reinforced in widely disseminated sermons and popular literature.  

As Blair explained “God – said clergymen, medical men, and popular writers – created 
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woman with a natural or biologically moral superiority over man…thus her ability to 

dispense goodness uniquely qualified her as moral caretaker [of the home].”108    

 Women‟s clubs and by extension women‟s music clubs were seen as reasonable 

ventures into the otherwise male public sphere since they usually centered their activities 

around literature, education, and the arts, all of which fostered moral and upstanding 

households.  Blair identifies the type of feminism exhibited in women‟s clubs as 

“domestic feminism.”  Women club members pushed against barriers, but they did so “on 

the basis of old-fashioned goals like love of nation, family, beauty, home, and 

sharing…so the work was acceptable and nonthreatening to the upholders of the status 

quo.”109   For example, Mrs. Stella Prince Stocker, president of the St. Cecilia Society of 

Deluth, Minnesota, explained the promotion of art music in the United States as a duty 

that would inevitably circle around to the home.  According to Stocker, “America is not a 

musical land, and if she is ever to become so, it may be partly owing to the women, who 

live an unpretentious life in their homes,” and she continued the “present conditions of 

our country almost force upon women, as a lovely duty, the earnest cultivation of music 

and other arts.”110  Thus, Stocker urged women to fulfill their obligations within music 

clubs:  

Let us create a musical atmosphere in our homes. Let us study music in all its  
forms and as deeply as possible, not merely as a brilliant accomplishment, but as a 
vital force which shall rise us to a higher life. Every woman who would lead a 
musical life should belong to a musical society.111 

Mrs. James L. Blair, president of the Morning Choral Club of St. Louis, Missouri, 

claimed that the musical training and education offered by the women‟s music clubs 

“resulted in a much higher character of home culture in musical matters.”112  According 

to Blair, this affect was acknowledged by both club members and non-members as having 

successfully “impart[ed] a musical knowledge of subjects, a desire for improvement, and 
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a very general and effective culture and refinement of musical taste.”113  Mrs. James L. 

Blair‟s statement indicates that she believed a musically advanced home, as a result of 

domestic women‟s efforts, could supply necessary positive effects on the rest of society.  

Mrs. Olivia H. Grosvenor, president of the Rubinstein Club of Memphis Tennessee, 

perpetuated the notion of separate spheres in her justification of women‟s music clubs, 

which is an example of Blair‟s concept of “domestic feminism.”  Grosvenor claimed that 

a woman‟s sphere and a man‟s are not the same.114  She believed that within the home 

“the woman, the wife, the mother, should look to it that the soldier, the husband, the 

father find comfort, find peace, find harmony; for not alone does the body need repose, 

but the mind needs rest.”115  Thus, Grosvenor described the Tennessee Rubenstein as 

consisting of “twenty-five brave women seeking to cultivate the talents given them for 

the pleasure and benefit of home.”116  Starting in the second half of the nineteenth century 

more formal women‟s clubs began to organize all over the United States.   

Women‟s music clubs can trace their roots to the active leadership of two more 

general women‟s clubs, Sorosis in New York and the New England Women‟s Club in 

Boston, both founded in 1868.  To celebrate twenty-one years of growth, the founder of 

Sorosis, Jane “Jennie June” Cunningham Croly, consolidated the women‟s club 

movement by organizing the General Federation of Women‟s Clubs in 1889.  The idea 

for an exclusively female club was born when Jane Croly and other female journalists 

were denied entrance to a dinner in honor of Charles Dickens that was held by the men of 

the Press Club of New York in 1868.117  To understand the motivations for her actions, it 

is important to note that by 1868 Croly was already an accomplished journalist; she had 

written for the New York newspapers the World, the Tribune, the Times, Noah’s Sunday 

Paper, and the Messenger. 118 Jane Croly‟s journalism experience made her qualified to 

attend the special event, yet she and other women journalists were denied entrance solely 

on the grounds of their sex.  Thus, Croly decided that there was a need for a “club 
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composed of women only, that should manage its own affairs, represent as far as possible 

the active interests of women, and create a bond of fellowship between them.”119 

According to Jane Croly, the difference between Sorosis and the New England 

Woman‟s Club was that of focus and modus operandi.120  Sorosis was “strictly a 

woman‟s club…made by women for women, possibly to found an „order‟ of women, but, 

in any case, to form a center of unity, not upon the ground of conviction or philanthropy, 

but womanhood alone, and [the] desire to know and be helpful”; whereas the New 

England Woman‟s Club “began with a philanthropic idea, and was composed of men as 

well as women.” 121  Ultimately, the perseverance and resilience of the goal-driven 

women in both clubs became models for contemporary and future club women.    

 In the year 1889, Sorosis in New York sent a proposal to ninety-seven musical 

and non-musical clubs to attend a three-day convention they were organizing.  It would 

be held from March 18th to March 20th with the goal of sharing methods to further the 

larger aims of the federation, which were to unite in the pursuit of “self culture and 

intellectual improvement.”122  The General Federation of Women‟s Clubs was meant to 

“turn the thoughts of the members from the old meaningless routine of social life into a 

wider, more stimulating interest in and participation in educational and civic affairs.”123   

The initial call clarified the strategy of the convention by stating the topics to be 

discussed: 

the enunciation of the women‟s club idea and its point of departure from the 
society; the data upon which to gauge the extent to which in twenty-one years 
club life has grown among women; in what it consists and how it differs from the 
club life of man; the methods and their operation; results obtained and outlook for  
the future; and the influence exerted upon the communities in which they exist124 

Of the ninety-seven clubs invited, sixty-one attended the three day convention held at the 

Madison Square Theater in New York City.125  After the decision to officially establish 

the General Federation of Women‟s Clubs, the participants immediately appointed a 
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board of advisors that discussed drafts for a constitution; formed a states‟ correspondence 

committee; opened and continued correspondence with clubs and clubwomen; and built a 

membership base.126  The General Federation of Women‟s Clubs was officially 

sanctioned at the Ratification Convention held April 23rd though 25th 1890 at the Scottish 

Rite Hall on Madison Avenue in New York.127  The national organization provided a 

central body to which clubwomen from all over the United States could report and be 

held accountable, and from which they could gain encouragement and grow from ideas 

shared with other clubs.  The motto of the new organization reflected this sentiment, in 

simple direct prose: “Unity in Diversity.”128  

Although the General Federation of Women‟s Clubs did not exclude music clubs, 

its establishment set an example that would later inform the formation of the National 

Federation of Music Clubs.  In fact, a transition from a national organization of general 

women‟s clubs to a national organization focused specifically on women‟s music clubs 

was not difficult since music was already a vital component of clubs of varied interests.  

Blair points out that the General Federation of Women‟s Clubs, “with access to a wide 

range of interest groups, pressed for public access to classical and folk music in every 

setting.”129  

 In writing the General Federation of Women‟s Clubs‟ history, Mary J. Wood 

explained that the organization held a large council meeting at the World‟s Columbian 

Exposition on May 18, 1893, involving delegates that represented twenty-eight clubs 

from thirty-one states and an overall membership base of twenty thousand women.130  

The newly thriving General Federation of Women‟s Clubs used its exhibit at the Chicago 

Exposition to make the organization highly visible to other clubwomen and the visiting 

public.  As a result, an additional one hundred and fifty-six women‟s clubs and one men‟s 

club responded with interest to join the Federation.131  Such a positive response was 

surely difficult to ignore.  The formation of the General Federation of Women‟s Clubs 

was a significant accomplishment for clubwomen with diverse interests in America.  
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Essentially, the formation of the General Federation of Women‟s Clubs paved the way 

for a separate but similar organization for women‟s music clubs at the national level.     

Rose Fay Thomas (1852-1929) was the wife of the Theodore Thomas, the 

Chicago Exposition‟s music director and later founding conductor of the Chicago 

Symphony Orchestra.  Even before she met Theodore Thomas, however, Rose Fay was 

already active in the city of Chicago and in music. Several years after her mother died, 

Rose Fay moved from her home-town in St. Alban‟s, Vermont to live with her much 

older sister, Melusina Fay Peirce (1836-1923), in Cambridge Massachusetts.132   Joan 

Bentley Hoffman claims that living with her sister Melusina was “an important influence 

on Rose Fay‟s sense of women‟s potential in the arts,” since Peirce was “an avid feminist 

and a pioneer in the women‟s movement.”133 It is important to note that Melusina Peirce 

also founded a women‟s orchestra.134  While Rose Fay lived in Boston, she studied 

alongside the poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow‟s daughters.135   Hoffman further 

explains that Rose Fay‟s brother, Charles Norman Fay, “was an entrepreneur with 

business interests in New York and Chicago,” and her sister was “Amy Fay (1844-1928), 

a [famous] concert pianist, writer, teacher, and music clubwoman, whose letters from 

Europe were gathered into an important nineteenth century book on music, Music Study 

in Germany.”136  According to Hoffman, Charles Fay moved to Chicago in 1877, and “by 

the next year, Rose Fay and her sisters Amy and Lilly left Boston and joined him in 

Chicago,” where the Fays “became part of a bustling arts community literally rebuilding 

itself after the loss of theaters, opera houses, music stores, schools, and music halls in the 

Great Fire of 1871.”137  Rose Fay was not a performer like her sister Amy Fay, but she 

remained an active presence in the arts by contributing her critiques of musical 

happenings in Chicago to newspapers and periodicals.  In an 1895 article published in 

Ladies’ Home Journal about Rose Fay Thomas, Mrs. Hamilton Mott praised Rose Fay 
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Thomas‟s music critiques by explaining that Thomas used a “combination of generosity 

and discrimination with a thorough knowledge of her subject,” which “gave her 

criticisms unusual value…her literary and artistic talents united in the ability to produce 

art as well as music criticisms for periodicals.” 138 

Theodore Thomas (1835-1905) was a highly successful and influential musician 

and conductor in New York when the Fay family moved to Chicago.  However, in 1889 

Charles Fay traveled to New York to talk to Theodore Thomas to inquire whether he 

would come to Chicago if there were the possibility of conducting a permanent 

orchestra.139  Apparently, Theodore Thomas replied “I would go to hell if they gave me 

an orchestra.”140  This legendary exchange led to the formation of the Chicago Symphony 

Orchestra in 1891, with Theodore Thomas as its first conductor.  How Rose Fay met 

Theodore Thomas is not certain, but they married on May 7, 1890, thus joining two 

individuals who were committed to the promotion of art music throughout the United 

States.  Together, both Thomases would benefit enormously from the monumental 

Chicago World‟s Columbian Exposition.  Rose Fay‟s relationship to Theodore Thomas 

and his position as director of music at the Chicago Exposition undoubtedly made it 

easier for women‟s clubs to secure a specific spot in the main concert series for the 

exposition, as well as attract many women‟s music clubs to her convention.  Given 

Theodore Thomas‟s eventual fame it may be easy to forget that with Rose Fay‟s family 

background and connections, Theodore Thomas gained as much from marrying her as 

she did from marrying him.   

The Chicago Club was founded in 1877, which is just eight years after the first 

known women‟s music club, the Rossini Club of Portland, Maine was founded in 1867.  

Rose Fay Thomas was involved with the Chicago Amateur Musical Club for at least ten 

years prior to the Chicago Exposition.  A yearbook dated from the years 1883 to 1884 

lists a committee on active membership consisting of four members, of which Rose Fay 

was both the secretary and treasurer.141    Between 1891 and 1893, Thomas served as 

president and librarian for the Chicago club.  Considering Rose Fay Thomas‟s influence 
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in the Chicago Club, and that club‟s role as a model for other clubs, a look at the Chicago 

Amateur Musical Club in closer detail will provide insight into how individual clubs 

formed and the larger movement grew.   

Like the beginnings of many other clubs, the Chicago Club started out as a small 

group of women who met in private homes to discuss and play music.  The women 

enjoyed their time together and reached out to their friends, bringing others into the club.  

They identified themselves as a group of amateur female musicians bound together by a 

serious love for the performance and cultivation of art music and its history.  Their 

numbers steadily grew and the women of the Chicago Club moved their meetings out of 

private homes and into piano warerooms in downtown Chicago where they met for little 

to no charges.142  When active membership grew in number to about twenty-five to thirty 

members the clubs outgrew the small piano warerooms and the Chicago club decided that 

each woman should pay a one dollar annual dues fee; shortly thereafter, the club created a 

set of by-laws.143  By this time, the club was well organized and held meetings every 

other Monday that included short performances by performers who were chosen at the 

previous meeting.144  The club members‟ deep love for art music led to programs that 

were “tastefully selected,” which Rose Fay Thomas explained were “so well performed, 

that by and by the friends of members became anxious to come and enjoy them also,” 

which lead to heated discussions regarding a new category of associate membership.145    

Rose Fay Thomas‟s retelling of the Chicago Club‟s discussion regarding 

categories of membership is possibly the first of its kind, which may indicate that it was 

one of the earliest clubs to make this distinction.  Even though the Chicago Club is not 

the first women‟s music club on record, its founding date in 1873 places it among the 

first.  Active membership became restricted to performing musicians; associate or 

honorary members were non-performing members who patronized the club by paying 
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dues to gain entry into club concerts.146  However, the Chicago Club did not put a cap on 

either active or associate membership and their numbers grew to almost 400 members.147   

According to Rose Fay Thomas, the decision to include an associate membership 

meant that the: 

character of the club necessarily changed.  In place of a small circle of friends, 
meeting to play and sing for each other…, personally interested in the work of all  
the others…and charitable in criticizing what was weak, we had now a totally 
different atmosphere in the club. The enlarged active membership, drawn from all  
parts of the city, brought in so many strangers that the social element disappeared 
entirely, and the members only met on a purely musical basis. 148   

Unfortunately, Thomas does not clarify the numbers of active and associate members 

within the 400 member list, which makes it difficult to envision the extent to which the 

atmosphere may have changed.  She provided the reader with another clue, however, by 

explaining that the large number of associate members  

brought in what was practically only a paying audience, and this audience  
demanded in return for its subscriptions its money‟s worth of music, and criticised 
[sic] the performers as unmercifully as if they had been professional artists.149 

One can imagine that with the increased number of active members changing the original 

club atmosphere from a close group of friends to a large gathering of women simply 

performing for each other, criticism may indeed have become harsher, or was perceived 

as such, since the care taken with friends would not be in play.  Outside criticism from 

demanding audiences only increased the pressure to play well, which may have also 

contributed to the sterner judgments among active members.  Rose Fay Thomas admitted 

that an unpleasant side effect of increasing expectations was that the “mediocre 

musicians” were eventually not asked to play at all.150  Thus, it was the club member‟s 

duty to remain diligent in her practice habits if she wished to perform.   

Rose Fay Thomas pointed out “that if the associate members had taken the social 

life out of the club, it had introduced something of far greater importance, and this was a 

musical standard.”151  From this point onward, the desire to cultivate superior musical 
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skills gained momentum and standards for active membership became higher.  Music 

teachers in Chicago became more actively interested in coaching the young talented club 

members; concerts became so popular that seats sold out long before the concerts took 

place.152  The club became better organized and created a more solid constitution and set 

of by-laws along with formalizing a board of officers.153  Visiting guest performers 

whose instruments were not played by active members were brought in to maintain a 

diverse concert program.154    

The Chicago Amateur Musical Club had the advantage of building and growing 

their organization within a flourishing city that was eager to prove itself, which means 

they had access to performance halls, wealthy patrons, and powerful members of society 

as allies.  Yet Rose Fay Thomas had her own theories as to what made the Chicago Club 

a prominent success among other groups during that time.   Surprisingly, Thomas 

believed that the Chicago Club‟s openness to women of all classes was the “first and 

foremost” reason for their continued success.155  She argued that in spite of the club‟s 

beginnings as a “little circle of society women,” the club “allowed any respectable 

woman, who was a fine enough musician to pass the preliminary tests, to be eligible for 

membership, irrespective of what her social status may be.”156  This explanation only 

applied to active members and not to the associate members, whose sole duty was pay 

dues and provide monetary support.  With an annual fee of up to $10, associate 

membership was limited by default to those who were able to afford such an expenditure.  

Still, Thomas clarified that in the active performer membership, the “millionaire‟s 

daughter is placed side by side with the obscure music teacher”; though she did not 

address the question of ethnic or racial backgrounds.157  Rose Fay Thomas credited the 

skills of the executive committee to effectively delegate duties and responsibilities as a 

second reason for the success of the Chicago Club.158  Delegating responsibilities ensures 

that the handful of officers avoid becoming overburdened.  On the other hand, 

emphasizing first that the club does not allow class prejudice to eclipse high musical 
                                                 
152 Thomas, 209.   
153 Ibid.  
154 Ibid.    
155 Ibid., 211.  
156 Ibid.  
157 Ibid.    
158 Ibid. 



36 
 

standards was not surprising, since that was the original goal of the club.  A final factor in 

the Club‟s success is multi-faceted: there was supposedly a lack of rivalries and 

jealousies among members; elections ran smoothly; and most importantly all of the 

members unselfishly put the advancement of the club before individual agendas.159  An 

observation of the clubs present at Rose Fay Thomas‟s Convention reveals that many 

clubs shared these same values, which gave club women enough common ground to build 

confidence.  Recognizing their common values also meant that they could appreciate 

what was unique about each group.  By sharing their different ideas and approaches, club 

women were able to learn and grow from each other.   
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CHAPTER 4 
 

The National Convention of Women’s Amateur Musical Clubs 
 
 
 
 

Following the paradigm provided by the three-day convention held by the General 

Federation of Women‟s Clubs in 1889, Rose Fay Thomas seized the opportunity for 

women‟s music clubs to connect at the Chicago World‟s Columbian Exposition.  She 

organized a National Convention of Women‟s Amateur Musical Clubs, to be held at the 

Chicago Exposition between June 21st and June 24th.   Thomas invited the forty-two 

known women‟s music clubs in the United States and an impressive thirty-four attended.  

Rose Fay Thomas used her position as chairman of the Committee on Representation of 

Women‟s Amateur Musical Clubs to organize the convention.  The committee was part 

of the Bureau of Music at the World‟s Columbian Exposition, which was under the 

direction of Theodore Thomas.160  Thus, Rose Fay Thomas‟s convention was officially 

recognized by the World‟s Congress Auxiliary.  The main objective of the four-day 

Convention was to discuss and share ideas and procedures among the clubs and to 

encourage the formation of a national federation of women‟s musical clubs.  This was 

accomplished by having a paper read by every club present, and even one not present; 

many concluded with a short performance by members of their club.161  Shared values 

were reflected in the goals set forth at the convention: 

 [First], to show the actual standard of musical culture among the best class of 
American women in all parts of the country, and the character and quality of the 
educational work in music being done by Women‟s Amateur Musical Clubs; 
[Second], to stimulate the formation of clubs and improve the work of those  

                                                 
160 The Record, 104. 
161 If the club performed, a list of the repertoire and the names of the performers was included at the end of 
the copy of the paper read published in The Record.  



38 
 

already organized, by giving them an opportunity to measure themselves with 
each other; [and Third], to give national recognition to this department of  
women‟s educational work, hitherto overlooked.162 

In 1898, Rose Fay Thomas‟s ideas and vision later materialized as the National 

Federation of Music Clubs, which Karen J. Blair described as “the largest and most 

influential organization uniting women‟s musical societies” of all time.163 

One might ask, why the emphasis on “amateur” and not a club strictly for the best 

and most professional? Rose Fay Thomas addressed this issue in her opening remarks at 

the convention by stating that: 

 The fundamental value of amateur music does not lie in the facility with which  
 the fingers can manipulate the keys or the voice can trill a song, but in the deeper  
 and broader culture it gives to the mind and heart – the power to think and feel  
 with the mighty creators and their noble interpreters, and to follow them into  
 those supernal realms of art whose portals only fully open to those who hold the  
 mystic keys.164 

On the other hand, the word amateur could imply that these clubs were simply social 

gatherings for musical dilettantes, during which music was the main topic.  Many of the 

clubs admitted that their beginnings were more like this.  Despite some of the negative 

connotations associated with the word, the etymological roots of “amateur” means lover 

of that subject, a devotee, or an admirer.165  The term is also defined as “one who engages 

in a pursuit, study, science, or sport as a pastime rather than as a profession.”166  So the 

combination of the two definitions implies that there is room to grow and to learn; the 

passion of the amateur will be the driving force.  As is evident in the previous discussion 

of the Chicago “Amateur” Musical Club, many club women did not remain amateurs for 

long.  Michael Broyles pointed out that female club musicians probably kept the title 

“amateur” in order to avoid being associated with some of the negative aspects of a 

career in music performance.167  Professional musicians were often viewed as lower class 

since playing for money suggests the musician is in need, whereas an amateur is great but 
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wealthy enough to display talents without needing payment.  Thus, the word amateur 

within the context of the late nineteenth century does not necessarily imply lesser talent.     

The Chicago Amateur Musical Club had at least sixteen years before the Chicago 

World‟s Columbian Exposition to strengthen itself and to reach out to other clubs.  Rose 

Fay‟s involvement with the Amateur Musical Club of Chicago made it easier for her to 

build a network, which with the aid of the growing prestigious reputation of the Chicago 

Club, drew other women‟s music clubs to her four-day convention at the exposition.  

Rose Fay Thomas explained in 1892 that “it often happens that musical women in other 

cities write to the president, or other executive members of this Chicago Club, to ask 

something about the methods which have been so singularly successful here.”  Thomas‟s 

comment clarifies that the Chicago club‟s success was recognized by less established 

clubs and thus became an exemplar of club organization.  Her statement also provides 

insight into how influential the Chicago club may have been for growing music clubs.  In 

fact, the Chicago club‟s impact is openly acknowledged in some of the clubs‟ papers read 

at the convention.  For example, Mrs. Frank Allyn, president of the Ladies‟ Musical Club 

of Tacoma Washington, referred to the Chicago club as their “sister organization” and 

praised them by claiming that “[the Amateur Musical Club, of Chicago] has led the way 

for other musical clubs throughout the United States to follow.”168 Miss Gertrude 

Sherman, president of the Amateur Musical Club of Brooklyn New York, explained that 

“one of our members, while visiting Chicago, attended a recital by the local Amateur 

Musical Club, and its good work made such an impression that the impulse to found such 

a club in Brooklyn was received and acted upon.”169  The Brooklyn club even used the 

constitution and bylaws from the Chicago Club as a guide in creating their own 

constitution and rules.170  Clearly, Rose Fay Thomas‟s involvement with the emergence 

of the women‟s club movement did not originate with the idea to convene at the Chicago 

Exposition.   

A consideration of the rhetoric and ideas exchanged at the four-day convention at 

the Chicago Exposition informs our understanding of the development of the women‟s 

club movement in the United States.  Fortunately, the event was recorded and collected 
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into a one hundred and four page program booklet that is still available at the National 

Federation of Music Clubs‟ headquarters.  As Karen J. Blair observes: 

interspersed among the recitals and performances by clubwomen at the Chicago  
fair were sessions critical to the growth of a national network, enabling club  
representatives to describe the organizational activities of their membership.  In 
embryonic form, the representatives outlined the work that would be undertaken 
by growing numbers of women‟s music clubs for generations to come.171   

Among the most striking observations that can be made about the clubs that 

attended Thomas‟s Convention is the geographic distribution of the thirty-four clubs 

present (Fig. 5).  Many of them came from cities in the east and what is known today as 

the “mid-west.”  Yet there were also clubs from Kansas, Montana, Washington State, and 

California.  Clubs coming from states located much further west than Chicago is 

especially significant considering how “western” Chicago was already regarded.  For 

instance, the first club to address to the convention was the Ladies‟ Musical Club of 

Tacoma, Washington.172  Their spot as the first club to present was probably not 

coincidental as it may have been chosen to signify how far-reaching women‟s music 

club‟s activities were already since the Tacoma club was well-organized by the time of 

the convention.  Even though other western clubs were present at the convention, the 

Tacoma club was likely chosen to go first because of its long history on the west coast.  

Mrs. Frank Allyn, the Washington club president in 1893, claimed that the Washington 

club “was the first of its kind, composed entirely of women, on the Pacific coast.”173  The 

Tacoma club was founded just three years prior to the Chicago Exposition in 1890 and its 

membership had reached 200: 100 active members, ninety associate, and ten honorary.  

By its second year, the Tacoma club had strict audition requirements for active members.  

Allyn described the audition process:  

in order to elevate the musical standard of our club and to admit as active  
members only those who are capable…an examining board was appointed [to] 
vote upon and decide as to the musical attainments of applicants for active  
membership.174   

The Abbey-Cheney Amateurs club of San Francisco, California formed in 1890 and was 

just as solidly organized as the Tacoma, Washington club and located even further west.  
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Mrs. Charles Lacy Plumb, former president of the San Francisco club, asserted that “the 

„Far West‟ [had] not been slow in recognizing the prominent place woman [was] holding 

and must hold in educational organizations.”175  As such, the San Francisco club, named 

after an influential music teacher Mrs. John Vance Cheney, had a board of elected 

officers, a constitution and bylaws, and met every other week.176   

The Ladies‟ Musical Club of Seattle, Washington also openly addressed the 

importance of their Western location.  Mrs. A. B. Stewart, acting president of the Seattle 

club, considered: 

 When the name of Seattle is called, it would not surprise me to hear you say: „Can 
any good come out of Nazareth?‟ Is it possible that in so remote a corner of our 
Union there exists enough culture and appreciation of music necessary for the  
growth and development of an organization of this kind? The Ladies‟ Musical 
Club, of Seattle, is here to-day [sic], with all due modesty, to answer that  
question.177  

Stewart admitted that building a club to foster western art music traditions was difficult in 

an area that was still being developed more generally itself.178  However, she credited the 

club‟s director, Mrs. Martha Blanke Churchill, a former student of Franz Liszt, with 

providing a start in music education for the Seattle club because of her solid music 

background.  Formed in 1891, the Seattle club had 100 members by the time of the 

Convention and gave a recital at each of their bimonthly meetings: one an active member 

recital and the other a general concert to which all active and associate members and 

friends were invited.179  An even greater advantage gained from the attendance of far 

west clubs was that they opened more communication with clubs in the east.  The western 

clubs could potentially function as “club missionaries” to the western portion of the 

United States to help continue the growth of women‟s music clubs across the nation.180  

Thus, the presence of these distant clubs at the Convention was a strong testament to the 

potential of how much further women‟s music clubs could reach.   
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Much like the Amateur Musical Club of Chicago, many women‟s music clubs at 

the convention described their beginnings with a handful of women that eventually grew 

into healthy memberships that distinguished between active and associate or honorary 

members.181 Many clubs differed from the Chicago club, however, by setting a maximum 

number of active members.  In so doing, club officers believed that fewer active positions 

created competition for available spots, which eliminated weaker performers and 

ultimately encouraged a higher level of playing.  The Amateur Musical Club of 

Brooklyn, New York was formed in 1892 with 150 members of which only one-third 

were active and the rest were associate members.  The President of the Brooklyn club, 

Miss Gertrude Sherman, explained that the active membership numbers were restricted 

since they preferred “quality to quantity.”182  The Amateur Musical Club of Rock Island 

and Moline, Illinois, also limited active membership for similar reasons.  Mrs. J.R. 

Kimbal, president of the Illinois club, summarized the club‟s membership policy: “As 

one of the aims of the club is to elevate the standard of music, and as this was a task only 

the best musicians we possessed could undertake, the number was limited to fifteen 

active members.”183  The Schubert Club of St. Paul, Minnesota was initially formed in 

1884, fell apart, and attempted to regroup in 1888, but admitted that as a result of the 

“tender heartedness of the officers, all of the old members, good, bad and indifferent, 

were readmitted, the new rules were not enforced and the club soon sank back to its dead 

level of mediocrity.”184  This statement reveals that like many other clubs, the Schubert 

club believed that vital to the club‟s survival was having talented and goal-driven 

members.  To avoid a third failure, the club designed and enforced a unique, rigorous, but 

ultimately fair set of audition requirements for prospective active members: 

having first been introduced by two members of the club, each candidate has been 
examined by the committee behind closed curtains, not seeing her or being seen 
by her. Hence there has been no opportunity for fear or prejudice, and each person 
has been admitted solely upon her merit as a musician. The candidate when  
examined has been known simply by number, never by name, and after she has 
sung or played, the committee, without a word or comment, or consultation, has 
cast folded ballots, the chairman announcing the result to the secretary at the close  

                                                 
181 A few clubs have a membership for music students; these were often pupils of the music teachers who 
were members of the club.   
182 The Record, 9. Emphasis original.   
183 Ibid., 27.  
184 Ibid., 49.  
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of the meeting.  Those who fail to become active members may become associate  
members by paying the larger fee.185 

Many of the other clubs did not enumerate their reasons for limiting active membership, 

but simply stated that it was necessary, such as: The Monday Music Club of Orange, 

New Jersey; The Morning Musical Club of Fort Wayne, Indiana; the Morning Choral 

Club of St. Louis, Missouri, etc.  Varied types of membership ensured the survival of the 

clubs by providing a stable source of revenue and a dependable core of audience 

members for club concerts, as many of the groups mandated relatively frequent private 

concerts.   

Many of the clubs expanded their mission to incorporate music education, which 

included the study of topics such as: music history, music theory, composer biographies, 

and music literature.  For example, the previously mentioned Abbey-Cheney Club of San 

Francisco, California focused on muscle fluidity in performance and followed a rigorous 

course of study that included readings of comprehensive music history papers, composer 

biographies, comparative fugue analysis, and study of the sonata form.186 The Ladies‟ 

Musical Club of Seattle, Washington discussed the biography of a featured composer 

each meeting and “various numbers on the programme [sic] are calculated to furnish a 

closer glimpse into [that composer‟s] style and methods.”187  The Cecilian Society of 

Deluth, Minnesota had one of the most multi-faceted education programs of the groups at 

the convention.  They alternated recital meetings with study meetings, which contained 

lessons in the lives of great composers; music theory; stringed and wind instruments, 

piano, and voice; review of the methods of celebrated teachers; the opera and oratorio; 

literary works of great musicians; and even study of the laws of sound.188 The Amateur 

Musical Club of Joliet, Illinois combined education with performance by reading an 

essay on the background of the composer after his work was performed by one of the 

                                                 
185 The Record, 50. 
186 Ibid., 85.  The practice of relaxing the body to increase muscle fluidity seems related to the popular 
Alexander Technique, which was developed around 1890.  It is not immediately clear if the San Francisco 
club knew of the developing method.  Awareness is probably unlikely since the founder, Frederick 
Matthias Alexander was active in Australia from the date of his birth in 1869 until he moved to London in 
1904 where he remained until his death in 1955.  For more on the history of the Alexander Technique, 
please visit  http://www.stat.org.uk/pages/printhistory.htm (accessed March 17, 2011).   
187 Ibid., 64. 
188 Ibid., 20.  The “literary works of great musicians” were letters written by composers, criticisms of other 
works written by the composers, or even observations.   
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members.189  Even Rose Fay Thomas learned of ways to elevate her Amateur Musical 

Club and admitted that: 

in executive work our Chicago club is as far in advance of the other clubs as it is  
behind them in actual musical knowledge, but the club convention of this week 
will prove a great incentive to us all to add to our scheme of work each year a  
regular course of study, such as other clubs take up, thus enlarging our intellectual 
horizon till it equals our executive ability.190   

Emphasis on music education as a valuable practice by many of the clubs ultimately 

boosted the women‟s confidence to promote art music culture in their cities and states, 

since a solid background in all respects of music better informed their programs.    

 Club music education focused on pieces and composers that were considered to 

be part of the Western art music canon, or a list of works believed to be the greatest 

works of art composed.191  The Amateur Musical Club of Joliet, Illinois explained, “when 

this club was formed [in 1889], it was decided from the outset to begin with the study of 

the masters, commencing with Bach, and then each of the others in turn, their 

compositions to be played by the members of the club.”192  The Music Students‟ Club of 

Davenport, Iowa extended their education to include composers much earlier than Bach 

in addition to popular seventeenth through nineteenth century composers, such as 

Palestrina, Frescobaldi, Scarlatti, Marcello, Verdi, Lully, Rameau, Couperin, Gounod, 

Beethoven, Chopin, and Grieg.193  Their performance at the convention reflected the 

Iowa club‟s taste for high art music with performances of pieces by Lachner, Rossini, 

Rubinstein, Verdi, Liszt, and Haydn.194   

In reality, club women were upper middle to high class citizens and were often 

married to wealthy men; they were considered to be “high class.”  So these women 

already valued high art music, which was often comprised of works from the previously 

                                                 
189 The Record, 29.  I refer to “his work” since the club‟s study was limited to include only the great male 
composers.  While many of the clubs later made it a point to include performances of women composers‟ 
music, this did not happen until the early twentieth century.    
190 Ibid., 87.   
191 Pieces that are considered to be part of the canon change from person to person, but it mainly contains 
works from the Baroque to Romantic periods.   
192 Ibid., 29.  They do not specify which member of the Bach family they wished to study and play.  They 
claimed to work with what they considered to be the study of masters, but their convention performance 
featured Schubert and Chopin alongside composers such as: E. Merwin, A. Thomas, F. Lynes, Katheline 
Rogers, and Chadwick.   
193 Ibid., 33. 
194 Ibid., 34.   
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mentioned Western art music canon.  After some of the clubs grounded themselves in 

European high art music traditions, they often promoted works by women and American 

composers, but never before.  For instance, the St. Cecilia Society of Grand Rapids, 

Michigan‟s description of their music focus includes American music almost as an 

afterthought: “during the past year [leading up to June 1893] an afternoon has been given 

each to French and German composers…the works of Chopin, Rubinstein and Beethoven 

have received consideration; also American Music.”195  One might assume that women‟s 

music clubs would focus most on the promotion of female composers since many wished 

to elevate women‟s position in society.  As the previous survey indicates, however, this 

was not the case; at least not in the beginning.   In her book, Gender and the Musical 

Canon, Marcia J. Citron explained that a canon‟s formation “involves a lengthy historical 

process that engages many cultural variables.”196  American music composers were 

probably excluded from the Western canon because it already had such a lengthy 

European tradition, which made it much more difficult for American music to gain a 

place within the canon.   Citron further pointed out that “canons simultaneously reflect, 

instigate, and perpetuate value systems” and “they encode ideologies that are further 

legitimized through the canon.”197   Discussion of the factors that lead to the formation of 

the Western art music canon, and its embodiment of middle to upper class white male 

values, is beyond the scope of this thesis.  However, if the Western music canon is a 

reflection of societal values, then the exclusion of women from said canon is an 

indication of the values of the time.  One of Citron‟s theories for the near absence of 

women in the music canon is that “professionalism has a lot to do with the chances for 

inclusion in the canon”; many women were “devalued because they were not considered 

professionals.”198   However, education was a powerful tool, especially for women who 

were discouraged or prevented from earning an education beyond what was needed to run 

a wholesome home.  Thus, acquiring an education in high art music in addition to 

learning to play valuable pieces well would ultimately encourage many men and women 

to take music club women more seriously as professionals.  For better or worse, the clubs 

                                                 
195 The Record, 41.   
196 Marcia J. Citron, Gender and the Musical Canon, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 19.   
197 Ibid.    
198 Ibid., 10.   
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needed to establish themselves as having mastered high art music traditions before 

turning their focus to American or female composers.   

 Towards the end of the nineteenth century, women either sang or played 

instruments that were socially acceptable.  Appropriate instruments were those that would 

allow the female musician to appear lady-like while playing, these included: the piano, 

plucked string instruments, and eventually the violin.  This trend was reflected in the 

types of instruments women played in the early women‟s music clubs or the activities 

they engaged in, with few exceptions.  For instance, many of the clubs were 

predominantly choral groups, most of which were lead by male conductors.  The Matinee 

Musicale Club of La Fayette, Indiana, formed in 1890, was a choral society that had a 

core of 100 members by 1893.199  Particularly successful, the Indiana club choir was lead 

by a male conductor, Max Leckner, and at the time of the convention had recently 

performed a concert with the Detroit Symphony Orchestra.200  The Ladies‟ Choral Club 

of Newark, New Jersey, formed in 1890 as well, was another mostly choral club.  Isabella 

Tiffany, president of the New Jersey club, made an effort to distinguish the club as a 

talented group, as they “were not content with preparing a few part songs and making 

[their] concert brilliant through solo numbers [only], [they had] given every time a 

concert of solid choral work, carefully studied, with solos only in relief.”201  Other choral 

clubs were: The Treble Clef Club of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; The Treble Clef Club of 

Los Angeles, California; and The Morning Choral Club of St. Louis, Missouri.   

The remainder of the clubs were a mixture of vocal and instrumental.  The 

Amateur Musical Club of Rock Island and Moline, Illinois, organized in 1892, claimed to 

have eight pianists, six vocalists, and one violinist; active membership was limited to 

fifteen members.202  The pioneering Rossini Club of Portland, Maine admits it began as a 

choral society, then ten years later in 1877-78 “became more instrumental in 

character.”203 Mrs. Emily K. Rand, the Maine club‟s president, explained that the Rossini 

club had given up its full-chorus practice in favor of smaller chamber vocal groups, 

added a violinist and a harpist, and by 1882 the club owned two pianos for duets and 
                                                 
199 The Record, 12.  
200 Ibid.  
201 Ibid., 16.  
202 Ibid., 27.    
203 Ibid., 37.  
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quartets.204  One surprising exception to the aforementioned acceptable instruments was 

the Ladies‟ Musical Society of Independence, Iowa; formed in 1884.  Mrs. L.W. Goen 

described their club as containing member proficiency on piano, cornet, French horn, 

Flageolet, mandolin, banjo, tambourine, guitar, pipe organ, and violin.205  The two brass 

instruments, cornet and French horn, stand out as exceptional for women players since 

they forced unattractive facial contortion to be played.  This club is also one of the only 

to explain that it had members who were both married and unmarried, which was not 

uncommon, but none of the other clubs actually made that distinction in their papers.  

Goen also made it a point to share that the Iowa club had divisions of chamber choral 

groups, traveling “concert companies,” and that members had received lessons from 

vocal and instrumental teachers in Boston, New York, Chicago, Dubuque, Des Moines, 

and other cities.206 Other clubs made up for the limited variety of instruments played by 

their members by inviting guest artists, who were often men that played instruments 

considered socially unacceptable for women.   

 Many of the clubs represented at the convention were so well-organized and 

financially stable, that they regularly brought in guest artists and in some cases guest 

orchestras.   For example, the Morning Musical Club of St. Louis, Missouri was a choral 

group, that often invited solo guest artists to diversify their concert programs.207  Mrs. 

William H. Myers, president of the Morning Musical Club of Fort Wayne, Indiana, 

explained that each year the club “brought more than one guest artist from abroad, 

including Mr. Sternburg, Mr. Hyllested, Mrs. Bishop, Mrs. Corinne Moore Lawson, 

Madame Bloomfield and the Philharmonic, Club of Detroit.”208 Myers does not divulge 

the costs involved in presenting these guests, but including any extra artists was 

impressive, especially considering the club had only been formed in 1890, just three 

years prior to the Convention.  Her list of activities also includes the collaboration of the 

                                                 
204 The Record, 37. One piano was a Chickering that the club had already owned before 1882 and the other 
was a Steinway they had bought in 1882.   
205 Ibid., 82.  
206 Ibid., 83. Mrs. L.W. Goen does not clarify what she meant by “concert companies,” but that they were 
composed of a mother and three daughters in one and three sisters in the other.  Only the second is 
described as having traveled all of the United States.  It is possible that she was thought of these groups as 
small traveling companies that gave concerts in areas other than Independence Iowa.  Further research into 
this idea is beyond the scope of this paper, but certainly worth a deeper look.   
207 Ibid., 44.  
208 Ibid., 46.  
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Fort Wayne club with another music club, which may suggest cross-club relations 

already in place prior to the influence of the Amateur Musical Club of Chicago.209  Mrs. 

Edwin F. Uhl, president of the St. Cecilia Society of Grand Rapids, Michigan, explained 

the “work of the society was broadened by the addition of strings to the regular 

programmes [sic] by other than members of the society, giving our pianists opportunity 

for ensemble work.”210   

Some of the clubs even had guests perform with them on their accompanying 

performances at the Convention.  For instance, Mrs. J.R. Kimball of the Amateur Musical 

Club of Rock Island and Moline, Illinois, performed Donizetti‟s Cavatina from “La 

Favorita,” and “O, Mio Fernando” and was listed in the program with assistance by Mr. 

Mees on piano, Mr. Theo Spiering on violin, and Mr. M. Blodeck on Cello.211  The 

presence of these guest artists is unusual since the Illinois music club had eight pianists, 

six vocalists, and one violinist within their active membership; the club only needed the 

assistance of a guest cellist to fulfill the instrumentation of the work.212  Another large 

group, the St. Cecilia Society of Grand Rapids, Michigan, also brought in a guest violinist 

for its performance at the convention:  Mrs. F.B. Clark performed Beethoven‟s Sonata for 

piano and violin, Op. 24, Scherzo-Rondo with assistance from Mr. Wilbur Force on 

violin.213  This particular club modified its by-laws to allow men to join the club as 

associate members, so in this case Wilbur Force may have actually been an associate 

member of the Michigan club.214  This may also be true for many of the other clubs, but 

one cannot know for certain since the other clubs did not explain in detail their policies 

regarding male members.  The Liebling Amateur Club of Chicago, Illinois brought in an 

all-male string quartet to assist a performance of Bach‟s Triple Concerto in D.  Misses 

Flora Starr, Esther Pick, and Agnes Minzesheimer were all assisted by Mr. M. Bendix on 

first violin, Mr. E. Knollon on second violin, Mr. A. Junker on Viola, and Mr. W. Unger 

on cello.  Bringing in artists to perform with them at the Exposition would have made 

                                                 
209 The Amateur Musical Club of Rock Island and Moline, Illinois brought in guest artists from other clubs: 
Mrs. Samuel Adams Lynde from the Amateur Musical Club of Chicago and Mrs. Middleton from the 
Music Students‟ Club of Davenport, Iowa.  
210 The Record, 41.  
211 Ibid., 28.  
212 Ibid., 27.  
213 Ibid., 43.  
214 Ibid. 
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sense if the clubs needed to rehearse the pieces beforehand, but it would also have been 

costly if the club covered the guests‟ travel expenses.  It is possible that the clubs may 

have collaborated with the men upon arriving in Chicago, especially if they already had a 

practical knowledge of the pieces.  Nevertheless, collaboration with male guest artists 

suggests that in spite of shared interests in elevating woman‟s position in society, many 

of the clubs‟ primary goal was to perform and disseminate high art music, even if that 

meant including male musicians in the endeavor.   

Thomas‟s four-day convention became a source of inspiration and practical 

advice showing club women various ways they could promote art music culture in their 

cities and how gratifying such an experience could be.  The stronger and more well-

established clubs provided examples of how to survive and thrive for those groups who 

were just beginning while fledgling clubs offered a renewed source of excitement for 

clubs who may have needed a breath of fresh air.  Thus, there was a rejuvenated sense of 

hope for the future of women‟s music clubs as a result of the convention.  Mrs. Lula 

Emerson Davie, president of the Matinee Musicale Club of La Fayette, Indiana hoped 

that those who reflected upon the convention of women‟s music clubs would say: 

We read in the history of our club that its inspiration was received at the World‟s 
Fair, held in Chicago in 1893, at a convention called together by one Mrs.  
Theodore Thomas, to whose memory we would to-day [sic] do grateful homage,  
and we, the listening choirs, shall chant, Amen and Amen.215  

Mrs. Edwin F. Uhl, president of the St. Cecilia Society of Grand Rapids, Michigan, 

praised the convention by stating: 

 This convention of amateur clubs, so thoroughly planned and successfully carried 
out, must prove an inspiration to us all…the great wonder is that such a gathering  
had not been planned before, and to express the hope that the Women‟s Amateur 
Musical Clubs may, in the near future, hold many more successful conventions.216 

Ada E. Stephens, president of the Beethoven Club of Moline, Illinois, praised Rose Fay 

Thomas‟s efforts and exclaimed that “the musical women throughout the United States 

will hail this convention as an event which may mark an era in music in our country and 

one which should give a strong impulse to the organization of clubs and to the 

                                                 
215 The Record, 13. 
216 Ibid., 43.  
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consequent advancement of music among amateurs.”217  One can only imagine the thrill 

and renewed passion felt by any single organization after participating in the four-day 

event with thirty-three other similar clubs that had come together for the first time in 

history at an event as monumental as the World‟s Columbian Exposition.   
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Figure 5: Geographic Distribution of the clubs present at the National Convention of  
 Amateur Musical Clubs 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

Concluding Thoughts 
 
 
 
 

Considering that women‟s music clubs were already developing all over the 

United States before Rose Fay Thomas‟s Convention at the 1893 Chicago Exposition, it 

is likely that they would have continued to grow, especially since many of them were 

well- organized.   The women‟s club movement, however, would not have developed as 

rapidly in the beginning of the twentieth century without the Convention at the Chicago 

Exposition and Rose Fay Thomas‟s efforts.   Gathering at the Chicago Exposition was 

especially valuable for women since they officially helped plan and organize an event 

that pledged to be one of the largest and grandest events in United States history to date.  

The chance to meet at the exposition was truly a once-in-a-lifetime event and in many 

ways the perfect setting in which to start a club movement; Rose Fay Thomas was the 

ideal woman to initiate momentum.    

Even from a young age, Rose Fay was surrounded by high art music, strong 

women, and talented family members who supported her.   She built her own reputation 

in the arts as a successful music critic for Chicago newspapers and journals, as well as 

through her involvement with the highly respected and influential Amateur Musical Club 

of Chicago.  Rose Fay Thomas‟s love for music drove her ambition to spread what she 

believed would truly enrich vital culture in cities throughout the rapidly growing United 

States.   By the time Theodore Thomas met Rose Fay, her reputation in high art music 

circles was well known and respected; he had much to gain when he married her in 1890.  

Together, the Thomases‟ widely recognized achievements in the art music world 

compelled many men and women to join the cause of art music promotion, which became 
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a concentrated effort at the Chicago Exposition.   Rose Fay Thomas, as well known as 

she already was, took advantage of the opportunity and the appeal of the World‟s 

Columbian Exposition and invited existing women‟s music clubs to unite at a four-day 

National Convention of Women‟s Amateur Musical Clubs that promised to be 

advantageous for all involved.  Thomas‟s efforts did not immediately result in the 

formation of the National Federation of Music Clubs, which happened five years after the 

Chicago Exposition in 1898.  The National Federation of Music Clubs, however, credits 

Rose Fay Thomas‟s Convention as the birth of the idea to form a national music club 

organization.218  Club women who attended the four-day convention were responsible for 

organizing the first board of officers and inviting music clubs to join.219  One year after 

its formation, the National Federation of Music Clubs named Rose Fay Thomas as 

honorary president.  Thus, the formation of a national music club organization would not 

have happened as early, if at all, without Rose Fay Thomas‟s highly successful 

convention and her continued involvement in women‟s music clubs.   

Since many of women‟s music clubs were composed of wealthy women who 

championed a love for high class music, it was probably not difficult for many of them to 

afford a trip to Chicago for the World‟s Columbian Exposition.  The lure of connecting 

under the leadership of highly esteemed and well-connected Rose Fay Thomas at the 

Chicago event, which also provided women from across the world unprecedented power, 

an efficient travel system and the means available to get there, made the opportunity to 

participate impossible for most music club women to resist.      

Institutionalized women‟s clubs made it easier for white middle to upper class 

women to venture into public management.   Women were able to justify their actions by 

viewing women‟s music club activities as further enrichment for their moral influence on 

the home, which in turn contributed to the development of refined and well-rounded men 

and children.  Blair‟s term, “domestic feminism,” accurately describes the type of 

feminism in women‟s clubs and especially the women‟s music club movement.    
                                                 
218 Mildred M. Casey, “A Record of Achievement: A Brief History of the National Federation of Music 
Clubs 1898-1985,” National Federation of Music Clubs, http://nfmc-music.org/cms/about-nfmc/a-record-
of-achievement/ (accessed April 5, 2011).  
219 Ibid. Mrs. Edwind T. Uhl, the 1893 president of the St. Cecilia Society of Grand Rapids, Michigan, was 
the first president; Mrs. Chandler Starr (Blanche Ellis Starr), the 1893 president of the Mendelssohn Club 
of Rockford, Illinois, was first vice president; Fannie P. Warren; and Anna S. Pederson all signed an 
application for a charter. 
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Rose Fay Thomas‟s involvement in the emergence of the women‟s music club 

movement in the United States is still an under-researched topic.   With further research 

into her life and work, it is possible that Rose Fay Thomas‟s outreach and influence on 

women‟s music clubs and beyond is even more significant than it appears today.   
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