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• Five volumes obtained 
from Lubrano Music 
Antiquarians 

• No other bound volumes 
known to exist 

• How might these music 
materials relate to the 
life and activities of Julia 
Ward Howe, and are the 
contents “typical?” 



• Born 1819, New York 
• Gifted, talented, pretty, 

and rich; wants to WRITE 
• Highly educated by 

private tutors & self-study 
• Publishes first essays at 16 
• Musically proficient in 

piano and voice 
• Marries Dr. Samuel 

Gridley Howe in 1843, 
moves to Boston (after a 
year in Europe), bears six 
children between 1844 
and 1858 



• 1840s: Becomes a Unitarian 
and part of Boston’s 
Transcendentalist 
movement 

• 1850s: Co-edits 
Commonwealth free-soil 
newspaper; publishes 
poetry, writes and produces 
a play, delivers sermons 

• Achieves national fame with 
“Battle Hymn of the 
Republic,” published 1862 

• Marriage is strained by 
infidelity and oppression 



Three volumes labeled “Miss Julia Ward,” 
two “Julia Howe” (before and after 1843). 



WorldCat 
records 
have been 
created 
for each 
volume, 
with 
contents 
notes. 



42 composers are represented by 73 publications 
(not including the two opera scores) 

German Lieder predominate. Mrs. Howe is clearly 
a fan of Carl Gottlieb Reissiger! 



The early volume spine-labeled  
Music: English Songs comprises 30  
    American  
    imprints; the  
    later volume  
    Miscellaneous  
    Music  
    includes only  
    three, amid  
    dozens of  
    German  
    Lieder. 



Dating the volumes… 
 

The binding of the first set of three volumes can 
reasonably be estimated at 1840 to 1842, based 
on estimated publication dates in WorldCat 
records for individual songs. This is also 
consistent with a common mid-19th-century 
practice whereby a young woman approaching 
marriage might finally have her music bound and 
included in the library of books to be carried into 
her new home as part of her trousseau. 
 

The two later volumes are trickier… 



The later volume  
of songs was 
probably bound  
no earlier than  
1849, based on year of Crawford’s 
return  
to USA. 



Is the content “typical?”  
Petra Frazier, in a 1999 dissertation, analyzed the 
contents of over one hundred bound volumes of 
sheet music collected by American women 
between 1820 and 1870: 
• Primarily “parlor” songs of simple formal 

construction, easily sung and played 
• Sentimental topics and themes that tended to 

reinforce female domesticity (especially raising 
children and ensuring comfort of husbands) 

• Some novelty songs as well as short piano solos 
• “Art songs” are very, very rare! (But so are 

minstrel songs) 



Julia’s volumes were NOT typical! 
 

The heavy emphasis on “cultivated” music, 
especially German Lieder, sets her apart from the 
average musically-inclined wife and mother 
represented in Frazier’s volumes. Julia was 
definitely a “Boston Brahman” in her aristocratic 
musical tastes and participation in musicales. 
 

The small percentage of parlor and folk song 
served a domestic entertainment purpose. 
(Julia was also known to play dance music and 
minstrel songs but did not “canonize” these into 
her bound volumes.) 



About those two complete operas… 
 

Il Mose in Egitto perhaps obtained in Europe by brother 
Sam, given to Julia ca. 1835 (premiered in New York also 

in 1835). Her  
placement of this  
archetypical tale  
of deliverance  
from slavery in  
her library  
affirms an early  
abolitionist  
stance. 
 



About those two complete operas… 
 

Fidelio possibly acquired by Julia during either of her 1843 
or 1850 European stays (she may have seen a European 

performance). This drama about a  courageous and 
      self-empowered wife 
      who rescues a grateful 
      and loving husband  
      resonates ironically  
      against her own  
      unhappy marriage. 



Some 
possible 
rarities: 
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Précis 

 Julia Ward Howe (1819-1910), the prominent 19th-century poet and reformer who 
famously penned the lyrics to “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” collected and bound for 
personal use five volumes of music; three volumes bear labels stamped “Miss Julia Ward” 
and two are labeled “Julia Howe,” postdating her 1843 marriage.  
 

 The collection includes two complete operas in vocal score: Rossini’s Il Mose in 
Egitto and Beethoven’s Fidelio. The other three volumes contain 76 individual songs, 
primarily Lieder in German editions, but also 28 American imprints that range from Anglo-
American sentimental songs to translations of European art songs and arias; most date from 
the 1830s and early 1840s.  
 

 Howe’s adolescent education included musical training, and her singing and piano-
playing around domestic hearths before and after her marriage was admired. She quickly 
rose to prominence both for her literary work and for her activism in favor of abolitionism 
and other causes, while diligently performing duties as a mother to six children and a wife 
to a physician and writer who did not appreciate her talents and actively opposed her 
career and her emerging feminism. Her choice to acquire Mose in Egitto, a drama about 
deliverance from slavery, seems congruent with her abolitionist positions, while her interest 
in Fidelio, a drama about a courageous and self-empowered wife who rescues a grateful and 
loving husband (a score acquired after her marriage), resonates ironically with her actual 
domestic situation. With exceptions, the individual songs mirror the refined tastes of an 
educated connoisseur; minstrelsy is conspicuously absent.  

 


