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Amy Beach was a pathbreaking composer and pianist who transcended
the restrictions of nineteenth-century Boston to become America’s
most famous turn-of-the-century female composer and, later in her
career, a prominent performing artist and promoter of music
education. The Cambridge Companion to Amy Beach makes her life
and music accessible to a new generation of listeners. It outlines her
remarkable talent as a child prodigy, her marriage to a prominent
physician twice her age, and her subsequent international acclaim as
a composer and piano virtuoso. Analytical chapters examine the range
of her musical output, from popular songs and piano pieces to chamber
and symphonic works of great complexity. As well as introducing
Beach’s compelling music to those not yet familiar with her work, it
provides new resources for scholars and students with in-depth
information drawn from recently uncovered archival sources.

E. DOUGLAS BOMBERGER teaches musicology and piano at
Elizabethtown College. He has published six books and numerous
articles on music in the United States, and he served as subject editor
for nineteenth-century music for the Grove Dictionary of American
Music (2013).
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Hampshire’s Milne Special Collections Library created a peerless
collection of archival source materials for us to consult. The list of new
recordings of Beach’s music grows each year, owing in equal part to
dedicated performers and receptive record companies.

I am grateful to Elizabethtown College for several sources of funding.
A faculty grant supported research visits to New Hampshire in 2021 and
2022 as well as numerous day trips to the Library of Congress. The college’s
Summer Creative Arts and Research Program (SCARP) was crucial in
completing the manuscript preparation in summer 2022. Amaris Wolfe,
the SCARP recipient, was very helpful in a variety of tasks from database
searching to proofreading. She demonstrated a special skill in preparing
musical examples. My colleagues and students in the music department
have afforded many opportunities to present my findings in seminars as
well as to perform Beach’s works in campus concerts.

This book was written under the shadow of the coronavirus pandemic,
and the research has made us grateful for the printed music and secondary
literature available online or through interlibrary loan but also acutely
aware that many important documents relating to Beach and her music

xviii are available only as archival sources. We are deeply indebted to Robin
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Emily Derstine, who helped me internalize the Violin Sonata through their
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Chronology

September 5, 1867

1871

1876

XX By Amaris Wolfe.

Amy Marcy Cheney is
born in Henniker,
New Hampshire, to
Clara Imogene
(Marcy) Cheney and
Charles Abbott
Cheney.

Clara Cheney allows
her child to sit at the
piano for the first time.
Amy Cheney is able to
pick out tunes and
harmonize them from
memory. Starting at
age six, mother and
daughter hold lessons
in their home three
times a week.

Amy Cheney begins
piano study with Ernst
Perabo. Mentors
recommend that Amy
be sent to Europe, but
her mother declines.

“Mamma’s Waltz”

“Air and Variations”
(1877)
“Minuetto” (1877)
“Romanza” (1877)
“Petite Waltz” (1878)
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Chronology

1881 Cheney begins to
study harmony with
Junius Welch Hill at
Wellesley College. She
takes lessons for only
one year.

1882 Cheney ends her study
with Perabo and
begins study with Carl
Baermann, a pupil of
Liszt. Amy also begins
to educate herself on
counterpoint and
orchestration by
examining works of
prominent composers
such as J. S. Bach.

October 24, 1883 Amy Cheney gives her
official debut, per-
forming in Alfred
P. Peck’s Anniversary
Concert in Boston.

January 9, 1884 Cheney’s first public “A Rainy Day” (1884)
recital is given at
Chickering Hall in
Boston.

February 1885 Cheney’s composition, “With Violets,” op. 1,
“With Violets,” is no. 1 (1885)
published by the
Arthur P. Schmidt
Company.

March 28, 1885 Amy Cheney performs
Chopin’s Concerto in
F minor, op. 21, in her
debut with the Boston
Symphony Orchestra.

XX1
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xxii Chronology

December 2, 1885

February 7, 1892

May 1-
October 30, 1893

November 21,
1894

At age 18, Amy Marcy
Cheney is married to
Henry Harris Aubrey
Beach, a prominent
Boston physician. In
accordance with
Henry’s wishes, Amy
limits her public piano
performances and
turns to composing
under her married
name,

Mrs. H. H. A. Beach.
The couple reside at 28
Commonwealth
Avenue in Boston.
The Handel and
Haydn Society of
Boston performs
Beach’s first major
work, the Grand Mass
in E-flat major, op. 5.
Several of Beach’s
works are performed
at the World’s
Columbian Exposition
in Chicago.

Beach begins compos-
ing the first movement
of her “Gaelic”
Symphony, basing
many of the work’s
themes on Gaelic folk
tunes.

Valse Caprice, op. 4
(1889)

Grand Mass in E-flat
major, op. 5
(1890)

“Empress of the
Night,” op. 2
(1891)

Festival Jubilate, op. 17
(1891)
Sketches, op. 15 (1892)

“Ecstasy,” op. 19, no. 2
(1893)
Romance, op. 23 (1893)

Ballade, op. 6 (1894)
Bal Masqué, op. 22
(1894)
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October 31, 1896

April 7, 1900

February 8, 1905

June 28, 1910

February 18, 1911

September 5, 1911

The Boston Symphony
Orchestra performs
Beach’s “Gaelic”
Symphony, op. 32,
under Emil Paur’s
baton. This work is
met with outstanding
success.

Amy Beach premieres
her Piano Concerto in
C-sharp minor, op. 45,
with the Boston
Symphony Orchestra.
Amy Beach premieres
her Variations on
Balkan Themes, op. 60,
a large-scale work for
solo piano.

Henry Harris Aubrey
Beach dies of infection
following a fall.

Amy Beach’s mother
dies.

Newly widowed, Amy
Beach sets sail for her
European tour, where
she promotes her own
music outside the
United States for the
first time.

Chronology

“Gaelic” Symphony,
op. 32 (1896)

Three Shakespeare
Songs, op. 37
(1897)

Sonata in A minor for
Piano and Violin,
op. 34 (1899)

Three Browning Songs,
op. 44 (1900)

Variations on Balkan
Themes, op. 60
(1904)

The Sea-Fairies, op. 59
(1904)

Service in A, op. 63
(1906)

Four Eskimo Pieces,
op. 64 (1907)

The Chambered
Nautilus, op. 66
(1907)

Quintet for Piano and
Strings, op. 67
(1907)

xxiii
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Xxiv Chronology

1911-1914

September 18,

1914

February 1915

1915-1916

February 1918

Summer 1921

Amy Beach’s compo-
sitions are met with
popularity in
Germany, especially
her larger works.
Shortly after the out-
break of World War I,
Amy Beach arrives in
New York after her
three-year tour.

Amy Beach begins
renting an apartment
in New York City,
leaving her residence
at 28 Commonwealth
Avenue behind.

Beach continues to
travel and perform
throughout the United
States, mainly
California.

Amy Beach relocates
to Hillsborough, New
Hampshire, along with
her aunt and cousin.
Beach begins her visits
to the MacDowell
Colony in
Peterborough, New
Hampshire. She would
stay at the Colony
periodically over the
next twenty years.
Beach divides her time
between the Colony,
her New York apart-
ment, and her two
homes.

Panama Hymn, op. 74
(1915)

Hermit Thrush Pieces,
op. 92 (1921)

From Grandmother’s
Garden, op. 97
(1922)
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1925

June 18, 1928

June 18, 1932

April 23, 1934

April 17, 1936

March 19, 1940

The Society of
American Women
Composers is
founded. Beach serves
the organization as
president until 1928
and honorary presi-
dent until 1932.

Amy Beach receives an
honorary master’s
degree from the
University of New
Hampshire. The uni-
versity president later
expresses regret that
the university did not
award her an honorary
doctorate instead.
Beach completes her
one-act opera,
Cabildo, op. 149.
Beach is summoned to
the White House by
Eleanor Roosevelt to
accompany soprano
Ruth Shaffner.

Beach is invited to
perform at the White
House again with
Shaftner.

Amy Beach’s last per-
formance takes place
in Brooklyn with vio-
linist Carl Tollefsen
and cellist Willem
Durieux. Shortly after,
doctors forbid her to
play piano due to
deteriorating health.

Chronology

The Canticle of the
Sun, op. 123
(1928)

Christ in the Universe,
op. 132 (1931)

Cabildo, op. 149
(1932)

Trio, op. 150 (1939)

XXV
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xxvi Chronology

November 27-28,
1942

December 27,
1944

A festival is held in
honor of Beach’s 75th
birthday at the Phillips
Gallery in
Washington, DC.
Bashka Paeff’s plaster
bust of Beach is dis-
played, and several
concerts entirely com-
prised of Beach’s
compositions are
performed.

Amy Marcy Cheney
Beach passes away of
heart disease in her
New York apartment,
attended by Ruth
Shaffner.

Pax nobiscum (1944)
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