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So You Want to Sing Music by Women: A Guide for Performers, by Matthew Hoch
and Linda Lister Rowman, Lanham, MD, Littlefield Publishers, 2019, 412 pp., $40.00
U.S. (paperback), ISBN 9781538116067

The National Association of Teachers of Singing (NATS) has published a series of books
providing comprehensive resources in the pedagogy and performance of specific genres of
vocal music. So You Want to Sing Music by Women: A Guide for Performers, written by
Matthew Hoch and Linda Lister, is one of the final books in the series. The edition provides
not only a survey of vocal music written by women across all genres, but also aims to serve as
an advocacy book to promote women composers who have been overshadowed by the “white,
male-dominated European culture” (xxiii) prevalent in Western music. It was not until the
late 1980s and early 1990s that “Women in Music” became a musicological discipline (19),
and books on the subject began to surface, which makes recent resources such as this one,
important contributions to the literature.

The Forward, written by Allen Henderson (the Executive Editor of the So You Want to Sing
series as well as the Executive Director of NATS), specifies that this volume deviates somewhat
from the “genre construct” (xiii) of the previous books in the series. He explains this reimagin-
ing is intentional as the focus of this edition is to advocate for women composers (particularly
those composing vocal music) who, although plentiful, remain significantly underrepresented
across all genres in training programs, on stages, and in the recording industry.

Hoch and Lister have divided the book into 13 chapters. They begin with a histsorical
overview of music by women, followed by a section outlining the historical challenges faced by
women composers before continuing to specific chapters dedicated to particular genres. These
include; Art Songs, Operas, Choral Music, Experimental Music and Extended Techniques,
Contemporary Commercial Music (CCM), and Music Theater: the last two genre chapters are
written by contributors Erin Guinup and Amanda Wansa Morgan. There are also three
“common chapters” that are, it is explained, included in all editions of the series. These are
“Singing and Voice Science,” “Vocal Health for Singers,” and “Using Audio Enhancement
Technology,” each written by additional contributors Scott McCoy, Wendy LeBorgne, and
Matthew Edwards. The book is rounded out by the chapters “Advocacy for Women
Composers,” authored by Erin Guinup, and finally “Music by Women: The Future.”
Additionally, there is an Online Supplement website which provides links to many of the
songs referenced in the book. The volume concludes with a 22-page glossary of terms used
throughout and an Appendix containing recommended resources of online databases and
catalogs, festivals and workshops, grants and awards, and a list of relevant professional
organizations.

The chapters, dedicated to the various genres, periods, and styles are brimming with
fascinating information on a multitude of women composers. These encompass more well-
known trailblazers such as Hildegard von Bingen, the plainchant composer and Benedictine
abbess, extended vocal music pioneer Meredith Monk, and “Neo-Soul” singer-songwriter
Erykah Badu (among many others). The authors equally explore lesser-known women,
including the first African American woman to gain prominence as a composer of Art
Song in the 1940s, Florence Price, American opera composer Laura Kaminsky, who has
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explored LGBTQ issues in her operas and Chinese composer, vocalist, Performance Artist
and Pulitzer prize winner Du Yun.

Further chapters address the issues specific groups of women composers faced. One such
section, titled “Challenges of Race and Gender,” chronicles the very distinct obstacles faced by
women of color, while another, "Diversity and Acceptance,” highlights women who are forming
organizations to bring more awareness to diverse groups, including trans composers. The wide
array of links in the online resource is fully comprehensive, and ranges from YouTube videos of
performances of select compositions outlined in the book (indicated by a musical note in the
text), and to direct links to the websites, print resources and articles listed in the Appendix.

The scope of So You Want to Sing Music by Women: A Guide for Performers is vast.
The authors successfully cover the historical background of women composers of all eras,
and the specific challenges they faced in each. Noting there was little published by women
before the nineteenth century, the bulk of the text focuses on women composers born in
the twentieth century across a broad range of vocal genres. In addition to the abundance
of information provided, there are specific profiles in the form of engaging interviews
with some of the selected musicians, allowing further insight into the backgrounds and
creative processes of these women. In addition, the authors offer concrete guidance on
how the reader can “take small but impactful steps to rebalance the scales of gender
parity and create a more diverse future of music” (274). Action steps are outlined in
a section entitled “What Is The Remedy, And What Can I Do About It?” and include
searching out music by women and performing it, attending concerts that highlight
works by women composers, and striving to go beyond “just” focusing on gender
diversity. They encourage supporting “all who encounter the same struggle against
exclusive artistic and societal power struggles” (278) by championing the work of all
those underrepresented in music including BIPOC, LGBTQ+ and people with disabilities.

The authors present a considerable amount of material in a way that holds the reader’s
attention without becoming overwhelming. Nevertheless, the inclusion of the “common
chapters” on voice science, vocal health, and the use of technology which appear in the
book directly after the volume-specific content, makes for an abrupt, and perhaps unneces-
sary change of course, interrupting the rich and prodigious material offered on the women
composers up to that point.

Hoch and Lister have provided an invaluable, and very timely resource for teachers,
students, and professional singers who are taking the long-overdue steps to diversify their
repertoires and be more inclusive, which makes the very last sentence of the book even
more perplexing. Espousing the leaps the feminist movement has taken over the previous
60 years and the progress achieved in the musical world in particular, the authors choose
to end with the Bob Dylan quote, “[T]he times they are a-changing.” Surely, from the
extensive list of women artists detailed in the book, a quote by a woman would not only
be more appropriate but a much surer step toward the parity the authors advocate for in
the previous pages. Despite that, the authors’ mission to write “an advocacy book: an
effort to encourage and champion women composers and creators of music across all
genres” (300) is a noble undertaking that fills a gap in the literature of women in music,
while also serving as a comprehensive resource aimed at promoting the work of both
contemporary and historical women composers. The authors have, for the most part,
successfully provided the reader with an extensive overview of the contribution of women
composers to vocal music as well as producing a useful and fully comprehensive resource
to anyone taking the steps to actively educate themselves on the subject.
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