
 

 

                                              Women’s Lib? 
 
                                 It was the piano what did it! 
 
Although the sex discrimination act was passed in 1975 
complaints surface almost daily from women about sexual 
abuse and discrimination in the work place. The financial 
institutions in the City of London seem particularly guilty in 
this regard. But progress has been made. If a woman in 
1960 had applied to British Airways for a job as a pilot she 
would have been scoffed at and told that the only role for 
women on an aircraft was as a trolly-dolly. And if she 
didn’t have a pretty face and a nice pair of legs she 
shouldn’t even bother to apply for that.  In 2008 the new 
BA Terminal 5 at Heathrow opened and the first aircraft to 
use it was a Boeing 747 arriving on an overnight flight 
from Hong Kong. The pilot on that flight was Lynn Barton, 
BA’s first woman pilot and now a senior captain on the 
747 fleet. Some 175 female pilots are now employed by 
BA and the sky hasn’t fallen in. Biggles, eat your heart out! 
 
 
But, remarkably, there was one career which women have pursued for two centuries,  
which didn’t suffer from the slings and arrows of outraged male chauvinism or the 
disapproval of society at large, and which would allow them to live a self-supporting 
independent life. From the late 18th century onwards a cohort of very gifted women 
pianists criss-crossed Europe, giving recitals in all the main music centres from St. 
Petersburg to Rome.( And this at a time when Jane Austen thought it prudent to disguise 
the fact that her very clever novels were written by a very clever woman.)  
 
To select just a few of them: 
 
Maria Theresia von Paradis:  b.1759 Austria. Although blind from the age of five, she did 
not let this handicap her career. She knew some 60 concertos by heart. She came to 
London in 1784 in the company of her mother performing for George III and accompanying 
the Prince of Wales who played the cello. Mozart, no less. wrote a piano concerto for her 
(No. 18, K456). 
 
Barbara Ployer:  b. 1765 Austria. A pupil and protégé, again, of Mozart who composed 
two piano concertos for her,  of which she gave the first performance in 1784, (No.14, 
K449,  No.17, K453). These are technically demanding works and in no way did Mozart 
“dumb down” his music for her, which suggests she was a very accomplished performer. 
(Mozart also wrote several other concertos for gifted amateur female pianists.) 
 
Lucy Anderson: b. Bath, 1797. Described as “formidable”, she was the first woman to 
play at Philharmonic Society Concerts in London. She championed the piano concertos of 
Beethoven and gave the first performance of the “Emperor” concerto (No.5)  in London. 
She also had the exclusive rights to play Mendelssohn’s second piano concerto in 
England. She was made an honorary  member of the Royal Philharmonic Society in 1869, 
a rare honour, especially for a woman. Queen Victoria appointed her court pianist in 1837. 
 



 

 

Robena Ann Laidlaw:  b. Bretton, nr Wakefield 1817. Our very own Yorkshire child 
prodigy. So gifted in fact, that her parents uprooted themselves from Bretton and took their 
young daughter to Germany so that she could receive the best possible tuition. She 
launched her playing career in Germany aged 18. In 1837 she gave a recital in Leipzig 
that  so impressed Robert Schumann, who was in the  audience, that he dedicated his 
next work, the Fantasiestücke, to her. She was appointed court pianist to the Queen of 
Hanover in 1840. She toured widely in Europe until 1852 when she married in London. 
She retired then from the concert platform to raise her family. She died in London in 1901. 
 
Clara Schumann: b.,1819, Germany. The most famous of them all and a dominant figure 
in European music throughout the 19th century. Widowed in 1856 with a young family to 
care for she refused all offers of financial support from, among others, the Mendelssohns, 
and supported herself and her children, (and later her grandchildren), by her concert 
performances. She was very popular in this country which she visited almost every year 
for some twenty years. She played in both Leeds and Bradford. She was one of the first 
pianists to play concerts from memory rather than the printed score. She became a 
respected and influential teacher of the next generation of pianists, amongst whom was 
Fannie Davies  (b. Guernsey 1861). She was and remains one of the iconic figures of the 
women’s movement in Germany. 
 
 
Thus, until relatively recent times, music provided the one open door for gifted, intelligent 
and ambitious women who could fulfil their career potential under the critical glare of the 
public eye. Many of them were able to exercise some considerable influence in their 
chosen role, sometimes against the odds. (But no-one messed with Clara Schumann!) 
Had any of them wanted to study, say, medicine, then they would have found the doors of 
the universities firmly shut in their face until the end of the 19th century, and even after 
that would have a steep mountain of prejudice to climb before gaining acceptance. 
Incidentally,  if you happen to find yourself on a British Airways flight captained by Lynn 
Barton, relax! You are in a safe pair of hands, even if they aren’t playing the piano. 
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