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Elizabeth Stirling is a fascinating nineteenth-century woman composer and organist of whom little is known. She was born in 
Greenwich, England, February 26, 1819, and died in London, March 25, 1895. Her musical education at the Royal Academy of 
Music in London consisted of piano, organ, and harmony studies with Edward Homes, W.B. Wilson, and J.A. Hamilton, respec
tively, as well as theory studies with Sir George Macfarren. In 1839, at the age of twenty, she was appointed organist at All Saints' 
Poplar. 

Stirling apparently had an exceptional pedal technique, for at that time full compass pedalboards were not the standard. Yet 
she performed an organ recital at St. Katherine's in Regent Park in August of 1837 on a three-manual Green organ that had a short
compass Swell and a Pedal division that had only an octave and a half of pedals. She was also one of the first recitalists and 
women organ performers to program the works of Johann Sebastian Bach. What is intriguing is that her recital program at St. 
Katherine's, Regent's Park, contained ten pieces by Bach, including the trio on Allein Gott in der hoh, Prelude in £-Flat from the 
Clavieriibu11g, trio in G Major on Dies si11d die heiligen, trio in E Minor on Valer unser imm {sic] himmel-reich, trio in D Minor on Jesus 
Chris/us unser Heiland, and Preludes and Fugues in C Major, E Minor, A Minor, C Minor, as well as the Canonic variations on Vom 
fzi111111el hoch. Also included was a Prelude and Fugue in C Minor by John Schneider, and a Prelude and Fugue in A Major by E. Webbe. 

According to Sophie Fuller, this recital was reviewed in The Musical World , in 1837: "This young lady . . .  was the unceasing 
object of general astonishment, and performed for nearly three hours in continuation the most difficult pedal fugues and preludes 
of Bach, with a degree of precision and mastery, which may almost be said to be unrivalled. We hope to see justice done to Miss 
Stirling. The prejudice against lady organists cannot remain, with such an example opposed to it." (The Pandora Guide to Women 
Composers, Britain and the US, 1629-Presenl (Pandora , 1994)). 

Another impressive recital by Stirling took place at St. Sepulchre's, Holborn, in July, 1838, which included Bach's Preludes and 
Fugues in G Minor, D Major, St. Ann's Prelude and Fugue in £-Flat Major, Fantasia and Fugue in G Major, the Toccata in D Minor. She also 
played two fugues from the Clavieriibung, Kyrie Gott Vater , and Gott heiliger Geist , three trio sonatas, No. 2 in C Minor, No. 5 in C 
Major and No. 6 in G Major, an Adagio from Bach's fourth sonata in E-Flat with violin obligato, a Mozart Andante from a string 
quartet, a Prelude a11d Fugue i11 C Minor of Mendelssohn, and an Adagio from a string quartet by Haydn. These recitals were 
virtuosic not only in length and endurance, but in manual and pedal technique. 

Stirling submitted her composition Psalm 130, for five voices and orchestra, to Oxford University for a Bachelor of Music 
degree in 1856. The examiners accepted the work as satisfactory, but it was not performed. Despite her accomplishments, she did 
not receive a degree from Oxford, for they did not confer degrees on women at that time. 

In 1858, Stirling was appointed organist at St. Andrew Undershaft in London, and held the position until 1880. She had at her 
disposal a three-manual organ built by Renatus Harris in 1696, with the last rebuilding by Hill. This instrument had a thirty-note 
pedalboard. Not only did she finally have a full pedalboard to display her pedal technique, she also found a husband in the bass 
soloist who joined her choir a few years later. She married him in 1863; she was 44, he was 22. 

Elizabeth Stirling's compositions centered around piano, organ, and vocal music, her largest work being the Psalm 130. Of 
her approximately 50 vocal pieces, All Among the Barley was a part song that became one of her most popular pieces. 

Elizabeth Stirling's Romantic Pieces for Organ, consist of eight primarily slow movements in ABA form, often with a coda. 
There are indications for registration, dynamics, metronome markings, Swell hairpins, a few articulations, and the Romantic style 
of using appoggiaturas and suspensions to heighten the melodic line. One notable exception to the above-mentioned style is the 
sixth piece, a Maestoso in D Minor. This last piece is in the style of Alexandre Guilmant with its more complex form, pedal virtuos
ity, expletive chords, modulations, combination of melodic materials, and the variation of returning melodic areas. 

The last work is the only one in theme and variation form. The theme is first presented simply without pedal, in ternary form. 
Variation I retains the same form, with the right hand handling the theme, and the left with sixteenth-note counterpoint while the 
pedal provides the harmonic support. The reverse occurs in Variation II, with the melody now in the left hand and different 
counterpoint in the right. Variation III has the theme in the pedal and changes the meter to a lilting 6/8. A coda returns the 
movement to the original theme, but this time the pedal participates in the texture. 

These compositions by Elizabeth Stirling are quintessential examples of Romantic slow movements; the expressive melodies 
are often accompanied by unusual twists of harmony and yearning appoggiaturas and suspensions. They are suitable as recital 
pieces, especially the Maestoso, service or teaching pieces. 

Elizabeth Stirling is one of the few women in the Romantic period who wrote for organ (another example is Fanny 
Mendelssohn's Prelude for Organ) and utilized Baroque techniques of counterpoint (like Clara Schumann's Preludes and Fugues, 
Op. 16). She is one of the few Romantic women composers who took the forms of the Baroque and imbued them with her own 
style and spirit. 

BARBARA HARBACH 

HMP 1140 Cave Springs Trail, Las Cruces, NM 88011 1-314-960-4960
© 1995-2020 HMP. All Rights Reserved, International Copyright Secured. 














