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Where Music is Not 
the Devil Enters 
Children's Music Instruction in 

Late Nineteenth-Century Milwaukee 

WISCONSIN MAGAZINE OF HISTORY 

Where song is, there 'tis good to dwell. 

For tmcked, songs no joy foretell. 

By Ann M. Ostendorf 

William Mitchell 
and his six 

da ughters formed 
Mitchell's 

Concert Band. 
In nineteenth century America, Victorians believed they could elim

inate the evils of society by reshaping a person's character based on 

moral laws. This belief influenced child-rearing techniques, suggest

ing that parents could and should prevent evil habits from taking root in 

their children's characters, eliminating the need for reform later in their 

lives. Many parents believed in a world that was slipping into crime and 

depravity. They were raising their children to face a world that was 

becoming very different from the one they had known in their youth as 

industrialization brought new social ills to the forefront. 

Parents often touted exposure to music as a protector of children and 

an antidote to the corruption in society. It could easily be incorporated 

into a child's training, softening a child's character and functioning as a 

disciplining influence. Examining the development of music education 

in Milwaukee clearly exhibits the special place music held as a moraliz

ing force in Victorian America. 

W I N T E R 2 0 0 5 - 2 0 0 6 
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PH 1649 

Orchestra members in front of the Schlitz Park Concert Hall. Public concerts were 
requent and inexpensive throughout the mid-nineteenth century. 

German Immigrant Influences Music in Milwaukee 

As a father in the 1890s, Dr. Louis Frank set about build
ing a new home at Twenty-third and Grand around one main 
feature: a magnificent two-story balconied music room. This 
imposing space symbolized the central role music played in 
the Frank household. He and his wife played piano nearly 
every night, and his two children, as well as other local musi
cians, staged performances. While it seems obvious that 
Frank's lifetime love of music inspired him to add such a lav
ish addition to his home, an interview illuminates other 
motives. According to Frank, he built the room for his chil
dren. He wanted them to learn and know music in its purest 

form, "[t]hat no defect of instrument or environment shall 
mar such music; that they shall associate it with what is beau
tiful in art . . . If my children grow up with this for a daily les
son I shall never fear for them."^ 

It seems natural that a father would want to impart his 
love of the beautiful art of music to his children, but he had 
another goal in mind as well. Louis Frank, along with many 
other Milwaukeeans, subscribed to a view of music educa
tion as a protective force for their children. Much of this sen
timent stemmed not only from the momentum of the 
Victorian reform, but also from these German immigrants' 
musical tradition. 

Many historians agree that the Germans, in both the old 

w w w . w i s c o n s i n h i s t o r y . o r g 
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and new world, typically considered music to be a central fea

ture in their daily lives. Because German immigrants were 

usually better off financially than other ethnic groups and 

confident in their cultural heritage's superiority, they were 

willing and able to promote their musical traditions in Amer

ica. "Prussian schoolrooms become the abode of peace and 

love," stated Horace Mann, who was known for bringing 

music into American public schools. Milwaukeeans were 

aware of their own traditions as one writer noted in the Mil

waukee Sentinel, "[t]he German child is born into a musical 

atmosphere. ' 

Since such a large percentage of mid-nineteenth cen

tury Milwaukeeans were of German heritage, their 

view toward the role of music in life influenced the cli

mate of the city. Public concerts were frequent and inexpen

sive throughout the mid-nineteenth century. Conducted as 

family affairs, children learned the value of music through 

these public events. Beginning in 1864, Christopher Bach 

and his orchestra gave Saturday afternoon concerts in down

town Milwaukee's Turner Hall during the winter and at 

Schlitz Park in the summer. Tickets were ten cents for chil

dren and twenty-five cents for adults. Women packed picnic 

lunches and took the family out for an afternoon of socializ

ing and music. Theodore Mueller recalled the joy such events 

brought to him as a child. "[Tjhe music . . . the harmony . . . 

the beauty of it all . . . wie herlich. . . wunderbar . . . who 

could forget those Sunday afternoon concerts during the 

golden years of the 80s and 90s in Milwaukee."° 

Milwaukee seemed to have an overabundance of musical 

instructors due to a multitude of musicians in town. Because 

the German population was so supportive of community 

music and because Milwaukee promoted cultural activities, 

the city became known to some as "The German Athens" or 

"The Athens of the West."' The city's reputation as a center 

for musical culture enticed many musicians from the area, 

the country, and, at times, even Germany, to settle in Mil

waukee. Most of these musicians needed to supplement their 

meager incomes secured from performances and, typically, 

did so by offering their skills as instructors. For example, after 

a good review in the newspaper of a concert given by a Mr. 

Weinberg in 1857, the writer encouraged all families in need 

of "the services of an accomplished music teacher [to] try Mr. 

Weinberg. He not only plays admirably both on the Piano 

and Violin, but he gives lessons on both."° 

Numerous Milwaukee individuals devoted themselves to 

educating children musically. As early as 1846, a Mr. Dye 

opened a school to teach children music—free of charge—in 

the basement of Milwaukee's new Baptist church. His classes 

were extremely popular among Milwaukee's young popula

tion and enrollment was often full. Others soon followed his 

lead holding classes for nominal fees in the Methodist, Con-

gregationalist, and Presbyterian church basements as well. As 

more and more ministers throughout Milwaukee promoted 

musical education in their churches, it seems evident that 

these ministers saw children's music lessons in light of their 

spiritual value." 

Occasionally, Milwaukee's private music instructors 

explicitly linked morality to their motivation to teach music to 

the city's youth. In one of Mr. Dye's first advertisements in 

the Milwaukee Sentinel, he promoted his lessons as a way to 

"improve the morals, [and] to soften and refine the feelings 

and manners of chi ldren."^ W. L. Tomlins also listed moral

ity as the reason he established his music classes for children 

in Milwaukee between 1880 and 1886. He taught classes at 

three locations in Milwaukee; his classes were deemed so 

important that children were excused from public school for 

the Wednesday morning training. 

Tomlins received national acclaim as the director of the 

children's choir for the twenty-fourth Saengerfest, a massive 

yearly German choral festival, held in Milwaukee in the sum

mer of 1886. He began preparations for this concert early. At 

a Milwaukee music festival the summer before the Saenger

fest, Tomlins gathered a group of 500 children, half from 

Milwaukee and half from Chicago, to perform at what was 

billed "the greatest feature of the music festival." The chil

dren's performance went off smashingly and "elicited great 

praise even from high musical authorities." By the following 

summer when the Saengerfest finally arrived, Tomlins con

ducted one thousand children. Eight hundred of these youth 

later performed with the 2,500 voice choir, a highlight of the 

festivities.^^ 

Milwaukee's public actively supported these budding 

musicians based on the popularity of their concerts. Most 

teachers held a public performance at the end of each term. 

These concerts were free and were held in various churches. 

A general invitation was posted in the newspaper welcoming 

the public. An 1880 show was so well attended that it was 

repeated the following weekend for the benefit of those who 

could not get a seat for the first performance. Frequently, the 

concert was lauded in the newspaper the following day. '̂  

Music ill Milwaukee's Public Schools 

Athough many Milwaukee youth were exposed to music 

either through their family or through private lessons, it was 

actually the movement to introduce music into the public 

schools that affected the greatest number of nineteenth-

century youth. The Victorian Era saw a general moralizing 

trend in all forms of education with music as the one subject 

that promoted the greatest virtue. 

Moral education was expected to be part of a school edu

cation. To some parents character training was even more 

important than intellectual discipline. Horace M a n n and 
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other reformers regarded moral education as the foremost 
goal of public education. ̂ ^ Out of this emphasis grew the 
movement to introduce music to the curriculum because of GRAND JUVENILE 

COMCERf! 
The celebrated Vocal i^usic Teacher of Oliildien. will give a CoDcert 

tli'S ^ Evening, at th. 
' /.

consisting of Rounds, Glees, Sones. Duetts. >vitii a v.trietv ofother Music 
all of a high charactti tn<l ^ . •] inoial bcaung, iccoidiiig to the follow
ing 

u^ 
P A R T 1 I ]> I K r itaA.

Isl. Ligbtlv Row, by llie ctiOir \»t Hnrk, lis t)i bells b} tlie cboir. 
Sncl. CiilMe iilong otir Bom U„nt, „ j •fJiiJ. Ciiit^n-u-dcc-ui;!:, aOllg, Itliss A. A. DuTW. 3rd. Boat Race, 3rO. We hare entered the Field, Tcnineram 
4lli. The Philo^opliy of the Times, song, by Miss^ Song; ••'•"=-

s Dye. ' 4(h. 'flHi north wind doth blow; dialogue. 
5lli. n hen the Morn is brightly "-Ioning; choir. «5th. Tillug'e Chorister ; choir. 
6th. Bob O'Liink of the Meadows, song, MiesiOth. We are all a pulling, Miss A. A. Daris,. 

Prancie Dye. |7th. The bug-lc horn, with nn echo; choir. 
7th. We'll nierrily laugh, [witiran echo, by MisaiSth. Tinman Dog and I>ruinnier; choir. 

A. A. Davis, ^ th . Mr. Speaker, a description of a di« disorderly 
8tb. The Spider and the Fly, song. Miss P . Dye. meeting ; choir. 
9th. LoTely May, by the choir. JlOth. Concert will close with W  e nod-

ding and dropping off Xo sleep. 

Tickets for »ale at the Post OfDcc and at the door: Price 3 5 cents; children under fnelre 
years half price. 

J^Tames and Jt^e» of the. Slns-efx-.—Jaim Harriet A.Ston&' 1 4 ; Miss Harriet B. Dye, ! » : 
MIES Ahby A. Dntis, 1 1  ; Miss Francis E. Dye, lO. 

This is to certify that we are acquainted with Mr. Jl'tUhan Oye, and do cheerfully recommend 
bim to the public as a man of good moral character, and as a Vocal Music Ttiacber well qualified 
for what be professes to be. Strictly carrying out the Inductive System of teaching, by which 
children at an early age can learn to sing by note. 

" CESH I 

Southport, Jlpril e, 1S48. 

PH 5-1513 

Mr. Dye first taught his popular music classes in the basement 
Milwaukee's Baptist church. Five ministers from various 
denominations listed their names on this poster to certify 
Mr. Dye as a man with good moral character in addition 

to his skill as a music teacher. 

A large crowd gathered to attend the 1886 Saengerfest, a 
massive yearly German choral festival. 

its uplifting nature. In 1838, after much hard work by Lowell 
Mason and other reformers, Boston became the first city to 
establish music classes as part of its public school curriculum. 
Mason argued to Boston's school board that music was the 
"handmaiden of virtue and piety," and would produce 
greater social order. ̂ * 

Although Milwaukee's youth seemed to have plenty of 
opportunity for exposure to the moralizing influences of 
music in their family activities, the community music scene, 
or through private lessons, some thought Milwaukee should 
keep up with the rest of the nation and include music in its 
public schools. As early as 1847, an excerpt reprinted from a 
Chicago Journal article announcing that city's decision to 
provide funds for a public school music program, elicited a 
response from a Milwaukeean who viewed this "as an exam
ple well worthy of imitation in our own city." The writer 
called on music's power to soften the "ruder dispositions," 
refine manners, and assist in discipline. Five years later, the 
Milwaukee Sentinel once again commended the example of 
Chicago and appealed for Milwaukee's public school system 
to appropriate money for the same cause. 

However, Milwaukee did not join the ranks of the public 
school systems that taught music until 1872. This was nearly 
twenty-five years after Chicago and well behind other Mid
western cities. There are several possible explanations for 
Milwaukee's delay in initiating this reform. One explanation 
might be that Milwaukee was a much smaller city during the 
1840s and 1850s than those initiating curricular changes. 
Furthermore, Milwaukee was not incorporated as a city until 
1846, and, by 1850, two years after Chicago instituted music 
into their public schools curriculum, Milwaukee only had a 
population of 21,000. Additionally, many parents seemed to 
be satisfied with the musical education their children were 
receiving either at home or in the community. In 1870, two 
years before music was taught in Milwaukee schools, there 
were already 915 pianos and melodeons (small reed organs in 
which a suction bellows draws air inward through the reeds) 
in Milwaukee for a population of 71,000. Vocal music was 
even more popular as it did not require the purchase of 
instruments and was easily taught in families of all economic 
standings. ̂ ^ 

Although music was not officially part of the curriculum 
before 1872, certain individuals did take it upon themselves to 
teach children music at school. Teaching academies had 
trained their teachers in music since the 1850s, and while 
there was no systematic school music instruction in Milwau
kee, teachers often brought music into the schools as they saw 
fit. The grammar school principal of the Seventh Ward 
School, Mr. H. Coe, began giving vocal music instruction to 

w w w . w i s c o n s i n h i s t o r y . o r g 
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CF 916 

Musical skills were an important part offamily tradition in the mid- to late- nineteenth century. 
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^—-JT"^ 

" ^ 'RplilfinJ 2< (̂ins Robert Tforter^ 
Publisticrs £ bpnrteis flu^ieferunjdagerfur Europa 

MILWAUKEE, WIS. L E I P Z I G  . 

Mills Music Library, Wisconsin Sheet Music Collection 

%m l^i""^S.. 

fiirias f/ANOFO/^re compomrl 

207-20^ trrond A v e . 

KEE.WiS.MILWftVKEE.V  V S j  y BEnUlN.O.ij. 

i ^ - y ^  / /#.9i',f^ iT̂ fjj W^,e^, î ĉff̂ ff, c7/7 

Mills Music Library, Wisconsin Sheet Music Collection 

Titles for sheet music and books were often 
printed in both English and German. 

This composition by Carl Heins was writtenfor the 
pianoforte—an early version of the piano. 

5,i...W.sl7 

Mills Music Library, Wisconsin Sheet Music Collection 

Franz Neuman's compositions were written 
for four hands—two children played the piece 

together at one piano. "Ever Merry," is an interesting 
English translation of the fourth piece. 

The German title, "Wenndie Schule aus ist," 
actually means "When School is Out." 

Mills Music Library, Wisconsin Sheet Music Collection 

F. Hensler, director of the Hensler Juvenile band, 
dedicated this musical composition to Captain 

Frederick Pabst. A world famous beer baron and 
partron of the arts. Captain Pabst was also 

of German heritage. 

w w w . w i s c o n s i n h i s t o r y . o r g 
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his pupils for free and often outside regular school hours. 

Between 1868 and 1869, the Milwaukee Academy boasted a 

fine—if short lived—Glee Club, although this may have been 

initiated more by a certain group of pupils than an educator 

at the school. 

By the late 1860s and early 1870s, public encouragement 

continued and Milwaukee began to introduce some experi

mental trials of music in the schools. A school board report 

from the Committee on Music, Drawing, and Calisthenics 

published in their 1870 Annual Report first mentioned incor

porating music into the public school curriculum. In this 

report the committee claimed that, "The study of music 

introduced into our schools, would, in a great measure, 

improve their moral character." Music would also help pro

mote order in the classroom and encourage the general hap

piness of the children. These were the same arguments 

educators had been using to bring music into public school 

curriculums since the 1830s. 

The following year was one of experimentation. For the 

first time, Milwaukee's public schools hired a special teacher 

to teach vocal music, and the introduction of music as a reg

ular branch of study began. The school board initially

secured the services of one man, a Mr. F. W. H. Priem. He 

was in charge of over 11,000 Milwaukee children, but worked 

in conjunction with each grade's regular teacher in a highly 

organized and well-scheduled system. ^̂  

The superintendent admitted that he did not expect to see 

much progress in that first year, but when reflecting back he 

felt enough was accomplished to continue music instruction 

in the schools. The school board recommended using Lowell 

Mason's Musical Charts and Musical Reader to ensure more 

instruction of the fundamentals and less mere singing. To

emphasize just how seriously the school board took music's 

place in school as a regular subject, they specifically stated

that no student would be promoted to the next grade without 

passing a satisfactory music exam. They incorporated music 

into the curriculum because it added to culture, brought hap

piness, cheered labors, promoted order, obedience, kindness 

and love, "and, in the hands of a skilled teacher, constituted

a most valuable aid in the preservation of discipline and

order."^ 

Interestingly, during the same year Milwaukee schools

 

 

 

 

 

 



201150_EP.qxd \ll,l^i, 2 :47 PM Page 10 

WISCONSIN MAGAZINE OF HISTORY 

introduced music into the curriculum, the school board was music training. This allowed the board to hire three music 
dealing extensively with attendance issues. The first topic dis teachers. They anticipated certain benefits from this music 
cussed in the school board's Annual Report for the year 1871 instruction. Whether it was music's "elevating and refining 
was the need to bring more children under the public school's tendency" or the way "it smooths the rough corners of our 
influence. Just over half of Milwaukee's 20,606 children nature," music was a moralizing force in the schools at a time 
between the ages of four and fifteen were regularly attending when it seemed, according to the school board, Milwaukee's 
school. With the help of good teachers responsible for the youth needed it most. At the end of the 1872-1873 school 
moral training of the youth, the school board felt they had year, the committee was thoroughly satisfied with the results 
the opportunity to "turn a child away from the path of achieved by these three music teachers. The parents and the 
wickedness." In their eyes, more children needed to be pupils, the committee claimed, approved of keeping music 
brought under the influence of the schools to ensure that instruction in the schools. It was decided by the school board 
"much greater attention . .  . be paid to the moral culture of that music was a necessary part of a good education. ̂ 2 
those, upon whom soon must rest the responsibilities of Soci Despite the training Milwaukee teachers had in the fun
ety and State."21 damentals of music and the well-intentioned decision of Mil

In 1872, the school board, with an increased sense of their waukee's school board, the children did not necessarily 
moralizing mission and the achievement of Mr. Priem as embrace the music they were taught. Due to the scarcity of 
proof of success, took the advice of the 1870 Committee on sources, it is difficult to determine accurately how Milwau
Music, Drawing, and CaHsthenics, and budgeted $1,500 for kee's youth were affected by their music instruction; however. 
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there is some evidence that they enjoyed their musical train
ing. One Milwaukeean, when reflecting back on his life, 
remembers fondly the martial music played on the piano as 
they did exercises, calisthenics, and singing drills in school. In 
the Milwaukee children's magazine Our Young People, sev
eral young girls from Milwaukee's St. Rose's Asylum wrote to 
the editor of their music lessons in positive terms.2^ 

While much had changed in educational theory by the 
end of the nineteenth century, music's ability to instill moral
ity remained important to educators. For example. The Sou
venir reprinted William Tomlins' address to the Wisconsin 
Teachers Association in 1898 called "Music, Its Nature and 
Influence." In this address he cautioned Milwaukee's educa
tors, "the germs of evil . . . will gradually spring up and get 
control of the boy unless they are eradicated. There is a great 
relation between music and the heart of the boy. His nature 
may be cultivated by music until evil will not have a chance 
to control him."2* 

Americans continued to view music as a moralizing force 
well into the twentieth century. What began early in the nine
teenth century in Boston's pubHc schools as a way of shaping 
the youth eventually influenced the structure of Milwaukee's 
educational system. In 1872, the Milwaukee pubHc schools 
instituted music classes for the first time, allowing exposure to 
the moralizing effects of music to more children than ever 
before. Because of Milwaukee's extensive musical commu
nity, children had widespread opportunities for public and 
private lessons as well as the opportunity for musical contact 
through community events. It is also hard to imagine that 
many of the city's youths were not trained with musical skills 
as part of their family traditions. Milwaukeeans believed, as 
did other Americans in the mid- to late-nineteenth century, 
that instructing children in music could shape them into bet
ter citizens, build character, and save their souls. At a time 
when the industrializing world seemed threatening, and the 
preparation they had received as children no longer seemed 
adequate for the new conditions, this belief gave parents, like 
Dr. Louis Frank, comfort. kVH 
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