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additional context

Arthritis
While arthritis is a common reality for many musicians, there are few recorded instances of major female 
violinists publicly naming it as the reason they stepped away from performing. More often, artists describe 
“injury,” “pain” or simply the physical limits of aging, rather than specifying a diagnosis. In the context of 
DINNER WITH THE DUCHESS, that absence is telling. It reflects a reality where a performer’s identity is so 
tied to their ability that naming a specific physical decline, especially something like arthritis, isn’t always 
something artists choose to do publicly. Margaret’s experience to disclose her arthritis, then, feels almost 

confession that is rarely spoken plainly.

The famous French singer Edith Piaf suffered from rheumatoid arthritis as well as other physical ailments, 
yet she continued to perform through the pain. She performed even in despite of the fact that there were 
fewer methods for managing arthritis pain during her lifetime than there are today. While the arthritis did 
not relate directly to her instrument, the voice, it was still a burden to her. It has been said the emotion she 
conveyed in her performances was, to a great degree, a kind of expression of her physical pain. Piaf died 

at age 47 in 1963.

The singer-dancer Paula Abdul also has rheumatoid arthritis. She appeared in a commercial for an arthritis 
gel in 2020 with a depiction of her then-current dancing compared to her dancing in 1989.

A prominent Los Angeles based violinist, Lisa Sutton, is an arthritis sufferer who had multiple finger joint 
surgeries which have allowed her to continue to playing into her 60’s.

What’s in a Nickname?
In the play, Margaret dislikes the use of a nickname given to her – the Duchess.  It’s for the audience to 
consider whether Margaret’s disparaging, haughty nickname is deserved, appropriate or fair. Or indeed 
whether it matters to her legacy.

Some nicknames that have been applied to real-world classical musicians:

•	 Wilma Norman-Neruda – Queen of Violinists
•	 French Singer Edith Piaf – The Little Sparrow
•	 Conductor Sir Georg Solti – The Screaming Skull (for his facial expressions while conducting)
•	 Composer Franz Schubert – The Mushroom
•	 Composer Johannes Brahms – The Young Eagle
•	 Opera Star Beverly Sills – Bubbles
•	 Antonio Vivaldi – The Red Priest
•	 Clara Schumann – The Queen of the Piano or The Grand Dame of Music
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a philosophical question
the person

or

the art?

As alluded to on the previous page, there is a question pervading our society (which is also explored in 
DINNER WITH THE DUCHESS) as to whether an artist’s imperfections as a person diminish or at all relate to 
their legacy for their work. 

There are many famous examples of various types of artists who have been difficult to work with, or even 
abusive to co-workers, subordinates or other people in their lives. Some prominent individuals in the world 
of music have been accused of sexual abuse and have had their reputations and careers reevaluated as a 
result.

Very recently, a different type of artist, the widely acclaimed chef Rene Redzepi, famous for his 
Copenhagen restaurant Noma, has been the subject of publicity about alleged extreme mistreatment of 
employees. Yet his culinary creations remain nearly universally acclaimed.

If the worst views of Margaret are true – and there is no indication that they are – does that matter when 
one is considering her legacy as a musician?

In a recent interview with CBS, Itzhak Perlman was asked how he’d like to be remembered. His answer: 
“That I did the best I could as a musician and just as a human being.”

Another type of artist, the poet T.S. Eliot, who won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1948, wrote a widely read 
essay entitled “Tradition and the Individual Talent” in which he placed surpassingly excellent poetry written 
in different periods of time as part of the body of excellent poetry that came before it. He also suggested 
that the work itself should be devoid of and unrelated to the creator’s own personality. Yet he concluded: 
“Poetry is not a turning loose of emotion, but an escape from personality. But, of course, only those who 
have personality and emotions know what it means to want to escape from these things.”

Mai Abe and Laura Gordon in rehearsal for DINNER WITH THE DUCHESS. 
Photo by A.J. Magoon.
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a virtuosic instrument
women and the violin

from laura kloser, assistant director

Before the late nineteenth century and into the twentieth, 
the violin was indeed a “male-dominated instrument” 
(Nagel-Frazel). Women were encouraged to study piano, 
harp, guitar, or voice as a domestic accomplishment 
“intended to attract suitors” (Powell, 21) and occupy their 
time, but they were not encouraged to perform publicly. 
As the violin and its repertoire were primarily featured 
in orchestral and solo performance, the violin was 
“intrinsically linked with the public, virtuoso performer 
in a way that the piano [was] not, and consequently 
remained problematic for female players” (Powell, 37).

Other objections to women learning the violin included 
the unfeminine posture of violin performance, including 
the “clamping down of the chin, rapid arm movements, 
and the standing position of the performer, facing the 
public” (Goldberg). There was also the belief, partially due 
to the instrument’s feminine shape and soprano range, 
that the violin was “a female instrument that must have 
a (male) master” (Goldberg). This view led to a “tradition 
of masculine and militant performances” (Nagel-Frazel), 
as well as the view that it was “inappropriately sexual” 
(Nagel-Frazel) for women to play a feminine instrument 
like the violin. The violin’s reputation as having links to 
the occult also may have “contributed towards it being 
thought unsuitable for women” (Powell, 5).

Laura Gordon in rehearsal for DINNER WITH THE DUCHESS. 
Photo by A.J. Magoon.

Sources:
Nagel-Frazel, Maeve; Meyer Frazier, Petra; and Banducci, Antonia (2021) “Making the Violin Fashionable: Gender and Virtuosity in the Life of 

Camilla Urso,” DU Undergraduate Research Journal Archive: Vol. 2: Iss. 1, Article 3.

Powell, Belinda. Countering the Social Prohibition of Women’s Violin-Playing in England 1770-1872, 2023, https://etheses.whiterose.ac.uk/id/
eprint/33795/1/Powell_107022552_CorrectedThesis.pdf.

Goldberg, T. (2019). Pioneer Violin Virtuose in the Early Twentieth Century: Maud Powell, Marie Hall, and Alma Moodie: A Gendered Re-Evaluation 
(1st ed.). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351167529.


