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Theme

National movements in nineteenth-century Europe were carried to an important extent by convivial
sociability and cultural interests. A good example is furnished by the rise and function of male choirs from
ca. 1810 onwards. Starting from initial foundational centres such as Berlin and Zurich, they obtained rapid
popularity, proliferated by inspiring new foundations in an increasing number of cities, then established
contacts and federative structures by means of trans-local, regional or nationwide festivals. Most German-
speaking cities had their Gesangverein or Liedertafel by 1840, and the formula developed in many other
European countries as well. In some of them (e.g. Wales and Estonia) choirs and choral festivals became
an important vehicle for the assertion of a separate national identity, carried by large demotic sections of
the population.

In the mid-to-late nineteenth century, male choirs were a feature of public life from Spain to Ireland and
Wales and from Estonia to Transylvania. It affected large as well as small countries, established states as
well as emergent nationalities. These choirs emphasized, in their choice of repertoire, patriotically-
minded songs, which came to be composed in great number for them; conversely, they participated in
public festivals and commemorations to add a nationally-inspired lustre to them (e.g. the Schiller
commemoration in Stuttgart 1839, and the large choral festivals of Estonia). They galvanized or mobilized
the active male part of the population with national fervour at a period before mass media and
transregional communication reached full development.

Before the workshop and in spite of its wide-spread popularity and socio-political importance,
remarkably little attention had been given to this phenomenon by either cultural historians or
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