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The English Concertina as an Instrument of Science
ANNA GAWBOY

I I an I 851 visitor to I .ondon's Great Exhibition entered the Crystal Palace, ascended to the
upper floor, and proceeded to the North Gallery, she would have been surrounded by an
overwhelming array of objects listed in the catalogue under Class X, "Philosophical instruments
and miscellaneous contrivances." Class X included "telescopes, microscopes, barometers,
thermometers, areometers, scales, balances, nautical instruments, and various others used to
illustrate the laws of mechanics, optics, light, heat, and electricity," but also included the subclasses
of timepieces and musical instruments. If our visitor made her way to exhibit 526, she would have
beheld Charles Wheatstone's 48-key English treble concertina, as well as baritone, concert tenor,
concert bass, and double models.
1

2

The English concertina did not win a medal at the exhibition.3 In fact, one musical juror
took an exceptional dislike to the concertina, as he later revealed in print. This juror was the
composer Hector Berlioz, who published a critique of the concertina in the second edition of his
orchestration treatise (see Fig. 1). Berlioz objected to the concertina's quarter-comma meantone
temperament, which he believed would cause grating discords with an equally-tempered pianoforte
or with the expressive intonation of a violin. 4 Quarter-comma meantone prioritized major thirds
in pure (or nearly pure) 5:4 ratio, which meant that the concertina's A-flats and E-flats were tuned
slightly higher than its corresponding G-sharps and D-sharps. Berlioz noted that these inflections
diametrically opposed those commonly used by string players, who tended to play sharped leading
tones (such as G-sharp to A) slightly higher and flat upper neighbors (such as A-flat to G) slightly
5

FIG. 1
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lower. But these difficulties were merely symptoms of a greater problem that Berlioz identified
with the concertina: the fact that it had been invented by a scientist, Charles Wheatstone. Berlioz
heard the concertina's pure major thirds as a hallmark of the speculative acoustic tradition, which
he characterized as the domain of mathematicians, obsessed with musical ratios and out-of-touch
with a living musical practice. "[The concertina] thus conforms to the doctrine of the acousticians,
a doctrine entirely contrary to the practice of musicians," Berlioz wrote. "This is a strange anomaly."
6

Berlioz objected to the idea that musical consonance was defined by mathematics and was
limited to intervals expressed by ratios involving the first six whole numbers, such as the pure 5:4
major third. But in real musical practice, musicians often performed intervals that deviated from
the acoustic ideal by varying amounts. These minimal deviations were still largely considered
consonant, even though the ratios of tempered intervals were considerably more complex. Berlioz
continued,
This ancient endeavor of the acousticians to introduce at all risks the result
of their calculations into the practice of an art based especially on the study of the
impression produced by sounds upon the human ear, is no longer maintainable
now-a-days. So true is it, that Music rejects it with energy; and can only exist by
rejecting it.
7

In just a few sentences, Berlioz placed the concertina at the center of the ancient debate
regarding the relationship of musical theory and musical practice. In his view, there was a
fundamental incompatibility between the acoustician's music of the mind and the musician's music
of the senses. But, at the time of Berlioz's writing, a debate was heating up within the field of

theoretical acoustics over incongruities between what calculation predicted and what the senses
perceived in experiments. The dispute would eventually result in a reconsideration of the definition
of consonance, and would energize the emerging field of physiological acoustics, leading to new
theories regarding how the ear processed sound. And interestingly, among fellows of British Royal
Society, Wheatstone's English concertina gained a reputation as a tool for experimental
investigation and the public demonstration of these new theories. As an instrument of musical
science, the English concertina blurred the boundary between subclasses of instruments exhibited
in Class X at the Crystal Palace.
8

Wheatstone, Euler, and the concertina's just major thirds
Berlioz correctly intuited that Wheatstone's preference for 5:4 major thirds stemmed from
his studies of theoretical acoustics, particularly the work of the eighteenth-century Swiss
mathematician Leonhard Euler.9 In an 1864 paper delivered before the Royal Society, Wheatstone's
colleague Alexander John Ellis revealed that "the concertina, invented by Prof. Wheatstone, F.R.S.,
has 14 manuals to the octave, which were originally tuned as an extension of Euler's 12-tone
scheme."
10

Ellis was referring to a particular tuning that Euler had presented in his 1739 treatise,
Tentamen novae theoriae musicae (An attempt at a new theory of music—see Fig. 2 ) . Euler's main objective
in the Tentamen was to "present a comprehensive mathematical definition" of musical consonance,
or, as he called it, musical "agreeableness." According to Euler, the human mind delighted in
simplicity and order. It followed, then, that music was most agreeable when the relationships among
tones were easiest for the mind to intuit. Since Euler believed that simple ratios involving small
whole numbers were easier to grasp than compjpc ratios, he posited that musical relationships
expressed by ratios involving the numbers 2, 3, and 5, their powers and their multiples, were the
most pleasing. 12
11

Of course, the idea that musical consonance had something to do with ratios involving small
whole numbers was an ancient one, but Euler's approach to the subject was unique. In the Tentamen,
he devised a formula to calculate the unique "degree of consonance" for any group of musical
tones, as well as a system to rank the degree of consonance based on the least common multiple
of the integers comprising the collection's ratio. Altogether Euler calculated eighteen separate pitch
collections containing the most pleasing combinations of tones, according to his theory. These
collections, or "genera," ranged from the first genus containing just two notes, a pitch and its
octave, to the diatonic-chromatic genus, which corresponded to a twelve-note chromatic scale in
just intonation.^The diatonic-chromatic genus represented the culmination of Euler's calculations
and was his primary focus in the Tentamen. It was this scale that Ellis referred to as "Euler's 12-tone
scheme."
—
In the Tentamen, Euler showed how the diatonic-chromatic genus could be generated from
a very basic tuning method using only 3:2 perfect fifths and 5:4 just thirds. Beginning with a key's
subdominant—for example, F in the key of C major—Euler first tuned a just 5:4 third, yielding A,
and a fifth in 3:2 ratio, yielding C. His second step was to tune just thirds And fifths fr< >m A and
C respectively, generating the pitches O s h a r p , l\, and ( i . Step three involved tuning just triads
from I[ and (1, adding ( j sharp, B, and 1). Euler continued the process to achieve twelve pitches,
adding 1) sharp, I sharp, and A sharp.
11

Euler called his diatonic-chromatic genus "the most perfect genus, the genus best suited
for producing harmony," claiming that it possessed "as many tones as harmony requires, no more
and no less, and all the tones will have among themselves the relationship determined from the
laws of harmony."^ Given Euler's elevated rhetoric, it is perhaps not surprising that Wheatstone
chose to tune his early instruments to the diatonic-chromatic genus.
But Euler's claims were not exactiy true, at least not for all chords in all keys. Just intonation
was beloved by acousticians because of its high percentage of pure triads, but such perfection
cannot be achieved uniformly for all scales if the instrument has fixed tones and a limited number
of keys per octave. Euler's diatonic-chromatic genus, containing twelve tones, possessed only
six pure major triads (on E, F, A, B, and C) and six pure minor triads (on G-sharp, A, B, C-sharp,
D-sharp, and E). Other triads in his system could differ from their pure forms by as much as a
diesis (41 cents) or a syntonic comma (21.5 cents), which was enough to make the triad sound
noticeably different.
16

17

Wheatstone recognized these limitations on Euler's diatonic chromatic genus. In order to
increase the number of pure thirds available on the concertina, he extended Euler's twelve-note
scale to fourteen notes, subtracting the A-sharp and adding A-flat, E-flat, and B-flat, presumably
each tuned in pure 5:4 thirds down from the C, G, and D, respectively. This procedure resulted
in separate buttons for the pairs A-flat/G-sharp and E-flat/D-sharp. A concertinist could then
play pure major triads rooted on A-flat, E-flat, F, C, G, A, E, B, and pure minor triads rooted on
C, G, F, A, E, B, C-sharp, and G-sharp.
Ellis wrote that the jusdy-tuned concertina "possessed the perfect major and minor scales
of C and E," but there were still problems. The roughness of chords on B-flat, D, and
F-sharp—with fifths a syntonic comma too narrow—"led to the abandonment of this scheme,
and to the introduction of a tempered scale." The first temperament to replace just intonation
was, according to Ellis, quarter-comma mean tone. This temperament entailed splitting the
problematic syntonic comma into four parts and narrowing each fifth on the concertina by that
amount, roughly equal to five cents. Ellis reported that quarter-comma meantone expanded the
concertina's useable major keys to E-flat, B-flat, F, C, G, D, A, and E, and its useable minor keys
to C, G, D, A, and E.
18
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But the concertina's thirteen useable keys in meantone temperament were not enough to
impress Berlioz at the Great Exhibition of 1851. The concertina's thirds were still tuned very close
to their pure forms, which Berlioz detested. Furthermore, meantone temperament generated wolf
intervals that were very harsh indeed. If a player tried to substitute B-flat for A-sharp in an F-sharp
major triad, the third of the chord would be too high; if a player tried to substitute C-sharp for
D-flat in a D-flat major triad, the fifth between C-sharp and A-flat would be too wide. Berlioz was
an advocate for equal temperament for instruments with fixed tones, such as the piano and
concertina. Not only would equal temperament eliminate the wolves, allowing the concertina to
modulate freely to all twenty-four major and minor keys, it would also slighdy widen the major
thirds and narrow the minor thirds, which Berlioz heard on the meantone concertina as respectively
too narrow and too wide.
22
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Wheatstone was fully aware of the advantages of equal temperament, especially in respect
to modulation. In fact, seven years before the Crystal Palace exhibition, Wheatstone had registered

a patent for the Double concertina, an instrument specifically designed for equal temperament and
easy moduladon to all 24 keys. Equal temperament allowed Wheatstone to reduce the Double's
accidentals from seven to just five: B-flat, E-flat, F-sharp, C-sharp, and G-sharp. In addition, his

innovative arrangement of the keys allowed scales related by major thirds to be fingered in precisely
the same way, thereby limiting the number of scale fingerings a player would actually have to
learn.24 An early advertisement stated that "the Double Concertinas are tuned to the equal
temperament, as Pianofortes are now tuned; this not only dispenses with the extra notes (viz. the
difference between G sharp and A flat, and D sharp and E flat), which are absolutely required to
make the principal chords sound agreeably on the usual Concertina, but also makes the tune in all
the keys on the Double Instrument more equally perfect."
25

Because equal temperament has become ubiquitous today, it is tempting to see the
equally-tempered Wheatstone Double as a progressive, forward-looking instrument. Wheatstone
registered his patent in 1844 (see Fig. 3), two years before the English piano manufacturer
Broadwood and Sons converted all their instruments to equal temperament. But for two decades
(or possibly longer), equal temperament was merely an option at Wheatstone & Company, as
they—and other manufacturers—continued to produce and market instruments in meantone
temperament well into the 1860s, alongside equally-tempered models.
26
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An aspiring mid-nineteenth century concertinist was thus faced with a dilemma. Meantone
or equal temperament? Both systems had their advantages and disadvantages. I ike just inti >nati< >n
mean-tone temperament yielded better-sounding triads, but these were limited to C( ftaill chords
in certain keys. I Lqual temperament allowed free modulat i<>n to every key, bul thi m i . I loundcd
arguably worse. The choice of temperament also depended on the typi oi < nsembli In which the
concertinist hoped to perform. It was thought thai just intonation and m< anton* ti nip< rnm< m

were better suited to vocal ensembles, and equal temperament was better suited to performances
with the piano. In 1865, the amateur concertinist William Cawdell presented the dilemma as a
matter of taste, writing, "[the concertina] may be tuned to equal or unequal temperament and to
any pitch that may be desirable; indeed, connoisseurs frequendy have several instruments of
different pitch and quality of tone, and sometimes more than one set of notes to the same
instrument, an arrangement which affords advantages unattainable by any other means and of
incomparable value under certain circumstances."
28
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Wheatstone's concertina patents do not make any direct reference to tuning or temperament,
but they do show his awareness of the practical issues arising from the various intonation systems.
He grappled with the problem of making the concertina as adaptable to as many tastes and
performance situations as possible. One of Wheatstone's proposed solutions was a mechanism by
which the performer could alter the pitch of any note by lengthening or shortening the vibrating
spring by means of a sliding plate controlled by a screw. According to Wheatstone, this enabled
"the notes of the concertina to be tuned at pleasure, by which its pitch may be adapted to that of
any other musical instrument which it may be required to accompany, or certain notes may be
altered at will to render the instrument more perfecdy in tune for the key in which a piece of music
is to be performed." Such mechanisms proved to be awkward to use in practice, and were not
put into commercial production.
30
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Although the Double concertina had been introduced to the public around 1850 as an
equally-tempered instrument, Wheatstone's 1844 patent also includes a Double keyboard layout
that would have enabled it to be tuned in meantone temperament. The layout includes seven
accidentals, with separate keys for E-flat /D-sharp and A-flat /G-sharp. Each face included eight
rows of buttons, as if the layout of the treble model had been doubled and laid side-by-side.
33

So why didn't Wheatstone and Company model its tuning practices on Broadwood and
uniformly tune all their concertinas to equal temperament by mid-century? There are several
possible explanations. First, equal temperament presented considerable practical difficulty for
tuners. Tuners of the time plied their trade by ear, and achieving a good equal temperament was
considerably more difficult than achieving a good meantone temperament. In 1864, Ellis wrote
that equal temperament was "so difficult to realize by the ordinary methods of tuning, that [it] has
probably never been attained in this country, with any approach to mathematical precision."
Second, despite the conversion of Broadwood and Sons to equal temperament during the 1840s,
other British instrument builders and tuners followed suit only gradually between 1850 and 1890.
Ellis's survey of British organs, completed in 1880, revealed that many instruments were still in
meantone temperament. Third, the superiority of equal temperament was by no means a settied
issue in the mid-nineteenth century. When George Herbert ordered the organ in Berkeley Square
Roman Catholic Church to be retuned equally in 1854, he reported, "I was totally alone, everyone
was against me, and I was about the best abused man in London for some time." Fourth, as we
have seen, the concertina was particularly adapted to unequal tunings. The concertina's fourteen
pitches to the octave hid the wolf intervals of meantone temperament further among its "remote"
chords than was possible on the piano. Additionally, the concertina's free-reed timbre with many
audible partials actually caused tempered intervals, especially thirds, to sound slighdy harsher than
they would on a piano. Finally, there is one other factor which likely influenced Wheatstone and
Company's decision to retain meantone temperament at least through the 1860s: the concertina's
ties to the British scientific community.*
34
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Helmholtz, the concertina, and the debate over equal temperament
By the mid-nineteenth century, temperament had become an issue of debate in musical and
academic circles. One side argued that equal temperament made every key equally good, allowing
free modulation. The other side argued that equal temperament made every key equally bad, as
every interval (aside from octaves) was slightly mistuned from its pure form.39 The dispute came
down to differences of opinion regarding how musical consonance should be defined and what
the ear could hear. Many acousticians who favored just intonation were committed to a definition
of consonance based on simple ratios, which excluded the more complex ratios involved in equal
temperament. Berlioz, a proponent of equal temperament, ridiculed this position on the ground
that the acousticians' calculations had litde relevance to practical music making, and that the
musicians' ears should be the final arbiter of consonance:
Whence it results that the sounds so-called irreconcilable by the acousticians are
perfectly reconciled by musical practice; and that those relations declared false by
calculation, are accepted as true by the ear, which takes no account of
inappreciable differences, nor of the reasonings of mathematicians. . .

I

These ridiculous arguings, these ramblings of men of letters, these absurd conclusions
of the learned, possessed—all of them—with the mania of speaking and writing upon

IK, 1

an art of which they are ignorant, can have no other result than that of making musicians laugh.

40

One problem facing acousticians was that they could not agree on a satisfactory explanation
of why intervals expressed by simple ratios using the first six numbers were perceived as
consonances. Euler had argued that the mind intuited the hidden order of the simple ratios and
delighted in it at a subconscious level, but this theory could not account for the fact that a pure
consonance sounded only slightly more smooth than an equally-tempered interval, despite equal
temperament's greater complexity of ratio. Other problems vexed early nineteenth-century
acousticians as well. What accounted for differences in timbre? What made a tone's fundamental
more perceptible than its overtones? What accounted for the phenomena of combination tones?
How, precisely, did the ear process sound?
In 1863, Hermann von Helmholtz published On the Sensations of Tone (Die Lehre von den
Tonempfindungen, see note 19 for the full German tide—see also, Fig. 4), a book that would
revolutionize the field of acoustics. Helmholtz synthesized previous research and data collected
from nearly a decade of his own experiments to produce a comprehensive theory of musical
perception which embraced its physical, physiological, and psychological dimensions. Helmholtz
began by establishing that sound waves caused the internal structures of the ear to vibrate
sympathetically at the same frequency. These inner-ear vibrations were then translated into impulses
carried from the auditory nerve to the brain. Helmholtz proposed that the ear acted as a resonator,
and that the ear's capacity to analyze the upper partials of a tone accounted for the perception of
timbral difference as well as its perception of consonance and dissonance.
41

FIG. 5

I [elmholtz theorized thai when the wave forms ol the uppct partials oi two tones interacted
in such a way to be coincident with one another, the eat perceived the resulting sound as smooth,
or consonant. When the wave forms of two tones interacted in such a way to periodically cancel
each other out, the ear heard the intermittent disruptions as "beats," or roughness. Helmholtz
equated roughness with dissonance, positing a graduated spectrum between consonance and
dissonance based on the rapidity of beats produced by any two given tones. The perception of
relative consonance was also affected by combination tones, a faint third tone which arises when
two pitches are sounded together under certain conditions.
Interestingly, Helmholtz's theory of consonance still favored the pure intervals of just
intonation, but his careful empirical studies seemed to put his theory on a firmer foundation than
Euler's vague hypotheses regarding the mind's ability to intuit the eternal beauty of ideal ratios.
On the Sensations of Tone contains numerous descriptions of experiments and illustrations of
instruments to aid the observation of musical phenomena. "All these beats of partial and
combinational tone. . .are not inventions of empty theoretical speculation, but rather facts of
observation, and can be really heard without difficulty 6^ any practiced observer who performs
his experiments correctiy," Helmholtz wrote.
42

The need to perform empirical investigations on instruments and to demonstrate the new
acoustic paradigms transformed the English concertina into an instrument of science. This was
primarily accomplished through the work of the philologist, mathematician, acoustician, and
proto-ethnomusicologist Alexander John Ellis. Ellis had learned to play the English concertina as
a boy, and so it was natural that he chose the concertina for his experiments with temperament.
But there was another reason the concertina made an ideal demonstration tool for Ellis. The
concertina's partials were audible up to the eighth harmonic, making the instrument very sensitive
to subtle changes in intonation. Ellis possessed several concertinas tuned to different systems to
facilitate their direct comparison. In this way, Ellis could make empirical judgments regarding the
different qualities of Pythagorean intonation, just intonation, meantone temperament, and equal
temperament. Ellis's longstanding interest in the music of other cultures inspired him to test
some non-western tuning systems on his English concertina. For example, he tuned one concertina
so that he could compare slendro and pelog, two varieties of pentatonic scale used in Indonesian
gamelan m u s i c On another concertina, Ellis replicated the Arabic lute tuning of Abdulqadir.
43
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In 1864, Ellis became acquainted with Helmholtz's theories and immediately saw their
potential. Ellis obtained a letter of introduction to Helmholtz through the philologist Max Miiller,
and offered to translate Die Tehre into English. When Helmholtz visited Ellis later that year to
discuss the translation, Ellis played his experimental concertinas for Helmholtz. The Imglish
translation appeared in 1875, with commentary and appendices by Ellis, who often referred to h'.s
own concertina experiments to elaborate points made by Helmholt^ in the text (see Fig. 5 ) .
48
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According to Helmholtz, the consonances of equal temperament were- distinctly less smooth
than those in just intonation, due to the interaction of the upper partials, I Le wrote, "il must not
be imagined that the difference between tempered and just intonation is a mere mathematical
subtiety without any practical value. That this difference is really very striking even to unmusical
ears, is shown immediately by actual experiments with properly tuned instruments." In 1864,
Ellis presented a paper before the Royal Society in which he presented I [elmholtz's theory of
51

consonance and an argued for the superiority of just intonation on scientific grounds, citing his
concertina experiments as evidence.
It is easy to compare the different effects of [tuning] systems as applied to the
same quality of tone, for harmonies which are common to both. Having two
concertinas [tuned to mean-tone and equal temperaments, respectively] and a
third tuned to just intervals, I have been able to make this comparison, and my
own feeling is that the Mesotonic [i.e., mean-tone] is but slightly, though
unmistakably, inferior to the Just, and greatly superior to the Hemitonic [i.e., equal
temperament]. 52
He later explained,
A triad in which the major Third is perfect, but the Fifth and minor Third both too
small by a quarter of a comma or 5 1/8 cents (as in meantone temperament, in which I have
a concertina tuned), has a much better effect than the equally-tempered triad, where the
fifth is only one-eleventh of a comma or two cents too flat, and the major Third is
seven-elevenths of a comma or 14 cents too sharp, and hence the minor Third is
eight-elevenths of a comma or 16 cents too flat. The effect is much more strongly felt in
playing passages than in playing isolated chords.
55

In 1877, two years after the publication of his English translation of Helmholtz, Ellis
reiterated his empirical investigations on the effect of different temperaments in a public lecture
delivered before the College of Preceptors. The lecture introduced Helmholtz's acoustic findings
to a public audience, and launched a sustained argument in favor of just intonation. During the
lecture, Ellis performed several versions of "God Save the Queen" on his concertinas to acquaint
his audience with the audible differences between intonational systems. He showed how the pure
harmonies of just intonation were related to the overtone series, grounding just intonation upon
the natural laws of music itself. "Just intonation ensures real harmony," Ellis insisted. As evidence
for the expressive power of just intonation, Ellis recounted his experience listening to a concert
of a capella singers who had been specifically trained to sing in just intonation. "I may perhaps be
allowed to say that the most exquisite feelings I have ever experienced in the hearing of part music
have been derived from listening to Mr. Proudman's Tonic Sol-Fa College Choir, when
unaccompanied. But when it was accompanied, and all the relations were torn to pieces by the
[equally-tempered] piano or organ, my ears were often so pained that I could not hear the music."
54
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In the decades following Helmholtz, many musical scientists championed the use of just
intonation based on the argument that it had a "natural" justification in the overtone series.
Helmholtz's theory of consonance allowed acousticians to base their preference for just intonation
on empirical sensations rather than calculation alone. As we have seen, the concertina's numerous
audible upper partials made it an ideal instrument for Ellis to demonstrate his argument in favor
of just intonation in public lectures. Wheatstone's own interest in acoustics and his professional
connection to Ellis must have been yet another factor in the company's retention of meantone
temperament, just intonation's more practical cousin.
57

The eminence of Wheatstone and Ellis permanently linked the concertina to questions of
temperament in the minds of the British scientific community. In 1889, the Australian Reverend
W.J. Habens submitted a paper on tuning and the musical scale to the Royal Musical Association,
then a newly-formed assembly of British acousticians, musical scholars, and musicians (Habens
himself was not present). In it, he defended Euler's definition of consonance and argued for the

use of just intonation for the construction of a perfect musical scale. Habens's paper inspired a
lively discussion among the assembled fellows, transcribed and published by the Royal Musical
Association. After a consideration of whether or not ensembles of voices or stringed instruments
really did perform in just intonation, George Herbert remarked, as a kind of non-sequitor,
Did you know, by the way, that Wheatstone's concertina for twelve or fifteen years
has been tuned equally? When Wheatstone brought it out he told me it was perfect
[i.e., just] in 6 keys. Some years ago I had to choose a concertina for a friend by
Wheatstone, and to my astonishment I found it was tuned equally. They have two
keys for D-sharp and E-flat, and G-sharp and A-flat, but they give the same note.
I suppose they found that they could not play with the pianoforte. Giulio Regondi,
who was the finest concertina player, had two always, one for the orchestra and one
for the piano.
58

As Herbert made clear, by 1889 Wheatstone and Company had switched entirely to equal
temperament for their commercial instruments, despite charges of acoustic inferiority brought
against equal temperament by the scientific elite. Did Wheatstone and Company succumb to
pressures of the commercial market? By the fourth quarter of the nineteenth century, the pia'ho's
commercial success and**domestic popularity had made equal temperament (or its Victorian
approximation) ubiquitous.
Although equally-tempered concertinas were available through the 1850s and 1860s, it is
possible that a complete conversion did not occur at Wheatstone and Company until much later.
Herbert's off-the-cuff estimate would place the conversion point around 1875, the year Charles
Wheatstone died. Like all new converts, Wheatstone and Company vilified its past ways once the
switch occurred. An undated (though late nineteenth-century) Wrieatstone and Company catalogue
described their equal tuning as a point of pride, adding that, "nearly all inferior makes of
Concertinas are tuned on a plan called unequal temperament."
59

60

The details of Wheatstone and Company's tuning practices and its timeline cannot be
definitively established due to lack of documentation. However, it is clear that tensions arising
from the concertina's dual role as an instrument for practical music making and an instrument of
science left a mark on its tuning history, and an understanding of this tension sheds some light on
an obscure and convoluted thread of the Wheatstone English concertina's story.
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The Center for the Study of Free-Reed
Instruments,
The Graduate Center of the City University of New
York

Housed at The Graduate Center of The City University of New York, the Center for
the Study of Free-Reed Instruments (Allan Atlas, Director) fosters research and
discussion about all aspects of all free-reed instruments. To that end, the Center
sponsors a concert/colloquium each Spring semester, maintains a library/archive of
materials pertaining to free-reed instruments (the jewels of which are a large collection
of Victorian music for the English concertina and the Deiro Archive, which preserves
the documentary and recorded legacy of the legendary accordionists Guido and Pietro
Deiro), has published four volumes of The Free-Reed Journal (1999-2002), and now
co-publishes with the ICA Papers of the International Concertina Association. Among
past events: 'Tango-Bandoneon-Piazzolla' (2000), 'The Accordion as an Icon of
Italian-American Culture' (2001), 'The Incredible Concertina: A Concert in Honor of
Sir Charles Wheatstone~A Bicentennial Celebration' (2002), 'Free Reeds of Asia'
(2003), and 'Viva Regondi' (2006).

Fig. 1. Edinburgh's Assembly Rooms, later containing the Music Hall, as drawn
by Thomas H. Shepherd and engraved by A. McClatchie, 1829.

Fig. 2. The City Hall in Glasgow's Merchant City, as seen today.

Frederick W . Bridgman and the Concertina
RANDALL C. M E R R I S

Introduction: On 22 and 24 March 1890, respectively, Glasgow's City Hall and Edinburgh's
George Street Music Hall (see Figs. 1 and 2) mounted "Jubilee" concerts in honor of Frederick
William Bridgman (1833-1892), who had been performing on Scottish stages for fifty years. A
pianist, concertinist, organist, and harmonium player, Bridgman also taught the first three of those
instruments as well as voice, and also lectured about music, conducted orchestras and choruses,
and served as the manager of an opera company. What follows constitutes a sketch of Bridgman's
career, with emphasis on his activities as a concertinist.
Bridgman's education and early career: Born in Marylebone, London, on 16 January 1833,
Frederick William Bridgman was the only child of Thomas and Susannah Bridgman. Thomas
Bridgman (1797-1837), a writer by profession, and Susannah Lucy Eager (1801-1882) were married
in Saint Anne's Parish, Soho, Westminster, in July 1823. Susannah Lucy and her sister Charlotte
Coe (b. 1803) were the daughters of John (1782-1853) and Charlotte Eager; and when, in 1839,
John Eager divorced his first wife, he married Euphemia Lowe (1801-1872), a music teacher. In
1837 Thomas Bridgman passed away, and the young widow Susannah married one Thomas Wade
(1805-1876), a writer and editor.
Following Thomas Bridgman's death in 1837, the widowed Susannah moved with Frederick
to her father's (Frederick's grandfather's) home at 48 Frederick Street, Edinburgh. A notice in The
Scotsman of 22 September 1838 informed its readers (p. 1):
Mr Eager having retired from the situation of Director and Teacher of the Theory
of Music and of the Piano in the Scottish Institution, has the honour to announce
to Pianists, whether studying as Teachers or as Amateurs, that he now not only
intends to increase the number of his Classes, and devote his attention and exertions
chiefly to the Pupils attending his academy—conducted on Mr Logier's System of
Musical Education—but has resolved to meet the public wish, by extending his
services on liberal terms. . . .

^

Mr Eager has the additional pleasure of announcing to his friends and the public,
that his daughter, MRS BRIDGMAN, (from London) has pledged herself to afford
him her valuable assistance in the arduous labours of his Academy, in the course
of the season. . . .
And it was in Edinburgh that Frederick Bridgman made his debut as a pianist at age seven in March
1840, assisted by his grandfather, John Eager, about whom a few words are necessary.
Bridgman's basic keyboard training was provided mainly by his mother, Susannah, and
grand father, John Eager, himself an organist, pianist, and violinist, as well as a teacher w h o included
among his pupils the children of the royal family when they w e n in residence at Balmoral.
1

2

Instructed in the rudiments of music by his own lather, a manufacturer oi musical instruments,
Eager had shown musical promise early on. After a period of patronage by the Duke of Dorset,

Eager moved tO Yarmouth, where he established himself as a music teacher and, in 1803, was
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appointed town organist. Before moving to Scotland, he opened an academy for music and dance
in Norwich, where his daughters Susannah and Charlotte assisted with the instruction.
His teaching resulted in controversy owing to his promotion of a method of piano playing
that had been devised by J . Bernard Logier (1777-1846) in 1814. The Logier system utilized a
mechanical device called the "chiroplast"—a laterally sliding, hand-guidance template that was
fitted above the piano keyboard. Eager's writings and public demonstrations of the Logier system
sparked heavy doses of abuse in the Norwich press and elsewhere, but his reputation was restored
before he left Norwich for Edinburgh in 1833.
3

To return to Frederick: his name first appeared in The Scotsman in association with a concert
held on 27 November 1843 (p. 1) in Edinburgh's recendy opened Music Hall on George Street,
'the concert featured the well-known violinist Henry Gamble Blagrove (brother of Richard of
concertina fame), with participation by the Misses and Mr. Williams, vocalists; Mr. Lindley, cellist;
and Master F. Bridgman on piano. Bridgman and Blagrove joined forces for a "Duo Concertante—
Pianoforte and Violin—on Scotch Airs, dedicated to Moscheles, Master F. Bridgman (Pupil of Mr
Eager) and Mr Blagrove" (on the famous pianist Ignaz Moscheles, see below).
As for performing on the concertina: it seems that Bridgman made his debut on the
instrument at a Musard concert in Edinburgh's Waterloo Rooms on 21 May 1845. The
advertisement in The Scotsman for that day stated ". . .by MASTER BRIDGMAN, a FANTASIA
on the CONCERTINA. . . "(see Fig. 3).
4

In his advertisements for piano and concertina pupils in the September 1854 issues of The
Scotsman, Bridgman indicated that he had been a pupil of Giulio Regondi (1822-1872), the unrivaled
classical concertina virtuoso, prolific composer and arranger for the instrument, and a master
classical guitarist. Perhaps Regondi gave the young Bridgman concertina lessons during his visit
to Edinburgh in 1840, when, on 13 March, he performed on both concertina and guitar at the
Hopetoun Rooms. Here is the review that appeared in The Scotsman on 18 March (p. 1):
5

Signor Giulio Regondi made his debut in De Beriot's violin concerto, which he
executed on the concertina in the most exquisite style. The concertina may be briefly
described as the accordion suddenly brought to perfection. The wild breathings of
the Eolian harp—to imitate which was the ne plus ultra of the toy in its previous
state—mingle and alternate in this wonderful little instrument, with the dulcet notes
of the flute, the reedy swell of the hautboy, and the clear liquid tones of the violin;
and the most rapid passages of execution are performed with scarcely any apparent
exertion on the part of the performer.
We can imagine an enthralled seven-year-old Frederick in the audience—little wonder that he was
attracted to the instrument.
6

During the period 1846-1851, Bridgman performed in Edinburgh on both concertina and
piano, and often as a piano accompanist. And it was during this period that he introduced his
arrangements of medleys of Scottish melodies for concertina, which became something of a
"signature" vehicle for him, one that he played for the rest of his career, not only on concertina,
but also on piano and organ. (For the Scottish tunes on which he drew, see the Appendix.) His
other concertina selections included popular compositions that Giulio Regondi, Richard Blagrove,

Fig. 3. Notice for Bridgman's first concertina performance,
The Scotsman,

21 May 1845 (p. 1).
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and George Case had performed at their London concerts. Bridgman sometimes was accompanied
by his step-grandmother, Euphemia Eager (billed as "Miss E. Lowe"), on piano. Still another
success was gained with a work for concertina and harp, "L'ltalie et l'Irelande," which he performed
together with Henry Edward Dibdin in the Hopetoun Rooms in 1 8 5 0 .
7

8

Bridgman's solo performances on the concertina continued to garner respect in The Scotsman,
as shown by comments in the 1 1 December 1 8 4 7 and 2 February 1 8 5 0 issues, respectively:
Master Bridgman's concertina solo was beautifully played, and gave great pleasure
to the audience. He is an exceedingly clever and promising young musician (p. 3 ) .
The solo on the concertina was played with the fine expression which always
distinguishes Mr Bridgman's performances on the instrument (p. 2 ) .

In 1 8 4 9 , "Mr Bridgman" (as he was now billed at age sixteen) began teaching piano and
concertina under the auspices of his grandfather's academy, which also offered programs in violin
and music theory:
Mr and Mrs Eager, assisted by Mr Bridgman, have the honor to announce that
their Academy, 5 4 FREDERICK STREET, for the MUSICAL EDUCATION of
YOUNG LADIES, and the ART of PIANOFORTE PLAYING, will Re-open on
Monday 1st f October.
Q

MR BRIDGMAN will be happy to give Private Instructions on the Pianoforte and
concertina, at the residence of his Pupils... (The Scotsman, 1 5 September 1 8 4 9 , p . l ) .
Bridgman remained on the job for only two years before striking out for Leipzig in 1 8 5 1 in order
to study with the famous Czech-born composer and pianist Ignaz Moscheles ( 1 7 9 4 - 1 8 7 0 ) , himself
the former teacher of a young prodigy named Felix Mendelssohn. Indeed, a German sojourn to
acquire polish was commonplace at the time for those English (and American) musicians who
wished to gain real credibility.
Maturity: By late 1 8 5 3 , Bridgman had completed his studies in Leipzig and was temporarily living
on the Isle of Jersey, birthplace of his new bride, Harriet Whitter (b. 1 8 3 3 ) , and the place of
residence of his mother Susannah and her second husband, Thomas Wade. Throughout their
marriage, Harriet Bridgman traveled to Jersey for extended visits with her family, and Frederick
would take summer holidays there.
In October 1 8 5 4 Bridgman returned to Edinburgh, in advance of which he placed notices
in The Scotsman on 2 3 and 3 0 September (both p. 1 ) :
PIANOFORTE AND CONCERTINA
MR FREDERICK BRIDGMAN (Pupil of Moscheles and Regondi) begs to announce
that, after an absence of two years, he intends returning to Edinburgh in early October.
Mr BRIDGMAN will form CONCERTINA CLASSES during the Season. 1 6
GEORGE STREET

Now listed as "Professor of Concertina" in the Musical Directory, Register andAlmanack for the Year
1855, Bridgman also published two versions of his Scottish music arrangements: Nine Scotch
Airs for the Concertina (Edinburgh: J . Purdie, 1855), one with and one without piano
accompaniment.
9

Once again, Bridgman cut his Edinburgh sojourn short, for in early 1857 he set out for
London, where he became pianist, conductor, and one of the managers of the Metropolitan English
Opera Company, all the while continuing to perform on both concertina and piano in London and
its environs. In 1862, he also offered what we might refer to today as a lecture-recital, which was
advertised in The Times on 29 September (p. 1 ) :
Mr. F. W. Bridgman [pianist, concertinist, vocalist, and lecturer], in his
EVENINGS with the GREAT COMPOSERS, at Islington, TO-NIGHT and
To-morrow night; High-gate Oct. 1st d 2 ^; Dalston, Oct. 3 and 4. London
Address at Mr. W. Brettell, 336a, Oxford-street, W.
a n

n

To return to the Metropolitan English Opera Company: at best Bridgman garnered only
modest success with the project. Though English opera was gaining popularity in mid-century, it
still lived in the shadow of Italian opera—by the likes of Rossini, Bellini, Donizetti, and Verdi, to
name only the giants—which was much in vogue among the fashionable set in both London and
the provinces. In the end, the high point of Bridgman's association with the Company was likely
his role as conductor in its production of Friedrich von Flotow's opera Martha, or The Market of
Richmond, as the English version was known, Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, in 1858.
In 1862, Bridgman again moved back to Edinburgh, and this time made it his home base
for the rest of his life. The Scotsman of 15 November 1862 (p. 1) advertised his upcoming appearance
that evening at Howard's Operetta-House in the Waterloo Rooms: "Solo Concertina on Scottish
Airs
Mr F. Bridgman (his First Appearance in Edinburgh for the last six years)." Finally,
Bridgman's career as a performer can safely be said to have reached its peak during the years
1863-1870, during which time he appeared frequendy at the George Street Music Hall, Glasgow's
City Hall, and other venues throughout Scodand, sharing the stage with fellow musicians of national
and international repute.
t

Bridgman and the Lachenal Sisters: Although there can be no doubt that Bridgman was best
known in his own day as a pianist—perhaps particularly as a piano accompanist—it is his career
as a concertinist that most interests us here. We have already mentioned his lessons with Regondi,
his debut on the instrument in 1845, his activities as a teacher, and his contribution to the repertory
with his medleys of Scottish melodies and Nine Scotch Airs for the Concertina. Yet perhaps it was
his appearance with the Lachenal Sisters that marked his most notable moment as a concertinist.
10

Having made their debut in London at the International Exhibition in 1862, the three
Lachenal sisters—Marie, Eugenia, and Josephine, daughters of the well known concertina
manufacturer Louis Lachenal—came to Scotland during the 1865-1866 season, at which time they
were seventeen, sixteen, and thirteen years old, respectively. Though Bridgman's main task at
the girls' debut at the George Street Music Hall on 21 October 1865 was to serve- as their piano
accompanist, he also contributed as a concertinist, joining f< >rccs with the sistei 8 to 6 >rm a quartet
that played selections from Rossini's Sem'mwiidv, Bellini's Sonnambula, and 1 )< >ni/i til's / ju
11
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as well as such popular numbers as "Rule Britannia," "Home, Sweet Home," and "God Save the
Queen." In subsequent appearances at the Music Hall—one in November 1 8 6 5 , two in December
1 8 6 5 , and one in January 1 8 6 6 — t h e quartet also included performances of operatic airs from
Donizetti's LElisir dAmore, while Bridgman once again assumed his role as accompanist for Marie
Lachenal in arrangements of airs from three of Auber's operas, "Le Domino Noir," "Fra Diavolo,"
and "Masaniello." Between Music Hall engagements, on Christmas Night 1 8 6 5 , the sisters and
Bridgman performed at a "grand musical soiree" in the Corn Exchange in Dalkeith, near Edinburgh.
Reviews in The Scotsman and elsewhere were full of praise for the performances, as we can see from
the one that appeared in The Scotsman on 1 3 November 1 8 6 5 (p. 2 ) :
1 2

The concertina playing of the Mdlles Lachenal and Mr Bridgman formed a most
important feature of the concert. The quartet on airs from L'Elisir dAmore was
exceedingly effective. It is cleverly arranged, and tastefully interpreted by Mr
Bridgman and his fair co-executants. . .

Two landmarks: Two final aspects of Bridgman's career deserve mention: his work at the
Ladies' College and the jubilee concerts of 1 8 9 0 .
The Ladies' College: In 1 8 7 0 , the Merchant Maiden Hospital was renamed the Edinburgh
Educational Institution for Girls. At about the same time, F. W. Bridgman joined the school's
faculty as Music Master. Founded by Mary Erskine in 1 6 9 4 , the school's mission was to provide
education for orphaned and other impoverished girls, who were boarded within the "hospital."
Its reputation for high-quality education eventually prompted a push for more open admissions,
and the school evolved from being strictly a charity-boarding school to one that also welcomed
day-school pupils. The student body grew dramatically and soon included girls from all income
strata of the Edinburgh area. The school's success opened up choice positions for faculty members,
with one of the best being that of "Music Master." In 1 8 8 9 , the school was renamed the Edinburgh
Ladies' College.
1 3

14

Bridgman's lucrative teacher's salary was a boon to his fortunes. By 1 8 7 3 , his contract
stipulated a quite handsome £ 3 2 0 annual salary, plus ". . . each Music Master gets £8 for giving a
weekly lesson in the Theory of Music during [the] last two quarters." His association with the
Ladies' College lasted for more than twenty years.
15

The Jubilee Concerts: As noted above, Glasgow and Edinburgh honored Bridgman with "Jubilee"
concerts to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of his career, on 2 2 March and 2 4 March 1 8 9 0 ,
respectively. Bridgman himself participated, accompanying a number of stellar soloists and
performing on the concertina (see Fig. 4 ) .
Final years: After the Jubilee Concerts, Bridgman continued to perform, at least occasionally on
the concertina. Thus he appeared as a concertinist at the George Street Music Hall in January 1 8 9 1 ,
playing his "Scotch Airs" at the Railway Guards' 21st Annual Benefit Concert in Aid of Permanent
Sick and Injured and Widows and Orphans Fund, while a month later he was on stage at
Edinburgh's Albert Hall, once again with concertina in hand. In fact these we're his final
appearances as a concertinist at major concert venues. He also continued to teach at the Ladies'
16

Fig. 4 Notice for Bridgman's Jubilee Concert,
The Scotsman, 22 March 1890 (p. 1).
College and went on performing, mainly as a piano accompanist, until very near the time of his
death on 28 December 1892.
His obituary in The Scotsman of 29 December 1892 expounded on his experience at the
piano before noting his popularity as a concertinist. It stated (p. 4):
THE LATE MR BRIDGMAN
As a pianoforte accompanist he had few equals,
and his services in that capacity were always in request. Indeed it is authoritatively
stated that as pianist with concert companies he has visited nearly every town
of any importance in Scotland, and had accompanied nearly every artiste of repute.
He was also an adept on the English concertina, and made a specialty of a Scottish
selection on the instrument which was always popular.

With his passing, his widow, Harriet Bridgman, S O O N made plans I<> m o v e I ><
i; K I<> her native
Isle of Jersey. And after lauding S O much praise U P O N H I M ovei TLX pears, The Scotsman
to Bridgman FOR T H E LAST time in A classified advertisement o n 21 January 189 \ (p 14) in which it
17
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ix >i( (I tin- sale of Bridgman's household possessions (under the auspices of F. W. Lyon & Turnbull,
Auctioneers and Valuators, 5 1 George Street):

Within No. 5 1 GEORGE STREET
On TUESDAY FIRST, 24th JANUARY, at Eleven o'clock
THE ELEGANT AND SUPERIOR HOUSEHOLD FURNISHINGS,
COTTAGE PIANOFORTE, HARMONIUM, ENGISH CONCERTINA,
MIRRORS, CLOCKS, CHINA, ORNAMENTS, &c.
(Which belonged to the late Mr. F. W. BRIDGMAN)

BRILLIANT-TONED WALNUT COTTAGE PIANOFORTE
by Collard & Collard; RICH-TONED HARMONIUM, with
1 7 stops, by Alexandre; FINE ENGLISH CONCERTINA . . . .
There were probably few readers of the advertisement who had a full appreciation of the breadth
and depth of talent and experience of the owner of that "FINE ENGLISH CONCERTINA."
Frederick W. Bridgman had spent close to two-hundred Saturday nights performing at Music Hall
and City Hall concerts, had appeared on stages throughout Scotland, and had taught scores'of
pupils how to play piano, organ, and concertina.

Appendix:
Frederick W. Bridgman's
Concertina Repertory
What follows is a list of pieces that formed at least part of F.W. Bridgman's repertory on
the concertina. I have constructed the list from announcements and reviews in newspapers and
weekly periodicals, primarily The Scotsman, The Edinburgh Evening Courant, The Caledonian Mercury, The
Glasgow Tier aid, and The Era.
Because the notices and reviews often refer to the works by title only, it is not always possible to
identify the work precisely, since there is often more than one well-known composer/arranger
for the concertina who turned out a "Fantasia on. . .," an "Airs from. . .," or "Selections from. . ."
this or that opera. In the end, I do not insist on the attributions cited. There is one group of
pieces, however, for which I have, when more than one possibility exists, generally favored
Richard Blagrove, and those are the works that Bridgman performed with the Lachenal Sisters,
since it was with Blagrove that the sisters were closely associated. Dates of publication, when
they are provided, follow the dates of acquisition provided by the British Library's Integrated
Catalogue, available online at http://catalogue.bl.uk. Clearly, however, publication could well
have preceded the Library's acquisition of the item. Finally, I have also drawn upon the
following sources: Catalogue of Ewer & Co. s Universal Circulating Music Library (London: Ewer &
Co., 1 8 6 0 ) , , 2 3 2 - 3 7 ; Catalogue ofAugener & Co. s University Circulating Musical Library with Supplements
(London: Augener & Co., 1 8 6 1 ) , 3 - 4 and 7 - 1 4 ; and A Catalogue of Musicfor the English Concertina or
Aeola (London: Wheatstone & Co., n.d.),

A. Pieces for solo concertina or concertina and piano
Airs from favourite poems of Robert Burns
Fantasia on airs from Auber's Operas "Le Domino Noir," "Fra Diavolo," and "Masaniello" (Blagrove
1861)
Fantasia on Airs from Donizetti's Opera 'Don Pasquale" (Blagrove 1855 or Regondi n.d.)
Fantasia on Airs from Meyerbeer's Opera 'Robert le Diable" (Blagrove 1852 or Regondi n.d.)
Fantasia on Airs from Wallace's Opera 'Lurline" (Blagrove 1860 or Joseph Warren n.d.)
"Fra Poco". . from Donizetti's Opera 'Lucia di Lammermoor" [possibly Henry Lea's arrangement,
which is No. 5 in his Concertina Gems (London: H. Lea, 1860)].
Muirland Willie Cam'Here to Woo (Alexander Reinagle, arr. Bridgman)
Obbligato for 'Lot Hear the Gentle Lark" (Henry Bishop, arr. Bridgman)
Rode's Air with Variations (Blagrove 1846 or Warren c.1846)
Scots Wha Hae (arr. Regondi n.d.)
Selections from arrangements by Regondi, Case, and Blagrove (c. 1846)
The Hunter's Prayer, Nocturne for Harmonium (Louis Engel, arr. Bridgman)
The March of the Cameron Men (Anna Caroline Oury, arr. Bridgman.)
The Swiss Boy, Old Tyrolean Air (arr. George Case c.1845)
The Yellow Haired Laddie (traditional Scottish tune, arr. Bridgman)
•
'Tullochgorum" with bagpipe imitation (fames Scott Skinner, arr. Bridgman)
Tyrolean airs with variations (perhaps Warren n.d.)
Will You No Come Back Again (Oury, arr. Bridgman)
Within a Mile ofEdinbro' Town (James Hook, arr. Bridgman)
B. Concertina quartets (two trebles, tenor, and bass)
Fantasia on airs from Bellini's Opera "Sonnambula" (arr. Richard Blagrove)
Fantasia on airs from Donizetti's Opera 'L'Elisir d'Amore" (arr. Blagrove)
Fantasia on Airs from Donizetti's Opera 'Lucrezja Borgia" (arr. Blagrove)
Fantasia on Airs from Rossini's Opera "Semiramide" (arr. Blagrove)
Fantasia on National Airs: God Save the Queen and Rule Britannia (arr. Blagrove)
Home, Sweet Home (Henry R. Bishop, arr. Blagrove 1865)
t

Invitation a la Danse (perhaps that by Carl Maria von Weber or, more likely, the very popular piece
with that tide by Carl Reinecke)

C. Concertina and flute
Auld Robin Gray (William Leeves, arr. Bridgman)
Bonnie Breast-Knots (Scottish ballad, arr. Bridgman)
D. Concertina and harp
L'ltalie et et I'lrelande (R.N.-C. Bochsa, arr. Bridgman)
NOTES
l.She later wrote a tutor: Practical First Lessons on the Pianoforte, Parts 1-3 (St. Heher, Jersey, 1855);
see the British Library Integrated Catalogue, online at http:/ / catalogue.bl.uk.
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2.See the entries for John Eager in Dictionary of National Biography, ed. Stephen Leslie and Sidney
Lee, 63 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1885-1900), XVI, 311-312; and James D. Brown
and Steven S. Stratton, British Musical Biography: A Dictionary of Musical Artists, Authors and
Composers Born in Britain and its Colonies (London: William Reeves, 1897; reprint, New York: Da
Capo Press, 1971), 133-4.
3.John Eager, A Brief Account, with Accompanying Examples, What Was Actually Done, at the Second
Examination of Mr. Eager's Pupils in Music, Educated Upon Mr. Logier's System (London: R. Hunter,
1819); see also J . B. Logier, Explanation and Description of the Royal Patent Chiroplast, or Hand-Director
(London: Clemend and Co., 1814).
4.Musard concerts were named for Philippe Musard, a French musician who introduced
English-style concerts to Paris before coming to England in 1840 to conduct concerts at the
Lyceum Theatre. Bridgman later performed in other Musard concerts, which featured ballad
singing, overtures, dance music, and other instrumental pieces.
5.Regondi had previously visited Edinburgh as a nine-year old in March and October 1833; both
of those appearances, however, were devoted entirely to the guitar.
6.As far as we know, there were no subsequent lessons.
7.On these concertinists, see Allan W. Atlas, The Wheatstone English Concertina in Victorian Englan
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), Chapter 5.
8.Henry Edward Dibdin (1813-1866) was an Edinburgh-based harpist, organist, composer, editor,
and music teacher. He was the grandson of Charles Dibdin (1745-1814), musician, actor, writer,
and ballad composer. In the 1880s, Bridgman had a close association with Charles Dibson's great
grandson, the singer James C. Dibdin who, like Bridgman, was a Free Mason and a member of
the Edinburgh Society of Musicians. "L'ltalie et l'Irelande" was originally arranged for flute and
harp by Robert Nicolas-Charles Bochsa (1789-1856), harpist and composer. Bochsa had been
Henry E. Dibdin's harp teacher. On Henry Edward Dibdin and other Dibdin family musicians,
see David Baptie, Musical Scotland: Past and Present (Edinburgh and Glasgow: John Menzies and Co.;
London: Houlston and Sons, 1894), 43.
9. Musical Directory, Register and Almanack for the Year 1855 (London: Rudall, Rose, and Carte,
1855), 54.
10. Bridgman had few other credits as composer-arranger of published music. He is known to
have arranged another set of pieces: Old Edinburgh Quadrilles on Scots Airs for Piano (publisher and
date unknown), advertised in Kohler's Musical Star, May 1903 (p. 48), and cited in Stuart
Eydmann, "The Life and Times of the Concertina: The Adoption and Usage of a Novel Musical
Instrument with Particular Reference to Scotland" (Ph.D. diss., Open University, 1995), Chapter
4, p. 54 n. He also composed the piano accompaniment for "The Tooin' o' Wie Boat" and "A
Shetland Song," words by George Stewart and melody by Thomas Manson (announced in the
Aberdeen Weekly Journal, April 1880). Commercially, his most successful composition was the

music for adaptation of a poem in James Smith's Poems, Songs and Ballads, 3 ed. (Edinburgh and
London: William Blackwood and Sons, 1869), 26-27'. Tided "Clap, Clap Handies," the song,
which was published in 1866, was originally intended for children, but gained considerable
popularity among adults.
rd

11.On the Lachenal Sisters, see Faye Debenham and Randall C. Merris, "Marie Lachenal:
Concertinist," Papers of the International Concertina Association 2 (2005): 1-17; Randall C. Merris,
"Notes on the Lachenal Sisters, Richard Blagrove, Ellen Attwater, Linda Scates, and 'Dickens',"
Papers of the International Concertina Association, 7 (2010), 20-28: and Robert Gaskins, "The
Lachenal Sisters Visit Edinburgh, 1865-1866," available online at httpf /
concertina, com/gaskins/ lachenal-sistersI index, htm.
12.See also, Debenham and Merris, "Marie Lachenal," 2-4.
\
13.See First Report of the Royal Commissioners Appointed to Inquire Into the Endowed Schools and Hospitals
(Scotland), with Evidence and Appendix (Edinburgh: Her Majesty's Stationary Office, 1873); and •
"Mary Erskine" at
http://esms.edin.sch.uk/ME-History.aspx.
14.1ts current name, The Mary Erskine School, dates from 1944.
15.At the time, his fellow Music Masters were Walter Hately, A. C. Mackenzie, and William
Addington. Their salaries of £320 contrasted with the £250, £210, and £200 earned by the Masters
of Singing, English, and Arithmetic and Mathematics, respectively. See First Report of the Royal
Commissioners, 13-16.
16.Bridgman had contributed his talents to earlier Railway Guard's annual concerts, along with his
many contributions to annual benefit concert series of the Edinburgh and Glasgow chapters of
the Total Abstinence Society, the Ancient Order of Foresters, and other such annual events. He
also performed at many "one-off charity events; thus he played concertina at a January 1865
concert in the Music Hall to aid in the recovery from the recent fire at the Theatre Royal.
17.Bridgman's will named his wife Harriet Bridgman "sole Executor" (Edinburgh Sheriff Court
Wills, Ref. SC70/4/265). The inventory of his personal estate had a net value of just under £3000
(Edinburgh Sheriff Court Inventory, Ref. SC70/1/315). Bridgman, then, died a relatively wealthy
man.

PICTURE GALLERY
Concertinas in Black Face
INTRODUCTORY N O T E BY RICHARD CARLIN

As Dale Cockrell points out in his excellent book Demons of Disorder: Early Blackface Minstrels
and Their World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), performing in black face has a
long tradition in folk cultures, dating back hundreds of years. In England, black face performers
were part of the Morris Dance tradition, with the comic "black-a-moor" figure participating in
the general revelry around the dance. In the late 1840s/early 1850s, a new figure—the
American black face minstrel—hit the English stage, and was an immediate sensation. Both
professional and amateur minstrel style troupes—sometimes blending Morris and other folk
traditions with banjos and other instruments from the American minstrel tradition—remained
popular well into the twentieth century.
The four photos in our Picture Gallery illustrate this popularity. The first image
(Fig. 1)—from a stereopticon card—shows professional Minstrel performers playing bones,
concertina, and banjo. Their costumes are typical of early minstrel performers, many of whom
began their careers performing in circuses. The mismatched outfits, tight overcoats, and striped
trousers are all typical of circus clown garb of the era. It's difficult to tell the exact type of
concertina being played, although it is probably either an Anglo or Duet keyboard judging from
the hand straps. Though there are some images of American minstrels playing melodeons, it is
unusual to see a concertina in their midst. Although the provenance of this image is unknown,
it is likely to be from England because of the use of the concertina, and likely dates from the
1860s-1870s.
Minstrel performers like these were enormously popular, and it wasn't long before amateurs
tried to get into the game. The second image (Fig. 2) shows a group of young ladies from the
town of Chester, England. Note that they are playing the same instruments that the
professionals are using: concertina, banjo, and bones. In this case, the instrument is clearly an
English concertina. The fact that minstrel style music was acceptable in "polite" society shows
how quickly the music was absorbed into popular culture. I have no further information on who
these musicians are, but the photographer, Horace G. Pike, was active in Chester during the
final two decades of the nineteenth century.
The final two images show how amateur performing troupes would blend various different
cultures and traditions. The third photo (Fig. 3) shows a group of performers from the town of
Shipley, in Western Yorkshire (northwest of Leeds). This motley crew includes a man dressed
in women's clothes (far left, holding what appears to be a mop or broom), a policeman, a
military drummer, a clown, and a masked figure. All are in various types of black face. The
concertinas here are probably Anglos or Duets, although again it is hard to be certain, and the .
photo probably dates from the late nineteenth or early twentieth century.
The last image (Fig. 4) shows another odd grouping of performers, seemingly mixing Morris
and minstrel traditions. The blackface banjo players clearly come from the American minstrel
tradition, as does the central figure holding bones, but the two fiddlers—one in a wizard's hat
and costume, the other in a top hat with a garland or ribbon on it—could be from the Morris
tradition. In the center front, a man holds what appears to be an English concertina,, but again it
is difficult to be certain.
(Thanks to Bob Carlin and Perry Werner for the loan of their original images.)

Fig. 1 (above) Detail of stereopticon card of
minstrel musicians, c. 1870-1880. Courtesy of
Perry Werner.

Fig. 2. Victorian women playing
concertina, bones, and banjo in Chester,
England, c. 1870-1880. Courtesy of Perry
Werner.

Fig. 3. Theatrical troupe from Shipley, England, c. 1890. Courtesy of Perry Werner.
Fig. 4. Unidentified English mummers, c. 1890. Courtesy of Perry Werner.

HISTORICAL DOCUMENT
Adverts

in

theTimes:

January 1855
INTRODUCTORY N O T E BY ALLAN ATLAS

It was probably during the 1850s that the English concertina peaked in terms of finding a
welcoming home in British art-music circles. This is evidenced by the Wheatstone sales ledgers,
by the interest shown in the instrument by such mainstream composers as John Barnett, Julius
Betaedict, James Harcourt, George Alexander Macfarren, and Bernhard Molique, by the amount
of music that was published for the instrument, by the favorable reviews garnered by the likes of
Giulio Regondi and Richard Blagrove, and by the number of concertina-related advertisements
that we find in the press, both musical and general.
What follows reproduces those advertisements in the Times that dealt with the concertina
during the month of January 1855. In all, there were fifteen such advertisements, all but one of
which were placed by manufacturers of/publishers for the instrument. As we might expect, •
some of the later advertisements duplicate earlier ones, and I have included the duplicates in
abbreviated fashion.
Tuesday, January 2»d
NEW DRAWING ROOM CONCERTINA, by RUDALL and Co.—This concertina possesses
a softer and richer tone than the ordinary one, and the difficulty hitherto experienced in keeping
the concertina in tune, the only defect of this popular instrument, is remedied. The price is not
increased.—Rudall and C o , 100, New Bond-street, and 20, Charing-cross, of whom concertinas
made expressly for extreme climates and every other kind may be had.
The reference to Rudall is to George Rudall (1781-1871) and more precisely to the firm of
Rudall Rose Carte & C o , as they were known from 1852 to 1871; prior to that, the partnership
was between Rudall and J.M. Rose (circa 1820-1852). Manufacturers mainly of wind
instruments, the firm specialized in—and was famous for—the manufacture of flutes With
roots going back to the mid-eighteenth century, the company lived into the middle of the
twentieth, when they were absorbed by Boosey & Hawkes in 1955.

CASE'S CONCERTINAS.—Messrs. BOOSEY AND SONS have the honour to announce that
they have completed arrangements with Mr. George Case, for the exclusive SALE of celebrated
CONCERTINAS. The Personal attention of this imminent professor will be given to the
manufacture of these instruments, every one of which will bear his name. A large stock of
second-hand concertinas, for sale or hire, may be had of Boosey and Sons, 28, Holies-street.
George Tinkler Case (1823-1892) was active as a concertinist on five fronts: (1) as a
manufacturer, beginning in 1850-1851, when he took over the business of Joseph Scates when
the latter moved to Dublin at that time; (2) as a performer; (3) as a teacher; (4) as the author of
no fewer than five tutors for the English concertina, including The Baritone Concertina (1857), with
its valuable insights into the use of that instrument in small parish churches; and (5) as an
arranger-transcriber for the concertina.

Saturday, January 6&
CASE'S INSTRUCTIONS for PERFORMING on the CONCERTINA, commencing with the
first rudiments of music and proceeding through a progressive course of study to the most
difficult and elaborate style of performance; comprising examples exercises, and explanations,
composed, compiled, and arranged by GEORGE CASE. Price 10s. 6d. Boosey and Sons, 2 8 ,
Holies-street.
This was the earliest of Case's tutors for the English concertina, having been published by
Wheatstone & Co. in 1 8 4 9 ; subsequent editions were issued by Boosey and Sons, with an
enlarged 4 edition appearing circa 1 8 7 5 .
th

NEW MUSIC for CONCERTINA and PIANO, by G. REGONDL-Lucia di Lammermoor, in
2 books, 4s. each; Puritani, in 2 books, 4s. each; Les Huguenots, in 4 books, 3s. each; Robert le
Diable, in 3 books, 3s. each; La Sonnambula, 6 books, 3s. each; Rigoletto, 3 books, 3s.; Ernani, 3
books, 3s. each; Linda, 3 books, 3s. each. Boosey and Sons, 2 8 , Holies-street.
Giulio Regondi (1822-1872) needs no introduction; the operas cited are: Lucia di Lammermoor (1835) and
Linda di Chamounix (1842), by Gaetano Donizetti (1797-1848); I Puritani (1835) and La Sonnambula
(1831), by Vincen^o Bellini (1801-1835); Les Huguenots (1836) and Robert le Diable (1831), by Giacomo
Meyerbeer (1791-1864); Rigoletto (1851) andErnani (1844), by Giuseppe Verdi (1813-1901).
Tuesday, January

9

th

CASE'S CONCERTINAS. . .[see Tuesday, January 2nd]
PATENT CONCERTINA IMPROVED.—WHEATSTONE and Co. again find it necessary to
state that the sole patent for the invention, as also a subsequent one for improvement, was
granted only to them. They therefore caution the public against those who assume to be
patentees or manufacturers, who only use this subterfuge to sell inferior instruments. All
concertinas manufactured by the above firm bear their label, and are the only description used
by Signor Regondi, Mr. Blagrove, and other imminent performers, being so constructed as not
to require tuning, with proper usage. Very superior concertinas may now be had, new, with 4 8
keys, double action, from £5 5s., according to finish.—20, Conduit-street, Regent-street.
The firm of Wheatstone is railing against its competitors; to tell the story from Wheatstone's
point of view: having patented the English concertina in 1 8 2 9 and having renewed that patent
in 1 8 4 4 , all other manufacturers were violating the law on the grounds that each of those patents
had a life span of fourteen years.
Friday, January 12&
CASES'S INSTRUCTIONS. . .[see Saturday, January 6*]
Saturday, January 13

th

*

CONCERTINAS for the DRAWING ROOM.—Messrs. KEITH, PROWSE, and C o ,
manufacturers, 48, Cheapside, London, solicit the attention of purchasers to their new improved
CONCERTINAS, which for touch, richness of tone, and extreme durability stand unrivalled.
Also in stock a variety, same as used by Regondi, Case, and all the leading artistes. Concertinas
lent on hire, repaired, or exchanged.
The firm of Keith, Prowse & Co. was formed by Robert William Keith (1767-1846), a composer,
organist, and instrument maker, and William Prowse (1801-1886); in addition to their
involvement with the manufacture and sales of instruments, they gained fame as a ticket agency,
in which capacity the firm continued to function until 2010.
PATENT CONCERTINA IMPROVED. . .[see Tuesday, January 9th]
Tuesday, January 16th
NEW MUSIC for CONCERTINA and PIANO. . .[see Saturday, January 6th]
CASE'S INSTRUCTIONS. . .[see Saturday, January 9th]
Saturday, January 20

^

th

MRS. ARTHUR STONE begs to announce she continues to give LESSONS in SINGING, the
Guitar, and Concertina.—88, Great Portland-street, Portland-place.
Mrs. Stone is listed in the Wheatstone ledgers as follows: 31 July 1847, 4 November 1853, 26
June 1854, 15 February 1855, 25 June 1856, 28 June 1856, 31 December 1856, and 1 July 1859;
the Musical Directory, Register and Almanack for 1855 lists her as Professor of concertina, guitar,
and voice; she is likely related to the Mr. Stone (no first name given) who purchased concertinas
on 13 June and 8 September 1854.

CASE'S CONCERTINAS, four guineas.—These celebrated instruments (which are quite
unrivaled in quality and price) have the full compass of notes and double action, and are
beautifully finished in mahogany. Case's concertinas atje sold exclusively by Messrs. Boosey and
Sons, 28, Holies-street.
This is a variant of the Case advertisements that had appeared on 2 and 9 January.
THE PATENT DUET CONCERTINA, price £1 l i s . 6d. and £2 2 s , with box complete.
This novel and extraordinary instrument comprises two concertinas in one, each having [type
face broken] notes, enabling a single performer (without difficulty) to play duets < >I mel< >dies
with an insulated accompaniment. It is also admirably suited to the voice, and comprises results
not to be obtained in any diatonic instrument of the description. [nventOfS, WH1 A IS T( )NE
and C o , 20, Conduit-street, Regent-street, the original patentees oi the concertinas as used by
the most celebrated performers at the p u b l i c c o i n c i t s

One of the earliest advertisements for the Duett concertina; at the very least it was preceded by
an add in The Scotsman on 20 December 1854; a slightly later add in the Daily News, 13 March
1856, repeats this text almost verbatim.
Thursday, January 25
THE CONCERTINA MISCELLANY.—Just published, price 2s 6d., the first number of the
CONCERTINA MISCELLANY, a new periodical of popular music for Concertina Solo, and
Concertina and Pianoforte. To be continued every month. Subscriptions, per annum, 21., or
postage free 27s. The number for January contains a Fantasia on Masaniello for Concertina and
Piano, by George Case. Boosey and Sons, 28, Holies-street.
th

A monthly publication that ran from 1855 through 1858 and was briefly revived in the early
1860s; at least 53 issues appeared; the publication was subtitled: "a periodical of standard and
modern music, arranged for the concertina and concertina and piano-forte. (Composed,
arranged and fingered by G. Case). . ."; the reference to Masaniello is to the opera Ta Muette de
Portici (also known as Masaniello) by the French composer Daniel-Francois-Esprit Auber (17821871), which opera deals with the Masaniello-led insurrection of 1647 against the Spanish rulers
of Naples; premiered in 1828, it ushered in the period of "French Grand Opera."
BIBLIOGRAPHICAL N O T E : On the firms of Rudall, Rose, Carte & Co. and Boosey and Sons,
see The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, rev. ed. online at www.oxfordmusiconline.com.;
all
entries in the Wheatstone ledgers for Mrs. Arthur Stone are listed in Allan W. Adas, "Ladies in
the Wheatstone Ledgers: the Gendered Concertina in Victorian England, 1835-1870," Royal
Musical Association Research Chronicle, 39 (2006); online at The Concertina Library,
www.concertina.com/atlas/ ladies/ index. Htm; The advertisements for the Duett Concertina in The Scotsman
and the Daily News are printed in the Concertina Library, www.concertina.com/ duett/ index.com.

REVIEWS

A Victorian Romance: Musicfor the English Concertina. Joseph Petric, accordion;
Boyd McDonald, fortepiano. Astrila Records AST 232652-2 (2010)
REVIEWED BY W I M W A K K E R

The nineteenth century was probably the most fruitful period in terms of the invention of
new musical instruments. The new production methods, allowing shops to produce hundreds,
sometimes thousands of instruments per year, coupled with the rise of the "amateur musician,"
mainly among the upper classes, resulted in the development of dozens of new musical
instruments all over Europe. The free-reed instruments were also part of this surge. While most
of Europe concentrated on accordion-type instruments, England saw the invention of <fre
concertina, an instrument based on the imported German harmonica. Although accordion and
concertina followed very different paths during the nineteenth century, this CD brings them
close together again, as Joseph Petric adapts concertina music for the accordion..
•
An important factor in the success of a new musical instrument is the quality of its
repertoire. The compositions presented on this CD are what many would argue to be among the
best works written for the Victorian concertina. Both of the featured composers on this CD, the
German-born Bernhard Molique (1802-1869), who settled in London in 1849 (he returned to
Germany in 1866), where, in addition to composing, he enjoyed an enviable reputation as a
violinist; and the incredibly prolific Sir George Alexander Macfarren (1813-1887), who turned
out no fewer than eight symphonies, ten full-fledged operas, and twenty-five anthems, and still
found time to serve as Director of the Royal Academy of Music beginning in 1875 (he was
knighted in 1883), were highly respected and were well connected with the musical centers of
nineteenth century Europe.
The recording opens with Molique's Flying Leaves, Op. 50 (1856), a set of six short, untided
character pieces that are especially interesting with respect to the interaction between the
concertina and piano. Unlike so many pieces for the instrument from this period, which consist
mainly of a virtuoso solo part supported by a simple piano accompaniment, Molique here
creates a dialogue between the instruments. In all, the six miniatures are fascinating musical
portraits, each with its own distinct character, developed melodic lines, and interesting harmonic
progressions.
Although I originally had my doubts about combining a modern accordion with a mid
nineteenth-century fortepiano, the instruments complement one another beautifully. There is a
natural-sounding balance between them. Moreover, Petric's adaptation of the concertina pari
for the accordion also works quite well. And though his Niemi accordion features a "manual
IIF'-type free-bass keyboard, Petric uses mainly the right-hand keyboard. The ch< >sen
registration also works well, and suggests that Petric did not intend to imitate the sound <>l the
concertina; in fact, the often-used double 8'and 16+4'are arguably the least concertina like
sounds that the accordion can produce.

The 1851 wooden-framed Streicher fortepiano sounds beautiful in this combination, though
it certainly isn't the obvious choice for a recording of this repertory. English piano makers,
especially the firm of John Broadwood & Sons, played a leading role in the development of the
piano during the nineteenth century, and were already using metal bars in their grands as early as
the late 1820s. And by the mid-1850s, from which time the works on the recording date, grand
pianos in England had a full cast-iron frame with a very powerful tone, much different from the
delicate-sounding Streicher fortepiano.
Molique's Sonata [in B flat], Op. 57 (published c. 1860, but already premiered by Richard
Blagrove in 1857), is my favorite composition for the English concertina. It is certainly the
most technically demanding work on the recording. I have performed it myself for many years
and know it well. Petric and McDonald play the work with clarity and nuance. And if the
tempos of the first and third movements seem a bit on the slow side, with the rubatos of the
first movement affecting its continuity a little, it can all be chalked up to personal interpretation.
What struck me most about the recording is the completely different "atmosphere" that the
accordion creates. I personally know these pieces only as played on concertinas, whether
vintage Victorian or modern instruments. The balance between a concertina and piano creates a
certain tension, which becomes quite 'dramatic and intense at the musical climaxes, especially
those in the first movement of the Sonata. I am convinced that Molique chose his voicing
deliberately to take advantage of this phenomenon.
To my surprise, though, none of this tension survives when the concertina part is
transplanted to the accordion. All the notes are there, and they are played very well, at that, but
there is no emotion, no drama. To be sure, this is not Petric's fault, but is a characteristic of the
accordion, on which, as on all low-pressure free-reed instruments, changes in dynamics effect
only the volume, not the intensity of the sound. Instead of an emotional rollercoaster with
moments of real tension, it ends up being emotionally flat.
The third and final work on the CD, Macfarren's Romance (1856), is played well, and with the
same ear for detail and nuance as in the previous works. On the other hand, though it stands as
a nice example of the mid-Victorian concertina repertory, it is not (in my opinion) of the same
caliber as the Molique compositions. Petric uses the same registration for the Macfarren piece
as he did for the compositions by Molique, a choice that works well. However, I would have
preferred a performance without the tremolo, which, to my ear, distracts from the musical lines.
In fact, Giulio Regondi argued against the use of this technique in his New Methodfor the
Concertina (1857).
In the end, this recording is a "must have" for anyone interested in either Victorian
concertina music or the accordion. It shows how wonderful the combination of accordion and
piano can sound, and at the same time offers a glimpse into the largely-forgotten nineteenthcentury English concertina repertory. And though not intended as an authentic rendering of
this repertory (the differences between concertina and accordion are vast), Pet tie brings a fresh
interpretation to the music, one not weighted down with historical ballast. As such, the
recording is a great success.

\
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Music from Sliabh Luachra. Jackie Daly, Anglo concertina and accordion.
Topic Records TSCD 353 (2009)
Steel Skies. Alistair Anderson, English concertina. Topic Records
TSCD 427 (2009)
REVIEWED BY SARAH GRAVES

Both of the CDs reviewed here were reissued by Topic Records in 2009 as part of its
celebration of its 70 anniversary.
th

When Topic Records originally released the debut album of the Cork musician Jackie Daly in
1977, it was widely regarded as a landmark recording. Not only was Daly a great exponent of
both the accordion and the Anglo concertina, but he also represented the distinctive regional
style of music from the area known as "Sliabh Luachra," the mountainous area that forms the
border between Cork and Kerry.
Since Daly is best known as an accordionist, tracks featuring that instrument outnumber
those with concertina. As an Anglo player, Daly demonstrates a kind of simplicity which is
satisfying both rhythmically in particular and musically in general. Yet the term "simplicity" is
not meant in a derogatory sense. On the contrary, it points to a musician in complete command
of his instruments, one who knows just where he wants every note to be, one who is in
complete control of embellishments, in terms of the melody itself and in the use of bass notes.
Since the concertina was a late arrival in traditional Irish music, players inevitably drew upon
the techniques and stylistic characteristics of other instruments: triplets, rolls, and other
ornamentation from the fiddles, crans and drones from the pipers. This is quite apparent in
Daly's playing, in which the ornamentation never interferes with the rhythm, but gives it a sense
of lift. Sliabh Luachra music is largely dance music for sets, and Daly's playing captures that
dance feel perfectly.
As regards the types of tunes represented, all the usual suspects are here: polkas, slides,
hornpipes, and reels, many of which have passed into the repertory of players around the world.
In addition, Daly includes a number of slow airs in which he displays a soulful sensitivity.
In all, this recording rightly deserves its "second coming," and will hopefully inspire another
generation of players to enjoy the distinctive and delightful music of Sliabh Luachra.
I first heard Steel Skies when it was premiered at the Purcell Room, London, in November
1982. Having been playing the English concertina for about five years at the time, I was keen to
hear what was obviously going to be an ambitious musical project by Alistair Anderson,
generally acknowledged as one of the finest exponents of the English system. And that Topic
records recognized the importance of the event is attested by their having issued the work both
on LP and in score in conjunction with the premiere.
Briefly, Steel Skies is an original composition by Anderson that takes the- form oi ;i suite like
sequence of tunes: jigs, reels, slow airs, hornpipes, and marches. And though Anderson himself
has stated that he never actually regarded the work as "folk music," it is deeply rooted in the-
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traditional music of northeast England. Moreover, while scored for English concertina,
Northumbrian pipes, flute, mandolin, whisde, fiddles, and viola, the piece is generally melodybased, though it incorporates such contrapuntal techniques as counter-melodies and imitation.
Yet even with these contrapuntal touches, I think that some chordal underpinning, either from a
guitar or piano, or a bass line from, say, a 'cello would have added significantly to the overall
colour and texture of the work.
Anderson's playing is both crisp and expressive, and employs his characteristic
ornamentation. He includes long triplets and effectively combines rolling one note on top of
another with "hot buttons." In addition, the combination of the concertina with string and reed
instruments works very well.
Whether or not Steel Skies will influence a new generation of musicians is open to debate, but
at least they now have the chance to hear and enjoy this music in an easily accessible format.
Topic Records-should be applauded for reissuing the work, which surely represents one of the
defining albums in its notable history.

God Speed the Plough. John Kirkpatrick,
Fledgling Records, Fled3084 (2011).
R E V I E W E D BY R O G E R D I G B Y

Bald, bold statements can be controversial, provocative, even antagonistic, but I don't
think anybody will argue with the simple statement that John Kirkpatrick stands head and
shoulders above all other Anglo players in his technical virtuosity, his knowledgeable
interpretation of traditional music, and his professional performance.
The truly remarkable thing about that statement is that it could have been made any time in the
last forty years and still holds good at a time when the Anglo is enjoying a popularity which is
probably unequalled since its Victorian heyday and with a number of players who are
performing at a very high standard in a wide range of ambitious styles.
Add to this the fact that John can also play the
(insert almost any instrument here), and it's
no surprise that he is the first choice for a music director who wants a squeezy sound on a film
soundtrack, a radio programme, a stage play, or a rock CD.
John's latest exploit in this world has been as the person who turns up with a song, a tune,
or a bit of ancient rustic wisdom on BBC TV's "Victorian Farm," and it his work in this
production that lies behind his performance and CD God Speed The Plough. I have not seen this
series of programmes. I don't watch TV. My annual exception is the Rugby 6 Nations (when I
need another member of the family to turn the set on for me and find the right station).
As background to this review, I have researched widely and even found a regular viewer
of the programme (oh yes!) and I have reason to believe that this series was both popular and
well-reviewed. Even so, coming up with an item that fits the latest episode must be difficult, and
I enjoy imagining John, up to his eyes in cobwebs, searching on dusty library shelves lest there
may be somewhere a forgotten song about "Grebe-Nurdling." No such luck! That was not his
approach. Here is a well-researched selection of songs based largely on recent traditional sources
with some interesting and sensitive rebuilds rubbing shoulders with some very well worn

favourites, though I must admit that when I was being enjoined to drink the health of the
various body parts of farm animals (e.g. "Here's a health unto Fill-pail and to her left ear") I did
wonder whether the Victorian Farm had morphed into the Funny Farm! I suspect that there are
a few songs here that won't have a permanent place in John's performance playlist!
All the songs on this CD, whatever their subject, are performed with such infectious
commitment and joyous vitality that you are left with the impression that the Victorian Farm
was a bosky, bucolic paradise where honest, stout-hearted sons of toil laboured cheerfully for a
benign master who wasted no opportunity to gather them round a barrel of beer while they sang
about what a fine fellow he was. Now if singing about what a fine fellow somebody is increases
the number of times he invites you to gather round a barrel of beer, I can see the sense in this,
but the truth is, of course, that the life of a farm worker until quite recent times was full of
unpleasant, even dangerous, tasks of backbreaking intensity and mind-numbing monotony. But
who wants grim reality on T.V. when you could be watching an aproned Lovie from Central
Casting playing happily with her mangle? (I told you: I've done the research!)
Incidentally, while I agree with those who say that it's only in old songs that we can
sometimes hear the authentic voice of the unchronicled worker, it always seems to me that one
of the truly remarkable things that come from these songs is the resilience with which the
worker lives with what cannot be changed. I sometimes think that traditional songs are a
window into the souls as much as the lives of their creator....but I digress.
B

Amongst the well-worn songs that John revisits ("Farmer's Boy," "Drink Boys Drink") is
the wonderful "What's the Life of a Man?" This reminder of our mortality has a simple dignity
in both the words and the tune, and John and Sally's performance brings this out perfecdy. Like
me, John will have heard this song from Jim Small, the traditional musician from Cheddar in
Somerset, during the many musical gatherings that took place in that village in the late 1970s. "If
you look in the churchyard," sing John and Jim, "There you will see, those that have passed like
the leaves from the tree," and if you look for Jim Small in Cheddar churchyard, there you will
also find Andrew Blakeney-Edwards, the 18-year-old Anglo player who might, just might, have
gone on to become John's equal, at least in technical wizardry. I have a clear memory of a late
summer's evening at one such musical event with John and Andrew standing across from each
other on a dilapidated garden wall, lit by the flames of torches, playing a morris tune to the
delight of the company. Andrew told me it was the proudest thing he'd ever done. A few
months later, John was writing the tune which he played by the graveside at Andrew's funeral.
He told me it was the hardest thing he'd ever done. "What's the life of a man any more than a
leaf?" Not sure about that one.
The performance and CD of God Speed The Plough feature more Anglo-playing than is
usual from John these days, and his distinctive approach comes over clearly. Generally, John
likes to start a bar with a bellows change. He continues this bellows direction through the bar,
employing some dextrous cross-rowing, until changing direction at the start of the next bar, and
so on. This means he is pulling when most of us would be pushing and vice versa. The effect is
that the rhythm is supported at the beginning of the bar wjiile the rest of the bar flows smoothly
with the cross-rowing often providing counter melodies. This trademark approach is markedly
different from the usual in and out/up and down the rows with a few additional harmonies in
the left hand and results in a song having a true accompaniment rather than jus! a manner of
support.
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I hope you've all had that experience when a song or a tune that has been so done to
death that you feel you'll never again listen to it with any interest is so transformed by a brilliant
performance that it is as if you were hearing it for the first time. I'm thinking of Geoff Ling in
the Blaxhall Ship, singing "The Larks They Sang Melodious" or Ruth Askew and George Privett
playing "The Happy Wanderer." John's performance here of "Speed The Plough" on a onerow melodeon is such a moment! Everyone knows that the one-row melodeon is an instrument
with unavoidable physical limitations, but you'd never believe that to hear this track. The tune
here is a slight variant of the usual one and varies a bit more as it proceeds. Not for the first
time I found myself smiling at John's playing; he is a genuinely humorous man and can even get
jokes into his playing. I've no idea how he does it, but he's The- Guv'nor—he can do anything.
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