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AUGUST - SEPT 1994
MEETING PROGRAMME
AUGUST 9
Guest speaker COLLEEN CALLAGHAN will give a talk on the Amcliffe
Sewage Farm. While I might not sound the most palatable of subjects, this
talk will reveal some interesting historic facts.

SEPT 13~ Fhe Folidon Doys of Radio

Let Will Newton take you back to those halcyon days when
the family gathered around the wireless to listen to the likes of
Jack Davey, Bob Dyer, Terry Dear and when everyone had
his daily diet of serial.

Meetings are held 8pm every second Tuesday of the month (except
January) in the Council Chambers, Rockdale Town Hall,
Princes Highway, Rockdale.

Members, please bring a plate.

Towr of Fistonie Parnamatia
Sunday 11 September
10.45am

‘What better way to spend a Sunday afternoon than to take a trip on the River Cat to
Parramatta. An air-conditioned EXPLORER bus meets the River Cat at Charles Street
Wharf taking Society members on a tour of Parramatta stopping at many places of historic
interest such as Elizabeth Farm, Hambleton Cottage, Experiment Farm and Old Government
House.

Cost: River Cat
Normal price $4 Adult, Concession $2, Senior Card $1

EXPLORER Bus
Adult $8, Concession $4

Meet at Wharf 5, Circular Quay 10.45am
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The Jewish Museum
Wed. AUGUST 31

This unique museum gives insight into the richness of Jewish culture and illustrates the
history of the Jewish people in Australia. It also graphically documents the Holocaust, which
resulted in the deaths of 6 million Jews.

Meet at Kings Cross Station 10.30am and walk to the museum at 148 Darlinghurst Road
near St Vincent's Hospital.

Cost: Adults $6, Concession $3.
Bookings: Phone Dora Lenane 660 2714.

LYDHAM HALL - VOLUNTEERS PLEASE!

Our Lydham Hall curator, Bett Otton, has been under doctor’s orders to rest up for the past
two months. This has meant we have had to call on members to assist.

Unfortunately, due to many people having prior commitments the load has fallen rather
unevenly with Bettye Ross and Val Garner having to cover these duties a number of times.

If any of our members have a couple of hours free on either a Saturday or Sunday between
2pm and 4pm it would be a tremendous help.



MUSICAL ENTERTAINMENT IN THE 19TH CENTURY HOME

That extravagant Victorian, Sir George Sitwell, reports his son Osbert, was looking down
upon a two-year-old infant slumbering in his perambulator. "I do hope," he remarked in
sentimental tones, "that they won't forget to teach the little man to sing after dinner. Nothing
makes a man so popular.”

Nothing indeed made young men or maiden more acceptable in the genteel drawing-room
than the possession of a melodious voice and an ability to play upon the pianoforte well, but
not too well. The songs they rendered were as decorous and refined as their exponents.
Ronald Firbank, a little after our period, summed up in "Vainglory" the feel of those evenings
when, the plush drapes drawn across the windows, the gaslight throwing its warm glow on
china-pink faces and silky whiskers, the palms and pampas grass casting gently shifting
shadows upon the embossed wallpaper, the hostess suggested: "well, won't somebody go to
the piano?"

It was an era of delight in music, when people made their own pleasures. With the growth of
education came an insatiable demand for the means to indulge newly acquired tastes and
newly developed talents. The music critic of 'The Times', Francis Hueffer, remarked in 1877:
"It is no exaggeration to say that with the exception perhaps of natural science ... there is no
branch of human knowledge, or of human art, in which the change that the half-century of the
Queen's reign has seen is so marked as it is in the love of music." Two sets of statistics will
indicate the quickening pace. The United States of America manufactured 2,500 pianofortes
in 1829, over 9,000 in 1851, 21,000 in 1860, and in 1910 the annual total was thundering
370,000. Music teachers were needed to provide performers for this army of instruments,
and the British census figures for musicians and music masters were for 1881 25,546, an
increase of 387 on 1871; in 1901 there were 43,249 and in 1911 the nation supported a
melodious 47,116.

Without the pianoforte the astonishing rise of genteel domestic music would probably have
been much slower. The engineers of the industrial revolution came to the aid of the musician
with the upright or cottage piano. This (and later and to a lesser extent the harmonium, the
pedestrian organ and other ingenious American derivatives) was a ninteenth century staus
symbol to which the family climbing the social ladder inevitably aspired. Some of the
well-to-do even became two piano families. Towards the middle of the century the more
developed upright piano began to replace the square, and the more expensive examples
attracted the talents of enthusiastic if unrestrained craftsmen in rosewood, mahogany, walnut
and other favourite woods. Inlaid with ivory or brass, decorated with marquetry or ormolu,
the piano was a testimony, as is the bechromed automobile today, of a family's standing. In
its most exotic form, with ball-and-claw feet and luxuriant carved foliage, it could be admired
at the Great Exhibition of 1851, but humbler versions could be purchased upon the instalment
system for a mere thirty guineas. It should be remembered, however, that thirty guineas was
the equivalent of a domestic servant's full annual wage.

For those unable to afford a piano there was on offer the invention of the clever Daniel
Hewitt, which provided all the advantages of the intrument woithout the expense of a case.
According to a patent taken out in 1854, the strings of the instrument were attached to the
wall of aroom. Although ingenious, the idea apparently did not catch on, unlike some of the



other myriad improvements and variations of the period. The scope of the pianoforte was
extended until it almost became a substitute for a full orchestra, with stops to simulate
cymbals, harp, bassoon and harpsichord. Some machines were fitted with a swell pedal that
progressively lifted the lid in imitation of the organ swell. It was inevitable that, in the
1850's, the piano and the organ should be merged into one magnificent "organo-piano”,
bringing a touch of the cathedral into the drawing room.

The dulcet and eminently respectable notes of the reed organ were to be heard increasingly as
the century proceeded. The harmonium, handy version of the King of Instruments, could
cost as little as ten guineas. Encased in a heavy cabinet of intricate Gothic splendour it was
certain of a ready market in the more devout households where it reinforced the note of sober
piety at family prayers. If it could be used upon less serious occasions as well, so much the
better. In the song "Maggie Murphy's Home", it is the proud possession of an Irish
immigrant family in New York City:

There's an organ in the parlor

To give the house a tone

And you're welcome ev'ry evening
At Maggie Murphy's home.

The slowness of the harmonium's speech made the rapid passagework which characterised
contemorary piano music out of the question. The instrument found its true role in hymn and
song accompaniments. Indeed, it is a revelation to hear some of Sullivan's songs
accompanied by the domestic organ and piano together. The passages of quasi-recitative in
his more ecclesiastically inclined songs are much more aptly accompanied by the harmonium
than by the piano, although both instruments were required in the original setting of "The
Lost Chord". Many popular composers, like Sullivan, wrote especially for the harmonium
and the larger and many-stopped American organ. Their works were certain of a wide
circulation as neither organ nor piano remained decorative and idle in the parlour. They were
the hub around which the family's social life revolved.

The new musician, amateur as they may have been, required new music to play upon their
glistening new pianofortes and harmoniums. The rude melodies of the street and the farm
were naturally ignored in favour of the polite forms of music formerly the preserve of the
moneyed classes in the previous century. A fresh public, bringing from its non-conformist
origins a muscular morality and distaste for both vulgarity and aristocratic libertinism,
developed from that polite music an original and refined type of melody unlike anything
before it.

A modest musical ability became essential to polite young men and women, just as it had
been three or four hundred years before. In the Tudor period, everyone of any social
pretension at all was expected to be able to sing; he who could not read his part in a madrigal
was considered not a true gentleman. Through the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries music
continued as a private pleasure except for sacred music in London until 1672. As a social
emollient, however, it still reigned supreme. Samuel Pepys, that hard working civil servant,
played several instruments well and could arrange, compose and sing. The following century
saw the rise of the professional musician and despite the foundation of many singing
societies, some convivial, some, like the Madrigal Society, serious, the amateur singer retired



into the background. The more sober went so far as to warn their offspring of the social
perils of music. Lord Chesterfield, for instance, advised his son never to participate in the
art, for "it puts a gentleman in a very frivolous and contemptible light". The beginning of the
nineteenth century brought a change, an enormous resurgence of amateur performance.

Once more, everyone sang. They sang in their homes, they sang duets, part songs and glees
in groups, and they sang in crowds. Hundreds of choral societies were born and nearly as
many died in the Britain in the nineteenth century, only to survive as an official-looking
stamp on a dusty copy of Messiah in a second-hand bookshop. Choral singing became a
national sport, and its history is a fascinating one. One can only pause here to recognise its
importance as a force with immense impetus.

Everyone sang, and subsiduary musical industries proliferated. Music teaching, music
publishing and even musical medicine boomed. A new interest in the function of the vocal
chords led to a stream of books by surgeons. Lozenges, Italian cordials for improving the
voice and exercise books all enjoyed wide public favour. Patently (and patented) absurd
methods were used, found wanting and discarded. Plums were put into the mouth to stop the
cheeks touching the teeth, thus augmenting the sound produced. Weights were loaded on the
chest while the enthusiastic indulged in breathing exercises. It seems as if there were almost
as many methods to improve singing as there were singers. It was obviously a considerable
social impediment to be born tone-deaf.

All this activity, of course, did not guarantee high standards. The fact that the qualities of
amateur performance, however well-meaning, have not changed over the years can be
confirmed by an item from the Musical Times of August 1893: "The critic of The West Wilts
Herald remarks that the two young ladies gave a new recital of a duet and adds: 'It is a pity

™"rn

that Blumenthal did not leave directions as to how flat he really did want it sung'.

It could not last. As the century drew to a close, teachers and others were already beginning
to lament an apparent falling-off in musical devotion. One insidious rival was the bicycle.
By 1896 the Musical Times was complaining of its fatal fascination: "There are literally
thousands of young ladies whose leisure hours, formerly passed in large part on the piano
stool, are now spent in the saddle of the 'iron bird' as a lady journalist has poetically described
the bicycle." It was alleged that "after bicycling for any length of time, many ladies find
their wrists ache so much as to render pianoforte playing well-nigh impossible". It was the
same in the United States, and the spring concert season of that year "suffered materially
from the prevailing cult of the bicycle". Some authorities saw dangers for the voice, and
Madame Mathilde Marchesi, of Leipzig, declared that "the rapid passage through the air may
be a positive source of danger". Music, in fact, was suffering from the contemporary
manifestations of womens' liberation.

But this was all in the future. During most of the century, music, and especially vocal music,
had no rival as a middle-class occupation.

M.R. Turner
from an article published in the Harden-Murrumburrah Historical Society Bulletin,
October 1991.



