[bookmark: _GoBack]Being a Guitarist in late Georgian England 


Christopher Page














Being a Guitarist in the Age of the Romantic Poets 
 
‘…the throbbing arpeggios, the full or feeble chords, and the silken notes of the indolent guitar’.
London Magazine,  iv (1821), 650

Old ways and new ways
During the lifetimes of Byron, Keats and Shelley, extending from 1788 to 1824, ‘the indolent guitar’ rose from a minor position in England to a place of such popularity that it rivalled the piano as the choice of amateur musicians.[endnoteRef:1] The effects can be traced in the lives of those three poets. In 1822, an English gentleman who visited Byron at his villa in Genoa noticed ‘a guitar, some music, and a few books’ on the table.[endnoteRef:2] Byron’s less fortunate contemporary John Keats was not being entirely facetious in 1819 when he suggested that playing ‘upon the Guitar’ would make him his fortune;[endnoteRef:3] he hoped to profit by pleasing the women who, as he supposed, read the romantic novels which ranked much lower in contemporary esteem than poetry. Finally, Shelley purchased a guitar by Ferdinando Bottari in Pisa that still survives; he presented it to his friend Jane Williams in 1822 and commemorated the gift in a poem where the guitar becomes, in his fancy, the voice of the windswept Apennine which gave their timber to make it.[endnoteRef:4]  [1:  England has always been the poor relation in the history of the guitar. S. Button, The Guitar in England 1800-1924 (Guildford, 1984) is the pioneering study, but the account is now in need of extensive revision. See J. Westbrook, Guitar Making in Nineteenth-Century London: Louis Panormo and his Contemporaries, Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Cambridge (2012), which represents a very great advance, as does E. Stenstadvold, An Annotated Bibliography of Guitar Methods, 1760—1860 (Hillsdale, NY and London, 2010), in which the known English methods are catalogued. See also C. Page, ‘The Spanish guitar in the newspapers, novels, drama and verse of eighteenth-century England’, Royal Musical Association Research Chronicle (2013), 1-18; idem, The Guitar in Tudor England : A Social and Musical History (Cambridge, 2015) and idem, The Guitar in Stuart England: A Social and Musical History (Cambridge, forthcoming). 
]  [2:  Anonymous, The Life, writings, opinions and times of the right hon. George Gordon Noel Byron, Lord Byron, by an English gentleman, in the Greek military service, and comrade of his Lordship; compiled from authentic documents and from long personal acquaintance, 3 vols. (London, 1825),  iii, 36-7.]  [3: 
 H. E. Rollins, ed., The Letters of John Keats,  2 vols. (Cambridge, Mass. 1958), ii, 125.
]  [4:  Shelley had originally hoped to buy Jane a harp in Paris. See  F. L. Jones, ed., The Letters of Percy Bysshe Shelley, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1964), letters 678, 692 and 699. The relevant poems are ‘With a Guitar, to Jane’ and ‘To Jane: The Keen Stars are Twinkling’. For images of the guitar and Jane Williams, see  S. Hebron and E. C. Denlinger, eds., Shelley’s Ghost (Bodleian Library, Oxford, 2010), 96-7. See also E. Segerman, ‘Shelley’s guitar and nineteenth century stringing practices’, FoMRHI Quarterly, Bulletin 67, April 1992, Communication 1096. 
] 

The guitar known to these poets had recently emerged from a period of radical experimentation. The double courses of the baroque instrument had been abandoned in favour of single strings, overspun silk or gut had replaced the plain gut basses of the older instrument and a sixth string had been added in the bass. Tablature had yielded to staff notation so that guitarists were now using the common currency of almost all musical transactions. During the first four decades of the nineteenth century it was almost universally agreed that the result of these experiments, the early romantic guitar, was a fine resource for accompanying the voice. We may also concede that point, for experiment has repeatedly proved it, but what was it actually like to play and manage the romantic guitar in its own day? Every musical instrument offers a distinctive balance between problems and prospects, both by virtue of its type and the felicities or faults of its own manufacture, and in some ways the romantic guitar was a temperamental friend. It was vulnerable to changes in atmosphere and was marked by several failings, notably in certain accessories, that could make it hard to use effectively in certain conditions. Yet to explore these difficulties, even to emphasise them, is not to join the large chorus of voices raised against the guitar in its own day on the grounds of its quiet voice, gendered reputation or limited means. It is rather to define the particular character that won it a place in the parlours and drawing rooms of Regency houses as in the homes of the labouring poor.
Two satirical drawings offer a conspectus of the guitar’s place in the more privileged quarters of Regency musical life. They form part of a set advertised in 1829 under the title Old Way’s and New Way’s, designed and etched by H. Heath.[endnoteRef:5] The caricaturist Henry Heath was a ‘reasonably well known comic draughtsman, etcher, and engraver, who provided book and magazine illustrations and humorous prints to a rapidly expanding market for graphic images’.[endnoteRef:6] These examples of his work were issued on six oblong folio sheets, sold either plain or coloured, to form what were called ‘scraps’: pictures to cut out and paste in an album or scrapbook. As the title suggests, the drawings in Old Way’s and New Way’s contrast antiquated fashions with modern ones and generally make fun of both. The old way of arriving on horseback, for example, shows a middle aged husband and wife, mounted on the same nag, dressed in the out-dated fashions of the middling sort, while the new way depicts two young and haughty fashionables with prancing mounts.  [5:  The set was advertised in the issue of The Literary Gazette and Journal of Belles Lettres, Arts, Sciences etc for 31 January (1829), 78.
]  [6:  B. Maidment, ‘Henry Heath’s “The Caricaturist's Scrap Book”, Victorian Review, 38 (2012), 13-18, and 13. See also ODNB, ‘Henry Heath’, contained in ‘Heath, William…caricaturist and illustrator’. The set was reprinted, with other satirical works, as part of The Caricaturist’s Scrap Book (London, 1840). There are two further images of guitarists by Heath in this collection, both showing female players (Omnium-Gatherum [sic], Second Series, sheets 1 and 5).
] 

A detached leaf of this series, as pasted into a scrapbook, recently came to light in Oxford which compare the old and the new way of giving a concert (Plate 1). Neither drawing shows an actual ensemble, but rather a collage of the various instruments and groupings, more or less accurately observed, one might expect to see in various programmes:

The Old way of giving a concert
1. There is only one woman, not in the first flush of youth 
2. There is a young black slave 
3. The men are middle aged or older, are stout and wear wigs
4. The music-stands resemble simple easels; purely functional, they are nbot examples of fine domestic furniture
5. There is a bassoon and ‘cello
6. There is a pipe and tabor (!)
7. There is no transverse flute
8. There is no guitar

The New way of giving a concert
1. There are three women: a harpist (clearly young) and a girl displaying her talents under the watchful eye of her governess 
2. The young black slave has vanished. (These drawings were published three years before the passing of the Act which abolished slavery throughout the British Empire save in territories owned by the East India Company)
3. Most of the men are young, slim and wear their own hair in flamboyant hairstyles
4. The music stands are elegant pieces of Regency furniture
5. The bassoon and ‘cello have vanished
6. There is no pipe and tabor
7. There is a transverse flute
8. There is a guitar and a harp, the former played by a dandyish male
 
[image: Macintosh HD:Users:christopherpage:Desktop:Georgian guitar project :IMAGES:oldways.jpg]


Plate 1. ‘The Old way of performing a Concert’ contrasted with the ‘New Way’. From a set of drawings advertised under the title Old Way’s and New Way’s, or, A Comparison of Ancient and Modern Customs and Manners exemplified in Seventy Humorous Groups for Scrap Books, drawn and etched by  Heath, printed for Charles Tilt, 86 Fleet Street (1829). Author’s collection.

This list makes no claim to be a comprehensive inventory of the differences between the old and new ways, only to isolate some of the principal elements in the new way that associate the newly introduced guitar with whatever is young, elegant and sociable. The importance of sociability in the new way is especially clear since there is an emphasis upon the family (note the child at the piano) and the almost exclusively male companionability of the old way is undermined, if not actually dissolved,  in the new.
The advertisements that music emporia placed in the newspapers show that many of the guitars available for purchase in the 1820s and 30s were costly items, well suited to the kind of elegant parlour music-making that the ‘New way of giving a concert’ suggests (Table 1).

Table 1. Some prices charged by London music emporia 1816-1832

1816

Richards New Improved Harp Lute Warehouse, Covent Garden

 ‘An original Spanish guitar’						£3	3s 


1818

Shade’s Depot for Second-Hand and Musical Instruments, Soho Square

‘A real Spanish Guitar’							3 ½ guineas	

‘A Spanish guitar’ 							2 ½ guineas




1821  

J. Holloway’s music warehouse, 3 Hanway Street, Oxford Street

‘good-toned instruments’						20 guineas upwards									


1825

Rathbone Place, Oxford Street

Rolando’s improved Spanish guitars’,				            2½ guineas upwards 


1828

Birchall and Co. 140 New Bond Street

‘A superior instrument, ornamented with machine head and case’
made by Johann Bucher, Vienna					8 guineas (lowest) 


1828

Johanning and Ferry. ‘A new guitar and violin manufactory’. Piccadilly	

with ebony neck and fingerboard, pearl ornament 
and English machine head						£3	

superior								4-20 guineas 

handsome rosewood concert guitars, ebony neck and rich
silver frets								£6-£8
																			


1832 
Musical Repository, Bunhill Fields. 					18s and above 	



The elegant young men and women show in Plate 1 could no doubt afford such sums as those shown in Table 1, but all save the very last (for 1832) would have demanded years of hard saving from a haircutter, a comb-maker or a stonemason earning between a guinea and thirty shillings a week.[endnoteRef:7] Nonetheless, it is a wonder of the romantic guitar’s history that it gradually began to provide the underclasses of the new industrial cities with the harmony they had never enjoyed with their fiddles, flutes and balladry. In 1834 a penny miscellany entitled The Casket published a short piece on ‘The Conveniences of the Guitar’ lifted from the first niche magazine for guitarists in English, The Giulianiad.[endnoteRef:8] In the same year a contributor to The Penny magazine of the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge declared that ‘if we were to recommend an instrument to be made sufficiently cheap, if possible, for the working classes of this country, it should be the guitar’.[endnoteRef:9] He settled on the guitar because it provides  [7:  Figures from A. K. Newman, The book of trades; or, Familiar descriptions of the most useful trades, manufactures, and arts practised in England : and the manner in which the workmen perform their various employments (London, 1829).
]  [8:  The Casket, viii (1834), 80.]  [9:  The Penny magazine of the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, iii (1834), 188. On the nuances of the term ‘penny’ in this context, including its association with radicalism, see L. Brake and M. Demoor, Dictionary of Nineteenth-Century Journalism in Britain and Ireland (London, 2009), ‘Penny Papers’.
] 


what is technically called harmony; that is, proper combinations of notes can be struck at once, and in this it would be superior to the flute or clarionet, which only produces melody; that is, the simple consecutive notes which make up the air. Next, the little that an ordinary player can ever hope to do on the guitar can be soon done; a very few lessons, with a proper book of instructions, would suffice to enable the beginner to please himself and others.[endnoteRef:10] [10:  The Penny magazine of the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, iii (1834), 189.
] 


The Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge was founded in 1826 to educate the literate artisans of the major cities. In addition to the Penny Magazine, one of many cheap miscellanies on sale at this time, the Society issued The Penny Cyclopædia where the entry for ‘guitar’ assures the reader that the best and cheapest examples of ‘this elegant instrument’ can be bought in London ‘at a moderate price’.[endnoteRef:11] The availability of guitars for 18s and upwards in 1832, from a shop near the great dissenters’ cemetery of Bunhill Fields, confirms the claim. The Penny Cyclopædia is clearly making a recommendation at a time when penny magazines were giving increasing attention to the leisure interests and self-fulfillment of their readers.[endnoteRef:12] There was also grass-roots interest in the guitar that could be part of an overtly political commitment. In 1831, the printer Henry Hetherington began a radical weekly, The Poor Man’s Guardian, sold for a penny an issue, which advocated universal suffrage, factory legislation and trade union rights; on 13 October 1832, it carried an advertisement for a school where the pupils could learn the guitar, among other instruments, and investigate the works of Jean-Jacques Rousseau.  [11:  The Penny Cyclopædia, xi (London, 1838), 482.
]  [12:  B. Maidment, ‘Dinners or Desserts? Miscellaneity, Illustration, and the Periodical Press 1820-1840’, Victorian Periodicals Review, 43 (2010), 353-387.
] 

Working people of the poorer class could buy their guitars at public auctions where all musical instruments sold (save perhaps pianos) were incidental to the main business: to dispose of furniture. By the 1820s guitars were often to be found among the goods listed in advertisements for auctions that helped to diffuse instruments formerly belonging to gentlemen, ‘ladies moving to town’ and others with collections of books, pictures and wines in their homes. Guitars could also be found in the pawnshops that did so much to support the gin craze amongst the working poor. An article entitled ‘The Pawnbroker’s Shop and the Gin Shop’, published in an issue of The Manchester Times and Gazette for 1831 tells of a hatter who abandoned his trade and purchased a guitar for three guineas. He hoped to make a living with it, no doubt as a street musician, but he failed and his instrument was now to be seen in the local pawnbroker’s shop, pledged for just eleven shillings.[endnoteRef:13] Perhaps the most remarkable case of pawning, however, dates from 1835 and concerns a young pauper named Sarah Rixford. When she appeared before a parochial committee in Whitechapel, East London, the members of the board gathered a sum from their own pockets to support her immediate needs; when asked how she had kept body and soul together hitherto, she replied that a gentleman had given her a guitar and some lessons, but her mother had pawned it for eight shillings.[endnoteRef:14]  [13: 
 The Manchester Times and Gazette, 20  August, 1831. 
]  [14:  The Morning Post, 14 February 14, 1835. 
] 

The caricaturists were quick to notice the new and impoverished constituency for guitar. A lithograph, probably of the later 1820s and entitled The March of Intellect, offers a stringent example (Plate 2).[endnoteRef:15] A laundress is engaged in washing clothes, one of the most common forms of employment for relatively poor women, both married and widowed; laundry boils in a pot on the range while more hangs drying beneath the stained and patched ceiling. Undernourished, her clothes washed to rags, she plays a guitar showing many points of resemblance to those James Westbrook has identified as Longman instruments of c1810 made in London (Plate 3). The score of her song lies on the floor and shows the popular ballad My heart with love is beating. (It does not appear that an arrangement of this song for the Spanish guitar was ever published). Nearby lies a bill advertising the ‘amateur concert’ in which she hopes to take part, with the word ‘amateur’ contemptuously misspelled.  [15:  A genetically related image, but seemingly by a different artist, was published in the issue of Bell’s Life in London and Sporting Chronicle for 14 September 1828. It appears there with a poem referring to the laundress’s ‘intellectual march’, recalling the title of the image reproduced here, ‘The March of Intellect’ (see next note).
] 
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Plate 2. ‘The March Of Intellect’. Anonymous lithograph, probably of the later 1820s. Author’s collection.
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Plate 3.  Guitar thought to be by J. Longman and very similar to the instrument shown in Plate 2. Manufactured c1810. Photograph by Malcolm Maxwell. Identification courtesy of James Westbrook.

The title of this satire, ‘The March of Intellect’, uses an expression widely applied in the nineteenth century to any aspect of social or technological progress, including the education of the poorer classes, which a commentator might wish to lampoon, often with overtly political intent.[endnoteRef:16] In this example the washing in the saucepan on the range is boiling over because the laundress has literally turned her back on her work. The advantages of educating the labouring poor, it seems, are to be bought at a price; it gives them a better conceit of themselves and encourages them to neglect their menial but vital employments. Might that not lead to restlessness, riot and finally revolution? [16:  See B. Maidment, Comedy, Caricature and the Social Order 1820-50 (Manchester, 2013), 177-208, and A. Rauch, Useful Knowledge: The Victorians, morality, and the March of Intellect  (London, 2001).
] 

It is unlikely that many laundresses either played the guitar or took part in amateur concerts during the 1830s, for they were prone to skin conditions that made performance on a musical instrument painful or impossible. The true social context of this caricature lies rather with those in domestic service who might learn the guitar to acquire a little of a governess’s respectability or to enhance a life that was often both frugal and arduous. To judge by this lithograph, they could sometimes save a few shillings to purchase sheet music that was available for guitarists to buy in some quantity by the 1830s. They might also pay for lessons with a master who could teach them some songs and other simple pieces by ear. (A version of the laundress satire was indeed published with the addition of music master, reluctantly giving the woman lessons in lieu of cash payment for his washing).[endnoteRef:17] A story about such a servant was doing the rounds of the newspapers and periodicals in the later 1830s: [17:  See n. 15.
] 


A lady, who kept a seminary in Kentish Town, was in want of a housemaid; she advertised, and many called to offer their services. The lady was pleased with the appearance of one, and entered into an agreement with her, requesting her to come to her place without delay. The girl seemed as if she had something on her mind; and after a grand effort, she said that she would require to go out twice a week for the first month. ‘Oh! (said the lady) you attend some particular chapel, I conclude?’ — ‘No, ma’am, (simpered the girl) but I am learning the guitar, and have paid for a quarter’s instruction in advance; so I should not like to lose my lessons.’[endnoteRef:18] [18:  The Library of Anecdote (London, 1839), 207. Also in Berrow’s Worcester Journal, 6 October, 1836; The Mirror of Literature, Amusement, and Instruction, 28 (1836), 240. 
] 


This young woman’s work will be poorly paid and menial, requiring her to ‘contend against a host of enemies — dust, soot, smoke, rust, insects of various kinds, and bad smells innumerable’.[endnoteRef:19] Nonetheless, she has somehow found the money for guitar lessons, and at a time when the task of winning any kind of concession from an employer required courage, easily interpreted as impertinence, she is not afraid to speak up. She pays the price for it and finds herself unemployed. [19:  Common Sense for Housemaids, by a Lady (London, 1853),  6.] 

In 1833 an anonymous contributor to The Giulianiad complained about the ‘multitudinous defects’ in some of the available guitars, especially in relation to 

the finger-board, the nice adjustment of the frets, the height of the bridge, the various woods of the sides and backs, the greenness of the materials, and the badness of strings – these all contribute to mar the proper effect of the instrument.[endnoteRef:20] [20: 
 Anon., ‘I do not like the guitar’, The Giulianiad, i/2 (1833), 14.
] 


A major source of these problems, according to this writer’s account, was ‘the lowness of price’ which was all some sectors of the market could support. There were other reasons, however. The long lapse of interest in the gut-strung guitar between approximately 1730 and 1795, at least in England, ensured that there was no continuity of manufacturing expertise of the kind to be found, for example, among makers of the violin.[endnoteRef:21] Some of the guitars in circulation were made by artisans who possessed a few of the required tools and materials but not necessarily the appropriate skills. Details of one such maker emerge in a letter of 1809 written by John Jarvis, a university man who was then in Cambridge, to Philip Gell MP of Hopton in Derbyshire. Much of the letter is concerned with the recent misfortunes of their mutual acquaintance, the well-known boxer Jem Belcher, but a note at the end shows that Jarvis had ordered guitars from a certain Jack Twigg (Plate 4):  [21:  There is no trace of guitars with single strings being manufactured in London before the end of the eighteenth century. See Westbrook, Guitar Making in Nineteenth-Century London, passim.] 


I have sent to Jack Twigg for 2 more guittars. I wish you would tell him to make the belly thinner and not to mortice but only glue it on flat; the other is planed thinner and is really quite a capital instrument.

A trade directory for Derbyshire shows that Twigg was not an instrument maker by trade but a builder and joiner of Hopton engaged in remodelling Gell’s mansion.[endnoteRef:22] It seems that some of the instruments Twigg supplied were too massive in at least one regard, for the soundboard needed further planing. The effects of such heavy or unrefined construction were more widely noticed; in 1820 a contributor to The Port Folio observed that craftsmen had not yet ‘found the art of making good guitars in England: the defect seems to be in their massiveness; but if more generally used, of course improvements would take place’.[endnoteRef:23] [22: 
 Pigot and co.’s national commercial directory for 1828-9 (London and Manchester, 1830), 147. Some of Twigg’s plans for Gell’s mansion survive as Derbyshire Records Office D258/41/26.]  [23: 
 Anon, ‘Choice of Musical Instruments for Females’, The Port Folio, x, July-December (1820), 93.
] 
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Plate 4. Derbyshire Records Office, D258/50/30, letter of 1 November 1809 from John Jarvis to Philip Gell MP, of Hopton.

‘Difficulties to be contended with’
During the first decades of the nineteenth century the guitar and the mandolin were the only fretted instruments for which anyone in Western Europe was prepared to make serious artistic claims, and there were a few professional players, mostly visiting foreigners such as the flamboyant Trinidad Huerta, who substantiated them with considerable success (Plate 5). Many more guitarists succeeded in convincing their critics that the guitar could offer a versatile and charming accompaniment to the voice, albeit one that was too soft to make much of an impression on the concert platform in the mixed programmes of the day. 
Some of these performances, however, made it seem that the guitar was a difficult instrument to manage. A miserable concert was given at the Bull Inn Assembly Room, Preston, on 26 July 1834:
                
Mr. Fitzwilliam’s guitar was somewhat out of tune in his accompaniments, and a severe cold prevented him from acquitting himself in a manner to enable us to judge of his real merits as a singer. The receipts of the evening would scarcely, we fear, cover the expences incurred.[endnoteRef:24] [24:  Preston Chronicle, 26 July, 1834.
] 


The experience of another performance, given by a Polish exile in 1834, prompted a reviewer for The Sheffield Independent to conclude that a guitar was a particularly recalcitrant companion: 

M. Kuczyinski next favoured us with a solo on the guitar composed by himself. His execution on that instrument is that of a master; but we apprehend that there are such difficulties to be contended with as render it almost impossible to keep the instrument in tune.[endnoteRef:25] [25:  The Sheffield Independent, and Yorkshire and Derbyshire Advertiser, 15 March 15, 1834.
] 

Tuning gears first appeared in 1822 on guitars made in the Panormo workshop (these are not later conversions, but were purpose built with them). Thereafter, London makers used them as a matter of course and British-made guitars were the first fully to adopt them. Advertisers often took the trouble to mention them as ‘screw pegs’ or ‘patent machine heads’, a sure sign that they were regarded as a decisive advantage.[endnoteRef:26] Many guitars, however, were still equipped with the ebony friction pegs which might slip or become stuck, depending upon the atmospheric conditions, even during a performance. This happened to a visiting Spaniard according to a review published in the Liverpool Mercury on 23 April 1824: [26:  Information kindly provided by Dr. James Westbrook.
] 


We venture to assert, that this gentlemen’s performance was of a very superior kind. An untoward accident, which we have since ascertained to be the slipping of one of the pegs of his instrument, evidently embarrassed him, as it compelled him to interrupt the performance by the very unmusical procedure of tuning…[endnoteRef:27]  [27:  Liverpool Mercury, 23 April, 1824.
] 


Cold was also a perennial problem. James Beresford complained about playing the piano with fingers ‘chained up by the frost’ as if the experience were a matter of course rather than an occasional hardship.[endnoteRef:28] Even in royal palaces like Carlton House in London rooms were left unheated in winter unless they were in frequent use. For guitarists the consequences were surely as distressing as they were for pianists, to which should be added the effects of damp. While reviewing George Derwort’s Collection of admired Italian, French, German, Spanish, and English Songs, with a progressive accompaniment for the Spanish Guitar (1824) an anonymous writer wryly commented that ‘ours is not a serenading climate’,[endnoteRef:29] and with good reason; the frequent association between the guitar and a Mediterranean ecology of warm summer nights, common in contemporary novels and cheap prints (Plate 5), was designed to offer at least an imaginative escape from the protracted downpour superbly described by Charles Dickens in Chapter 2 of Bleak House with its sweating wooden fittings in the estate church of the Dedlocks. Pianists at least had the luxury of knowing that their strings were of metal, safely locked away inside a large wooden casing, but for the guitarist, playing on gut strings, the damp was a particular curse. Even the novelists of the day had cause to mention its effects, as in a passage from Caroline of Litchfield (1786): [28:  The Miseries of Human Life (edition of 1806), 59.]  [29: 
 The Quarterly Musical Magazine and Review, vi (1824), 543.
] 


Her voice too she learnt to modulate, and it acquired a sweetness and flexibility that, when she sang to the harp, or Spanish guitar, it was not possible to resist those mild emotions, those delicious sensations, which she so well could feel, and so powerfully inspire…but the two days rain had put her harp and guitar out of tune, and she was obliged to lay them by; the piano forte was less affected, and she played an adagio, which but augmented melancholy.[endnoteRef:30] [30:  Caroline of Litchfield, 3 vols. (London 1786), i, 87 and 142. Translated from the French of Élisabeth Jeanne Isabelle Pauline de Montolieu by Thomas Holcroft.
] 
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Plate 5. Emma Austen-Leigh, related by marriage to the novelist Jane Austen, records in her diary how she heard the noted guitarist Trinidad Huerta at a morning concert in the Berkshire town of Newbury, on Saturday 27 March 1830. Hampshire Record Office, 23M93/87/1/15. The entry adds a concert to the known roster of Huerta’s performances at this time.
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Plate 6. Undated mezzotint, perhaps of c 1820, showing a quasi-Venetian moonlit scene with guitar, other instruments and a gondola, a Lorelei and antique buildings, the scene reminiscent of works by Claude-Joseph Vernet (d 1789). Private collection.

In addition to such difficulties as these, professional players of the guitar were striving to establish themselves on the concert platform with an instrument that carried sixteenth-century standards of volume in solo playing or small consort work into the age of the orchestral symphony. To judge by the published guitar methods, there was no secure consensus about the manner of sounding the strings, but many players perpetuated or revived a form of lute technique by resting the little finger upon the soundboard and plucking with the fingertips. An anonymous contributor to The Giulianiad, writing in 1833, observed (and lamented) that ‘the generality of good performers’ played near the bridge, a technique that weakens the fundamental and therefore makes the higher overtones more perceptible. The writer of the article preferred to pluck near the soundhole for ‘a fine, clear harpy tone’.[endnoteRef:31] Furthermore, players were not always satisfied with the response of the bass strings they used, commonly made of a silk or gut core with a metal overwind called ‘silver’ in the methods. Modern attempts to reproduce strings of overspun silk have sometimes yielded indifferent results which cannot be entirely attributed to a loss of expertise arising from an interrupted tradition; in 1810 the Oxford humourist and clergyman James Beresford complained about the ‘dead, lumpish, tubby tones of the fourth and fifth strings of the guittar’.[endnoteRef:32] [31:  Anon., ‘I do not like the guitar’, The Giulianiad, i/2 (1833), 14.
]  [32:  The Miseries of Human Life, 4th edition (London, 1810), 90. Since the author does not mention a sixth course he would seem to have used the guitar of five single strings that flourished in England from approximately the 1770s but was generally obsolete, save amongst those who retained their old instruments, by 1810.
] 

As a fragile box, not always soundly constructed and subject to many kilograms of tension, a guitar was always in danger of violent breakages. Fernando Sor had often seen ‘the strings pull off the bridge’, an accident which on one occasion injured his right hand for several days.[endnoteRef:33] There was also what a contributor to The London Magazine in 1827 calls ‘the wilful snapping of a guitar-string in the midst of a melody’ which could be more than a musical inconvenience.[endnoteRef:34] In 1831 The Comic offering: or, Ladies’ melange of literary mirth listed some of the miseries of a society woman’s life as a series of ‘sighs’, one of which concerns the injury inflicted by such breakages:  [33:  Méthode pour la guitare (Paris, 1830), 8; English version by A. Merrick, Sor’s Method for the Spanish Guitar (London, 1832), 8. The date assigned here is based on the advertisement for the book in The Harmonicon, October, 1832. 
 ]  [34:  The London Magazine, 1 January, 1827, 27.] 


The day previous to a ball, while tuning a guitar, the string breaks, and, springing up to your face, cuts your cheek and nose, leaving your eyes encircled with purple for a fortnight at least.[endnoteRef:35] [35: 
 The Comic offering: or, Ladies’ melange of literary mirth (London, 1831), 89.
] 


Charles Dickens, who was no great admirer of the guitar, had certainly seen such breakages happen, and wrote them into one of his early stories, The Steam Excursion, originally published in 1834. Guitars are fetched during a trip down the Thames:

The Misses Briggs asked for their guitars, and several gentlemen seriously damaged the cases in their anxiety to present them. Then, there was a very interesting production of three little keys for the aforesaid cases, and a melodramatic expression of horror at finding a string broken; and a vast deal of screwing and tightening, and winding, and tuning, during which Mrs. Briggs expatiated to those near her on the immense difficulty of playing a guitar, and hinted at the wondrous proficiency of her daughters in that mystic art.[endnoteRef:36] [36:  Sketches by Boz (London, 1850), 462.
] 


Perhaps the greatest difficulty of all was dealing with those who did not understand any of these things. According to an issue of The Ladies’ melange of literary mirth for 1831, one of the miseries of life was to have 

such a long fit of idleness that the usual callous marks caused by the guitar-strings are quite gone from your fingers: being obliged to play a long guitar obligato accompaniment, on a stiff instrument whose strings (being twice as thick as what you use) cut your fingers to the bone: a very loud flute playing variations which you play afterwards (solo) with your burning, aching, purple fingers.[endnoteRef:37] [37:  The Comic offering, 217.] 


Or worse still:

Being requested to play at a house where the harp and guitar are kept as mere pieces of furniture, and strung with any old strings which can be found. On tuning the instruments (in presence of a very stiff party, who considers a harp should keep in tune like a piano) half of the dry old strings break, and you replace them with others, which, not having been stretched, go out of tune every minute; and you are obliged to stop in the midst of your grand preludes to screw up the refractory notes.[endnoteRef:38] [38: 
 Ibid, 218.
] 


A portrait of the ladies
The passages just quoted appear in a periodical addressed to a female readership. English prints, portraits and novels of the period 1800-1835 abound in images and descriptions of young women playing the guitar. The great majority are presented as amateurs and it is widely assumed today that most of the professionals were men. Most of the players earning money from concert giving were indeed male, but many women sustained themselves by teaching the guitar, among other accomplishments, in the first decades of the nineteenth century. These were women in the position of resident or day governess. 
The trade of governess, for all the humiliations so feelingly described by Anne Brontë in Agnes Grey (1847), was a developing source of employment for necessitous women in early-nineteenth century Britain, although rates of pay were commonly very low.[endnoteRef:39] Once a woman had decided to seek such a situation she would place an advertisement in the newspapers if the matter could not be arranged otherwise. Figure 1 measures the number of advertisements, principally in the London press, placed by women seeking employment as a schoolteacher or governesses (but mostly the latter) and naming the guitar among the accomplishments they are prepared to teach between 1800 and 1835. The peak in 1833 accords with other signs that the height of the guitar craze in England fell in the reign of William IV (1830-37). James Westbrook’s graph showing the distribution of extant Panormo guitars by date, for example, shows a peak of productivity in 1831,[endnoteRef:40] and the guitarist’s magazine The Giulianiad probably began publication in 1833 but seems to have collapsed in 1835. The modest but noticeable rise in 1821 coincides with Fernando Sor’s last year in England when an earl of Essex noted how Sor had ‘so many scholars that Both himself and his Brother have constant employment’, especially among the denizens of West-End squares.[endnoteRef:41] Perhaps the Sor brothers gave a fresh impetus to the guitar amongst those who aspired to imitate the residents of such elite London addresses. We should also reckon with the publication of Charles Sola’s Instructions for the Spanish Guitar in 1820.[endnoteRef:42] By then, Sola had been papering London over with guitar-accompanied songs and arrangements for some time and was well known as a singer, composer, flautist and guitarist. It was clear by 1824, at least to one observer, that the guitar ‘has been brought into notice by Mr. Sor’s extraordinary performance and Mr. Sola’s publications’.[endnoteRef:43] [39:  M. J. Peterson, ‘The Victorian Governess: Status Incongurence in Family and Society’, Victorian Studies, 14 (1970), 7-26. There are several good general surveys of the governess, including R. Brandon: Governess: The Lives and Times of the real Jane Eyres (New York , 2008) and A. Renton, Tyrant or Victim: A History of the British Governess (London, 1991). P. Ingham, The Brontës (Oxford, 2006), 102-110, deals admirably with the trials of the governess class as they are explored in the novels of Charlotte, Anne and Emily Brontë.
]  [40:  Westbrook, Guitar Making, 112. Westbrook’s graph omits the earlier ‘experiments’ from 1816 and 1817.]  [41: 
 C. Page, ‘New Light on the London Years of Fernando Sor’, EM,  xli/4 (2013), 557-69, at 566.]  [42: 
 Stenstadvold, An Annotated Bibliography of Guitar Methods, 180-1.
]  [43:  The Quarterly Musical Magazine and Review , vi (1824), 544.] 




Figure 1. Numbers of women seeking positions as schoolteachers, governesses or companions and including the guitar among their accomplishments in the advertisements they placed in the London press (The Times, The Morning Post, The Morning Chronicle) for 1800-1835. The data were collected by electronic searches of British Library Newspapers, The British Newspaper Archive and The Times Digital Archive. For the period 1800-1815, only explicit references to the Spanish guitar, as opposed to ‘guitar’ alone, have been included. 

The newspaper notices are now the principal source of information about the background, talents and ambitions of the women who taught the guitar as a governess. The reply addresses they give are often those of a bookseller, a local post office, a stationer or a music shop located in elite areas such as Kensington, Pall Mall or New Bond Street. This reflects the kind of clientele the governesses hoped to attract; those who lived there would arrange their position through family connections rather than the columns of the newspaper. When the notices give a residential address it is often possible to trace other occupants, or even the owner, with the aid of contemporary directories, and the results lead directly to the homes of the middling sort and sometimes of professional men. There is the house of a boot-maker, for example, a surgeon, a parson, a carpenter, a trunk and Venetian blind maker, a wholesale hosier, a turner and toymaker. Some give provincial addresses (Thame, Southampton, the Post Office at Bungay in Suffolk and Bath) but the vast majority are in London, ranging from Cheapside, St. Dunstan’s Hill and Holborn to the suburbs such as Pentonville, Hampstead and Chelsea. There is a strong showing from south of the river: Kennington Lane, Clapham, Lambeth, Wapping, Stockwell, Brixton, Walworth and Camberwell. 
There were many reasons why a woman who had learned the guitar might exploit it as a governess, some of them reflecting various kinds of real or pretended misfortune, though it is true that many a governess was ‘doing something she might have done as a wife under better circumstances’.[endnoteRef:44] One admits that she has ‘recently lost her surviving parent’,[endnoteRef:45] while another in 1804 announces herself (perhaps truthfully) as a lady ‘born and educated to superior expectations’ but compelled by circumstances to advertise for a position.[endnoteRef:46] Still another declares that she needs a change of climate on medical grounds and would prefer an engagement with a family in Italy, the South of France or Madeira.[endnoteRef:47] Many women undoubtedly hoped their guitar would be a passport to a comfortable dwelling where they might be treated with a measure of consideration. Some might posses a small income of their own so that ‘emolument is not so much the object as a comfortable home’,[endnoteRef:48] or even be ‘happy to engage herself without a salary, with a family going to the Continent; her travelling expenses being allowed her, together with the opportunity of accompanying the family to various places they might think worthy of notice’.[endnoteRef:49] Behind that modestly expressed wish to be included in an employers’ excursions there lies a wealth of humiliation and unhappiness, well known to many a governess who wished to be treated as a gentlewoman but found herself addressed as a servant.  [44: 
 Peterson, ‘The Victorian Governess’, 10.]  [45: 
 Morning Post, 10 November, 1834.]  [46: 
 Ibid, 16 April, 1804 .
]  [47:  Ibid, 27 February, 1826.
]  [48:  Ibid, 18 August, 1832.  
]  [49:  Ibid, 31 July, 1835.
 ] 

The guitar, capable of providing everything in the contemporary harmonic language needed for the accompaniment of parlour songs, was the ideal instrument for a governess, even if it sometimes meant hearing lessons ‘horribly strummed through’, in Anne Brontë’s phrase. Being eminently portable, the guitar was especially useful to the ‘day governesses’ who visited private homes for lessons by the hour then hurried off, perhaps in foul weather, to the next address. Many and perhaps most recipients of guitar lessons were girls or young women whose parents wished them to become ‘as superficially attractive and showily accomplished as they could possibly be made’ with the minimum of inconvenience to themselves.[endnoteRef:50] Misogynists like Edward Caswall, author of Sketches of Young Ladies (1837) blamed the pride of mothers, pressing their eligible daughters to ‘exhibit’, for the performances given at parties. He groaned when ‘an ominous green box appeared’ at some soirée and out came a guitar.[endnoteRef:51]  [50:  Ann Brontë, Agnes Grey, Chapter 7. See further C. de Bellaigue, Educating Women: Schooling and Identity in England and France  1800-1867 (Oxford, 2007) and M. Hilton, Women and the Shaping of the Nation’s Young: Education and Public Doctrine in Britain 1750-1850 (Aldershot, 2007). 
]  [51:  Sketches of Young Ladies by ‘Quiz’ [Edward Caswall] (London, 1837), 1. The reference to a green case is odd; most of the surviving cases are painted black or unpainted. 
] 

Those of modest talent or ambition could achieve a passable result on the guitar in a relatively short time and therefore without vast expenditure on lessons. Some governesses, indeed, probably knew nothing of the instrument beyond what Fanny Kemble, born in 1809, calls ‘boarding-school smatterings’: perhaps a few basic chords and arpeggio patterns.[endnoteRef:52] Nonetheless, many had also received piano lessons and must have known at least the rudiments of notation and theory. Some even claimed to be advanced players; as early as 1814 Miss Spence remarked in her novel The Spanish Guitar that ‘some young ladies, who used to amuse their friends by a few simple songs, now perform like professors’.[endnoteRef:53] One governess advertised herself as ‘completely mistress’ of the instrument in 1820 while another in 1828 announced that she excelled as a guitarist.[endnoteRef:54] Strange as it may seem, however, there is almost no trace of a governess claiming to be a former pupil of any celebrated guitarist who taught in London. It seems that Fernando Sor and his colleagues generally sought and found pupils among wealthier and better connected women than those compelled to seek employment in the newspapers. The single exception is an advertisement in the Morning Post of 27 June 1827 where a French woman claims to have been ‘a pupil of Monsieur Carulli, one of the most celebrated players on the guitar’.[endnoteRef:55] That was in Paris, however and it does not sound as if she expected his name to be well known in London. [52:  Fanny Kemble, Records of a Girlhood, 2nd ed (New York, 1883), 7. Keble purchased a guitar in 1831 to give as a present, ‘a beauty, and [it] wears  a broad blue scarf and has a sweet , low, soft voice’ (ibid, 362).]  [53: 
 Miss Spence, The Spanish Guitar (London,  1814), 43.]  [54: 
 Ibid, 10 July, 1820 and 11 April, 1828. 
]  [55:  Ibid, 27 June, 1827.
] 

In accordance with common practice, the women never give their names but only their initials (which are often patently false, such as ABC or XYZ). In at least one example, however, the veil of anonymity can be lifted. The following appeared in The Times for 29 October, 1833:

MORNING GOVERNESS. – A young lady is desirous of obtaining a SITUATION as MORNING GOVERNESS, to teach French, music, and the usual branches of education; or to give instruction in the pianoforte and guitar alone. Terms moderate. References of the first respectability as to character and abilities will be given, Address, post paid, to M. K., 17 Foley-place, Cavendish Square.

Unlike the majority of women who advertised for a post, M. K. identifies her family home and Cavendish Square is a surprisingly genteel address. The Blue Book for 1833 lists the occupier of 17 Foley Place in that year as a surgeon named George Knowles.[endnoteRef:56] His Will, proved on 24 October 1838, shows that he was an apothecary with two daughters, Jane and Martha, so the M. K. of the advertisement is Martha Knowles.[endnoteRef:57] In 1812, the year Napoleon hurled his army against Russia, Martha was baptized in the nonconformist Scotch Church in Wells Street and was therefore about twenty-one years’ old when she placed her advertisement. [endnoteRef:58] Her father, being an apothecary and surgeon, was approximately the equivalent of a general practitioner today; it was not an especially genteel occupation, whence the scorn directed against the apothecary John Keats, but it was a profession none the less. Martha Knowles may stand for many of her anonymous and often lowlier sisters who formed the backbone of guitar culture in the England of the Romantic poets. The most important person in the ‘New way’ of giving a concert shown above in Plate 1 is actually the woman standing at the piano. Probably a governess dressed for the occasion, she is almost disappearing from view with the deference of a servant. We should not be fooled by that. [56:  The Royal Blue Book (London, 1833), 50.]  [57: 
 TNA PROB 11/1902/9.]  [58: 
 TNA: PRO, RG4/4205, f. 88v.  Register of Wells Street Scotch Church. ] 



Abstract and keywords

During the lifetimes of Byron, Keats and Shelley, extending from 1788 to 1824, ‘the indolent guitar’ rose from a minor position in England to a place of such popularity that it rivalled the piano as the choice of amateur musicians The guitar known to these poets had recently emerged from a period of radical experimentation. What was it actually like to play the result of these experiments? In some ways the romantic guitar was a temperamental friend, yet to explore these difficulties, even to emphasise them, is not to join the large chorus of voices raised against the guitar in its own day; it is rather to define the particular character that won it a place in the parlours and drawing rooms of Regency houses as in the homes of the labouring poor.
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