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Listed under the category of organ music in the 1980 edition of
The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians edited by the
late Stanley Sadie there is an entry for Thomas Attwood’s Dirge in
D minor [1805]; the work was performed by the cathedral's
organist Thomas Attwood at the funeral of Lord Viscount Nelson,
in St. Paul’s Cathedral on January 9th 1806. It is also referred to as
a Grand Dirge for organ, which Colin White, the authority on .
Nelson, mentions in his Nelson Encyclopaedia [Chatham
Publishing, 2002]. The issue of The Musical Times dated October
1st 1905 reproduces the Dirge in full, and it will be noted here that
Attwood is referred to as “Composer to his Majesty”, the kings in
question being George III and in 1821, George IV. Attwood's title,
however, should not be confused with that of being Master of the
King's Musick. During the reigns of these Georges there were three
Masters: John Stanley, Sir William Parsons and William Shield.

The Dirge may not match the familiarity of Handel's Dead March
from Saul, which was also performed at Nelson's funeral, but, as
the title suggests, the music is mournful and sombre, suitable for
the moment when Nelson’s coffin was lowered undemeath the
dome of the cathedral, ultimately coming to rest in the crypt below.
During the service Attwood's setting of the Magnificat and Nunc
Dimittis in F, composed in 1796, was sung.
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Attwood is best known for his Come Holy Ghost our souls inspire
[1831], which the musicologist Emest Walker describes as a
"charming little hymn”, This piece is the jewel in Attwood's crown
with its distinct Mozartian homophonic influence; it should be
compared with Mozart's Ave Verum Corpus, K.618, for the style is
similar, Nowadays, Come Holy Ghost is the only piece that keeps
Attwood's name from obscurity apart from a handful of other
anthems which receive the occasional cathedral performance.

When Attwood was about eighteen years of age, he performed on
the harpsichord at Buckingham House (later to be known as
Buckingham Palace), when the then Prince of Wales, afterwards
George IV, happened to be present. Attwood was appointed a Page
of the Presence to the Prince of Wales in 1781 upon leaving the
select body of choristers of the Chapel Royal when his voice broke.
Aware of Attwood's talent, the Prince sent him to study in Naples
and Vienna, as was the custom when ex-Chapel Royal choristers
showed particular promise. Once Vienna was mentioned, the
young Attwood would have anticipated the opportunity with
alacrity of having composition lessons from Mozart, such was the
latter's reputation.

After a few preliminary exercises from Attwood Mozart was
impressed. He wrote of his pupil: "I predict that he will prove a
sound musician." The prediction came true.

The most important of Attwood’'s music with regard to scope,
quality and musicality must be seen in his compositions for the
coronations of George IV, on July 19th 1821, and William IV, in
1831. O Lord, grant the King a long life, scored for choir and
orchestra, was first heard at the coronation of William IV, who at
the age of thirteen had become a midshipman. In that capacity
Prince William, serving on the battleship HMS Barfleur in the
West Indies fleet in 1782, met Nelson, then a junior captain.

On hearing O Lord, grant the King a long life Frederick Ouseley
was reported as having said that it ... was not for nothing that he
[Attwood] had been the disciple of the greatest orchestral composer
the world has yet seen”, Mozart. I like to think that Attwood was
paying a compliment to the Sailor King by quoting Rule, Britannia
in the introductory orchestral prelude. The Musical Times
[December 1900] reveals that this 35-bar prelude “... is first given
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without the nautical theme, but on its repetition, played softly, the
trumpet and horn give out Dr. Ame’s fine tune forte, which must
have had a thrilling effect in Westminster Abbey”.

I was glad when they said unto me, scored for choir and orchestra,
was written for the coronation of William IV in 1821 and repeated
at Queen Victoria's coronation in June 1838. This is the text which,
as everyone knows, was also set to music by Sir Hubert Parry. The
opening chorus begins with an arpeggio passage in unison for full
orchestra in the manner of Mozart, an Attwood characteristic. His
anthem They that go down to the sea in ships [1837], which in
Attwood's lifetime was dismissed as a failure in its effect to be
dramatic, will, I am sure, have been given numerous performances
in this Year of the Sea, 2005.

Attwood’s instrumental music comprises of piano trios which could
well have been written under Mozart's tuition, though a cheerful
minuet is thought to be a borrowing from Mozart’s arch rival,
Antonio Salieri.

There are thirty-four stage works with music by Attwood, five of
which have maritime associations. The Mariners [1793] is a
musical entertainment and includes a “borrowing” from Mozart's In
diesen heil’gen Hallen to the English words of Samuel Birch, Why
swells my wavy burnish'd grain.

The other maritime pieces are The Packet Boat [1794], The
Smugglers [1796], Britain’s Brave Tars [1797], and The Mouth of
the Nile, or the Glorious First of August [1798], this last piece
clearly inspired by Nelson's success at the Battle of the Nile of that
year, and which received many performances. The text for this was
provided by Thomas Dibdin, second son of his famous father,
Charles Dibdin. The Magic Oak, or Harlequin Woodcutter [1799],
St. David’s Day [1800], The Hermione, or Valours Triumph
[1800], Harlequin’s Tour, or the Dominion of Fancy [1800], and If
Bondocani, or the Caliph Robber [1801], another work which owes
much to Mozartian influence, all have texts by Thomas Dibdin.

It is surprising that there has been no musical setting of Nelson's
prayer before the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805, nor of Collingwood's
report of it, even in adaptations of these texts. It is with this in
mind that this writer has been working along these lines to include
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them in a dramatic cantata.

Thomas Attwoaod : portrait by an unknown artist
{hy kind permission of the Royal College of Music, London)
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Attwood's father, also given the christian name of Thomas, was a
coal merchant and, being musically inclined, a trumpeter in the
King's band. Attwood junior (the easiest way of referring to him)
was baptized at St. Martin-in-the-Fields on November 23rd 1765,
in the days before that unchartered part of London was known as
Trafalgar Square. Some sources ascribe that the area may have
been used for falconry purposes, some merely as stables.

Attwood junior’s credentials were impeccable. At the age of nine
he was admitted as a chorister in the Chapel Royal, which
undoubtedly qualified him to be appointed as Composer to the
Chapel in 1796, having written his Magnificat and Nunc Dimiltis
in F which was ultimately performed at the State Funeral of
Horatio, Lord Viscount Nelson KB on January 9th 1806.

In 1796 Attwood was appointed organist of St. Paul’s Cathedral,
the position he held until his death in 1838, and Composer to the
Chapel Royal. It would seem that both appointments held him in
good stead for the exercise of his creative activity in the field of
composing fine English church music, as will be gleaned from his
Work List.

1793, the year Beethoven wrote his Rondino in E flat for two
oboes, two clarinets, two homs and two bassoons, was an
important one in Attwood's life. He happily married Mary Denton,
who gave him five sons and one daughter. The eldest son, a
lieutenant in the British Army, was killed in action in Madrid in
October 1821, and his third son, a solicitor, lost his life by a fall
from a horse. Both events most certainly affected Attwood's
philosophy of life, undoubtedly through his music. This is probably
why, after 1801, he concentrated on composing mostly church
music to find some consolation. Another son became rector of
Framlingham, Suffolk, in 1837.

In 1829 Felix Mendelssohn set sail for London and probably
through Attwood's connections became a favourite at the English
Court. The ship that brought Mendelssohn was named The
Attwood. Was this perhaps just a happy coincidence? I like to think
that, since Attwood was a leading London musician, as was the
case in the early twentieth century when a railway engine was
named Sir Edward Elgar, it was an undoubted gesture by the
shipping owners to name a vessel after Atuwood for his
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contribution to British music, such was the reputation he gained.

As a result of an accident in September 1829 Mendelsschn was
thrown out of a carriage in London, and, because he found
suffering in his lonely lodgings unbearable, was invited to
convalesce as the guest of Thomas Attwood at his Norwood villa,
which proved to stimulate Mendelssohn’s recovery. He wrote home
on November 15th 1829:

“By the gods, not in vain shall the Attwoods have put this paper on
my table, with sealing wax, pens, and all.... This is Norwood, famous
for good air, for it lies on a hill as high as the cross on St. Paul’s
[Cathedral] — so say the Londoners — and [ am sitting late at night
in my own little room, with the wind howling ourside my window,
whilst the chimney fire bums very quietly ..... and so the time passes
very agreeably.”

Mendelssohn owed much to his friendship with Attwood, for it is
known that during his various visits to London he frequently
played on Father Smith's fine organ in St. Paul’s. The Musical
Times correspondent wrote in the issue of December 1st 1900 that:

*On one occasion he [Mendelssohn] upset the steady-going routine
of the vergers by playing so long after one of the services that the words
‘Pass out, please’ availed to nothing. Thercupon the vergers withdrew
the blowers from the scene of their operations, with the result that the
organ became windless while Mendelssohn was in the middle of one of
Bach'’s Fugues.”

There is no indication of which Fugue had been performed, but this
resulted in a little note Attwood wrote to Vincent Novello on May
27th 1832 "evidently sent from Norwood by hand ..., so anxious
was Altwood that his friend should be present at Si. Paul’s
Cathedral to hear the new Bach work being played by
Mendelssohn”.

Such was Attwood's geniality, it is worth considering placing his
character alongside that of the manner of William Boyce [1711-
1779]. Attwood would have been a boy of fourteen, an
impressionable age, when Boyce died. Consider the fact that, when
Boyce was commissioned to compose a setting of Zadok the Priest,
he turned the commission down on the grounds that he thought one
setting, Handel’s, was popular and successful enough; such was
Boyce's magnanimity.
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Attwood's note to Vincent Novello, May 27th 1832

It is perhaps strange to know that Attwood possessed a white
donkey — of all animals! — described by one, Mr. Klingemann,
another eminent London organist, who had a flair for flamboyant
extemporization, as ““ﬂncO;F the most distinguished donkeys that
ever ate thistles (but he lives entirely on com), a plump, milk-white
animal, full of vivacity and talent, appointed to draw a very
diminutive four-wheeled vehicle”. Klingemann tells us that
Mendelssohn appears to have derived much health-restoring
benefit in various “processions” and “caravans” along the highways
of Norwood. Out of all this, it seems, he wrote his Capriccio in E
minor for pianoforte, op.16, and dated it "Norwood, Surrey,
November 18th 1829". I like to think of this as a ‘thank you' for
Attwood's hospitality.

Attwood's contribution to music was not confined to composition
and his work as an organist. His name also appears in a list of thirty
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Members who originally formed the Philharmonic (later Royal
Philharmonic) Society in 1813, alongside those of Sir Henry
Bishop, Muzio Clementi, J.B. Cramer, Vincent Novello, William
?hicld and Sir George Smart; twenty-three other names are not so
arniliar.

This was the era of the development of the orchestral conductor
when the leading instrumentalist led from his own instrument until
the conductor functioned from a podium using a baton. We know
from Myles Birket Foster's The History of the Philharmonic
Society of London 1813-1912 [John Lane, at The Bodley Head,
1912] that Attwood was directing the Society’s orchestra from the
piano in May 1816, and by June 7th 1824 his name appears as
conductor, an indication that he could well have been using a
baton, conducting from a podium. Until 1832 Attwood conducted
fifteen concerts for the Philharmonic Society, always including
works by Mozart, a clear indication of how well he thought of his
revered teacher’s music.

There is a clique of English church musicians living in the early
part of the nineteenth century, whose names will be familiar.
Thomas Attwood Walmisley, Attwood's godson, came to his
godfather for lessons in counterpoint, as did Cipriam Potter, who
was later to become principal of the Royal Academy of Music. So
we begin to see a fine ... line of direct teacher-to-pupil succession
from Mozart ..." [Nicholas Temperley in Grove, 1980] working in
London, albeit that Walmisley was born a year before the Battle of
Waterloo. H.J. Gauntlett, the Shropshire composer born in July
1805, best known for the hymn tune St. Fulbert, must be
considered part of this clique and, recognizing Gauntlett's talent,
Attwood took him as a pupil for composition. Gauntlett was
appointed organist of St. Olave’s Church, Southwark, in 1827.
Although also a fine solicitor, what was particularly significant
with him was his founding of the journal The Church Musician and
his work in fostering organ music in general. It is perhaps
appropriate here to include the laurel bestowed on Gauntlett by
Mendelssohn, who said:
"His literary attainments, his knowledge of the history of music,
his acquaintance with acoustical laws, his marvellous memory, his
philosophical tum of mind, as well as practical experience, render

[him] one of the most remarkable professors [i.e. professional
musicians] of the age ...”
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The name of Frederick (ultimately Sir Frederick) Ouseley, already
mentioned, has to be included in this survey, for he helped, as
Attwood did, to lay the foundations for the development of English
ecclesiastical music; Dr. E.J. Hopkins, a chorister at St. Paul's and
at the Chapel Royal during Attwood’s time, is another name to
place in this category, for he is known to have left his recollections
of Attwood's generosity, quoted in The Musical Times [December
1900]:

“In the days [before] neatly printed services could be obtained for
a few pence per canticle, and had not been even so much as dreamt of,
Attwood therefore was wont to make transcripts of the separate voice
parts of his compositions with his own hand. Being ‘Composer to His
Majesty’s Chapel Royal, St. James', as well as organist of St. Paul's
Cathedral, he would get matters so arranged that a Service of his would
be appointed to be sung at both places on the same day. Attwood
would brin= up with him on the Sunday moming from Norwood the
necessary organ score and single voice parts, carefully wrapped up in
brown paper and tied with red tape, These he would entrust to [my]
care before the morning service at 8t. Paul'’s; and if I returned them to
him safely after the evening service at The Chapel’ he would give me
sixpence, which addition to my frugal allowance of pocket money was
always most welcome.”

Attwood died on March 28th 1838 in his seventy-third year.

@ 2005 Alastair Mitchell

To mark the 200th Anniversary of Nelson's success at the Battle of Trafalgar,
this article is developed from a piece on Attwood by Alastair Mitchell which
first appeared in Notes: from the Royal Philharmonic Society, Autumn 1991.
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