John Parry's Nightingale

A British nineteenth century concert piece for duct flute

John Turner

For most recorder players, the nineteenth century is a closed book.
In recent years much of the Viennese csakan repertoire (dating
from approximately 1817 to 1845), by composers such as Heberle
and Krdhmer, has been published. Flageolets (both of the English
and French varieties) were popular in Britain (particularly as a
constituent of the ubiquitous quadrille and polka bands) and on the
continent, and there exist numerous instruction books and
collections of folk tunes and dances for the flageolet, (the author
has in his collection examples from England, France and Italy,
including one by John Parry — see below). Being in general short
and unaccompanied, and frequently of a didactic nature, these
pieces are hardly suitable for regular concert performance, and
have not appeared in modern editions.

So it is a pleasure to be able to report that a substantial concert
work for flageolet and piano, by John Parry, has recently come to
light.

The title page of the score, in the author’s collection, reads as

follows:
The Nightingale,
A favorite MILITARY AIR Arranged as a
Rondo
for the
Piano Forte
with an Accompaniment for the
Flute or Flageolet,
BY
John Parry
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Performed with the greatest applause
AT THE
BATH CONCERTS,
By the celebrated
Miss Randles & the Author.
London, Publish’e [sic] by J. Power, 34, Strand & W. Power, 4, Westmoreland Street, Dublin.

Although the above title refers to “flute or flageolet”, the work was
in fact composed for the flageolet, this being the sole designation
of the instrumental part in the score (“the Accompaniment”
mentioned in the title). On the second page of music there is the
following footnote: ”"The Author plays this Divertimento with an
octave flageolet’. On the preceding (first) page of music there is
this footnote: “Most of the upper lines may be played an octave
higher on a flute”, which would result in a performance at the same
pitch as the octave flageolet, although judicious transposition
would be necessary as the higher range of the early nineteenth
century concert flute would then be exceeded in places.

In an article “On Flageolets”, in The Harmonicon, vii [1830], at
499-500 (signed “J.P.”, viz. John Parry himself), the author, after
stating that the English flageolet used by Handel in Acis and
Galatea had seven holes at the front and one at the back, was
pitched in F, and played an octave higher than written, goes on to
explain that “about thirty years ago, Mr. Bainbridge made great
improvements on the English flageolet, for which he took out a
patent. By half closing the top hole in front with a piece of eboriy,
he did away with the pinching of the hole at the back, and he made
his instruments on the same scale nearly as the German flute,
which caused them to become very popular among both ladies and
gentlemen. The tone too was greatly improved, and compass from
C# below the lines to G in altissimo.” The range of the flageolet
part in the present work exactly fits this description, playing an
octave higher than written.

Although the modern descant recorder similarly plays an octave
higher than written, the higher flageolet notes are beyond the
recorder’s usual range. However, if the composer’s 8" markings in
the score are ignored, the work fits the descant recorder perfectly.
The composer was clearly happy with octave transpositions where
necessary (as evidenced by his note for performance on the flute),
and indeed the flageolet part has curious octave leaps, which would
be avoided by performance on the recorder as mentioned.
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This work is thus an exceedingly rare example of a British piece
from the nineteenth century for a duct flute and piano, a valuable
addition to the .recorder repertoire, and one whose intriguing
history can be here partially revealed.

According to Sainsbury: Dictionary of Musicians from the Earliest
Times [1824], Elizabeth Randles (born Wrexham, August 1st 1800,
died 1829) was an extremely precocious performer on the piano,
known as “the little Cambrian prodigy”. Her father, who was blind,
was a harper and the organist of the church in Wrexham, and he
encouraged her musical gifts. She gave her public debut in
Wrexham, with Nunn and Staunton’s company of comedians,
before she was two years old, and as a result was taken under the
patronage of Sir Watkin William Wynn, of Wynnstay. She was
taught the “notes and first rudiments of music” by John Parry, who
at that time was living in Wrexham, and came to London when she
was “only just turned of three years and a half” to play for King
George III and Queen Caroline:

“Shortly after this a public breakfast was given at Cumberland
Gardens, for the benefit of Miss Randles: tickets (one guinea each)
were to be had at Sir W.W. Wynn'’s house, in St. James-square. The
morning was very fine, and no less than five hundred persons of the
first rank in the kingdom attended, and the child’s performaiice was
the admiration of every one. The profits of the breakfast, together with
various sums of money presented to Miss Randles, were vested in the
funds, in the names of trustees, for her sole benefit; and in order to
accumulate enough to defray the expenses of her education, it was
recommended that she should perform at the principal provincial towns
in the kingdom.

Having been furnished plentifully with letters of recommendation to
all parts of the kingdom, Mr. Randles and his little prodigy,
accompanied for a long period by Mr. Parry, made a very extensive
and profitable tour. The ‘Wandering Cambrians’, as they were
denominated, were exceedingly well received every where, and were
invited to the nobility’s mansions which were contiguous to the towns
where they gave concerts. Their performances were exceedingly
entertaining and varied. Randles played the harp exquisitely; Eliza the
piano-forte; Parry, alternately, the flute, clarionet, and two and three
flageolets. They sang songs, duets and trios, particularly some
harmonized Welsh melodies, in a very pleasing manner.”

We learn that early in 1808 she again paid a visit to London, and a
concert was given for her benefit at the Hanover Square Rooms,
with Sir George Smart conducting. John Parry wished to live in
London, and was therefore no longer able to accompany Mr.

58



Randles and his daughter, and they returned home to Wales, where
she took up the harp and resumed her education. After her father’s
death in 1820 she moved with her two sisters to Liverpool, and
died in 1829 (see James Duff Brown: Biographical Dictionary of
Musicians, London, Alexander Gardner, 1886).

John Parry, the composer of this piece, and its co-performer with
Elizabeth Randles, was born in Denbigh (some twenty-five miles
from Wrexham) on February 18th 1776 and was taught the
rudiments of music and given a few clarinet lessons by a local
dancing-master. He joined the Denbigh militia in 1793 and was
made bandmaster, which position he held for ten years "when he
left the Royal Denbigh, and married into the respectable family of
the Lockyers, of Plymouth”, according to Sainsbury. Whilst in the
army, "he made himself thoroughly acquainted with every wind
instrument, so that he could take any part, in case of emergency; he
also cultivated singing, and studied the harp, piano and violin, but
his principal instrument was the clarionet, on which he used to
perform concertos.” His party trick was to play on two or three
Bainbridge flageolets, fixed in a frame, at once, and Bainbridge
cottoned on to this idea, inventing the double and triple flageolet
with separate bodies fixed into the one stock.

In 1807 Parry came to live in London, as a music teacher, and the
rise in popularity of the double flageolet meant that he obtained as
much teaching work as he could cope with. He applied to become a
member of the Royal Society of Musicians, but was apparently
initially rejected. A rueful letter from him in the Society’s archives,
dated August 3rd 1811, sheds light on his prior musical activities
(including his performances with the young Elizabeth Randles):

"Gentlemen,

I am truly sorry that Mr. Lyon (who was actuated by the best of
motives towards me) should have recommended me in the manner he
did to become a member of the Royal Society of Musicians. There are
many gentlemen in the Society who know me well, and who, I am
certain will allow that I am one of the last persons who would boast of
my abilities — and wished only to be recommended as a Clarinet,
Flageolet and Flute Performer, but Mr. Lyon unfortunately mentioned
several other instruments which I really do not excell upon, altho I play
and understand enough of them as to teach the first principles.

As a man I feel hurt that I should have been rejected. As a musician
I feel injured for my little talent has been misrepresented.
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Mr. Watts led a band the two last seasons, where I played the clarinet
in Beethoven, Mozart, Haydn, Cherubini Overtures and Symphonies —
also accompanied several songs, clarinet obligato.

I could refer you to a great number of gentlemen — but beg you will
oblige me so far as to ask Mr. Lawrence, Mr. Watts or Mr. Powell
whether they consider me eligible or not. This reasonable request I
hope will not be objected to, as it will not only satisfy me, but will
I trust remove the stigma which has been thrown on my character as
a musician. On my word as a man I avow that I was first told of my
rejection, in a public coffee room by a friend — who is not a member
of the Society, and have reason to believe that the harmful tongue of
slander has been very active. I have explained myself more fully to
Mr. C. Ashley who will have the goodness if necessary to make it
publicly known to the Board.

With a hope that I still may have the honour of becoming a member,
I remain

" Your most obedient servant,
John Parry

To prevent any further mistakes, I beg to observe, that I left the
Denbigh Militia in May 1807 — came to London where I intended to
reside — left London for a few months to accompany Miss Randles on
a tour — and returned to town early in April 1808 — where I have
remained ever since. If the period of my actual residence in London
was Inaccurately stated, it must have arisen from a mistake — but not
of mine!”

John Parry was admitted a member, and performed valusble
service to the Society, being Treasurer from 1831 to 1849. His
portrait still hangs in the Society’s offices. He resigned by the
following letter:

“31 Gt. Russell St.
Bloomsbury,
July 4th 1849.

Dear Sir,

Owing to severe and protracted illness, which has rendered me quite
incapable of attending to any business whatever I am compelled (with
the deepest reluctance) to withdraw my name as a member of the
Royal Society of Musicians.

.I trust however that my brother members will admit, that during the
six and thirty years I belonged to the Society, I did my duty by it.

Permit me dear sir, to thank you most cordially for your very kind
attention to me during my severe illness.
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With hearty good wishes and kindly feeling towards my brother
members — I bid them all Farewell.

Remaining yrs. very faithfully
John Parry”

He died in London on April 8th 1851.

John Parry : the Royal Society of Musicians portrait
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Parry composed for Vauxhall Gardens from 1809, and for some
years was “the principal musical caterer for that delightful summer
retreat”. He wrote many light operas, as well as songs and ballads,
pieces for the harp and piano, music for the double and single
flageolet, flute and violin etc., (though later he disparaged his own
early efforts). He published several volumes of harmonized Welsh
melodies (not to be confused with the three earlier seminal
volumes by John Parry of Ruabon). The subscribers to his
collection,
A Selection of
WELSH MELODIES
with appropriate English Words,
Adapted for the voice, with Symphonies and Accompaniments,
FOR THE
Piano Forte or Harp
BY
JOHN PARRY

(London, Bland & Wellers, ¢.1809), dedicated to “Sir Watkin
Williams Wynn, Bart, and the Nobility, Gentry, and Natives of the
Principality of Wales”, counted amongst its subscribers, as well as
"Messrs. Bainbridge & Wood” (the instrument makers), both “Miss
Randles, Wrexham” and "Mr. Randles” (the latter presumably her
father). In the “Observations on the Present State of Music &
Poetry in Wales”, which preface the volume, the name of Edward
Randles appears first, and with the most substantial entry, in
Parry’s list of harpers. Parry’s own words (in general confirming
the reports in Sainsbury) are as follows:

"Mr. Edward Randles, organist of Wrexham, (blind) was a pupil
of Mr. Parry’s [i.e. John Parry of Ruabon], and he not only caught
the energetic style of his master, but added to it grace and elegance,
and is now the most scientific harper in Wales; and he may be justly
ranked among the first performers on that charming instrument in
the kingdom. This leads the editor to mention Mr. Randles’ daughter,
Miss Elizabeth Randles, who, when but sixteen months old,
shewed strong musical powers. She actually could at that early
period play the treble of two tunes on the pianoforte, viz, “The
Blue Bells of Scotland” and “Charley over the Water”. In a few
months afterwards, the editor heard her play several Welch [sic] airs
in a wonderful manner. She performed first in public when but two
years old, (1801), and she could strike any note, on the pianoforte,
which a voice might sound, without the least hesitation. She
continued to improve rapidly, and when but three years and a
half old, she had the honor of performing to the king and all the
royal family. His majesty presented her with a hundred guineas.

A public breakfast was given at Cumberland Gardens for her benefit,
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under the patronage of the Prince of Wales, Sir W.W. Wynn, Lady
Dungannon, and several ladies of distinction — there were five
hundred people present. At the age of six years, this wonderful child
could play the most scientific compositions, and sing any song at
sight! In 1807 and 1808, she made a tour through the principal
counties in England, and she was patronized and admired by all

who heard her perform [Parry tactfully declined to mention his

own participation in this tour!]. In June 1808, she again performed
in London, under the patronage of H.R.H. the Prince of Wales and
the Marchioness of Downshire, at the Hanover-square rooms,

and excited the astonishment of a very numerous audience. (Under
the direction of the Hon. John Spencer.) Catalani, Madame
Bianchi, Mrs. Vaughan, Naldi, Mr. Vaughan, Mr. Weichell, Lindley,
Smart, Kramer, Schram, Leanders, Reeve, Lavenu, and several other
eminent persons gratuitously performed at this interesting child’s
concert, whose engaging manners and affectionate disposition render
her dear to all who know her. She is now at home (Wrexham)
practising the harp (which she has already performed in public at
Liverpool), and there is every reason to expect that she will be as great
on that instrument as she is on the piano-forte. She may, with the
greatest propriety, be called — The Cambrian Musical Prodigy.”

Parry goes on to point out that “Wales has given birth to a great
number of musical geniuses. The editor knows two persons
(Humphreys, late of the Montgomery militia and another) who can
play more or less on a greater variety of instruments, perhaps, than
any other two men besides in the kingdom.”

It is tempting to speculate whether “another” was Parry himself,
and if so whether this apparent boast was the cause of his initial
rejection by the Royal Society!

The contents page to this collection has a note as follows: “The
whole arranged for the FLUTE or FLAGEOLET”, and these
arrangements appear at the end of the volume as "Welch [sic] Airs
Arranged for the Flageolet Flute or Violin”. As with The
Nightingale the flute/flageolet role reversal suggests that Parry had
an eye to sales, and presumably assumed there would be more
takers for the flute than the flageolet! There are twenty-seven airs
(three of which are in two parts) on six separately numbered pages,
from which it would appear that the flageolet arrangements could
be purchased separately. )

In addition to his activities as a composer, arranger and teacher,
Parry conducted the eisteddfodau at Wrexham in 1820 and Brecon
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in 1822, and he was musical critic of The Morning Post from 1834
to 1848. At a gorsedd in 1821 he was conferred Bard Alaw (Master
of Music), and this appellation is used to distinguish him from the
harper John Parry of Ruabon. He clearly continued his
entrepreneurial activities into his later years — he was a subscriber
to Thomas Dibdin’s edition of his father Charles Dibdin’s Sea
Songs (Songs Naval and National, of the late Charles Dibdin, with
a memoir and addenda. Collected and arranged by Thomas Dibdin,
with Characteristic Sketches by George Cruickshank, London,
John Murray, 1841). According to Thomas's Memoir of his father
in that work, Parry’s “unwearied professional zeal and labour” were
instrumental in arranging a public Festival (a dinner with musical
entertainment) in Freemasons' Hall, in 1824, to celebrate Charles
Dibdin, who had died in 1814, as well as "an appropriate Musical
Performance”, under the title of The Feast of Neptune, at Covent
Garden Theatre in 1829, which raised funds for a monument to
Dibdin in the Veterans’ Library at Greenwich Hospital.

The author acknowledges with thanks the assistance of Austin Sherlaw-Johnson
(who chanced upon the score of the work), Martin Thacker of the Henry Watson
Music Library in Manchester, and Maggie Gibb, the present Secretary of the
Royal Society of Musicians of Great Britain, for copies of documents in the
Society’s archive. The portrait of John Parry (artist and provenance unknown) is
the property of the the Royal Society, in whose offices it hangs, and is
reproduced by kind permission of the Society. There are two further portraits of
John Parry in the National Portrait Gallery, one a pencil drawing (1830) by
Abraham Wivell (1786-1849), and the other a pen and ink caricature by Harry
Furniss (1854-1925). As Furniss was born after Parry’s death, this caricature
could not have been from life.

The signature on the album leaf reproduced on the cover of the present volume
appears to be that of John Parry (Bard Alaw), but the musical quotation
(apparently in another hand) is from Wanted, a Governess by his
singer/composet/harpist/pianist son John Orlando Parry, whose manuscript it
may possibly be. Although the autograph is dated Dublin, December 1842, it is
worth pointing out that John Orlando Parry accompanied Liszt on his tour of
Britain in 1840-41, and Liszt was in Dublin, presumably with Parry, from
December 17th to 26th 1840, having sailed from Liverpool on December 16th.
In his recital at the Rotunda on December 23rd Liszt improvised on a theme
from Wanted, a Governess.
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