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General Editor’s Series Preface

Music in nineteenth-century Britain has been studied as a topic of musicology for over two hundred years. It was explored widely in the nineteenth century itself, and in the twentieth century grew into research with strong methodological and theoretical import. Today, the topic has burgeoned into a broad, yet incisive, cultural study with critical potential for scholars in a wide range of disciplines. Indeed, it is largely because of its interdisciplinary qualities that music in nineteenth-century Britain has become such a prominent part of the modern musicological landscape.

The series explores the wealth of music and musical culture of Britain in the nineteenth century and surrounding years. It does this by covering an extensive array of music-related topics and situating them within the most up-to-date interpretative frameworks. All books provide relevant contextual background and detailed source investigations, as well as considerable bibliographical material of use for further study. Areas included in the series reflect its widely interdisciplinary aims and, although principally designed for musicologists, the series is also intended to be accessible to scholars working outside of music, in areas such as history, literature, science, philosophy, poetry and performing arts. Topics include criticism and aesthetics; musical genres; music and the church; music education; composers and performers; analysis; concert venues, promoters and organizations; the reception of foreign music in Britain; instrumental repertoire, manufacture and pedagogy; music hall and dance; gender studies; and music in literature, poetry and letters.

Although the nineteenth century has often been viewed as a fallow period in British musical culture, it is clear from the vast extent of current scholarship that this view is entirely erroneous. Far from being a ‘land without music’, nineteenth-century Britain abounded with musical activity. All society was affected by it, and everyone in that society recognized its importance in some way or other. It remains for us today to trace the significance of music and musical culture in that period, and to bring it alive for scholars to study and interpret. This is the principal aim of the Music in Nineteenth-Century Britain series – to advance scholarship in the area and expand our understanding of its importance in the wider cultural context of the time.
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Durham University, UK
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Figure 1.1 Costa in 1835


It is easy to glide through the first half of the nineteenth century without recognising how massive a set of changes was occurring in the fundamental aspects of repertory, taste and musical values.

William Weber, The Great Transformation of Musical Taste.1

1 William Weber, The Great Transformation of Musical Taste. Concert programming from Haydn to Brahms (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 3.


Until the late 1850s, Michael Costa was the only professional conductor resident in Britain. He was unique also in that he conducted for an unprecedentedly long career – more than five decades – and simultaneously directed London’s main opera, concert and choral institutions. The embedding of a new system for directing music in Britain in the period 1830–50 was to a large extent Costa’s achievement. He personified the emergence of the professional conductor as an essential part of musical performance and was the first musician to be knighted for his services to conducting. Costa’s legacy extended far beyond baton-conducting to embrace orchestral management, rehearsal practice, performance co-ordination, lay-out and acoustics. Together these ingredients made up a new model of orchestral management, which I propose to call that of ‘conductor-manager’. Since Costa was the principal architect of this model in England, his career is a good vantage point from which to consider the wider shifts of practice and aesthetics of the period.

But this is not a biography. The emergence of the professional conductor was a long process, which began a generation before Costa’s arrival in Britain in 1829. It was the achievement of many musicians and had its roots in many music centres. Foreign visitors like Louis Spohr, Carl Maria von Weber, Felix Mendelssohn and Hippolyte Chélard introduced their own idiosyncratic approaches to conducting in London in the 1820s and 1830s. Even in Britain, which was slow to adopt the techniques of conducting, there were others who took up the baton in the period 1830–50. But the foreign visitors did not stay long enough to impose their models. And the other London-based directors were all primarily engaged in other musical activities: Henry Bishop was principally an arranger, Michael Balfe and Arthur Sullivan composers, William Sterndale Bennett a composer and teacher, Ignatz Moscheles and Julius Benedict pianists and Louis Antoine Jullien and George Smart in their different ways concert-promoters.

Another reason for not adopting a purely biographical approach is that conducting was not an isolated innovation: it needs to be seen in the context of a range of important changes in the early nineteenth century, which revolutionized the way in which music was performed. Orchestras became larger and instruments louder. Compositions became more elaborate, with more frequent changes of tempo and dynamics. The standards of instrumental and choral performance rose. Audiences demanded better finish, larger-scale performances and, sometimes, more novelty. Musical formats and entertainments proliferated, catering to a more diversified audience and gradually widening the gulf between ‘classical’ and ‘popular’ music. A canon – or, more correctly, several canons – of works emerged, some of which, because of their complexity, demanded repeated performance and the education of the audience through musical journalism and concert notes.2 The publication and accuracy of scores received more attention and the notions of fidelity and authenticity began to take hold. Collectively, these changes laid the foundations of the modern music industry, which relied on increasingly specialized support services: set-designers, stage managers, artists’ agents, full-time critics and musicologists. As the critic Francis Hueffer observed, musical science saw greater change in the mid-nineteenth century than any sphere except natural science.3

2 On the early emergence of a canon in England, Weber, The Rise of Musical Classics in Eighteenth Century England: A Study in Canon, Ritual and Ideology (new York: Pendragon Press, 2000).
3 Francis Hueffer, Half a Century of Music in England 1837–87, (London: Chapman and Hall, 1889), Ch. 1.
In the midst of this musical revolution, the emergence of conducting was a conspicuous and radical innovation. For most of human history, musicians have had no need of a conductor in the sense of someone who stood in front of them and directed without singing or playing an instrument. Musicians were expected to perform adequately without external direction, especially when playing music which they already knew. If direction was needed, it was usually provided by a fellow-performer. This could be done by an instrumentalist (Concertmeister or chef d’orchestre) or a keyboard-director (Kapellmeister or maitre de musique). If the performers were too numerous to manage themselves, as in a large choir or an opera chorus, a time-beater (batteur de mesure) might provide an audible or visible beat. This à la carte arrangement was both effective and economical in the period prior to about 1780.

The main feature of musical direction at the turn of the nineteenth century was the coexistence of many different models for different genres of music and different contexts and personalities (Chapter 3). What is remarkable is that, within two generations, this plethora of practices gave way in virtually every European music centre to a new system: direction by a conductor. His distinctive quality was that he interposed himself between the audience and the musicians, waving a bow, a scroll or a baton, and was inaudible, except for the occasional beating of his implement against a desk or stamping of his feet. Partly because of their distracting noises and gestures, the early conductors were at first the subject of much controversy. But by 1850, they were seen as an essential part of musical performance, recognizable as conductors in the modern sense of the word.

The revolution in musical direction involved an important shift in the meaning of the label of ‘conductor’. dr Johnson’s dictionary (1755) defined a conductor as ‘a leader; one who shews (sic) another the way by accompanying him’, ‘a chief; a general’ and ‘a manager; a director’. The term was most commonly used in the military context, in the sense of a commander or escort. During a visit to France in 1802, George Smart noted that ‘conductor’ was used to describe the man who supervised (but did not drive) inter-city carriages.4 The first hint of a musical connotation comes with an isolated entry in the Annual Register for 1774, when Joah Bates was described as conducting, as an organist, at the Westminster Handel Commemoration. There was no entry for ‘conductor’ in Thomas Busby’s Complete Dictionary of Music (1806).5

4 H.B. and C.L.E Cox, eds, Leaves from the Journals of Sir G. Smart (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1907), 15.
5 Thomas Busby, Complete Dictionary of Music (London: Gillet, 1806).
As the label began to be used in music in the next three decades, it remained a non-specific term. It could refer to the composer, arranger, rehearser, supervisor, programme-fixer, leader or accompanist. It sometimes identified the person who set the programme, as when Colonel Greville ‘conducted’ the Amateur Concerts in 1805 and the Earl of darnley the Ancient Concert in April 1829.6 It could also be used to describe the organist, the first violin in a quartet, the accompanist at the piano or the chairman of a song-and-supper club. The term was even applied to the manager of the royal Italian opera at Her Majesty’s Theatre. As late as 1836, dickens was still using its original sense: ‘Following our Conductor, we arrived at a small room.’7

6 Eric Werner, Mendelssohn: A New Image of the Composer and His Age (new York: Free Press of Glencoe, 1963), 138. Fashionable World (27 Jun. 1805).
7 MW(28 oct. 1854), 711. dickens, ‘A Visit to newgate’, Sketches by Boz, vol. 1 (London: Chapman and Hall, 1910), 236.
The indiscriminate use of the term ‘conductor’ misled later generations into assuming that it had always meant what it came to mean by the middle of the century. This sort of anachronism is reflected in statements that Mozart ‘conducted the second performance and then, in accordance with custom, handed over the baton to another conductor’ or that Haydn in England proved himself to be ‘not only a capable but a tactful conductor’.8 It is perpetuated in the music heritage industry: for example the Vienna Mozart Festival orchestra, which boasts ‘concerts in the original Mozart style’ and features a ‘conductor’ on a rostrum, with his back to the audience, using a baton to conduct a bewigged orchestra, arranged in a modern lay-out and with women among the players.9 Another example appears in Milos Forman’s film Amadeus, where Mozart ‘conducts’ operas on a rostrum with his back to the Emperor.10 Such misconceptions were encouraged by the assumption that there had always been conductors or that the trend to the modern model of conducting was inevitable, a belief reinforced by its rapid adoption across Europe.

8 Annette Kolb, Mozart, trans. Phyllis and Trevor Blewett (London: Gollancz, 1939), 340. Cited in Adam Carse, The Orchestra in the XVIIIth Century (new York: Broude Bros, 1969), 91. Haydn in reginald nettel, The Orchestra in England (London: Cape, 1946), 75.
9 See http://www.mozart.co.at/Vienna-Mozart-Concerts.
10 See http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yIzhAKtEzY0.
This book seeks to analyse the emergence of conducting and the shifts of practice, organization and aesthetics which accompanied it, through the optic of the early conductors. The men (they were always men) who created the new profession of conducting are largely forgotten, unless they were also successful composers. But the main pioneers included figures who were only minor composers: Hippolyte Chélard in Munich and Weimar, Michael Costa in London, and François Habeneck in Paris. They were eclipsed in the second half of the century by virtuoso-conductors, typified by Hans von Bülow and Hans richter. Many of the latter were immortalized by the nascent recording industry, which demonstrated how the new profession of conducting could be used to produce performances of great interpretative creativity. But the story of how their inheritance was forged by the previous generation deserves to be told. It is crucial to understanding the origins of the golden age of conducting and the radical shift from a musical world dominated by violin-leaders to one commanded by the baton-conductor, which remains a major feature of today’s orchestra.

To appreciate the achievement of the first generation of conductors, it is necessary to look behind the ‘Great Composers’ narrative imposed by musicologists (mainly German) of the late nineteenth century and the ‘Great Conductors’ narrative (again mainly German) which accompanied it. This is not to downplay the originality and importance of the great composers and conductors, who still define the music of the period. It seeks rather to locate their genius in what Howard Becker has called the ‘art world’ in which it flourished. This in turn involves recognition of the ‘cooperative networks through which art happens’. It is a concept especially relevant to music, the appreciation of which demands many qualified intermediaries between the composer of the score and the listener: players, singers, directors, designers, teachers, explainers as well as the whole business machinery.11 It thus calls for an inter-disciplinary view, taking in issues of management, entrepreneurship, social change and institutional politics as well as criticism, aesthetics and repertoire. The contribution of the first conductors to this infrastructure was particularly important. They deserve more than the often dismissive footnotes to which they have been relegated. They played a crucial part in what richard Taruskin has termed ‘the early history of our musical present’.12 Though overlooked today, some of them were at the time as influential as the composers – and often more visible. They were also among the principal architects of what I argue in Chapter 9 was England’s greatest musical achievement in the nineteenth century.

11 For a cogent discussion of this concept, see Howard Becker, Art Worlds (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1982), 1.
12 Richard Taruskin, Music in the 19th Century (oxford: oxford University Press, 2010), xxi.
There are two formidable obstacles to excavating the work of the first conductors. First, their emergence was scantily documented at the time. The conductor and rank-and-file musicians – commonly referred to as ‘the accessories’ or ‘the inferior departments’ – were rarely noticed, since audiences and critics focused on the star singers and instrumental virtuosi.13 Second, they flourished in a cultural climate which was later smothered by what Tovey called the ‘the early Wagner–Liszt reign of terror’.14 Understanding the period prior to 1850 involves entering a lost world in which opera was still dominated by the bel canto composers, where the operas of Verdi or Wagner had barely been performed and where Fidelio was rarely heard; where, in the concert hall, Liszt was a piano-virtuoso and not a composer and where Schubert’s symphonies were unknown; where modernity meant Mendelssohn’s Elijah and Meyerbeer’s Robert le diable; where the prime test of the quality of singers – their bel canto technique – had not yet been declared by rossini to be a vanished art. It is a period which has suffered perhaps more than any other from the neglect and contempt of musicological positivists for whom the sole tests of creativity are originality and innovation.

13 ‘Accessories’, Morning Post (18 Jan. 1837). ‘Inferior departments’, quoted from Mount Edgcumbe by Thomas Love Peacock, ‘Mangled operas and the Star System’, in Halliford, ed., Dramatic Criticisms and Translations, & Other Essays, vol. 10 (London: 1926), 235–50.
14 Tovey in Encyclopaedia Britannica, 14th ed., vol. 15, 244. Herman Klein, Musicians and Mummers (London: Cassell, 1925), 232.
Although the new methods of musical direction evolved slowly and piecemeal, 1830 is a convenient vantage point from which to analyse them. It saw the end of rossini’s opera career (Guillaume Tell – 1829) and the first mature operas of donizetti (Anna Bolena – 1830) and Meyerbeer (Robert le diable – 1831). This period saw the death of Weber (1826) and the first appearance in London of Mendelssohn (1829); the first important theoretical works on the direction of orchestras and choirs; and the emergence of a vigorous musical press. It marked a watershed in singing, with the retirement of the last great castrato, Velluti, and the arrival of new types of leading singer: the heroic tenor (such as duprez) and the dramatic soprano (in Wilhelmine Schroeder-devrient). It also marked a social watershed as practitioners became less dependent on aristocratic patrons, who themselves began to lose influence over the management of the opera house, and the traditional half-guinea concert gave way to cheaper ticket prices.

The emergence of the new conductor has to be disentangled from the many confusing variants of musical control which coexisted in the previous two generations. This is the subject of Chapter 3, which leads on to an analysis of how Costa developed existing practice and models into a coherent system of orchestral and choral control (Chapter 4). Later chapters consider what use he made of his system (Chapter 5), his 50 years of operatic conducting (Chapter 6) and his long stints on the concert and choral circuits (Chapter 7). But first it is necessary to summarize briefly his background and his unusual personality, which provides the key to his achievement as a conductor-manager (Chapter 2).





Chapter 2 Costa’s Background and Personality
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Costa was born in Geneva, probably in 1808, and brought up in Naples.1 His father’s family was descended from Jews who had embraced Catholicism at some stage after the expulsion of the Jews from Spain. By the early nineteenth-century both sides of his family were members of the Catholic musical establishment in Naples. His father, Pasquale Costa, was a minor church composer, whose title of ‘cavaliere’ probably indicated family aspiration rather than aristocratic status. An uncle, Domenico Tritto, was a composer and maestro di capella at two major churches in Naples. His mother’s father, Giacomo Tritto, was a leading opera composer who later became the Director of the Naples Royal Academy of Music, where Costa received his musical education.

1 Grove 1and his obituaries, following Costa’s 1871 census declaration and presumably his own account, gave a birth date of 1810. His friend Gruneisen also quoted 1810 in The Opera and the Press (London: 1869), 15. Another friend, John Ella, gave 1807. But declarations by Costa (in a July 1847 application to the Royal Society of Musicians) and by his brother Raphael (in June 1847 to Bow St Police Court) gave 1808. The latter is followed by Grove 2 (vol. 2, 460), the Enciclopedia Italiana and New Grove 2 and seems more credible.
Naples was the biggest city in Italy, with a population of about half a million, more than twice the size of Milan. It offered a far better musical training than was available in England. In later life, Costa urged the Royal Society for the Arts to adopt the regime of the Naples Academy, where pupils from 13 to 21 studied music and the other arts as part of a rounded education.2 Costa received his earliest lessons from his grandfather, Giacomo Tritto, and later studied composition under Nicolo Zingarelli and singing under Girolamo Crescentini.3 Naples was still the operatic capital of Europe, providing a base for Paisiello (1813–6), Rossini (1815–1822), Bellini (1819–27) and later Donizetti – and for leading singers who were to play a major part in his London career: Luigi Lablache, Antonio Tamburini and Fanny Persiani. It gave Costa the opportunity to promote his early compositions, notably his opera La Malvina, commissioned for the Teatro San Carlo, where he worked briefly as maestro al cembalo. The turning point in his

2 Costa’s evidence to the Royal Society of Arts, 16 February 1866, Journal of the Society of Arts (1866), 214–16.
3 Zingarelli (1752–1837) was well-known in his day as the composer of 37 operas one of which, Giulietta e Romeo (Shakespeare with a happy ending), was produced at the King’s Theatre. He was Director of the Naples Academy from 1814. Crescentini (1762–1846) was a celebrated late castrato, who performed the part of Romeo in Zingarelli’s Giulietta e Romeo, and teacher. For more see New Grove 2, vol. 27, 844–5 and vol. 6, 663.
career came when he was chosen in 1829 to supervise an oratorio commissioned by the Birmingham Festival from the 77-year-old Zingarelli (Figure 2.1).
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Figure 2.1 Costa in 1831 (courtesy of the University of Bristol Theatre Collection)

Costa’s career in England can be briefly summarized. He began as maestro al cembalo at the King’s Theatre in the Haymarket in 1829, moving up to become Musical Director, probably in 1831. By the mid-1830s he was in sole control of the musical side of the opera. After a brief golden age at the King’s between about 1838 and 1846, he split with the manager, Benjamin Lumley, and left with most of the singers and players to form a new Royal Italian Opera at Covent Garden. Together with Frederick Gye, he established Covent Garden as the leading opera base in London, but a power struggle between them led Costa to leave in 1869, when he returned for a final decade as Musical Director at the Haymarket. In between, he rescued London’s leading concert and choral institutions – the Philharmonic Society (1846–54) and the Sacred Harmonic Society (1849–82) – bringing both to a new level of discipline and polish. As Musical Director at the leading festivals, including the mammoth Handel Festivals, he presided over one of the quintessential achievements of the Victorian period. He died at Hove in 1884 at the age of 76.

Costa was a talented musician, a competent composer and an accomplished pianist, but the key to his impact lay in his long tenure as a conductor and the immense personal authority which he accumulated. Since his influence and authority derived mainly from his unusual character, it is necessary to look at what shaped his personality, before examining the musical structures which he inherited in London and how he developed them into his system.

There is little reliable biographical material of a personal nature about Costa. In contrast to the conductors Charles Hallé and Luigi Arditi or the managers Benjamin Lumley and ‘Colonel’ Mapleson, Costa left no memoirs. Unlike the other main manager in his career, Frederick Gye, he did not keep a diary. There is no biography, of the kind written by near contemporaries about the conductors Charles Hallé and George Smart, the critic J.W. Davison or the composers Michael Balfe and William Sterndale Bennett. The only primary sources which relate substantively to him are of three kinds. First, there are six opera house contracts and related letters which illustrate the process by which he built up his unprecedented powers.4 Second, there are three sets of correspondence which put a little flesh on Costa’s two-dimensional public figure: with Frederick Gye during their bumpy partnership of 21 years at Covent Garden; with Costa’s ‘dearest friend’, the librettist William Bartholomew; and 45 extraordinary letters from Rossini and one surviving reply from Costa, that throw surprising light on the whole Costa story.5

4 Full texts in Goulden, Appendix A.
5 Goulden, Appendix B.
The third key source is the remarkable daily diary of the Covent Garden manager and lessee, Frederick Gye, covering the period from 1847 to 1878.6 Gye was primarily an entrepreneur, pre-occupied with the business side of the opera house. But his diary provides insights not available for any other musical relationship in England during this period. The richness of this source, which gives Gye’s misanthropic perspective on most of his contemporaries and ends on a note of antagonism towards Costa, makes it hard to form a balanced judgement of their respective contributions to the success of Covent Garden. Gye’s version inevitably dominates the analyses by Gabriella Didericksen and Matthew Ringel which, though invaluable, tend to overstate Gye’s role.7 Unfortunately Gye’s account of events is not balanced by the other side of the story since Costa’s friend the prolific critic Henry Chorley destroyed more than 5,000 letters in the days before his death and took care to exclude from his autobiographical material ‘any word that can give private pain’.8 The other main primary source – the prolific Hector Berlioz – calls for careful and in some cases sceptical reading (Chapter 8).

6 Frederick Gye’s Diaries are located in the Diary Collection, ROHC. The 1847 volume is held at the Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
7 Ringel and Dideriksen.
8 Chorley obituary in Athenaeum(24 Feb. 1872), 249. Bledsoe, Henry, Henry Fothergill Chorley (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1998), viii.
The secondary sources are also unreliable. There are a few reminiscences by well-disposed contemporaries – Henry Chorley, the violinist John Ella, the Leeds-based singer William Spark and the writer John Edmund Cox. Their fond recollections of their younger days and Costa’s ground-breaking achievements in the 1830s and 1840s are offset by accounts from less sympathetic contemporaries such as George Grove and the critic J.W. Davison. Grove provided a posthumous reminder of the defects in Costa’s system, though this was coloured by his concern to boost the reputation of his sensitive protégé August Manns.9 Davison came to admire Costa, but much of his critical writing during the 1840s aimed to advance the competing claims of his friend William Sterndale Bennett. Whether favourable or critical, most of these Victorian sources are impregnated with respectability and euphemism. Musical gentlemen are conventionally described as paragons of family life and probity. This is true of the blameless portraits of George Grove (despite his long infatuation with Edith Oldham), Michael Balfe (with his prolonged absences from his family in Paris) and John Ella (with his lady friend in Victoria, London).10 Costa seems to have avoided such entanglements, but the many encomia on him need to be read against the polite clichés which were conventional in the period.

9 Pall Mall Gazetteof 1884, cited in Charles Graves, The Life and Letters of Sir George Grove (London: Macmillan, 1903), 124–5. See Chapter 5, ‘Infrastructure and Coordination’.
10 Graves mentioned Edith Oldham only as an alumna of the Royal College of Music, George Grove. On Balfe, William Barrett, Balfe: His Life and Works (London: Remington, 1882), 199. On Ella, Christina Bashford, The Pursuit of High Culture: John Ella and Chamber Music in Victorian London (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2007), 262–70.
Nearly all memoirs of the later nineteenth-century treat him as a two-dimensional caricature – autocratic, unimaginative and metronomic. The most frequently re-cycled information about Costa was the joke by Rossini which implied that he was an indifferent composer (Chapter 8). Later sources were heavily influenced by Shaw, for whom Costa was guilty of all the musical sins of the mid-Victorian age. New Grove perpetuates the image by stating that Shaw described Costa ‘neatly’ with the comment that he ‘allowed the opera to die in his grasp’.11 Most of the standard music histories treated him as an essentially performative musician who conducted the big festivals.12 He is irrelevant to their main concerns – the search for an English Beethoven and the modernization of the repertoire.13 Historians of the ‘Great Composers’ school largely (and rightly) omitted him, or briefly alluded to his two oratorios. Perfunctory entries in twentieth-century dictionaries illustrated the rapid eclipse of Costa’s reputation after his death (Chapter 9).

11 New Grove 2, vol. 6, 525.
12 Ernest Ford, A Short History of Music in England (London: Sampson Low and Co., 1912).
13 On the quest for an English musical hero, see Bennett Zon, ‘Histories of British music and the land without music: National identity and the idea of the hero’ in Emma Hornby and David Maw, eds, Essays on the History of English Music in Honour of John Caldwell: Style, Performance, Historiography (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2010), 311–24.
There is almost no material on Costa’s private emotional life apart from a single hint that he was jilted by the soprano Elizabeth Seguin in the early 1830s and thereafter wanted ‘never again [to] be troubled with a woman’.14 There are few vignettes of Costa away from the rostrum and rehearsal room. A couple of letters to his younger brother Raphael reveal an avuncular, almost obsessive attachment. Grove described the two of them attacking a mountain of macaroni for breakfast on Ischia in 1869 and his distress when announcing that his elderly living-in friend Captain Lyon had broken his leg and was forced to walk ‘on crotchets’.15 The pianist-composer Francesco Berger recalled him hosting Sunday morning receptions at Eccleston Square in ‘a dressing gown, no trousers and top-boots worn over his drawers’.16

14 The only source for this is William Spark, Musical Memories (London: W Reeves, 1909), 10. Elizabeth Seguin (1815–70), a lesser singer in the talented Seguin family, married a Wallachian baron. Her daughter, Euphrosyne Parepa, had a distinguished operatic career as the wife of Carl Rosa. Costa attended parties at Seguin’s house in the 1830s. James Robert Sterndale Bennett, Life of William Sterndale Bennett by his Son (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1907), 96.
15 Cited in Graves, George Grove, 123 and 178.
16 John Francis Barnett, Musical Reminiscences and Impressions (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1913), 82.
Despite the paucity of the sources, there are several reference points from which his personality can be constructed. In particular, there are three influences that can credibly be assumed to have had a formative effect on his personality after he left Naples and settled in England in 1829: his traumatic introduction to English musical life in Birmingham, his stressful initiation into the Italian Opera in London, and his ambivalent status as an outsider in English society.

Costa’s debut at the Birmingham Festival in 1829 was catastrophic. Sent by Zingarelli to ‘superintend’ his commissioned cantata, the 21-year-old Costa was not permitted to do so, possibly because (unlike the Festival’s leading light, Thomas Greatorex), he could not ‘conduct’ from the organ. He was obliged instead to perform as a tenor in the oratorio and three other concerts. The reviews were scathing. One commented that ‘The singer was little, if at all, better than the composition’. The Harmonicon observed that Zingarelli ‘would have acted with more discretion had he kept both his sacred song and his profane singer for the benefit of his Neapolitan friends’ (emphasis in original). Costa’s singing was ‘below mediocrity … he does not compensate for his vocal deficiencies by his personal address, which is abundantly awkward’. After he sang, ‘Nel furor delle tempeste’ from Bellini’s Il pirata, the same critic commented: ‘Had he remained but a few moments longer on the stage, he would have witnessed a storm compared to which the roarings of his own Vesuvius would have seemed but a murmur’.17

17 Details in Harmonicon, vol. 7, no. 4 (Apr. 1829), 91–2. Harmonicon, vol. 7, no. 11 (Nov. 1829), 274.
The natural response to this débacle would have been to return home, where he would probably have followed the classic career pattern, with the prospect of performing a steady stream of his own works in the opera houses and churches of Naples. This seems to have been Costa’s first inclination until he received a letter of stern advice from Zingarelli not to miss ‘a chance which, once lost, never returns’.18 His decision to stay in England drastically changed the course of his life, by leading him eventually into a career – which would have been improbable in Naples – as a conductor-manager across the spectrum of opera, symphonic and choral music. There is no clear indication why he decided to stay. But three factors were probably at work.

18 Zingarelli to Costa (9 Sep. 1829), Musical Times (1 Nov. 1906), 743–4.
First, he may have wanted to escape from the climate of Naples, which was oppressive both politically and musically. The rule of King Ferdinand and his Austrian wife became increasingly reactionary after they had been expelled twice from the city and her sister, Marie Antoinette, executed in Paris. Costa was less politically minded than some of the Italian singers, notably the tenors Giovanni Mario and Giovanni Rubini, who often struck pro-Republican postures on stage. But he seems to have shared their sentiments, playing a full part during the celebrations to honour Garibaldi’s visit to London in 1864. The MW later commented that he was ‘no prophet … in his own country, nor any great pet of King Bombas’ (Ferdinand II).19 Naples was anyway losing its image as one of the leading music centres in Italy. Several of Donizetti’s operas – Lucrezia Borgia, Anna Bolenna and Poliuto – were banned there and Bellini’s second opera, Bianca e Gernando, was repeatedly blocked by royal protocol. Contrary to the trend elsewhere, the San Carlo orchestra was in decline and the opera itself, according to Donizetti, ‘a cage of madmen’.20 Another drawback was the difficulty of securing a good post in Naples, where Pacini, Donizetti and Bellini were already established and there was a surfeit of local composers.

19 MW(27 Jan. 1855), 56.
20 Spitzer/Zaslaw, 319. Donizetti to Ricordi (3 May 1835), G. Zavadini, Donizetti: Vita – Musiche – Epistolario (Bergamo: 1948), no. 164.
Second, from a practical angle, he may have needed to find work in London to recoup the heavy costs of his trip to Birmingham. Despite its defects as a musical centre, London promised much higher financial rewards than Naples. He had useful Neapolitan contacts in London, including the tenor Rubini, the soprano Giuditta Pasta, the Vestris family, who ran Covent Garden, and the influential composer Muzio Clementi, who had been impressed by Costa’s skilful re-scoring of ‘Nel furor delle tempeste’ for its inclusion in one of the concerts at Birmingham. These connections put him in touch with the new manager of the Italian Opera at the King’s Theatre, the French actor Pierre-François Laporte, who offered him the subordinate post of maestro al cembalo, probably in late 1829.

Third, family reasons may also have played a part in his decision to stay. His grandfather Tritto died in 1824 and, after the death of his mother, his father remarried in 1826. Although he returned occasionally to Naples, there is no evidence of any connection with his step-mother and half-siblings.21 The fact that Costa was joined in London in the 1840s by his father and his younger brother Raphael, both of whom were buried in Costa’s vault at Kensal Green cemetery, suggests that contact with the rest of his family petered out. At the very least, it is reasonable to assume that his early years in London were profoundly affected by a sense of isolation from his family.

21 He took a holiday there from August to November 1872. Graphic (3 Aug. and 16 Nov. 1872).
The second formative influence – his painful baptism in the musical world of London – is described in Chapter 4. In essence, he faced a combination of financial insecurity, power struggles and bitter labour relations which help to explain his later obsession with order and authority. When the 21-year-old Costa was introduced to the King’s Theatre orchestra, they let out a ‘roar of laughter’ and, the following day, presented him with a case containing seven miniature razors, for use when he was old enough to shave.22 In addition to his hand-to-mouth struggle at the King’s Theatre, he was failing to establish himself as a composer, trying unsuccessfully to juggle an increasing number of private concerts and keeping afloat by giving lessons to pupils.23

22 John Edmund Cox, Musical Recollections of the Last Half-Century (London: Lensley Bros, 1872), vol.1, 180.
23 Pupils in concert programmes at RAM, 205, 572 and 573. Costa leaving concerts early to appear at soirées, Morning Post (3 May 1840 and 18 May 1841).
It was during those initial years, when he enjoyed neither success nor status, that he was exposed to the third formative experience: the ambivalent position of the outsider in English society. The period around the 1832 Reform Act saw an intense debate about English identity.24 In this febrile atmosphere, foreign musicians occupied a doubly uncertain position. As foreigners, they were in varying degrees part of the ‘Other’, against which the English measured their own identity. As musicians they were in a profession associated with emotion, rakishness and effeminacy – all contrary to the emerging self-image of English manliness, restraint and decorum. A Punch cartoon underlined the link between foreigners and musicians who should be patronized (Figure 2.2).25 Punch made fun of the entrepreneur conductors, Philippe Musard and Jullien, associating them with flamboyancy and extravagant gestures.26 Regarded as artisans – or at best as

24 On the issues of English identity see Peter Mandler, The English National Character (Yale: Yale University Press, 2006) and Ulrich Pallua, Eurocentrism, Racism, Colonialism in the Victorian and Edwardian Age (Heidleberg: Universitätsverlag, 2006).
25 Punch(21 Aug. 1841), 62. Cited by Holly Mathieson, ‘Embodying music: The visuality of three iconic conductors in London, 1840–1940’ (MusB diss, Otago), 116–25.
26 Punch, Fashions for December, vol. 1 (11 Dec. 1841), 257.
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Figure 2.2 ‘Foreigners' depicted as musicians in Punch alphabet (Punch, 21 Aug. 1841, 62) (courtesy of Westminster City Libraries)

professionals – foreign musicians struggled to find a respectable position in the complex hierarchies of the middle classes.27 Costa’s experience at Birmingham in 1829 will have alerted him to the powerful nationalistic ethos, which favoured national genres (glees and catches), ‘English’ opera and British composers. Though influential sections of society were receptive to foreigners in roles which had traditionally been supplied from abroad – singers, composers and virtuosi – this did not extend to the less elevated roles of directing and playing, which were felt to be within the range of local musicians.

27 Mandler, English National Character, 53. Pallua, Eurocentrism, 20.
Costa was potentially on the wrong side of several important divides – as a Jew, a Catholic, a southern Italian and a musician. He thus occupied a classic liminal position, on the outer fringes of social and moral respectability.

It is not clear whether Costa was considered – or considered himself – a Jew. By the early nineteenth-century, both sides of his family were respectable parts of the Catholic musical establishment in Naples. In London, however, where Costa was a well-known Jewish name, he would have been assumed to be Jewish. This was certainly no barrier to talented musicians: Giuditta Pasta, Maria Malibran and Ignaz Moscheles all enjoyed success in London. Meyerbeer and especially Mendelssohn were on the road to canonization. But social prejudice was still widespread. Lord Ward, the owner of Her Majesty’s Theatre, refused to have dealings with Benjamin Lumley because he was ‘a bloody Jew’.28 The ‘Jew Bill’ of 1836 failed to provide Jews with all the rights recently available to Catholics. Writers such as Dickens and George Eliot were still fostering the anti-semitic caricatures that they would later correct.29 Racial prejudice may therefore have been a factor in the Philharmonic Society’s blackballing of Costa and Moscheles in 1838.

28 Gye, 29 Jul. 1857.
29 The harsh references to Fagin in Oliver Twist (1838) were not softened until the revised edition of 1867, by which time Dickens had created the ‘gentle Jew’ Riah in Our Mutual Friend (1864). George Eliot wrote many anti-semitic comments before making a Jew the most admirable character in Daniel Deronda (1876).
As a Christian, Costa was spared the dilemma that led an estimated 50,000 Jews in England, including his friend the pianist Julius Benedict, to convert prior to 1875. He appears to have distanced himself from Jewish society, organizing his social life round the musical and Masonic worlds. Among the many unpleasant things said about Costa during his career, I have come across only one possible allusion to Jewishness: Mapleson refers to Costa, like Shylock, insisting on his bond.30 Costa presented himself as a member of ‘an old Spanish family’.31 Grove’s story about Costa finding Mendelssohn, Moscheles and Meyerbeer together at Her Majesty’s and asking: ‘What are these old Jews about?’ suggests either that he was relaxed enough to joke about Jewishness or that he saw them as distinctly more Jewish than himself.32

30 J.H. Mapleson, ed., Harold Rosenthal, The Mapleson Memoirs (New York: Appleton-Century, 1966), 138.
31 Times(30 Apr. 1884).
32 Graves, George Grove, 124.
His southern Italian background was in some ways a more serious barrier to acceptance in English society, since (unlike his Jewishness) it could not be disowned. There was a prejudice, which remained deep-rooted up to Toscanini’s day, that Italians could not conduct symphonic music and came to London only to rob the English of jobs and money (Figure 2.3). After his Birmingham debacle, Costa was told that ‘… Questo Signor costa troppo’ and advised to return home since he added nothing to the over-supply of foreign musicians in England.33 Even when he was well-established in 1848, the Morning Post wrote: ‘He is not a profound musician – his education being superficial like that of almost all modern Italian professors’.34

33 ‘This gentleman coststoo much’ (emphasis in original), quoted in Musical Times (1 Nov. 1906), 743–4.
34 Morning Post(4 Nov. 1848).
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Figure 2.3 Caricature Italian conductor (ILN, 30 Dec. 1843, 430) (courtesy of Westminster City Libraries)

On the other hand, Italians enjoyed some professional advantages. It was an asset in the opera house that Costa could manage the fractious Italian singers, act as the link to major composers abroad (especially Rossini) and make the often substantial changes necessary to perform French and German works in the Italian Opera. More generally, his superior education at the Naples Conservatoire gave him a distinct advantage over locally trained musicians, especially in the eyes of the xenophiliac opera subscribers.35 Costa exploited these advantages, especially in his first decade, when the Italian repertoire was still dominant in London. But, as he became established, he increasingly distanced himself from his Neapolitan roots, not only bringing his close family members to London but also, in terms of his travels and repertoire, giving at least as much attention to France and Germany as to Italy.

35 Nicholas Temperley, ‘Xenophilia in British Musical History’, in Bennett Zon, ed., Nineteenth-Century British Musical Studies, vol. 1 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999), 3–19.
One of the intriguing aspects of Costa’s career is that he did not follow the route opened up by Catholic and Jewish Emancipation to exploit the advantages of his liminal status, but aimed instead to integrate himself in English society as

an Anglican-Masonic gentleman. In retrospect, his whole career in London can be seen as a campaign to cross the threshold to social acceptability. In common with several foreign conductors (and in contrast with British singers), he anglicized his name from Michele Andrea to Michael Andrew – or, to close friends, ‘Mike’. He took English nationality in 1839: the critic Charles Gruneisen announced, when he took over the Philharmonic, that he was now ‘Mr Costa – for “signor” with us he shall be no more – he has morally as well as legally naturalised himself’.36

36 Morning Post(16 Mar. 1846).
He became an Anglican and bought a vault in the new Kensal Green cemetery – though there is no evidence that he was deeply pious. Like many immigrants, he used Freemasonry as a route to status and integration. In 1875, he was appointed Junior Grand Warden, one of the two highest positions below the Grand Master (then the Prince of Wales), later becoming the Order’s Grand Organist.37 He took on an English persona, holidaying at typical English resorts such as Folkestone and Ventnor. In the few surviving letters of a personal nature, he expresses conventionally patriotic sentiments. He wrote from Paris: ‘I have to say, nothing to compare with our dear old England’.38

37 Information kindly supplied by Diane Clements, Director of The Library and Museum of Freemasonry.
38 Costa to Bartholomew (13 Nov. 1864), RCMA 3029.
Given his austere and strange personality, which will be discussed below, it is remarkable how far he succeeded in assuming the role of an English gentleman. His friend William Spark stated: ‘He spoke English well and wrote in a remarkably neat style.’ But Gye’s Diary parodies Costa’s relapse into fractured English in moments of stress. ‘You say I do wrong, I do wrong? I cannot do wrong! That is an impertinence to say I do wrong.’39 His written English is generally correct, sometimes idiomatic, though with lapses: ‘what wonderfull fellow is Benedict!!’; ‘it is to lat (sic) to go to Sydenham but tomorrow I shall be there’.40 Although not socially gregarious, he attended Gladstone’s working breakfasts and was one of the four witnesses (along with the French Ambassador and the Duke of Manchester) at Adelina Patti’s wedding to the Marquis de Caux in 1868. There are anecdotes of him dining at the Marlborough Club with the Duke of Edinburgh and Arthur Sullivan; playing games with Millais and Effie at Ella’s Mozart party for children; and being due to dine with Kate Dickens and Lady Devonshire at Chorley’s just before the latter’s death.41 In a letter from Paris, he boasted that he was dining out every night and could do so even more often ‘if I had a triple stomach and the digestion of an ostrich’.42

39 Spark, Musical Memories, 11. Gye, 14 Jul. 1868.
40 Costa to Bartholomew (2 Sep.1866), RCMA 3037; Costa to Grove, undated, RAM, 2005.1645.
41 Henry Hewlett, Henry Fothergill Chorley: Autobiography, Memoir and Letters, 2 vols (London: Richard Bentley and Son, 1873), vol. 1, 334.
42 Costa to Bartholomew (2 Sep. 1866), RCMA 3037; emphasis in original.
He became a regular part of the musical life of the royal family, organizing private concerts and music sessions with them. He first appears in Princess Victoria’s diary in 1835, at her sixteenth birthday concert at Kensington Palace, where he accompanied Rubini, Tamburini, Lablache and Ivanoff on the piano ‘beautifully’ in her favourite arias.43 In 1850, a concert involving Pasta was ‘The greatest treat for me as I could hear it quietly, there being but few people. I talked to all of the singers and to Costa.’ At Osborne House on the Isle of Wight, Victoria slipped into a rehearsal by Mario, Lablache, Castellan and Costa – ‘which was a treat’.44

43 RA QVJ 18 May 1835.
44 RA QVJ 28 Jul. and 5 Aug. 1850.
Costa provided scores for private music-making by the Queen and Albert. ‘Costa and Lablache came [to Osborne House] and we sang with them for a short while. Costa’s accompanying is a wonderful support and assistance.’45 An entry for 1843 records that:

45 RA QVJ 6 Aug. 1850; emphasis in original.

A little after 6, we had a very nice little amateur concert, Costa coming down from London, and we sang with him (he singing the tenor parts and accompanying us) … We went through the whole of that beautiful little Requiem by Mozart … and with Costa’s powerful accompaniment it really sounded very well and full. It was a great treat. He is such a perfect musician and helps one so much, keeping all so well together. His voice is pleasing though not very powerful.46

46 RA QVJ 21 Oct. 1843.


In addition to acting as the main channel between Queen Victoria and the opera (Chapter 6), he briefed her on musical matters. In 1849, he wrote to inform her that Meyerbeer’s Le prophète had gone very well in spite of having only two rehearsals: Viardot was ‘sublime’ and Mario ‘excellent’.47 When she grumbled about a poor piano version of this opera, Costa replied (in French): ‘Her Majesty is completely right in finding the arrangement of Le prophète for four hands is not very good. But sadly it is the only one that exists’ – though he promised to do a better version from the full score when he had time.48 After Prince Albert’s death in 1861, he orchestrated his Invocazione all’Armonica and premiered it at the Birmingham Festival.
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Ah! great conductor, what a mighty fuss,
‘What strange ferocity to wheedle us;

Who wpuld imagine from that brigand look,
That music spoil'd perhaps a decent cook.

Oh! antic muse, who made such men as these,
To finger all our cash, with. their false keys ;
They rush in shoals their trump'ry notes to play,
And in return, take our bank notes away,
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