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Richard D’Oyly Carte

The first biography of Richard D’Oyly Carte, this is a critical survey of the career of the impresario whose ambitions went beyond the famous partnership of Gilbert and Sullivan. Errors and misconceptions in current literature are challenged and corrected to give a truer portrayal of one of the most influential music theatre promoters in the nineteenth century.
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Foreword


When I began my career with the D’Oyly Carte Opera Company in August 1976, I did not expect that, like the narrator of Stevenson’s The Master of Ballantrae, I should become “intimately mingled with the last years and history” of this established institution, nor could I have anticipated the multiplicity of tasks I would undertake – as répétiteur, orchestra ‘fixer’, accompanist, ‘super’ and management assistant. The earlier Gilbert and Sullivan operas had their centenaries then, and there was an aura of celebration with events such as the Silver Jubilee H.M.S. Pinafore at Windsor Castle and participation in the film Chariots of Fire. Company recordings reflected historical awareness by including rediscovered Sullivan works.

From my own research at this time, I conceived the idea of a biography focussed upon the founder, Richard D’Oyly Carte. I put the idea to his granddaughter, Bridget D’Oyly Carte. The response was not encouraging, for I received from her a letter dated 13 February 1978 which included the following paragraph:

The question of a book being written about my grandfather has been discussed with many eminent authors over the years, but it has always been found that there was no material available to make possible the writing of such a biography of a sufficiently serious, factual and interesting kind, and the idea has had to be abandoned.

I persevered, for I had since learned that the sentiments expressed in the letter were more likely those of company secretary, Albert Truelove, and that she had read with interest some of my contributions to the in-house magazine The Savoyard. In the pre-Internet days of forty years ago, it is true that research material was limited, in locations around the country as well as archives around the world. Literature devoted to Gilbert and Sullivan was unreliable, being highly derivative with misconceptions about D’Oyly Carte. Current researchers have shown that some of the most respected academic sources have drawn erroneous conclusions.

Treating the literature, particularly theatrical memoirs, with caution, I recommenced my investigations from scratch, double-checking and using contemporary sources wherever possible. In my endeavours, I am greatly indebted to fellow researchers who have shared information (especially Robert Bigio, Kurt Gänzl, David Mackie, David Stone, Selwyn Tillett), to local history societies at Camden and Hampton, to Justin Bickersteth (Highgate Cemetery), Scott Hayes, Laura Macy, Susan Scott (Savoy Hotel Archive) and Thomas Woodcock (Garter Principal King of Arms). Shelagh Fawcett assisted with research expeditions. Hilary and Sheila Tangye shared memories. The support of librarians – at the institutions listed in the bibliography, and at local libraries in England and Wales – has been invaluable. Newspaper citations have been authorized by the British Library (with British Newspaper Archive), Times Newspapers and Yorkshire Post Newspapers. No serious researcher can overlook the excellent articles published by the Sir Arthur Sullivan Society, the W. S. Gilbert Society and the Deutsche Sullivan-Gesellschaft. Extensive enquiries have been made regarding copyright, and I am grateful to the various agencies for their prompt reassurances; in this regard, special thanks are due to Charles Rolandi, Bridget D’Oyly Carte’s closest relative. Finally, my thanks to the editorial team at Routledge for their support.

My aim has been to write a critical survey of the life and career of Richard D’Oyly Carte, a biography that is concise, comprehensive, accurate, accessible and fair, and intended not to supplant but to supplement other works on the period. ‘Sit lector judex.’

Paul Seeley


1 Ancestry

From the peat-topped slopes of Pen Pumlumon Arwystli, the second of five lofty peaks overlooking the Irish Sea, a stream cascades eastwards before taking shape as a river, known locally in Welsh as Afon Hafren. According to legend, it is named after a princess Sabrina, who drowned in the river in atonement for the sins of her forefathers. After descending along the Falls of Blaenhafren, the river flows north, crossing the former county of Montgomery as it approaches Wat’s Dyke and Offa’s Dyke, ancient markers of the border country between England and Wales. Now the river passes by the market town of Y Trallwng whose name, which translates as ‘the boggy place’, so displeased its English residents that they proposed an English name: Pool. This seemed a good idea until someone realized that similar names were used for towns in Yorkshire and Dorset but, they argued, this was a Welsh Pool, and so from 1835 Welshpool it became.

In this predominantly English-speaking part of Wales, the river bypassing Welshpool is no longer called by its Welsh name but by a more familiar name, for this is the River Severn, deep enough to be navigable here as it follows its course into England. On 6 November 1846, it became the scene of an extraordinary tragedy when, in an act reminiscent of the incident which gave the river its name, one of the worthy citizens of the town apparently went into its waters and deliberately committed suicide by drowning. This was someone who had spent the past fifteen years living in Welshpool, providing valuable service to the local community. His name was Richard Cart, and he was the paternal grandfather of Richard D’Oyly Carte.

Richard Cart was born in 1787 (baptismal date 18 April), the son of John and Mary Cart of Leicester. After a brief apprenticeship to the textile trade, he enlisted in the Royal Regiment of Horse Guards (Blues) on 2 October 1805, his age being noted on army records as eighteen years and five months, and began a career with the cavalry that was to last twenty-five years. On 28 March 1809 he was promoted to corporal and was soon on service abroad, stationed first in Portugal, Spain and France from 10 October 1812 to 25 July 1814, and later in Belgium and France from 22 April 1815 to 2 February 1816. In the first of these periods, he saw action at the Battle of Vitoria on 21 June 1813. In the second he rode with the 1st Cavalry Brigade, Major Drake’s Troop, in the Battle of Waterloo for which he, in common with other participants, received the silver Waterloo Medal.

On 30 July 1823 a letter, signed by Fitzroy Somerset at the Ordnance Office1, stated that he was “directed by the Duke of Wellington” to recommend that the name of Corporal Richard Cart be submitted for the rank of Quarter Master in succession to the then incumbent who had been put on active service. Records show that on 7 August 1823 Cart was duly promoted “without purchase”, a significant statement for ranks at this level of responsibility as most were usually bought by well-off members of the officer class and not granted to regular servicemen unless they had proved to be exceptionally worthy. By the time of his promotion to Quarter Master, he was a married man starting a family. On 29 December 1820, at St. George’s Hanover Square, London, he married Mary Large. His wife was also originally from Leicestershire (and baptized there on 28 January 1787), the daughter of William and Mary Large of Burton Lazars, a village near Melton Mowbray. Mary and Richard Cart had five sons: John (born 15 June 1822), Henry (born 30 April 1824), George (born 17 December 1825), Robert (born 1 September 1828) and William (born 25 December 1830). From January 1831 Cart was retired with a pension amounting to half his pay. For the first three or four months of that year the family lived at 7 William Street, Hampstead Road, but, thereafter, Cart’s pension payments were directed to their address in Welshpool.2

In rural areas of England in 1830, there was serious unrest among agricultural workers who demanded better pay and conditions. Their discontent was marked by rioting, acts of arson and the wilful destruction of farm machinery which landowners had purchased to reduce manpower. As the situation became increasingly serious and spread to Wales, it was deemed necessary to form a corps of Yeomanry Cavalry in the county of Montgomery drawn from professional servicemen and local volunteers. This was formally proposed by Viscount Clive of Powis Castle, Member of Parliament for Ludlow. Lord Melbourne, the Home Secretary, accepted the proposal by a letter dated 13 January 1831. Four troops of fifty men per troop were suggested originally, stationed at Berriew, Newtown, Montgomery and Welshpool, but a fifth troop at Llangedwyn was soon added. Uniforms in scarlet and black were ordered, together with black metal dragoon helmets, and weapons were supplied from the armoury at Chester Castle.3

Cart joined the Montgomeryshire Yeomanry soon after his arrival in Welshpool and was appointed adjutant. He proved his worth through his military experience and, on occasions, his musical ability. Duties of the yeomanry corps were wide-ranging, from quelling Chartist riots and patrolling the county as defenders of the peace to special escort duties. When the Duchess of Kent and Princess Victoria (the future Queen) visited Powis Castle in the autumn of 1832, it was the Yeomanry Cavalry from Welshpool that escorted them. A local skirmish between rioters and yeomanry a few miles west of Welshpool was immortalized in a satirical ballad, ‘The Battle of Heniarth’, which mentions Cart in two of its twenty-two verses. In one verse is a description of “Cart, as a lion from his den”, and in another a possible indication that Cart was acting as bugler:

“Friend Cart,” said James, “sound the alarm,

Let horns and bugles blow.”

Parry and David Jones full arm’d,

Both strength and courage shew.”4

The Cart family lived in “an elegant white house, of the Regency period, with a long sloping front garden”5, situated on a hillside a short distance away from the Parish Church of St. Mary. The house name was ‘Maesygarreg’ (which means ‘stone field’) but some local wits referred to it as the ‘wain house’.6 The family lived comfortably on Cart’s pension of eighteen guineas a quarter. The 1841 census shows three of the sons (Henry, George and Robert) living there with their parents, and the family also employed a servant. This was a life of ease for Richard Cart after a very successful military career in which he had survived two major battles, physically unscathed according to army records, but perhaps mentally damaged. The Battle of Waterloo had been grim, but atrocities committed in its aftermath were even more harrowing as looters wandered around the field of battle, stealing from the dead and murdering the wounded. For some days after the battle there were even sightseeing tours of the battlefield as Elizabeth Davis recalls:

We returned to the Queen’s Hotel, and were very dull and anxious until we heard of the battle of Waterloo. Five days after it had been fought, we left Brussels on an excursion to visit the field. It was thickly strewn with dead bodies. Soldiers were carrying them into corners, and laying them together. Many persons were there searching among the killed for their friends. Broken bayonets, and other things, were scattered about.7

Perhaps it is futile to suggest that post-traumatic stress from battles fought thirty years earlier lay behind Cart’s death, for that would be to impose a twenty-first-century diagnosis on a nineteenth-century event. Yet, on 11 December 1846, the Welshpool coroner recorded that on 6 November that year, Richard Cart, a fifty-nine-year-old pensioner, formerly with the Royal Horse Guards, “drowned himself in [the] Severn whilst in a state of temporary insanity.” He was buried at the local parish church where a ledger stone fixed upright in a churchyard wall bears the inscription:

In Memory of / a brave soldier, an affectionate / Husband and a good Father. / Richard CART / departed this life, on the / 6th. November 1846 Aged 59. / He was formerly / Quarter Master / in the Royal Horse Guards, / with which Regiment he served / in the Peninsula, and at / Waterloo. / “Whosoever liveth and believeth in / me, shall never die.”8

The inscription described only a small part of the story. There was no indication that he was a grandfather to a two-year-old youngster in London whose father was another son. For some years before his marriage to Mary he had had a relationship with Sarah Bartlett, a young woman in Hampshire, who gave birth to a son whose baptism in the parish church of St. Mary the Virgin at Silchester was recorded as follows:

23 Feb 1808 Richard Cart the base born son of Sarah Bartlett

rec[eive]d into the Church April 10th9

Cart acknowledged paternity but his relationship with Sarah Bartlett did not result in marriage, and on 5 June 1811 she married William Shepperd in Reading.10

The child Richard was brought up by his mother in the first instance, but by the time he was five, he was in the care of his father and already showing a distinct aptitude for music. On 25 April 1815, he joined the Royal Horse Guards (Blue) as a junior musician, aged only seven, and received tuition in piano and violin. With the exception of two years, from 1818 to 1820, he remained with the regiment until 16 June 1823.11 His prowess on the violin came to the attention of the virtuoso Nicolas Mori at a Town Hall concert in Reading when the boy was only twelve. Mori invited him to share the leader’s desk – but the violin was not to be his prime musical interest. Sharing the concert platform on this occasion was Charles Nicholson, a flautist who was performing his own arrangement of ‘The bluebells of Scotland’. Llewellyn Howell takes up the narrative, describing how young Richard

was so impressed by Nicholson’s playing that he made up his mind to be a flute player, and as a fact he abandoned the practice of the violin a few years later.

That he set himself to master the flute with the same zeal as he had done the violin seems clear, for some two years later he was brought to the notice of Mr. George Rudall as an exceptionally promising young player. The firm of Rudall and Rose held at that time an eminent position as manufacturers of flutes; they have since become world famed.12

Rudall accepted him as a student, and within a matter of a few years he was taking professional engagements as a soloist and orchestral flute player, confidently touring the country. The main events of the next twenty years are summarized by Rockstro:

When about nineteen years old, he left London for Newcastle-on-Tyne, where he resided for twelve months. Even at that early stage his well-known enterprising character began to develop itself; for he then gave concerts at Newcastle, Durham and Sunderland. In the year 1828 he went to Cassel in Hesse, with an introduction from Sir George Smart to Spohr, hoping to obtain lessons in composition from that great master. In this, however, he was disappointed, but he became a pupil of [Moritz] Hauptmann, with whom he stayed for a year. On his return to this country he resided for some time in Edinburgh, where he met with success as a player, but as a teacher he was thought to be too young. In 1831 he settled in London, and soon obtained an excellent connection as a teacher of the flute. During the ensuing twenty years he gave numerous concerts at some of the principal towns in the North of England, as well as in and near London, for which he engaged all the leading vocalists and instrumentalists of the day.13

His professional commitments – as a teacher, performer and concert promoter – were largely divided between London and Newcastle during the 1830s. To the Assembly Rooms, Newcastle, he was able to entice virtuoso pianist Sigismond Thalberg for a recital in January 1838. Among other distinguished artists who appeared in his Newcastle concerts was Clara Novello. In April 1838 he produced a series of three ‘soirées musicales’ at the Hanover Square Rooms in London, attracting leading exponents of the flute. Towards the end of this decade he decided upon a more urbane image for himself by adding a final letter ‘e’ to his surname: from now on he was Richard Carte, alleging that this was to avoid confusion with flautist William Card.14

The name of Richard Carte became more widely known when in 1843 he deputized as principal flautist in the orchestra of Her Majesty’s Theatre under the direction of Michael Costa. The opportunity arose because of a dispute between the musical director and his first flute player, José Maria del Carmen Ribas, who suddenly quit his post and left the country. His engagement at Her Majesty’s Theatre spanned the next four years with a repertoire which included the first London performances of Verdi’s Ernani and Nabucco, and this, in turn, generated further work with other leading orchestras. In 1848 he undertook a series of lecture recitals on the flute which proved highly popular, and in 1850 he became a partner with Rudall & Rose, flute manufacturers, formerly of Tavistock Street, but then based at 38 Southampton Street, Covent Garden.

Carte’s expertise, with his thorough understanding of the mechanism of the flute, his flair for organizing musical events and his personality as a teacher, transformed a modestly successful company into a major player in the contemporary music scene. In 1852 the company took premises at 100 New Bond Street. Four years later they bought out Key and Company, a manufacturer of musical instruments for the military, and took over their production shop at 20 Charing Cross. For a year the business was operated from two sites, but in 1857 the sole centre of operations was the Charing Cross address. In due course, George Rudall retired from the business, and on 19 July 1866 the other partner, John Mitchell Rose, died aged 72, which left Carte as a sole proprietor and managing director. Under Carte’s guidance, the company not only enhanced the design of the flute but was an importer and retailer of a range of musical instruments: standard orchestral woodwind instruments, military flutes and flageolets; pianos and harmoniums; concertinas, flutinas and accordions; Aeolian harps and orchestral string instruments.15

He started to build up a concert agency, but a very useful and initially very profitable area of activity was in music publishing. Carte worked ceaselessly as a composer, arranger and compiler of music to inspire teachers and students of the flute, publishing them in albums with such titles as The Flute Player’s Folio and The Flute Player’s Monthly Journal. Tutorial books by Drouet, Nicholson, Dressler, Welch and Carte himself were on sale. There was also a Musical Directory which had details of events at the Royal Academy of Music and at musical societies, together with addresses of music teachers, instrument makers and repairers and sheet music retailers throughout the country. The company offered a complete service, not only for the professional specialist and concert promoter but also for the aspiring amateur and student.

Carte’s personal life was as full as his professional life. On 2 January 1840, at St. Martin in the Fields, he married Eliza Jones, the twenty-five-year-old daughter of Rev. Thomas Jones, Reading Chaplain at the Chapel Royal at St. James’s. Carte was now moving in social circles far grander than he had known in earlier years, and Eliza was as ambitious a wife as she was to be as a mother, encouraging him in his professional development. Yet there was still a warm family contact with Carte’s father and half-brothers from Welshpool. In June 1840 Carte’s father was able to visit from Wales, spending a few days staying at the Jones family home in Enfield and joining them for a concert. He was comfortably entertained, as he reported in a letter to his wife, though the Joneses were probably not of the class of people that he was used to mixing with socially.16 Carte, likewise, visited Welshpool for holidays, and there were reciprocal invitations for his half-brothers, and some are definitely known to have stayed with him in London. Henry Cart stayed with the newly-weds at their Soho home at 64 Greek Street when the 1841 Census was taken. Henry was also in the music profession and based at Newcastle-upon-Tyne where he had a modest occupation as a teacher of the flute and piano tuner. In September 1844 Carte arranged a concert at Newcastle and invited Henry to share the concert platform. Later the two of them took the opportunity for a brief holiday in Keswick and the Lake District.17

On 3 May 1844, Eliza Carte gave birth to a son. His first name was Richard, after his father and paternal grandfather, but Eliza gave special consideration to a second forename and chose the name D’Oyly. The maiden name of Eliza’s maternal grandmother had been Elizabeth D’Oyly and her family lineage was traceable to country squires in Suffolk. Within Eliza’s family it was generally understood, if not absolutely proven, that they must have been descended from one of the Norman Barons D’Oyly who supported William the Conqueror in the invasion of 1066. Hence, the importance of the name chosen for Eliza’s firstborn son, Richard D’Oyly Carte.18

There was nothing in Eliza’s family background to indicate any propensity towards music and the performing arts. Her distant ancestors were landowners, military men and then linen drapers. Her grandmother Elizabeth D’Oyly had married a churchman as did Eliza’s mother, Marianne, in 1806. Eliza Carte recognized the value of self-improvement through education and introduced all her children to a broad range of cultural activities which included foreign language skills and appreciation of literature and music. The varied instructive activities within the Carte household have been described in an account, albeit focussing primarily on Richard D’Oyly Carte, which is believed to have been compiled by Eliza Carte’s nephew, Arthur Mackmurdo.19

Eliza and Richard Carte enjoyed a very close, loving marriage. In her will, which was witnessed by George Cart, dated 14 March 1842 (and unchanged throughout her lifetime), she wrote in most affectionate terms of “her dearly beloved husband”. The couple had six children in total. After Richard D’Oyly Carte, sisters Blanche (on 6 March 1846), Viola (on 2 April 1848) and Rose (on 9 March 1854) were born. A brother, Henry Williams Carte (born on 12 January 1856), and another sister, Eliza (born on 2 February 1860), completed the family. Richard Carte’s achievements in business brought wealth and success to this middle-class family with social mobility aspirations, and this is indicated by the addresses occupied at the times of their children’s births. Blanche and Viola were born when the family lived at 2 Adelaide Road, Primrose Hill. During the 1850s they moved to a more ostentatious detached house at 2 Dartmouth Park Road in Kentish Town where the other children were born. Carte’s half-brother George stayed with them in Kentish Town during the 1870s and was with them there when he died on 2 October 1877.

In keeping with Eliza Carte’s aspirations, a good marriage for her daughters was de rigueur. On 15 July 1873 Blanche married Rev. Thomas Patteshall Monnington (1846–1935). Blanche’s husband conducted the wedding of Viola to solicitor Daniel Jones (1834–1915), a widower, on 19 October 1880. On 20 December 1884 Rose married interior designer Matthew Coulson (1849–1926). Outwardly, this was a typically conventional fashionable Victorian family, but in one respect – and in this, the influence of Eliza Carte may reasonably be considered a factor – it was not, and that was in the education of the sons and one of the grandsons.

Inwardly, this was a very open-minded family, unfazed by situations which some of their contemporaries might have thought, if not scandalous, at least somewhat below par: the single-parenthood of Sarah Bartlett, the illegitimate birth of Richard Carte; the apparent suicide of Richard Cart; an extended family of half-brothers from Welshpool and another with half-sisters in Berkshire.20 A truly conventional middle-class family of the time would have directed its sons to a Church of England school, for membership of the Church was a mandatory qualification for those exclusively male students aspiring to enter the Universities of Oxford, Cambridge and Durham. A school that was merely going to prepare its pupils for a preordained career based on traditional conservative values was certainly not the sort of school that Eliza envisaged for the Carte boys.

Denounced by its critics as “that godless institution in Gower Street” the place of choice was University College School. Under the enlightened headship of Thomas Hewitt Key, F.R.S., this institution had an open-door policy towards youngsters from any religious background, whether Catholic, Nonconformist or Jewish, and to those from agnostic or atheist families. The school assured parents that their son would receive a liberal education, from nine until twelve in the morning, and from two until four in the afternoon. A broad range of subjects was on offer. Greek, Latin and mathematics were the preferred areas of study for those wishing to progress to the adjacent University College. Draughtsmanship and European languages were included in what was a very flexible curriculum, for all school subjects were optional, and a boy could choose to attend a class at whatever level was appropriate to his skills – perhaps a beginners’ group for Latin, an intermediate class in mathematics and an advanced tutorial in French.21

Both Richard D’Oyly Carte and his young brother Henry Williams Carte became pupils at University College School. Henry Williams Carte would in time take over the management of the instrumental design and retail section in the family business when Richard Carte retired, and indeed he made significant contributions to the development of the flute. His personal life was to be dogged by tragedy for his wife, Edith Rosa Williams, died in January 1885, just weeks after giving birth to their only son, Geoffrey Williams Carte. Henry too suffered a major health breakdown in 1893 from which, it seems, he never recovered, and he died in 1926.

Henry Williams Carte and his elder brother Richard may not have been allowed to progress from University College School to University College, but there was one member of the family who did, and that was their nephew Daniel, son of their sister Viola. Daniel Jones (1881–1967) was a brilliant scholar with a finely tuned ear for dialects, languages and their pronunciation. In 1907 he was a lecturer in phonetics at University College London, and very soon headed the department.22 He is believed to have been the inspiration for the character of Professor Henry Higgins in George Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion. That aside, his English Pronouncing Dictionary on strictly phonetic principals, first published in 1917, provides a clear indication of the style of English pronunciation spoken by the well-educated middle classes of the time which would have accorded with the inflections of speech delivered onstage by artists of the D’Oyly Carte Company in the early days.

When the Census for 1851 was taken, Eliza Carte happened to be in Hastings on a visit to her brother, Thomas Jones, a middle-aged bachelor popularly known within the family as ‘Uncle Doctor’, for he was a practising physician. Accompanying her was her six-year-old son, Richard D’Oyly Carte. He was not yet ready for school, for at the moment his mother’s priority was to introduce him to the family and to stimulate and nurture his young life with activities and experiences that would enrich his imagination. School could come later.

Notes

1 Lieutenant Colonel Lord Fitzroy Somerset (1788–1855) was aide-de-camp and military secretary to the Duke of Wellington. At Waterloo he was wounded by a shot in his right arm which was amputated. He resumed secretarial duties, writing with his left hand. The script in his letter regarding Cart’s promotion is particularly difficult to read.
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6 Baily states that Cart lived at Wain House, Welshpool, so-called because it was full of Carts, overlooking the fact that this was a nickname and not the correct name; cf. Baily, Leslie The Gilbert and Sullivan book (London: 1966), pp. 123–124. Although the use of the word ‘wain’ for an agricultural wagon or cart is perhaps obsolescent, it famously survives in the title of John Constable’s ‘The Hay Wain’.
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9 Hampshire Record Office, from commissioned research by Debrett. According to the church’s historical booklet (Williams, L. F. Rushbrook The Church of St. Mary the Virgin, Silchester) a fee was payable for a baptism, and if payment was not forthcoming the officiating clergyman could refuse to register the baptism. Rector of Silchester in 1808 was Thomas Powys.

10 Sarah Bartlett was apparently born in 1786 in Silchester. Genealogical evidence is inconclusive, but indicates that she was the second of five children born to Thomas Bartlett and Sarah Ford who married in 1782. An 1851 Census for Wargrave, Wokingham, Berkshire lists a sixty-five year old Sarah Shepperd, presumably widowed, living with her son, William, and his family.

11 Bigio, Robert Rudall, Rose & Carte; the art of the flute in Britain (London: 2011), p. 33.
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14 Bigio, Robert, ibid. (London: 2011), p. 41. In the Post Office London Directory 1846 Card is listed as a flute manufacturer at 29 St. James’s Street, London. William Card (1788–1861), an early promoter of the Boehm flute, was probably considered a professional rival.

15 Rockstro, Richard Shepherd, ibid. (London: 1928), p. 575. For the most comprehensive assessment of Carte’s contribution to instrument design see Bigio, Robert, ibid. (London: 2011), especially pp. 101–124; also Carte, Richard Sketch of the successive improvements made in the flute (London: 1855) published by Rudall, Rose, Carte & Co. with Keith and Prowse.
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21 For a history of the school, see Usher, H.J.K., C.D. Black-Hawkins and C.J. Carrick An angel without wings; the history of University College School 1830–1980 (London: 1981), especially pp. 3–27.

22 For a biography of Daniel Jones with an appraisal of his work, see Collins, Beverley and Inger M. Mees The real Professor Higgins; the life and career of Daniel Jones (Berlin, New York: 1999).


2 Apprenticeship

Richard D’Oyly Carte attended University College School in Gower Street from 1856 to 1860. In January 1861, he sat the matriculation examination for the University of London. As one of the thirty-six candidates to achieve a first division pass he might have been expected to be registered as a university student and pursue an academic qualification, but he did not. Cunningham Bridgeman explains that “in deference to the wish of his parents he abandoned the ‘higher education’ and entered his father’s business”.1 University authorities have also confirmed that Carte was not a student.2

Work as an apprentice concert agent demanded tact as well as clerical and business skills of a high order. He had to learn to be a middle-man, steering the way for agreements between concert promoters and concert artists. Inevitably, there was a mass of paperwork: keeping a diary of artists’ engagements, maintaining contact details of concert hall and theatre managers, arranging travel and accommodation and having a watchful eye on contracts, fees and accounts. When William Tofield, a company messenger, stole two shillings in 1864, it was Richard D’Oyly Carte who detected the crime and proved the case in court.3

Perhaps the most important coup in Carte’s developing career came when he was entrusted with the management of the farewell tour of the famous operatic tenor Giovanni Mario, Cavaliere de Candia. Mario and his wife, soprano Giulia Grisi, had dominated the opera stages of Paris and London in the middle of the nineteenth century. Together they had achieved dazzling careers in operas by Donizetti, Rossini and Verdi, but this glorious partnership ended in 1869 with the death of Madame Grisi. Willert Beale, Mario’s manager, proposed the farewell tour. Mario agreed, but on the strict understanding that venues reminding him of his late wife should be avoided, and on the condition too that Beale should accompany the tour. This was not to be a solo enterprise, for other distinguished artists were engaged: there was soprano Louise Liebhardt, celebrated in years past for coloratura roles in Vienna and London; and in support, there was a contralto, a Miss Enriques, a promising but relative newcomer to the profession. Two of the world’s finest instrumentalists were to tour with them as well: Camillo Sivori, an outstanding Italian virtuoso violinist who had been a pupil of Paganini; and concert pianist Antoni Kątski, billed as the Chevalier de Kontskï, a former resident pianist at several European royal houses.

This was a high-profile undertaking, with a successful outcome expected, but the enterprise was a financial disaster. This could have been attributed to low audience numbers, but other factors contributed. The veteran tenor was not in consistently fine voice and even had to cancel two weeks of his appearances in Yorkshire. At the start of the tour, after a performance on 5 September 1870 in Bath, a local review described Mario as a “wreck of his former self.”4

Travelling on tour was arduous. Interviewed nearly twenty years later, Carte recalled what difficulty there was transporting the tenor and a grand piano from Swansea to Aberystwyth in the middle of the night.5 Mario’s concert party was on the road for four months, with a final performance at the Dome, Brighton, on 23 December 1870. There was little opportunity for rest on tour. Sometimes there would be a “morning concert” (an afternoon matinée) at one location followed by an evening recital at another. Camillo Sivori, who travelled with only his violin and a carpet bag for his personal possessions, was used to the rigours of single performances. Others were not, and Mario’s manager blamed Carte for the hardships they endured:

The arrangements of the tour were placed in the hands of an agent who was then learning his business, and whose inexperience caused all concerned the greatest inconvenience. The distances we had to travel were unreasonable, and increased the expenses considerably. In one instance a concert was announced to be given on Friday at Cardiff, another the next day (Saturday) morning at Aberystwith [sic], and on the Monday following at Newton Abbott, in Devonshire. A glance at the map will show the travelling such arrangements involved. When we discovered the route laid down for us, it was suggested that the concert at Aberystwith [sic] should be abandoned. Mario, however, objected to this, and declared he would fulfil the announcements made, but left it to the others to decide as they might feel inclined. Of course we all followed him. We left Cardiff after the evening concert for Carmarthen, where we supped and slept. The next morning we started for Aberystwith [sic], gave the concert, dined, and left again for Carmarthen in the evening. It was then proposed that we should cross the Bristol Channel, but that intention had to be given up, for the very good reason that we found upon inquiry there was no steamer to serve our purpose. On Sunday we made for Bristol, and arrived there, by the slow stages of a Sunday train, in time for dinner. Newton Abbott was reached next day. The three concerts, so far apart, were thus given as announced.6

Carte had certainly not won his spurs as a concert agent on this occasion, but perhaps he had other matters on his mind at this time. He was very much under the shadow of his father and employer, Richard Carte, who was renowned as a public figure and as a member of the musical profession in his capacity as publisher, flute designer and former executant on the instrument. Richard D’Oyly Carte was too ambitious to be content simply with recognition as the son of the famous Richard Carte so, in order to create his own individual professional identity, he chose to discard the forename shared with his father, relegating this to an initial, and using only his second forename. Henceforth he was to be D’Oyly Carte or, more formally, R. D’Oyly Carte.

He was also trying to assess where his musical talents truly lay. There was certainly one idée fixe occupying his mind: the creation of an English genre of opéra bouffe, or comic opera. In a letter, dated 8 April 1880, addressed jointly to his then co-partners W. S. Gilbert and Arthur Sullivan, he recalled his first attempt to realize this idea:

As Sullivan knows, the starting of English Comic Opera in a theatre devoted to that entertainment alone was the scheme of my life. I had been trying at it since 1869. In 1870 the affair nearly came to a head. It was I who started the idea of taking a theatre for the purpose, who proposed it to Sullivan, who suggested trying to get several subscribers, and got three, my uncle, Drake, and myself to join Serjeant Ballantine whom Sullivan got. We subscribed our names for the necessary money and agreements were drafted, but the affair fell through through a hitch with the Opera Comique (the theatre proposed).7

The uncle mentioned by Carte was probably Richard Carte’s half-brother George, a solicitor with offices at South Square, Gray’s Inn. Drake was Collard Augustus Drake, a self-styled expert on flute design and performance, famous for his ‘flute soirées’ for which he persuaded contemporary composers – even Sullivan – to contribute solo pieces. William Ballantine was a serjeant-at-law (a rank in the legal profession comparable with that of Queen’s Counsel) who had found fame and fortune in recent court cases.8

Carte’s developing interest in music theatre is substantiated by his own efforts as a composer. On 8 August 1868, he had staged his “opera di camera in two acts”, Dr. Ambrosius, his secret, at St. George’s Opera House in Langham Place, London. The libretto had been adapted from Tom Noddy’s secret, a one-act farce by Thomas Haynes Bayly, first performed at the Theatre Royal, Haymarket, in 1838. Carte supervised the staging for this single private performance of his chamber opera.

Dr. Ambrosius, his secret was a small-scale work, with a cast of only five, and accompanied by two pianists. The music has been lost. The lame doggerel in the libretto suggests that this was a rather trite piece of work. Carte was also writing parlour songs, most of which have survived, and several were published by Rudall, Rose, Carte & Co. in the years 1869 and 1870. Three songs – ‘Wake, sweet bird’, ‘The setting sun’ and ‘Wishes’ – appeared in a compilation with the collective title of Réunions Musicales, edited by D’Oyly Carte, and were written for flute, voice and piano. The soprano Jessie Royd, Carte’s leading lady in Dr. Ambrosius, his secret, was the dedicatee for ‘The setting sun’, a song in which one critic detected basic errors in harmony.9

Lyrics for ‘The setting sun’ were by Thomas Haynes Bayly. Another whose verses inspired Carte was Adelaide Anne Proctor, author of ‘The lost chord’ which was subsequently set by Sullivan; from her poems, Carte selected ‘Waiting’. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s ‘Stars of the summer night’ was one of the more distinguished poems to be set, whereas names of other poets have faded into oblivion – for example, James Hine (for ‘Wake, sweet bird’), Charles Swain (for ‘Wishes’), Sir John Suckling (for ‘Why so pale and wan, fond lover?’) and L. H. F. du Terraux (for ‘Diamond eyes’). The chosen lyrics were varied in quality but typical of the popular parlour ballad – sometimes reflective, sometimes melancholy, certainly emotional and occasionally mawkish. One review of ‘Diamond eyes’ found nothing of distinction.10

[image: ]

Figure 2.1 Come back to me” (two pages) words and music by D’Oyly Carte – courtesy of Rev. Selwyn Tillett.

Another song dating from this period is of more than usual interest for both words and music were written by Carte. The impassioned lyrics of the vocal line are accompanied by a pulsating syncopated rhythm in the piano part, and the singer, when repeating the last two lines of each stanza, is instructed to perform con abandono. The song is ‘Come back to me’:

The strong waves roll’d against the shore,

The wind sough’d over the waste

And scurrying o’er, the dark clouds bore,

And the moon show’d not her face.

My heart was toss’d like the waters wide,

Darkling clouds of doubt blew free,

Yet my thought wing’d thro’ mist and galeAnd it cried “Come back to me.”

The light waves ripple on the shore,

The breeze laps the foam with glee,

One snow-white cloud skims across the blue,

And the sun shines gloriously.

My heart is clear like the blue above,

And it flies across the sea,

One white cloud floats across its sky,

And it cries “Come back to me.”

A plausible explanation for Carte’s creative energy may be adduced from current events in his personal life. The Carte family had strong professional links with the Prowse family, for Rudall, Rose, Carte and Co. occasionally participated in joint publishing ventures with Keith, Prowse and Co., which was owned and managed by William Prowse.11 In 1870, William Prowse even enjoyed partner status in Rudall, Rose, and Carte Ltd. On Prowse’s retirement from the company in January 1871, Richard Carte was left in sole charge as managing director. There were personal and social links too, and the families would meet for musical evenings together. On 1 February 1866, a musical soirée had been held at the Prowse residence at Stroud Green, Hornsey. Among the various entertainments that evening was a performance of Ici on parle français; or, The major’s mistake, by Thomas John Williams, a currently popular one-act farce. D’Oyly Carte took the role of Mr. Spriggins, the role which had been performed with distinction on the professional stage by J. L. Toole. Prowse’s elder daughter Helen played the role of Mrs. Spriggins and her sister Blanche, then only thirteen years old, played a servant girl, Anna Maria.

On 24 August 1870, the Carte and Prowse families were united through the marriage of D’Oyly Carte to Blanche Julia Prowse. The wedding was held at the parish church of Kentish Town and witnessed by William Prowse’s business partner, Bryan Jones, and Carte’s sister Viola. If there was a honeymoon, it would, of necessity, have been of short duration for less than two weeks after the wedding the Mario tour began. The agency workload was increasing, and company advertisements now claimed that there was not enough space to list their artists, but that a prospectus may be applied for.12 Artists of international status were represented. Arrangements in 1870, additional to the Mario concert party, included an opera tour for soprano Theresa Tietjens and baritone Signor Foli, concerts for Pauline Viardot-Garcia and recitals for double-bassist Giovanni Bottesini.

The newlyweds began their married life in lodgings at 24 Northumberland Street. Two other families (besides the owner William Brooke and his wife) had rooms there. The lodging house was in a convenient location, being less than a ten-minute walk away from the company’s offices at 20 Charing Cross.13 Carte was at the office each day and ready to receive clients from eleven in the morning until four in the afternoon. In any spare time he had, he was busy with another composition, a one-act operetta.

The opportunity to stage this short work came with the reopening of the Opera Comique Theatre under the management of Edward Harris on 26 August 1871. Three forms of entertainment made up the evening’s fare: drama, dance and operetta. First to be performed was the main item, Molière’s classic comedy Le médecin malgré lui, in an English version by one Mrs. Palmer. Then came Carte’s operetta, Marie, and the evening finished with a ‘ballet divertissement’. The libretto for Carte’s second attempt at music theatre was by Captain Edward Spencer Mott, who recalled in his autobiography how events played out:

During that spring I became acquainted with Mr. D’Oyly Carte – who had not then risen to be a successful impresario – and together we worked out an operetta (my words and his melody), which was produced at the recently-built Opera Comique Theatre …. The pièce de résistance was an adaptation of Molière’s Le Médecin Malgré Lui, for which an excellent company had been engaged. The piece went bravely on the first night, and the operetta might have been more intelligible to the audience had not the gifted soprano skipped a couple of pages of dialogue. But the dear girl sang every note, and was tolerably perfect in the words on the second night. But alas for my dreams as a dramatist! By the end of the week the manager had left the parish, and the ghost did not ‘walk’.14

A contemporary review reported that Marie was under-rehearsed, describing the libretto as “a very poor affair indeed” with its three stock comedy characters – the rich old lover (buffo bass), the naïve village girl (soprano) and her young former lover (tenor). As for the music:

The new operetta is by Mr. D’Oyly Carte and is creditable to his musical talent. Though a slight work, there were evidences that the composer might, with a little more experience, produce something much superior to his present little work. The most attractive item was a song for the tenor, “Oh, why has she proved false,” which, partly owing to its own merit and partly to the clever singing of Mr. E. Cotte, was encored. An air at the commencement, “A shepherdess gay am I,” was gracefully sung by Miss Emmeline Cole, but the music has no special character. A duet which followed was better, but there was no concerted music of any importance.15

Little more than a week had elapsed after this when Carte was en route for Liverpool, ready to work in a new capacity. Frederic Sullivan, brother of the composer, had assembled his own small company to open there on 4 September, presenting Offenbach’s Breaking the spell and Sullivan’s Cox and Box, with Carte as his musical director.16 Two of Carte’s clients – soprano Selina Dolaro and bass-baritone Richard Temple – were appearing in the Offenbach operetta. On the following Thursday, the Liverpool Daily Post reported that “the band, conducted by Mr. R. D’Oyly Carte, was generally satisfactory.”

While Carte was keen to demonstrate his versatility, his primary function remained that of concert agent. The client list of Rudall, Carte & Co.’s Opera and Concert Agency was now so extensive that the company’s advertisements in The Era occupied almost a full column.
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