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THE DEVELOPMENT OF MUSIC IN BOSTON
A TOPOGRAPHICAL SURVEY
PART III: PIANOS, PEDAGOGY, AND PERFORMANCE

During the first half of the nineteenth
century in Boston the work of three men
is particularly noteworthy: Jonas Chicker-
ing, whose first grand piano with a one-
piece cast-iron frame became the basis of
piano construction from the late nine-
teenth century until our present day;
Lowell Mason, who initiated music in-
struction as part of the regular school
curriculum in the Boston Public Schools
in 1837, and Johann Gottlieb Graupner,
who inaugurated the Handel and Haydn
Society in 1815.

Jonas Chickering, who gave a vital
direction to the art of piano construction,
was originally from Ipswich, New Hamp-
shire. He adopted Boston as his home and,
after a five year apprenticeship, began
building pianos. After the start of a
partnership with the successful ship mer-
chant, Captain John Mackay, Chickering’s
production went from fifteen pianos a year
to over 1500. His piano with a complete
cast-iron frame won highest honors in the
1851 London World’s Fair and ushered in
several decades of American predomin-
ance in piano manufacture. In addition,
at the 1867 Paris Exposition, the Emperor
Napoleon IIl awarded the Legion d’hon-
neur to the Chickering firm, regarded
as the highest award ever presented to a
piano manufacturing firm. Fine examples
of beautifully carved Chickerings can be
found today in private collections and
museums, such as the splendid square
front piano which can be seen today in the
New England Historic Geneological
Society at 101 Newbury Street, hand-
carved in Bombay in 1855 and fitted with
Chickering works in 1872, or the ornate-
ly carved Chickering grand in the
Smithsonian Institution. When Chicker-
ing’s factory burned to the ground, he
began plans almost immediately for a
mammoth factory which at the time was
second only to the U.S. Capitol in size.
This building today provides apartments
for artists and musicians, and is located
on Tremont Street in the South End.
~ In this second period, the city of

Boston took a leading role in the be-
ginnings of music education in America.
To improve his choir, Lowell Mason
began free instruction in note reading
in the Bowdoin Street Church. After
founding the Boston Academy of Music
in 1833, he announced his aim of in-
troducing vocal music into schools, and
training teachers for that purpose. He
chose W. C. Woodbridge as correspond-
ing secretary for the Boston Academy of
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Music, which guaranteed national ex-
posure for the project. Woodbridge was
the editor of the American Annals of

Education.

Mason'’s reputation as a composer and
arranger of church hymns was enormous:
his Boston Handel and Haydn Collection
of Church Music, copyrighted in 1820,
sold thousands of copies, and his 25 hymn
collections and 1200 hymn tunes had an
enormous impact on American church
music. He lectured continuously to pro-
mote ‘““music as a branch of school in-
struction’’, and in 1836, responding to
public sentiment, the Boston School
Committee recommended that music be
authorized in the public schools. As the
funding was not approved, Mason taught
without pay for a year, beginning
November 1837 in the Hawes School, thus
laying the foundation for public school
music in the United States. On August
14, 1838, during the first official public
school music program in America, Mason
opened the concert conducting his
students singing ‘‘Flowers, Wildwood

Flowers’’.

Another central figure in Boston's
music during this period was Johann
Gottlieb Graupner, who taught and played
almost every instrument, in addition to
copying and engraving music. Before
settling in Boston and beginning his
successful career as conductor, music
merchant, and publisher, he had been
an oboist in a London orchestra. In 1809,
Graupner began a social meeting which
was held every Saturday night, and which
later gave public concerts. This society,
which was active until 1826, was called
the Philo-Harmonic Society, and per-
formed instrumental overtures, for exam-
ple, by Haydn and Pleyel. His efforts in
organizing private groups and societies in
Boston for public performance are re-
membered chiefly through a new musical
venture he began in 1815. The society he
formed consisted primarily of members
drawn from Park Street Church, and was
named the Handel and Haydn Society. At
the time the membership was restricted to
men, although women participated in the
performances. The first performance was
held in King’s Chapel, and returns from
the concerts provided the support for the
society. After three years, the complete
Messiah was sung, and this began a
tradition which has continued until the

present time in Boston.

* * * *

The city of Boston during this period
was under the influences of the Univer-
salist and Unitarian movements, as well
as Transcendentalism all which began to
filter in after a brief movement of Puritan
fire-and-brimstone in the early 1800’s.
The trend away from the Baroque idea of
God as a wrathful Being, towards that of
the Age of Enlightenment, was revealed
in the musical life of the city, in which
the arts were fully accepted. Reformers
began ‘‘modernization’, a term which
inevitably meant Europeanization and the
denigration of native American composi-
tion, and the music of Mozart and
Beethoven began to take the place of the
native hymnody of Billings. A great deal
of writing took place during the first two
decades of the nineteenth century, such
as John Hubbard’s An Essay on Music
(1806), which denounced the native
American ‘‘fuging tunes’’ in favor of Euro-
pean models such as Handel and Haydn.

Solo singing, once somewhat suspect,
became standard during this period. With
Boston musical tastes heavily derived
from England, Thomas Jefference and his
preference for French culture were fre-
quently mentioned in the same breath
with the Devil by the English-minded
clergy.

The city in 1800 was far from a
metropolis, the number of inhabitants
being approximately 25,000. Concert an-
nouncements often mentioned that the
unpaved roads would be covered with
planks so that concert-goers could reach
the halls from their carriages. Concerts
consisted frequently of mixtures of both
the instrumental and the vocal. Sym-
phonies by Haydn and Carl Stamitz, and
concertos for solo instruments such as
those by Steibelt were popular. A
smashing finale of the day consisted of
two performers playing Kotzwarra’s Battle
of Prague, accompanied by cymbals,
French horns, kettle drums, trumpets, and
cannon or some similar combination. Also
during this period, the first known execu-
tion of a Beethoven sonata (Op. 26) took
place in America, performed by Sophia
Hewitt on February 27, 1819, during a
Philo-Harmonic concert.

* * *

A good starting point for a walking tour
of the second period (1800-49) is Faneuil
Hall, where various music retail mer-
chants could be found. Cross over City
Hall Plaza, through which Hanover Street



extended in the 18th and 19th centuries,
to Court Street, where the Concert Hall
stood at the intersection of Hanover and
Court Streets. On Court Street, walk to
your right, to the entrance of One Center
Plaza. Ascend the steps, and look to the
benches at the right: a commemorative
plaque indicates where the stage of the
Howard Athanaeum stood. Once an “‘ill-
shaped wooden structure’’, it was used as
a Millerite temple and opened as a theater
in 1844. The Athenaeum, with its highly
distinctive Gothic design boasted one of
the earliest orchestral ensembles in
Boston, and is the first theater in Boston
to have presented Italian opera (Verdi’s
Ernani, 1847) to the city.

Walk up Court Street towards the
Common, and take a left on State Street.
The location of the Old State House was
an area of important retail sales for
early nineteenth-century Boston, as it ex-
tended into the sea as Long Wharf, and
brought the traffic and merchandise from
the sea into the city. The musical scene
of the second period, as noted on Hales
map of 1814, shares a great deal with the
previous period (Part I: Fall issue 1988)
in regards to the commercial aspects of
music. The Cornhill-State Street intersec-
tion cited in the last period (today the
Washington-State Streets axis) continued
to be the center for retail sales of music
and publishing.

Walk from the Old State House, along
Washington Street, and take a right on
School Street. The Old Corner Bookstore,
located on the corner of School and
Washington Streets, was the location of
Oliver Ditson’s Music Store from 1838-
1844. Ditson became a major retail mer-
chant and publisher in Boston during this
period as well as the next. The Old Cor-
ner Bookstore, with its gambrel roof, was
constructed in 1712, and is in a remark-
able state of preservation. It became a
gathering place for those New England
writers and critics who fostered the cause
of American literature during the nine-
teenth century.

Continue up School Street to Tremont
Street where King’s Chapel, the Tremont
Temple, and Park Street can be visited.
Each one of the churches was a center of
musical activities in Boston during this
period. In King’s Chapel, in addition to
musical activities associated with the
church, major festivals took place, in-
cluding a Peace Jubilee after the War of
1812, and Triennial Festivals by the
Handel and Haydn Society.

Music also played an important part in
the services at Park Street Church, where
the impressive choir was often accom-
panied by an ensemble of flute, bassoon,
and cello (in addition to organ). It was
here in Park Street Church that a staple of
our musical education, ‘‘My country, 'tis
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of thee’ was first set to the pre-existent
music, ‘‘God Save the King’’.

Across the street, the Tremont Theater
provided Bostonians with dramatic enter-
tainment and dance, as well as musical
offerings from its own orchestra. On
March 4, 1848, the first Boston premiere
of Haydn’s Symphony 45, the ‘‘Farewell
Symphony’’ was given, performed by the
musical Fund Society. Even after the
building was purchased by the New
England Baptists in 1843, concerts and
theater performances continued to take
place in the Temple Hall and in the
smaller Meionaon Hall beneath. Abraham
Lincoln spoke in the Temple, and Charles
Dickens gave readings here.

In this period, important concert halls
were found on Tremont Street (formerly
Common Street-Tremont Street). In addis
tion to those halls in King’s Chapel and
Tremont Temple, there was a hall in the
Masonic Temple, which was on the cor-
ner of Temple Place, next to St. Paul’s
Cathedral. Besides numerous sacred con-
certs and operatic programs, instrumen-
tal concerts were offered in the Temple by
groups such as the Brigade Band and the
Boston Band.

At the corner of Tremont and Boylston
Street, take a left and walk towards
Washington Street. This corner was the
site of Boylston Market (today a Chinese
Trade Center), over which Boylston Hall
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