TUBA Journal

Craig Kridel and Clifford Bevan, Editors

o

What do you plag in {1 Midsummer Night’s Pream Overture?

The 20th century was such a simple time.
Serpents were made of wood and Mendelssohn
wrote A Midsummer Night's Dream Ouerture
for ophicleide. With the fin de siecle approach-
ing, however, times become more complicated,
and such simple assumptions prove rather
perplexing. Mendelssohn may have had other
ideas, as Clifford Bevan informs us, and we
find certain serpents to have glossy metal
finishes. Oh, yes, and some serpents even
have turns rather than curves! To accompany
Bevan’s essay I have included photographs
of four serpents, an English bass horn (an
upright serpent; copy of a ca. 1830 instru-
ment by R. Stewart; owned by C. Kridel)
and, from the Joe R. and Joella F. Udey
Foundation instrument collection, a
wonderfully rare French copper serpent
d’eglise, an early 19th century (wood/leather)
Baudouin serpent d’eglise, and a 19th
century English metal military serpent.
Welcome to the perplexing serpent world of

the next millennium. ck

he first orchestral performance of
TMendelssohn’s overture Ein

Sommernachtstraum (A Midsummer
Night’s Dream) took place at Stettin,
Prussia (now Szczecin, Poland), directed
by Karl Loewe on 20 February 1827, a
few days after the composer’s eighteenth
birthday. In the first draft of the score
(MS. M. Deneke Mendelssohn b.5 fol 7-
12, Bodleian Library, Oxford), no low
brass instrument is present. However, in
the final version, dating from 1826 (MS.
autogr. Mendelssohn vo. 32, Krak—w)
an English bass horn appears as “Corno
ingle. di basso,” between “Fagotti” and
“Corni in E.” It is highly likely that the
orchestration was supervised by
Mendelssohn’s friend, the composer
Adolph Bernard Marx, who made a
number of suggestions for improving the
work. This did not prevent Marx from
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reviewing the performance in Berlin
Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung (iv, Berlin,
1827, p. 95), where he obsetved that
“...the clumsy English bass horn portrays
perfectly the boorish Bottom.”

The English bass horn was a type of up-
right serpent invented by the Frenchman
Alexandre Frichot, who arrived in London
in 1793 and arranged for George Astor to
manufacture the instrument. It differed
from other types of upright serpents in

and played in many European countries.
Furthermore, as the illustration shows,
certain aspects of its construction made it
a clear precursor of the keyed ophicleide.
Mendelssohn was on holiday with his
father at Bad Doberan when he saw his
first bass horn in the court wind band. He
was so taken by its appearance that in a
letter he wrote home to his sister on 21
July 1824 he included a sketch and also a
description, likening it to a syringe or
watering-can. There seems little doubt

being made entirely from copper and being
built in a V-shape. The bell flared widely,
while pitch was changed through six finger
holes and three or four keys. With a crook
that occupied almost one-third of the
total length and a relatively narrow bore,
it had a clearer and stronger sound than
many other types of serpent. It became
widely popular, and examples were made

English bass horn.

that his musical characterization of
Bottom the weaver through the
medium of this appropriately rustic
(“watering can”) and, as Marx says,
“clumsy” instrument provided a perfect
contrast to the leggiero fairy music and
sennets and tuckets of Theseus’s court.
\On 24 June 1829, the first British
performance of the overture to A Mid-
summer Night's Dream was conducted
by Mendelssohn himself at the Argyll
Rooms, London, in a concert for the
benefit of the victims of floods in
Silesia. (Another was given on 13 July.)
The orchestra had been assembled by
.| Sir George Smart, who was immensely
proud of his friendship with Mendelssohn
whom he had previously met in Berlin.
However, as Mendelssohn relates in a
letter he wrote home to his sisters,
Fanny and Rebecka, on 25 June, at
the 10 o’clock rehearsal on the day
before the concert the bass horn was
missing, and the irate composer took
Smart to task. Smart promised that “the
man with the beer-bass [BierbaB3]” would
be present, and the next morning “along
came the fellow with the bass horn.”
Mendelssohn’s account of the proceedings
is graphic. “I accompanied him at the
keyboard... Neate [Charles Neate, a
director of the Philharmonic Society]
walking around me, while Smart encour-
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the 1830 concert itself Thomas that given by Mendelssohn to the Society
Willman, 1st Clarinet, engaged of British Musicians, so it would seem that
eight wind players. Willman was  the composer approved of the substitution

bandmaster of the Coldstreams of ophicleide for bass horn. It is likely that
until 1825 and Jepp, destined to  the incidental music was first played on a
become one of the country’s Ventil-Ophikleide, a rather unsatisfactory
leading serpentists and to be type of narrow-bore tuba, as the keyed
engaged regularly to play with Klappen-Ophikleide was little used in the
the Philharmonic Society’s German states.
orchestra, was a member of the The London Philharmonic Society
Coldstream Guards Band. The appears to have used a (keyed) ophicleide
other possibility is that the for the overture from at least 1843, when
player was the serpentist (and Ellison was engaged as player of the
later distinguished ophicledist) “Ophycliede.” At the time this was rea-
William Ponder, who played sonable, given that the printed parts

| “Bafs Homn” in the society’s 1832 name this instrument and that the last
performance of the overture. players of the bass horn would have been

Smart, incidentally, used a copy  dying off. It is ironic that in the 1970s
of the score presented to him by~ some conductors and orchestras, under

Mendelssohn on 23 November the impression that they were giving
1829 when he conducted the historically-informed performances, also
first Philharmonic Society began to use ophicleide. They were in
performance of the overture at fact ignoring Mendlessohn’s express wish
| the King’s Theatre on 1 March for a particular sound: the ophicleide is
’ 1830 and all subsequent per- not a satisfactory substitute for the

Joe Utley holding a French serpent d’eglise with an formances. This score is now in ~ English bass horn.

early 19th century Baudouin serpent d’eglise in the the library of the Royal Academy 4x24

background. of Music (MS. 2). The orchestral

parts were copied by C. E Smart

aged the soldier [bass horn player], asking  for g fee of £ 3.5.5. \

about his wife and children, giving him When Friedrich Wilhelm IV later

snuff...” Mendelssohn had to correct suggested to Mendelssohn

Smart’s impression that the instrument that he write incidental Early 19th century French serpent d’eglise

should sound “schén” (noble), and at the  music to A Midsummer (left) and mid 19th century English metal

end the player went off home, taking his ~ Night’s Dream the composer ' military serpent.

part with him. “The scene was divine.” included “Corno Inglese di

It is clear from this account that Smart  Basso” in Nos. 6, 9, 11 and

and others with Philharmonic Society 12. This, opus 61, was first

connexions were involved in these charity performed at Potsdam on 14

performances (in which, incidentally, the October 1843 by which

time the bass horn had
generally been superseded in
military bands by the bass
tuba. The lowest brass part
of the overture published by
Breitkopf & Hirtel in 1832

. . and its stave in the score
records extant for this period, but it would (1835) are named

overture was not particularly well per-
formed, although an encore was more
successful). It is unlikely that they were
familiar with the bass horn, as it was a
military band, rather than an orchestral,
instrument. There are no Philharmonic

seem very likely that the unfortunate “Ophicleide,” as are the
player of this very exposed part came from  parts and score of the

the Coldstream Guards. Annual per- incidental music published
formances of the work formed part of the  in 1848. The British Library
Philharmonic Society’s seasons from 1830  copy of the first edition of
onwards and the accounts show that for the score of the overture is




