Music Making in North East England During
the Eighteenth Century

The eighteenth century witnessed a vibrant musical culture in North East
England, a region encompassing the counties of Northumberland, Durham,
Yorkshire, and Newcastle upon Tyne. This period marked a significant era
of musical development, characterized by the rise of musical societies, the
emergence of talented composers and performers, and the widespread
popularity of music across the region.

This article aims to explore the rich musical heritage of North East England
during the eighteenth century, shedding light on the musical traditions,
instruments, and notable figures that shaped the region's musical
landscape. By examining the musical practices and contexts of the time,
we can gain a deeper understanding of the region's cultural identity and the
vital role music played in the lives of its people.
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Musical Traditions

The musical traditions of North East England in the eighteenth century
were deeply rooted in folk music, religious music, and the influence of
military music. Folk music, passed down through generations, played a
central role in rural communities, with songs and tunes often performed at
social gatherings, festivals, and celebrations.

Religious music flourished in the region, particularly within the Anglican
Church. Choirs and organs played a significant role in church services,
while hymns and anthems were widely sung by congregations. The
influence of military music was also prevalent, as marching bands and
regimental musicians contributed to the musical life of towns and cities.

Musical Instruments

The range of musical instruments used in North East England during the
eighteenth century was diverse, reflecting the region's musical traditions
and influences. Traditional folk instruments, such as the fiddle, pipes, and
Northumbrian smallpipes, were widely played at gatherings and
celebrations. Keyboard instruments, including the harpsichord and organ,
were prevalent in both religious and secular contexts.

Woodwind instruments, such as the flute and oboe, were popular among
military bands and amateur musicians. Brass instruments, including the
trumpet and trombone, also gained prominence, particularly in military and
civic settings. The variety of instruments used contributed to the rich and
varied musical soundscape of the region.
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Notable Figures

The eighteenth century withessed the emergence of several notable
musical figures from North East England who made significant
contributions to the region's musical landscape. One such figure was
Charles Avison, a composer, organist, and musical theorist born in
Newcastle upon Tyne in 1709.

Avison was a prolific composer, writing concertos, symphonies, and
chamber music. He was also a respected musical theorist, publishing
several treatises on music theory and aesthetics. Avison's work had a
profound influence on the development of English music in the eighteenth
century.

Another notable figure was Thomas Arne, a composer and singer born in
Newcastle upon Tyne in 1710. Arne was known for his operas, masques,
and songs, which were widely performed in London and throughout
England. His most famous work, the oratorio "Rule, Britannia!" became an
iconic patriotic anthem.

William Shield, a composer and singer born in Swalwell in 1748, also
gained prominence in the eighteenth century. Shield composed a wide
range of works, including operas, songs, and incidental music for plays. His
opera "Rosina" was particularly successful, establishing him as a leading
figure in English music.

Musical Contexts

Music played a vital role in the social and cultural life of North East England
during the eighteenth century. Music was an integral part of religious
services, civic events, and private gatherings. Musical societies and clubs



were established, providing opportunities for amateur musicians to perform
and socialize.

Concerts and performances were held in various venues, including
assembly rooms, churches, and theaters. The Newcastle upon Tyne
Assembly Rooms, for example, was a popular venue for concerts and balls,
attracting musicians and audiences from across the region.

Music also played a significant role in education and entertainment. Music
was taught in schools and academies, and many young people learned to
play musical instruments. Musical performances were often organized for
the enjoyment of the public, with concerts, plays, and operas providing
entertainment and cultural enrichment.

The eighteenth century was a period of significant musical development in
North East England. The region's rich musical traditions, diverse
instruments, and talented figures contributed to the vibrant and varied
musical landscape of the time. Music played a vital role in the social,
cultural, and religious life of the region, providing entertainment, fostering
community, and expressing the cultural identity of North East England.

By exploring the musical history of this period, we gain a deeper
understanding of the region's cultural heritage and the enduring legacy of
music-making in North East England.
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