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The book you are about to read may seem unusual. It is, in the main, the story of a musical instrument, a unique, ethereal-sounding creation that was devised by America’s most inventive Founding Father. And yet this instrument’s curious history provides us with a window into any number of worlds beyond music: It tells us about eighteenth- and nineteenth-century culture, psychology, and mysticism, about how styles come and go, and about the various prejudices and beliefs that have always attached themselves to music, and to every other form of art.


As much as anything, I hope this book is fun—that it entertains you, and that it takes you on an unexpected journey through one of the unknown legacies of Benjamin Franklin, arguably the most widely skilled individual this country has ever produced. I hope the book tells lots of things you’ve never heard before. Most of all, I hope it stirs in you some of the same wonder and enchantment that, for me, a great piece of music has always generated.
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In the 1740s, as a middle-aged man, Benjamin Franklin was journeying through the Allegheny Mountains when he chanced upon a scene that remained with him for decades afterward. An impoverished Scots family—husband, wife, and teenage daughter—were gathered on their front porch in the fading evening light. As Franklin sat with the family, the wife began singing a haunting, wistful tune, “Sae Merry as We Twa Ha’e Been” (“Such Merry as We Two Have Been”):


A lass that was laden’d with care


Sat heavily under yon thorn


I listen’d a while for to hear


When thus she began for to mourn


When e’er my dear shepherd was there


The birds did melodiously sing


And cold nipping winter did wear


A face that resembled the Spring


Sae merry as we twa ha’e been


My heart it is like for to break


When I think on the days we ha’e seen


The wife’s soft, harmonious voice, along with the melancholy lyrics, brought Franklin to tears. Thirty years later, living in Passy as the American ambassador to France, and relating the story to his French friend André Morellet, Franklin remained moved by the memory.


Though he is known as a scientist and statesman, Benjamin Franklin had a lifelong appreciation for the power of music and song. And while he is renowned for such ingenious inventions as bifocals, the Franklin stove, the lightning rod, and the odometer, his own favorite invention, the one that he said gave him the “greatest personal satisfaction,” was a musical instrument. It was called the glass armonica, and while the instrument is largely unknown to the general public today, it was so popular in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries that Mozart, Beethoven, and Handel wrote works for it, Marie Antoinette and numerous European monarchs played it, Goethe and Thomas Jefferson praised it, and Dr. Franz Mesmer used it as an integral part of his Mesmerism sessions. Most remarkably of all, the glass armonica was the first musical instrument ever invented by an American, making it not only an important element of Franklin’s legacy, but a crucial part of early American culture. During the initial decades of its popularity, over 5,000 armonicas were produced in factories throughout Europe, and more than 500 pieces were composed for it.


The glass armonica became Franklin’s lifelong companion; he played it in his home in Philadelphia, and during his many years of residency in Europe. The instrument meant so much to him that he planned on dedicating an entire chapter of his never completed autobiography to its invention. Even at the end of his life, Franklin declared the glass armonica to be his most cherished creation.


The armonica appeared at a time when the world’s population was exploding, and with that explosion came a rapid upsurge in the number of instrument makers, as well as the inventiveness and resourcefulness these makers needed to compete in a crowded field. The number of musicians, the quantity of performed music, the money spent on music, and the distribution of printed music were swiftly expanding, as well. For a period of time in the late eighteenth century, the glass armonica seemed, in scholar Heather Hadlock’s words, to “conjure up all the magic of which music was capable.” Like the “magic rattle” envisioned by philosopher Ernst Bloch, the armonica gave the impression of being an instrument both sacred and occult, one that could either summon beneficent spirits or banish evil ones through the power of its materiality. “Like Orpheus’s lyre,” Hadlock writes, the armonica “was no mere object for making music, but a focus for fantasies about ideal music itself.” Drugstores stocked their shelves with special armonica water that contained “secret” ingredients (likely just alcohol) to help musicians play better. A large glass armonica factory in Germany employed dozens of workers to churn out hundreds of instruments.


With the onset of the nineteenth century, the armonica became a popular symbol for Romantic writers, who viewed it as an awe-inspiring emblem of all that was mysterious, seductive, and transcendent about the supernatural realm. Take the author, composer, and music critic E. T. A. Hoffmann’s fictional Kapellmeister Kreisler, the writer’s alter ego, who describes a young singer’s voice pouring “heavenly balm into the wounds inflicted on the tortured musical schoolmaster that I am. . . . Her long-held, swelling armonica notes transport me into heaven.” In his 1997 novel Mason & Dixon, Thomas Pynchon picked up on this theme, writing of the armonica, “If Chimes could whisper, if Melodies could pass away, and their souls wander the Earth . . . if Ghosts danced at Ghost Ridottoes, ’twould require such Musick . . . ever at the edge of breaking forth, in Fragments, as Glass breaks.”


Eventually Franklin’s instrument fell out of popular favor, partly due to claims that its haunting sounds could drive musicians out of their minds. Some players fell ill, complaining of nervousness, muscle spasms, and cramps. Audiences were also susceptible; following an incident in Germany in which a child died during an armonica performance, the instrument was even banned in several rural towns. Some people thought the instrument’s ethereal tones summoned the spirits of the dead, or had magical powers. Franklin himself ignored this controversy, but the armonica never regained its early status as one of the eighteenth century’s most celebrated instruments.


After lingering in obscurity for a century and a half, the instrument has in recent decades enjoyed a revival, as a small group of dedicated musicians has labored to bring the glass armonica back into the public consciousness. In the last twenty years composers have written pieces for it in genres ranging from chamber music and opera to electronic and popular music.








[image: Images]




Eighteenth-century drawing of a glass armonica.







In the following pages, I tell the full tale of the instrument’s rise and fall—and rise. It is a story that spans Revolutionary America, England, and the capitals of Europe, and it includes many of the most famous and fascinating figures of its day. Entertainment is foremost in a journey like this, but the journey also provides us with a unique and intimate portrait of the period.
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He was an inventor, an eccentric, a relentless self-promoter. Those who admired him described his restless character as quixotic; those who didn’t called him an “enterprising scoundrel.” He pursued a lifetime of failed schemes, many of them outlandish. An inveterate writer, he published late in life a soon forgotten “Miscellaneous Works” and a volume of poetry. Yet his sole success—an innovative arrangement of musical glasses—would find resonance decades later in the life of one of the world’s most famous men.


The inventor’s name was Richard Pockrich, and he was born into a large inheritance on his family’s sprawling estate in Derrylusk, Ireland, in 1695. Benjamin Franklin knew of him, noting in a letter that the musical glasses had been invented by a “gentleman from Ireland” named “Pockeridge.” Pockrich’s father, a member of Parliament, had a been a military hero, a noted commander during the Williamite wars for the Irish Crown, and was grievously injured during the siege of Athlone five years before his son’s birth.


As a young man, Richard inherited from his father an estate worth between £1,000 and £4,000 per year. Though he never served in the military, young “Captain Pockrich,” as he liked to be called, frittered away these substantial funds on a series of ideas and inventions that were often dismissed, even ridiculed, by many of his contemporaries. Not all of his plans, however, were wild. In 1715, Pockrich, barely out of his teens, moved to Dublin, where he opened near Islandbridge a brewery and distillery, which eventually folded. (Undeterred, the Captain never lost his passion for brewing or drink. When, years later, he lost a competition for the Royal Dublin Society’s best barrel of ale, Pockrich’s friends reported that he “consoled himself by philosophically and courageously drinking his own brew.”) He also ran twice for Parliament and lost, and pursued a futile campaign to be Master of the Choristers of Armagh Cathedral.


Pockrich dreamed of returning life to the bogs of Ireland by draining them and establishing vineyards in their stead. He wrote vigorous pamphlets exhorting the wisdom of his idea, and tried without success to interest Parliament in bankrolling his plan. He also disgorged a good part of his fortune on a scheme to raise geese on miles of infertile mountain land, declaring that, if successful, he could supply the whole market for fowl in Great Britain, Ireland, and France.


In one surprisingly sensible proposal, Pockrich outlined a method for rejuvenating wrinkled skin. “Take common brown paper,” he wrote, “steep it in vinegar, then apply it to the forehead, the skin about the eyes, or any other wrinkled part; let it lie on some time, every half hour renewing the application. The wrinkles not only disappear, but the cheeks glow with a vermeil that excels the power of paint.” As it happens, his method is not only workable, it is similar to treatments used today.


Other proposals indicated the scope of his ambitions. He developed a plan to provide all men and women with wings for flying. If given the necessary money, Pockrich argued, the day would soon come when humans would never think again of walking. He was an early and fervent proponent of blood transfusions, claiming that he could cure infirmities and greatly extend the lifespan by using tubes or pipes to connect the sick and the elderly with the healthy and young. The pumped-in blood of a “strong healthy cook maid, or a kitchen wench” would surely revivify those at death’s doorstep. So confident was Pockrich of his abilities that one lawmaker who knew him jokingly urged Parliament to issue a decree stating that “anyone attaining the age of 999 years shall be deemed to all Intents and Purposes dead in law.” This would ensure that relatives of these ancient but sprightly humans could still claim their inheritance, and that vicars would still receive “burial fees” from their immortal, but legally dead, parishioners.


Pockrich also had a touch of the visionary in him. At a time when ships were made entirely of wood, he proposed building unsinkable metal-hulled ships for the major powers’ navies—an invention that did not appear until nearly a century later. In the realm of the arts, he envisioned an orchestra of many-sized drums, all varied in tone, which would be placed in a circle and played by a lone drummer in the middle.


In 1741, when he was in his late forties, Pockrich finally hit upon the invention, or reinvention, that changed his life, and for which he is now remembered. Improvising upon a long tradition of glass-based musical instruments, Pockrich developed what he called his “angelick organ.” In the beginning, he played his organ using wooden sticks, much as a related instrument, the glasspiel or vérillon, had been played in years previous. Eventually Pockrich discarded his sticks and began playing the instrument as one rubs a wineglass, with wet fingers tracing the rim.


Ever the self-promoter, he advertised himself as a “virtuoso” of this celestial-sounding instrument. Financial opportunities for eighteenth-century musicians were extremely limited, and only the very finest musicians, such as Handel, who was performing his Messiah in Dublin at approximately the same time that Pockrich arrived on the musical scene, could rely on their talent alone to bring in cash. The rest, like Pockrich, had to rely on gimmicks or hype. (For many female performers, this involved developing a deliberately “indecent” reputation to reel in the crowds.) The announcement for Pockrich’s first concert, which appeared in Faulkner’s Dublin Journal in the last week of April 1743, showcases the Captain’s rhetorical gifts:


At the Theatre in Smock-Alley, on Tuesday 3rd May, will be a musical Performance upon Glasses with other Instruments accompanied with Voices. . . . This being the first time that Glasses were ever introduced in Concert, it is hoped, that curiosity will induce the Town, to see what has so much surprised those who have heard them, even at the greatest disadvantage . . . All Gentlemen that love a cheerful Glass, will undoubtedly be zealous in the Affair.


One rising member of the local Dublin music scene was a boy soprano named John Carteret Pilkington. Fourteen years old, Pilkington earned a paltry wage as a freelance verse writer for assorted magazines. Three different times, he and his mother were placed in Marshalsea prison, presumably for debt. Pilkington briefly tried his hand as a naval volunteer, but after a miserable week-long sea voyage, he returned to Dublin and sought his solace in a pub. It was here, after settling in to a night of drinking warm punch, that Pilkington first met Pockrich. The Captain cut quite a figure, Pilkington reported: he was tall, and wearing “a big wig and a sword.”


As the two began chatting, Pilkington mentioned his recent singing performance at a concert in Cork. At this, Pockrich eagerly rose up, asking, “Why, can you sing?” When Pilkington said yes, Pockrich implored him to hum a tune. Pilkington happily obliged. When he finished, Pockrich exclaimed, “Bravo! Bravo! By God, I’ll make your fortune.”


With typical modesty, Pockrich then announced himself to be “perhaps the best master of harmony in the known world.” Already scheming to rope Pilkington in as a musical partner, Pockrich said he would give the boy an immediate demonstration of his genius. He pulled from his coat sixteen large pins, along with a small hammer. On a small round table, Pockrich hammered the pins into parallel rows, then pulled from his pocket two lengths of brass wire. “What tune will you have?” he demanded of the youth. When Pilkington said “The Black Joke,” Pockrich told him to lay his ear to the table so he could “hear and admire.” To Pilkington’s astonishment, the older man then played the song “with all its variations,” his musical contraption sounding much like a dulcimer.


Cheered by Pilkington’s hearty applause, Pockrich laid out a series of drinking glasses, which he “tuned” by filling with different amounts of water. He then ran through a repertoire of many of the latest songs, his “elegant taste” giving the boy “delight and satisfaction.” Having made his point, Pockrich laid out for Pilkington the scope of his plans. “I have at home glasses as large as bells of my own invention,” he said, “that have a sound as loud as an organ, but more delicate and pleasing to the ear.” Pockrich had named this invention the “Angelick Organ.” “Now, Sir,” he proposed to Pilkington, “as we are both gentlemen, and both possessed of excellence in the science of music, if we unite together, we must make a fortune.” They would go on tour, with Pilkington the vocal attraction at Pockrich’s concerts. The boy would receive £100 a year plus board and lodging.


Poor and desperate, Pilkington needed no encouragement to take the older man up on his offer. They left the pub and headed toward Pockrich’s residence. (Ever shameless, and talking of their “future earnings,” Pockrich “borrowed” from Pilkington the fare for the coach.) When they arrived at Pockrich’s place in Bridestreet, the Captain explained that his current residence was the only place he could find where his music wouldn’t bother his neighbors. Still, Pilkington was unprepared for the sight that greeted him once the light was struck: the most “litter’d dirty hole,” the boy reported, “I had ever yet seen.” The furniture was sparse: a cheap bed, a chair, a frame holding a number of large glasses, and a violincello case. Noting Pilkington’s look of dismay, Pockrich tried to comfort him by saying that all “superfluous” furniture had been removed from the room, and that “he never suffered a servant to clean” the place, “lest their damn’d mops and brushes would break his glasses.” He failed to mention that he’d blown his large inheritance on his failed plots, and was now living hand to mouth.


In a further attempt to reassure the boy, Pockrich sat down and played Handel’s Water Music on his glasses, along with several other pieces. Pilkington agreed that the music “made some amends for the wretched appearance of every thing about him.” Nor did the boy, steeped in poverty, have any other options.


Their partnership decided, the Captain and Pilkington rehearsed for the next two months. Once their repertoire was settled, Pockrich set up a gala concert at Tailor’s Hall in Dublin. The streetcorners of the city were covered in advertisements for the event, while local newspapers sang the praises of the angelick organ. Concert tickets were distributed to the nobility. On the night of the event, Tailor’s Hall was richly illuminated, catching the attention of passersby.


Three hours before the concert’s kickoff, Pockrich set up and tuned his musical glasses. He then stepped out to grab some water. In his absence, disaster struck: a large female pig wandered into the room and knocked over the glasses, smashing Pockrich’s angelick organ into “glittering fragments.” According to Pilkington, “When the Captain returned, and found his lofty castles in the air reduced to an heap of rubbish, he looked just like Mark Anthony, when he beholds the body of Julius Caesar on the earth, and says: Oh! Mighty Caesar, dost thou lie so low?” The Captain and his boy soprano saw their hopes for “a present and future subsistence” dashed.


There is no specific record of Pockrich and Pilkington performing together after that night, but Pockrich, for one, didn’t let disaster keep him down. He rebuilt his angelick organ and continued to perform in public, including a show on March 1, 1744, at Mr. Hunt’s Great Auction Room in London, and at least two shows at Tailor’s with a first-time female vocalist, Miss Young, who sang, “Tell Me, lovely Shepherd.”


One year later, Pockrich, a bachelor, married Margaret White. In true Captain-like fashion, the marriage was marked by error: each partner had assumed the other had money. Both were wrong. After running up sizable dress-related debts, Margaret White eloped from Dublin with an actor named Theophilus Cibber. Their union wasn’t long for this world: not far from port, their Scotland-bound ship sank, killing everyone on board.


As for Pockrich, the highlight of his adventures with the angelick organ may have come when bailiffs arrived at his brewery near Islandbridge to haul him off to prison, must likely for outstanding debts.


“Gentlemen,” Pockrich told them, “I am your prisoner, but before I do myself the honor to attend you, give me leave as an humble performer of music, to entertain you with a tune.”


“Sir,” one of the bailiffs replied, “we come here to execute our warrant, not to hear tunes.”


“Gentlemen,” Pockrich said, “I submit to your authority, but in the interim, while you are only taking a dram, . . . Here, Jack,” he called to his servant, “bring a bottle of the Ros Solis I lately distilled.”


As the bailiffs sipped their drinks, Pockrich played a prelude on his glasses, then launched into a virtuosic performance of “The Black Joke.” The bailiffs watched, quiet and still, as Pockrich wound through the song’s turns and variations. When he finished, several seconds ticked by in silence.


Finally one of the bailiffs found his voice. “Sir,” he told Pockrich, “upon your parole of honor to keep the secret, we give you your liberty.” Having granted Pockrich reprieve, the bailiff said: “’Tis well, playing upon the glasses is not more common: if it were, I believe our trade would find little employment.”


Pockrich continued to perform on his musical glasses in England and Ireland for the next fifteen years. In November 1759, in the midst of one of his tours, he was staying at Hamlin’s Coffee House in London when a massive fire broke out, possibly in Pockrich’s room, destroying the whole coffeehouse and several surrounding residences. The Captain and his angelick organ were no more.


Hearing about Pockrich’s death, one of his detractors snidely remarked that he had blown his entire fortune without “ever even giving a good dinner.” Others clearly found the Captain a charming character, however, as can be seen in this elegy from Brockhill Newburgh’s Essays:


Old Pock, no more, still lives in deathless fame,


He blazed when young, when old expired in flame,


Mourn him, ye bogs, in tears discharge your tides:


No more old Pock shall tap your spongy hides


Ye geese, ye ganders, cackle doleful lays,


No more his mountain tops your flocks shall graze.


Be silent, dumb, ye late harmonious glasses:


Free from surprise securely sleep ye lasses.


Whether Pockrich knew it or not, his angelick organ was part of a long tradition of so-called musical glasses. It is not known when or where people first began using glass vessels as musical instruments, but the first mention of the practice dates from thirteenth-century China, where an instrument called the Shui Chan was made up of “nine cups, struck with a stick.” A Japanese contemporary of that instrument, described as “a teacup-­shaped porcelain gong,” is also on record. Thirteenth-century Persians knew of the musical glasses, too, which in this case took the form of earthenware bowls filled with varying amounts of water, and which may date from an even earlier period. Two centuries later, an Arabic writer referred to a water-filled set of musical cups and jars.


By the 1700s, this antique form of music making was well known to Europeans, likely due to fifteenth- and sixteenth-­century travelers and adventurers who had traversed the east. In the 1600s a book titled The Voyages and Travels of the Ambassadors from the Duke of Holstein to the Great Duke of Muscovy and the King of Persia appeared in England, France, Germany, and Holland. One passage describes an evening’s entertainment in Persia, where an instrument called the tamera, similar to a lute, is accompanied by “seven porcelane cups, full of water,” which are struck by “two little sticks.”


A. Hyatt King traces the first reference to European musical glasses to Franchino Gafori’s Theorica Musicae, published in Milan in 1492, the year of Columbus’s first voyage to America. The book features a woodcut of what is apparently a Pythagorean experiment in which one person uses sticks to tap on glasses of varying amounts of water, while a man behind him taps on bells to match the sounds. Music was at the heart of Pythagorean principles due to its alleged ability to calm the nerves. More than 150 years later, a German work, Deliciae Physico-­mathematicae, included a section on how to make “a cheerful wine-music” by filling glasses with different amounts of wine and rubbing a wet finger around their rims. The book says that the same effect can be gained with brandy and water. Going one step beyond the Pythagorean concepts, it argues that glass music can have a healing effect on not just emotional but also physical ailments. (The healing powers attributed to glass music become especially relevant in the later history of the glass armonica.)
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A woodcut from Franchino Gafori’s Theorica Musicae, 1492.







In 1627, Francis Bacon wrote about making water in a wineglass “frisk” by rubbing a wet finger around the rim, although he made no mention of the sound that is produced. Eleven years later, Galileo gave a more explicit treatment of this same phenomenon in Two New Sciences, his final book. That Galileo would be attuned to glass’s musical properties is perhaps not surprising: his father, Vincenzo, was a renowned musician and music theorist, who taught his son how to play and compose for the lute. Among other things, Galileo’s father made pioneering discoveries regarding the measurement of octaves, overturning centuries of conventional musical theory in the process.


Galileo wrote Two New Sciences under the worst of conditions: the Vatican had placed him under house arrest, his health was weak and his eyesight fading, and he was devastated by the recent death of his daughter Maria. Because the Vatican had forbidden him from writing about astronomy—nor was he allowed to publish anything, on any subject, though he undertook extraordinary measures to ensure that his work would see the light of day—Galileo wrote instead about his three decades of experimentation in physics. In the process, he engaged in groundbreaking pure mathematics, the likes of which hadn’t been seen in over two millennia.


Yet in the midst of this mathematical flurry, and despite his miserable state, Galileo made a lengthy detour into the musical sounds that can be drawn from glasses. Noting that “a glass of water may be made to emit a tone merely by the friction of the finger-tip upon the rim of the glass,” Galileo went on for several pages to discuss the technical particulars of this phenomenon, and their relationship to experiments with pendulums.
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