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THE SONGS OP CHARLES DIBDIN

By John Townley

The 1970's and '80's has seen an enormous revival of
popular interest in the so-called Tall Ship era of naval
history worldwide, heavily sparked by the repeated Tall
Ship gatherings begun during the American Bicentennial.
Along with the ships themselves, the music that was sung
aboard and about them has enjoyed a popular comeback,
as evidenced by the rash of sea song records and sea chantey
groups that have made their appearance.

Yet the music that is now popularly associated with
the sea and generally touted by its perpetrators as the
"real" music of "Real Sailors" is simply the work and leisure
folk songs of the economically and educationally lowest
class of persons that participated in maritime endeavors
during the last several centuries. Not everyone in the trade
excercised their vocal chords bellowing "Haul On The Bowline"
or singing soulful forebitters with or without the some-
what disputed free reed accompaniment that is the current
rage. In fact, what is generally thought to be the faith-
ful recreation of the "music of the sea" is the result of
a modern folk phenomenon itself: the channelling of the folk
material collected by a handful of folklorists(Colcord,
Villiers, Hugill, Doerflinger, etc.) through the popular
recordings and performances of a few British collector/
performers(A.L. Lloyd, Ewan MacColl, Louis Killen) and into
an explosion of mainly American performers and groups that
represent themselves as bringing to life the traditional
songs of the sea, a half-truth at best.

Over the past nearly five hundred years since global
navigation.began, virtually every economic and social group
which had any significant trade on or contact with the sea
has composed music and lyrics on the subject in greater or
lesser quantity. The subject of the sea, by its very rhythmic
and pictorial qualities, lends itself to music.and poetry.

And of all the social strata in¢olved with the sea, one might
expect that the middle and_upper classes ~- possesgsing the
greatest skill and literacy in music and poetry -- would have
produced the greater bulk of artistic work on the subject.

That, of course, is in fact the case, despite the
virtual stranglehold the folk "sea chantey" has on the
popular mind at the moment. Chanteys and forebitters were
the product of a relatively short period of history(the middle
half of the 19th century) and produced by the largely
illiterate British-and-American(mostly) deckhand. Before
£



and since, from Shakespeare(rife with sea songs) to the
U.S. Naval Academy there have been vastly more songs about
the sea by those involved with it than there ever were
work songs or forebitters during their brief period of
flowering during the “19th century.

And within the English language, one composer salone
¥rote ~mare songs and saw greater and longer-lasting popllariyy
than any other source within the area of sea music:
that was Charles Dibdin(1745-1814), whose works are now
virtually unknown to all but the most erudite sea audiences.
How has such a long-reknowned fountain of musical sea |
material become so utterly eclipsed? It has been, I believe,
the result of the still ongoing Industrial Revolution |
and the resulting anti-intellectual "common man" notions
espoused by the middle class(Dibdin's original audience)
of England and America precisely as it was becoming the
wealthiest(and least "common") group of individuals in
the world. Where once the middle class naively and(to some)
condescendingly idealised Jack Tar, now it even more ndiveély
believes it can sing along with him and so phare and-partake
of his now-envied commonness. Times have indeed changed,
though the degree(if not the typé).of perceived reality has
probably not! Technology, and our social responses to it,
has been the culprit and has relegated(and probably will
continue to) Dibdin's remarkable works to obscurity.

Charles Dibdin was born on March 15th, 1745 in
Bouthampton, England, the eighteenth of hib:middle-ilass
parents' progeny. At the College of Winchester he began
musical instruction at the tender age of nine, where he
showed bright promise as a music student and organist. His
disinclination to toe the line of traditional harmony
plus his not incondiderable ppinion of himself scotched 1
his premature attempts to find a place as organist at
Waltham, Hampshire, and moved him to strike out for 1
London and carve a niche for himself in that city's :
popular music business.

Talent and fortune combined to find him employment 3
at Covent Garden, and by the age of 17(in 1762) his :
pastoral music drama The Shepherd's Artifice was produced
in that reknowned theater. The following fifteen years
saw him write and perform in numerous musical plays and
operettas for London audiences, and in the process he
always managed to get into one dispute or another with
other actors, performers, and producers, and established
a life-long pattern of popular notoriety crippled by an
inability to hang on to the money he hade.




Dibdin's talent &s & lyricist and melodiocist{though 1
a mediocre harmonist) was matched by his self-inspiration _
(most called it gelf-opinion), as his explanation of his yeuthful
revelation of the workings of musical harmony attests:

"I had always delighted in Corelli, whose harmonies are
ang assemblage of melodies. I therefore got his concertos
in single parts, and put them into score, by which means
T saw all the workings of his mind at the time he
composed them. 1 so managed, that I not only comprehended
in what manner the parts had been worked, but how, in every ¥
way, they might have been worked. From this severe.pbut. |
profitable exercise, I drew all the best properties of |
harmony; and, among the rest, I learned the valuable secret,
that men of strong minds may violate to advantage many I
of those rules of composition which are dogmatically imposed." '

A man of strong mind he was, and though most sources
hardly consider him to be the great harmonist he believed
he must be, yet his pocket-sized harmony instructor
"Music Epitomized: in which the whole Science of Music is
completely explained" was in its 12th edition twenty years
after his death and was still popular in England at the
turn of the 20th century.

Dibdin's works were in style very similar to the
other late Classical period theater composers, his most
noticeable influence being Arne(the only other composer to
whom he ever gave praise), and he would probably have
been no more than another talented theater light were it
not for a fortuitous, if uncomfortable, 433hour sea
voyage from Calais during a gale. The event inspired
Dibdin's first sea song, "Blow High, Blow Low," inserted
in his comic opera The Seraglio, first performed at
Covent Garden on November 14, 1976.

[

The song's subsequent popularity turned Dibdin to '
penning more tunes about the sea, and the following year's '
"while Up The Shrouds" from the Saddler's Wells production
of Yo, Yea, or The Friendly Tars found its way into nearly
every popular songster in Britain and America for the nsx= ]
rest ;of~the century and it may be found in the popular
seamen's "sailor's companions"(pocket-sized books of songs,
stories, and sea lore) into the 1860's. It marked a
general turn toward sea material for Dibdin that in a
few years was to make him world-famous.

"While Up The Shrouds," while one of Dibdin's earlier
end simpler efforts, had such a singable tune and gentle,
self-mocking lyrics that it reccommended itself to middle-
class landlubber and genuine tar alike:



For the next ten years, while his fame as a
composer and performer increased, Dibdin's personal
and financial life continued to be in chaos. He fought
bitterly with his contemporaries and accused his
publishers of cheating him out of fortunes(which, in
meny an instance, they did, asided by his importune
business sense), and even lost the backing of Garrick
-himself over some considerable mismanaging of his
love life(he abandoned a favorite of Garrick's).

By 1787, Dibdin threw up his hands and abandoned
writing for the theater entirely. Instead, he resolved
to give it all up and try his fortunes in India, where
he al&o hoped to collect some of the debts of his
deceased brother Thomas(the captain of an East Indiaman and
later subject of Dibdin's most famous song "Tom Bowling").
In order to raise money for the trip, he embarked on a
singing tour of England and published a witty, comical
travelogue about it before departing. Most troublesome
on the tour, oddly enough, was audiences' reluctance --
and sometimes outright refusal -- to believe he was the
celebrated Mr, Dibdin from Londonl

His retirement from public life was short-lived --
again interrupted by a freak of fortune. His ship was
caught in a lengthy get of gales upon embarkation for
India and eventually pulled into Torbay, on the southern
coast of England, to recover. There Dibdin abruptly
changed his mind about going to India and embarked.

The reason for the sudden switch is obscure, but most
sources intimate that the famous eauthor of sea songs
became so violently seasick during the storms that he

had to give up all thoughts of a lengthy voyage such s&s
to India!

Not slow to recover, Dibdin immediately launched
upon 8 series of lecture/singing "entertainments" --
the form for which had evolved on his solo tour -- and
performed the first, called appropriately The Whim of
the Moment, on the spot at Torbay. The form consisted of
brief lectures on music, Wwitty-dialogue, pantomime
and imitations(he was brillianty for instance, at accents
such as African Negro or Prench, scathingly parodying both),
all mixed with songs that told stories with philosophical
morals, mostly on the subject ¢f sailors and the sea.

Dibdin's new formula, which he called the "Entertainments
Sans Souci," became an immediate smash success and for the
next several years guaranteed him a constant hit show
on the Strand and resulted in the sales of s fsbulous amount
of sheet music of individual songs from his performances,,
the royalties for which, for once, found their way back to him.




Dibdin had finally hit his stride, twenty-six years after
his entry into the music business, and music editor
George Hogarth, writing in the 1840's in his two-volume

collection of the suthor's works, describes the blossoming
middle-aged songwriter thusly:

"Dibdin weas then a handsome man, of middle size,
with an open pleasing countenance, and a very gentle-
manlike appearance and address. His costume was a blue
coat, white waistcoat, and black silk breeches and
stockings: and he wore his hair, in the fashion of the
day, full dressed and profusely powdered. His manner of
speaking was easy and colloquial: and his air was more
that of a person entertaining a party of friends in a
private drawing-room, than of a performer exhibiting to
a public audience. He was near-sighted; and, when
seated at his instrument, he would bend his head close
to his book for a few moments, and then, laying it down,
throw himself back in his chair, and deliver his song
without further reference to book or music. His voice
was a barytone(a medium between the tenor and the bass)
of no great power or compass, but of a sweet and mellow
quality. He sang with simplicity, without any attempt
at ambitious ornament, but with a great deal of taste
and expression; and being a poet as well as a musician,
he was particularly attentive to a clear and emphatic
utterance of the words: in which respect his performance
might have afforded a valuabde lesson to many singers of
much higher pretensions. In singing, he accompanied
himself with facility and neatness, on an instrument of
a peculiar kind, combining the properties of the
pianoforte and the chamber organ, and so constructed
that the performer could produce the tones of either
instrument separately, or of both in combination. To
this instrument were attached a set of bells, a side
drum, a tambourine, and a gong, which he could bring
into play by various mechanical contrivances, so as to
give a pleasing variety to his accompaniments.”

The 1790's saw Dibdin's entertainments a continual
success, as his swift pen turned- out one after another,
each better than the last. AltHough the songs most
often were about Jack Tar and the sea, he turned his
gifts of praise and parody to many other walks of
life -- wig-mekers, cartsmen, doctors, politicians,
layyers, huntsmen, tavern-keepers, housewifes, farmers,
barbers ~- the spectrum of British life at the time.

As the Napoleonic Wars heated up, his sailor tunes were
taken up as patriotic melodies, praising the prime
defender of the Crown against the French, and,sent their
popularity spiraling upward. Inspired by his popular
ditties, many a landsmen joined the navy to fight for



his King in emulaticn of the boldness and purity of
Dibdin's idealized Jack Tar. The reality of the
niseries of navy life at the time must have come as
quite a shock.

In times of war art is always turned to the uses of
propaganda, and the British government was not blind to
the effects of Dibdin's popular image of the noble
‘Jack Tar. Neither was the enemy, as Napolean himself
is supposed to have commented that more sailors were
recruited by Dibdin's songe than by the press gangs.

To reward and encourage the trend, the British government
gave Dibdin a pension in 1803 and commissioned him to
write songs praising the nation's war efforts and
exhorting the populus on to even greater strides to
overcome the evil Bonaparte.

In 1805, as a result, the aging author retired from
active performing, continuing to write until 1808, when
the firenville administration decided to discontinue his
pension, arousing a storm of criticism and forcing Dibdin
back to public life. The result was another spate of
songs ,and entertainments that Dibdin physically and
creat{y , and the public financially, could not
support. Dibdin went bankrupt, surviving only on money
raised by other performers at benefits for him and his
family. In 1813 he suffered & paralytic stroke, and
on July 25th, 1814 he died, survived only by an impoverished
wife and daughter and over 1200 songs.

If the man was gone, his music certainly was not.
His songs, particularly his sailor songs(most of the rest
were quickly forgotten), became an established part of
British and American popular song for the rest of the
century and, in Britain at least, well into this century.
During his lifetime he had, within the popular music
scene of the day, been as hot as the Beatles and Bob Dylan
put together, and his songs trailed on seemingly forever,

just as theirs have done(a lot longer, in the case of Dibdin).

What is of special note -- and is critical when
viewing his songs and the times that spawned them -~ is
that it was his sailor songs only that continued on.
Although certainly he produced more of them than other

kinds in later life, spurred on by the war and the government,

his later songs are not the ones which survived. It was
the material from the early Brtertainments which survived
longest, written in the early 1790's before the Napoleonic
Wars had gotten into gear. This period produced his

best songs, nautical and non-nautical, but it is the sailor
songs that were picked up by the public and lasted.



Why?

why would the public of two generations later be
regaling itself with his sea songs("Tom Bowling," for
instance, was a favorite of Thoreau, who sang it every
chance he got) when equally brilliant compositions such
as "High-Mettled Racer" and "The Last Shilling" had
faded to obscurity, simply gone out of style?

The answer lies in #he philosophy put forth by
Dibdin's songs, the changing sccial philosophy of the
Industrial Revolution, and the fact that the former set
of beliefs was put forth out of the mouths of sailors.

Dibdin's philosophy, which is imbued in nearly
every song he wrote, was typically Classical. Its
fundaments were the Greek philosophy of pure essences:
Destiny, Fortune, Fate, Truth, Honor, Love, Beauty,
and other godlike principles which found varying qualities
of reflection in the real world where they were stacked
up against Malice, Despair, Treachery, Slander, Vanity,
Vexation and a host of other nasties. All these combined
to comprise the material world, the shadows on Plato's
cave which so ill-represented the prigciple realities behind
them. '

This was & philosophy drenched in a sense of world-
changing Destiny which propelled the changes of the
tumultuous 18th century from a society which was rural and
home production oriented to an industrialized factory-
centered nation, particularly in Britain &nd America.

The Classical philosophy which had been largely upper class
was enthusiastically taken up by the burgeoning middle
cless which with the help of the exploding technology --
iron bridges and canals, factory-made goods, steam-powered
everything, and the ubiquitous and mega-talented machine --
could congquer the world.

Conquer the world it did, but at & price —- the
price of its own philosophy.and beliefs. The individuality
inspired by the Muse, driven by ‘destiny, and fueled by
freedom made great inventors but lousy factory workers.
It was & philosophy to give birth to an age, but not te
run it once it was established. Consider the priciple
themes that run through all of Dibdin's songs:

Destiny and Fate -- whatever happened, whatever the
individual did, it was part of the Greater Plan., Pope's
"Whatever Is, Is Right" was & manifestorfe db your own
thing and let others do theirs with & will,

) Paith and Loyalty to friend, wife, and country.
‘Faenor and trueness to self were the highest virtues.

Non-materialism -- the world was a plaything, and

-
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money had no ifgtrinsic value except to succour & friend.
And anyway, theé Greed, Malice, and Vanity of others tended
to keep the gtuff out of your hands.

Communion Of Drink -- Wine, and for the sailor grog, rgigned
supreme as the restorer, inspirer, the stuff of communion

with your fellow man, the Muse, and Destiny. It was, indeed,

the stuff of the gods.

The philosophy is pagan, and Dibdin rarely mentions
Christianity or Christians except &s hypocrites and folks
that ought to better practice what they preach. It was
outgoing, confident, generous, and joyous. Just right
for ajeshaengsng agrarian society that was quickly moving
on to unimaginably changing and better things.

The changes, and their results, were unimaginable
indeed. As the 19th century dawned, traditional social
roles established for hundreds of years were suddenly
traded for the new structure of the factory and its
squalid life and inhuman pace. Technology brought on
a fututbe shock effect more than comparable to today's,
and the level of inner uncertainty and anxiety skyrocketed.

One of the first, most noticeable failings of the
0ld philosophy as time progressed was in the use of
strong drink. The sale and consumption of liquor increased
enormously to the greatest levels in recorded history by
the 1820's and 1830's. Previously drink might have been
an inspirant, but now it was & drug to drown your anxieties
in, and your life along with it. And Yhe Pactory, despite
belng one of the causes of the anxiety that brought it on,
was no place for drinking.

As goods became more and more standardized, money
itself became far more important —- some large British
factories had to print their own coinage as the government
was too slow to mint enough to keep the steamroller
economy of change moving. Honorable or not, this was
no place for an inspired profligate such as Dibdin!

In response to a need for g new view of the world
which would hold all this new technology and keep society
functioning beneath it, a worldwide wave of Christian
evangelism struck in the 1830's and 1840's, and by the
1870's, with much backing from the great industrialists
and led by firebrands such as Anthony Cpmstock(in America,
for instance), a new philosophy had taken over: what
pight be called Industrial Capitalist Christianity.

Sheer Victorianism, some might call it, but its roots went
farther back than that and its tenets the exact oppoeite
of the Classical philosophy that preceded it: z *



God's Will -~ you no‘longer did as you felt, trusting
it to be part of the Plan., TYou did as you were told,
God's word as interpreted by the clergy end funded by the
capitalists who backed them.

Toyalty to Purpose -- faith to friend, wife, and
countTy were still necessary, but not good enough in
themselves —-- they were part of God's Plan as set down
in Scripture and interpreted, of course, by you know who.

Materialism -- Money was yery important, having become
the core of the economy. You worked hard for it, stinting
not, because you would then build with it and make more
of it. The fact that your superiors got most of it and
you very little was immaterial, as it was all going to
build God's works on earth. We even converted the heathen
211 over the world so their goods(under our -- or, rather
God's -~ direction) could do the same. Generous.

Sobriety -- You Jjust can't do this kind of thing
drunk, and since doing it makes you want to do just
that, it's forbidden. Prayer and hard work &are the
substitute.

That's a pretty rough philosophy to live with unless
you're on top, but it kept expansionist society in gear
for nearly a century, because expansion was its necessary
fuel and its reward, which is why it failed after World War II.

But in a climate as philosophically hostile as this,
how did Dibdin's sailor songs manage to hang on for so
long and remain so popular when all others had been washed
away by the new outlook?

The key is socio-mythological and lies both in the
nature of the sailor himself and the Nature-based Romantic
beliefs of the early 19th century. As technology developed
in the 18th century, it became clear that all of the
phenomena of the world being studied and developed by
rapidly advancing science had one extremely desirable
thing in common: energy or power. Once this principle
was recognized, the goal was to~harness and control as
much of this as possible.

Phe artistic community of the period. --poets, painters,
and composers -- recognized this, too, and their main theme
became the glorification of the boundless power and
majesty of Nature. And anyone who professionally communed
with nature -- the sailor, the bucolic farmer or goatsherd --
was caught up hy association with the untameable, godlike
powers of nature. This was not the first time, either, as
in Bomeric times and in most cultures since the sailor has



achieved & demi-godlike image, set apart from the rest of
mankind because he is spirituelly married to the sea and
sky and alweys returns there, rather than to the more
humble mortal dwellings of ordinary men.

This historical image of the sailor was isolated and
heightened by the developments of the Industrial Revolution
as each trade was overtaken by technology and subsequently
vanquished its own segment of Nature's realm(and with
coal and steam in a very dirty, self-evidently degrading
fashion). When every other tradesman had fallen to
earth by conquering Nature, the sailor was still high in
his special realm under sail cohabiting with Her. Not l
really Christian, but not something you mess with, either,
as Nature is God's own and therefore her cohabitor I
especially blessed and protected. And because the sailor
had special, set-apart emotional and socio-mythic
status, he is forgiven for foibles(as all demi-gods
through history are) that would be inexcusable in mortal
man, such as drinking, womanizing, and the like.

Thus, while Dibdin's philosophy had become intoleradble
in all other areas to the general public's beliefs, it
was still 0.K. when it was about sailors -- and the sheer
quality of the writing end the music could thus carry
it on for an extended lifetime, expempted for its sins
by society at large. :

All good things(and bad) come to and end, and even the
sailor could not escape the claw of technology and its
mythical degradation. Once the network of imperialism(carried,
innocently, by the sailor himself) established reliable |
fuel- supply stations for its ships around the world, coal i
and steam quickly supplanted sail and the clean imege-ef
iron men in wooden ships soon became grubby coal-shovelers '
in iron ships. The mystique of the sailor, which had thrived
gince the days of Homer, was for the moment dead, and
with it Jark Tar's own special bard, Charles Dibdin.

Por a brief while, the soldier §f Kipling glorification ,
tried to take the place of honoy Jack Tar had been driven
from -- and the stubborn footman of imperislism did his '
best to deserve the limelight until World War I sank
him in & quagmire of honorless death and battle without
glory.

As 0il and the turbine engine brought clean power and
control back to the navy, the sailor's image was again to
rise, during the 1930's and '40's, back to its romanticized,
demi-godlike status, but by then sail was gone forever,
and the Classicsal philosophyes of & Didbdin were lost
history along with his songs. ,



There is one thing yet to speculate about concerning
the fall into obscurity of so many fine songs about the
sailor and the sea. Now that there is such a sea song
revival going on, why has Dibdin been avoided -- or has
he not yet been rediscovered?

I fear it has been the former, and again a matter
of philosophy, that has and will keep this great writer's
songs buried for some time to come. As I mentioned
earlier, the current philosophy of the pop and folk
music listener is to attempt to identify with the song
and its singer, rather than enjoy the tune and be stimulated
by the words(despite a brief period of that at the end of
the 1960's, late Beatles specifically). In order to enjoy
Dibdin under these circumstances one would have to identify
with the upper class of England and its concepts, something
which British and Americans are generally loath to do, and
be willing to look or the sailor not as someone to be
identified with but as a living allegory after which to
pattern one's behavior.

No one is likely to do that, I'm afraid. It is far
more the rage to imagine oneself as gutsily heaving and
hauling on the line with a bunch of rowdy sailors, singing
as you go, and then stash your Martin into the back of
your Volvo to return home to the safety the sailor never
knew and sip your commercially made British Watney's or
unblended Scotch as images of grog lull you to sleep.

Aye, that's the pleasureg folk festivals are made of:,

and accompanied by fine Wheatstone concertinas which,nwnfamﬂqj

doubtless backed more Dibdin tunes than chanteys.

The British folksinger has even more reason to
avoid Dibdin, as in public school even this last generation
(or so I have it from singer/collecter Martin Carthy) the
kids were forced to sing Dibdin pieces in choir -- the kiss
of death if ever there were!

There are indeed few revivals of middle class popular
music(as opposed to classical and folk), and I suppose you
must find inspiration in the philosophy expressed as well
as the supple and hummable tune$§ %p order to truly enjoy

the whole. As being a major partyand influence on &@%

recent sea music(that of the last” 200 years), Dibdin should
be lent a careful ear, but I find it lamentable that the
popular presentiment should prevent him from finding his

rightful place in history and in performance.




Some exemplary songs by Dibdin:

Poor Jack -~ Prom Whim Of The Moment, the first of the

entertainments, written and performed in Torbay in 1788.

It typifies the fatalistic approach to life expressed
by all of Dibdin's heroes, most particularly the sailor.

Smiling Grog -- PFrom the same entertainment, it reflects
the 18th-century view of alcohol, the complete opposite
of the more current view of all drugs as debilitating,
immoral, and unChristian.

Pom Bowling -- From The Oddities, produced at the Lyceum in

the Strand in 1790. Certainly Dibdin's most famous song
and a particular favorite of Henry David Thoreau, among
others, long after Dibdin's death. This is as spiritual
as this philosophy got, with the other world modeled on
the Breek and Roman mold, & rather unspecified place of
rest for all, but nothing to reconstruct your life in
order to obtain as ppposed.to the "earned"(as in money)
Christian Heaven.

Tom Tackle -- Prom Castles In The Air, first performed at
The Royal Polygraphic Rooms in the Strand in 1793. The

‘quintessential Dibdin attitude towards money -- which

is probably why he could never hang onto it for long.
It's strictly for enjoying yourself with and helping
out your friends, despite the opinions of others more
greedy.

Lovely Nan -- From Great News, first produced at The Royal
Polygraphic Rooms in the Strand in 1794, This, not Heaven,
is what life is played out for. And for the priciples
themselves, not Nan herself. Should sweethearts prove

untrue -- as they often do in Dibdin's songs -~ Jack
Tar swigs his grog and goes back to Sea with a song.
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