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Eulenstein may well have impressed the middle classes of Victorian society, 
but there is evidence of at least two virtuoso players who entertained the 
clientele of less salubrious drinking houses. Peter Kelly was a murderer, 
noted for an ability to play the trump, but a victim of the dissolute lifestyle 
associated with those living in and around Drury Lane in the beginning of the 
18th century. Of the other player, Signr Lielly, we know absolutely nothing 
other than the comments of Charles rice in his diary. 
 
Peter Kelly 
 
The story of Peter Kelly comes from four sources:  The Proceedings of the 
Old Bailey which had been published since 1674; the Newgate Chaplain, or 
the Ordinary of Newgate, who had begun to publish the last days of the 
condemned shortly after – and a comfortable living an Ordinary was able to 
make from it, too. The appetite of the crowds for salacious information led to a 
proliferation of cheap accounts of criminals, while newspaper reports were 
developing rapidly for an expanding London market. Peter Kelly’s sources are 
drawn from each of these publications. 
 
Two witnesses at Kelly’s trial mention his ability at playing more than one 
Jew’s harp: ‘Agnes Daniel depos'd . . . that she had known the Prisoner for 
some Time to be an idle Fellow, going about to Alehouses with two Jews 
Harps, which he used to play upon.‟ 
 
William Graham depos'd,..that he had an excellent Hand at playing upon 2 
Jews Harps at once, which involv'd him in bad Company and exposed him to 
keep ill Hours, that the Day before this Murder was discovered, he had a 
Wedding at his House, and the Prisoner was there, and said till 12 at Night, 
and further, told a long Tale, or compound of Mirth and Madness, as their 
throwing the Stocking, drinking, dancing, and playing upon the Jews Harps, 
which he said, the Prisoner had pawn'd for 3d. and he lent him Money to fetch 
them, and that the Prisoner got drunk and carried the Bridegroom's Wig 
home.1 
 
In The Ordinary of Newgate his account of the behaviour, confession, and 
dying Words of the Malefactors, who were Executed at Tyburn, on Monday 
the 24th of this Instant March, 1729. James Guthrie says „he had been 
profligate in his Life, Whoring, Drinking, and idling away his Time, and 
neglecting his Business, so that his Wife and Children were forc‟d to go 
begging, while he went about from house to house, playing upon his two 
Jews-Harps at once, in doing of which he was very ingenious, and obtruding 
himself upon all Companies in Ale-houses, and often none of the best, who 
gave him Drink, and sometimes a little Money for his Musick.2 
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The anonymous writer of The LIVES of the most REMARKABLE CRIMINALS 
WHO HAVE BEEN CONDEM’D and EXECUTED, Vol. III of 1735 has: ‘It 
seems he played with great Dexerity upon two Jew‟s-Harps at a time, and this 
served to entertain People of as loose and idle a disposition as himself, he 
thereby got a good deal of Money, or least drink, which was to him all one… 
People in such Houses (i.e. Ale-houses) finding they got Money by his playing 
upon the Jews-Harp, and thereby keeping People longer at the Pot.3 
 
Newspaper accounts describe either the trial or, more commonly, his 
execution, with no reference to his Jew’s harping ability. The Saturday, March 
29th 1729 edition of The British Journal or The Censor, however, simply 
reports, ‘Monday. 9 Malefactors were executed at Tyburn, vis . . . Peter Owen, 
alias Kelly, for the Murder of Robert Nisbit in St Thomas Street, Drury Lane‟ 
adding ‘The Company of Surgeons had the Body of Peter Owen.4 He denied 
his guilt to the last. 
 
Signr Lielly 
 
The second reference is short, but none the less interesting and comes from 
the diary of Charles Rice. Rice was born in 1817 and began a journal of 
theatre-going in 1835, two years before taking up a position at the British 
Museum as attendant, second Assistant Messenger. The entry of interest to 
us was made on Tuesday 19th May 1840: 
 
Arose at ½ p. 6, worked all day at Museum: […] – Went in Evening to Herr 
Von Joel‟s Benefit at “Grapes” – sang bass in “Hail smiling morn,” with Mrs 
Ryan, & Mr Payne, & “Tom Noddy” … I heard a Signr Lielly at Joel‟s, who 
gave imitations of a wasp & bluebottle wonderfully true, and play‟d on two 
jew‟s harps with much skill.5 
 
It’s interesting that both references mention the player using two trumps with 
skill, though, unfortunately with no indication of what tunes they played.   
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