
The Howsons 
 

 Frank Howson (1817-1869), John Howson (1819-1888) and  
Emma Howson (1844-1928) 

 

Regarded as fine theatrical singers the three Howson siblings went on to carve out high profile 

reputations in Australia and overseas. Frank and John first came to Australia in 1842 and went on to 

stage an extensive repertoire of drama and music theatre in Sydney. In 1847 both appeared in Isaac 

Nathan's opera Don John of Austria, and the following year they produced John’s own opera, The 

Corsair. In 1853 Frank contributed the text for a musical farce, Rogers Worried, and from 1856 the 

brothers toured the Australian colonies as members of a company managed by Andrew and Louise 

Torning. Frank and John, along with their sister Emma left Australia for America in 1866, where they 

established themselves with varying degrees of success.  

 

Born in England and raised in a musical and theatrically inclined family, Frank and John Howson came to Australia in 

1842 and were later joined by their parents. As children they both displayed a precocious talent as musicians and 

singers, no doubt encouraged by their father, a baritone, musician and conductor. Younger sister Emma (named after 

her aunt, the diva Emma Albertazzi, nee Howson) was born in Hobart Town, Tasmania on 28 March 1844. All three 

were regarded as especially fine singers during their careers and all went on to carve out high profile reputations in 

Australia and overseas. Frank, who went on to establish himself as an actor, director and stage manager, is described 

by Eric Irvin as the 'cleverest of the brothers' (136). Somewhat surprisingly, however, he initially decided to pursue a 

military career but ended this career option after returning home in 1840 from the first Carlist war in Spain. In the 

meantime John began to establish himself as a highly regarded tenor, trombonist, orchestrator and composer. His early 

career saw him appear at several prominent London theatres including the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane.  
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In 1842 the brothers accepted an engagement to tour Australia for singer and entrepreneur Anna Clarke and the 

following year, having completed an extended season in Hobart performing in various concerts and opera, they moved 

to Sydney where they presented an extensive repertoire of drama and music theatre at the Royal Victoria (1845-1855) 

and the Prince of Wales Theatre (from 1855). The Howsons' productions ranged from Shakespeare's Macbeth, The 

Merry Wives of Windsor and Hamlet to more contemporary works like The Hunchback, The Lady of Lyons and 

Money. The numerous operas staged by the brothers included: The Barber of Seville, Fra Diavolo, The Bohemian 

Girl, Lucia di Lammermoor, Maritana, The Marriage of Figaro and La Sonnambula. Both brothers also appeared in 

the world premiere of Isaac Nathan's Don John of Austria (1847), which is itself historically significant, being the first 

opera to have been written and staged in Australia. John took the role of Phillip II, and Frank that of the protagonist, 

Don John.  
 

In 1848 the brothers presented The Corsair, an opera written by John Howson. The libretto is based on the same 

Byron poem that Verdi had founded his Il Corsaro on. Another notable production from around this period was the 

Australian premiere of Maritana (1849), for which John both arranged the music and played the role of Don Caesar. 

In 1853 Frank adapted the text for a musical farce, Rogers Worried (from the Mark Lemon and B. M. Webster farce 

Keeley's Worried) which was staged at the Royal Victoria Theatre. From 1856 he and John toured the Australian 



colonies as members of a company managed by Andrew and Louise Torning. Both were engaged as actors, with Frank 

taking on the additional position of stage manger and John as music director. One of the productions Frank appeared 

in was the 1859 pantomime Harlequin King Blear and the Fairy of the Enchanted Isle (Prince of Wales Opera House, 

Syd). 
 

It has been suggested by several historians that the arrival of W. S. Lyster in 1861 saw the Howsons' productions (as 

with several other companies staging music theatre at that time) suddenly outclassed, thus forcing Frank to leave 

Australia and John to retire. Such claims are unsupportable, however, and may be the result of conjecture. What has 

been established is that all three siblings were urged to go to America by actor Joseph Jefferson in the early 1860s. By 

1866 Frank was touring the USA with his own English and Italian Opera Troupe, which also included four of his 

children. He died in the USA in 1869, however, from cancer.  
 

The claims that John Howson retired from the theatre at this time (when aged only in his forties) are refuted in George  

Odell's Annals of the New York Stage XI (1879-1882). This volume records that Howson appeared in New York with 

several opera companies in the early 1880s – with at least one engagement with his sister in 1882. It also includes an 

undated photograph of Howson, captioned "John Howson as Bunthorne" (142a). Among the engagements noted by 

Odell during this period were roles with the Comley-Barton Opera Company – which included the characters Captain 

de Merrimac (in Audran's operetta Olivette) and Marquis de Pontsable (Madame Favart). He later appeared with the 

Emile Melville Opera Company and in a "legitimate" company operated by J. H. Haverley (ca. 1882). It was with the 

Emile Melville company that he appeared alongside Emma Howson. [See Odell's index (698) for further details] David 

Stone also notes that Howson made one appearance with the D'Oyly Carte Opera Company, the company with which 

his sister was best associated. This engagement occurred in Boston in 1885.  Howson died in the USA on 16 February 

1888.   

 

According to David Stone, Emma Howson also travelled to the USA in the mid to 

late-1860s, making her debut in English opera in June 1866 as Amina in La 

Sonnambulla (San Francisco). She went on to play several successful engagements in 

California, before making her way to New York where she debut in Maritana at the 

Grand Opera House in 1869. Howson then toured most of the most of the principal 

North American cities, playing prima donna roles in Maritana, Fra Diavolo, The 

Bohemian Girl, Martha, Oberon, The Marriage of Figaro, Der Freyschutz, and Il 

Trovatore, before leaving for Europe in 1873. Settling primarily in Italy she studied 

the Italian repertoire and language in Milan. She made her debut in Italian opera in 

Malta in 1875 (once again as Amina in La Sonnambulla). In 1876 she accepted an 

engagement to tour Italian opera in the English provinces and in 1878 scored arguably 

her biggest break to that time by securing the role of Josephine in the D'Oyly Carte 

London premiere production of Gilbert and Sullivan's H.M.S. Pinafore. Both a critical 

and commercial success, Howson was described in the Era as "one of the brightest, 

liveliest little ladies imaginable. She has a voice of charming quality, pure, sweet, and 

admirably in tune. Her singing at once established her in the good graces of the 

audience, and her acting was full of intelligence and comic talent." 
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Emma Howson left the D'Oyly Carte company in April 1879 to rest her voice, eventually returning as the principal in 

The Beggar's Opera. In the early 1880s she returned to America where she toured for about a dozen years of light 

opera and concert work, often with her father as conductor. Her roles in America included Josephine in Pinafore and 

Patience in Patience. She was also cast in the 1881 New York premiere production of Audran operetta La Mascotte 

(Bijou Theatre, New York City). She later made a special guest appearance with the Haverley Opera Company (ca. 

Feb. 1882) and with the Emile Melville Opera Company, which also included her brother, John, one of its principals. 

[See Odell's index (698) for further details]. After retiring from the stage in the early 1890s, she is believed to have 

lived in New York, where she died in June 1928. 
 

Eric Irvin, in The Dictionary of Australian Theatre, draws our attention to the passion, determination and ingenuity 

displayed by early Australian music theatre pioneers such as the Howson who "had to cope with every imaginable 

difficulty - a shortage of sheet music; difficulty in getting and training a chorus; tenors having to sing baritone roles, 

sopranos singing tenor roles, and inadequate orchestras. More often than not operas had to be given in shortened 

versions, so as to fit in with the long programmes demanded at the time. But there were also times when [the brothers 

were] able to produce an opera as written, worth all the necessary soloists, a chorus, and adequate orchestra, and 

appropriate costumes and settings" (138). 
 
 

 

 
 



MUSIC THEATRE WORKS 
 

1848: The Corsair  [opera]   

1853: Rogers Worried  [musical farce] 
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