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Mercer’s Performers and Charity Music in Eighteenth-Century Dublin 

 

In Dublin during the eighteenth-century benefit concerts in aid of hospitals and 

various charities were frequent, the best documented of these being the concerts held 

at the Rotunda (Dr. Mosse’s Lying-In Hospital).  Other Dublin hospitals which 

sourced funding from musical events include; the Meath Hospital, Dr. Steeven’s 

Hospital, St. Nicholas’ Francis Street, The Hospital for the Incurables (Beaumont) and 

the Charitable Infirmary.1  Apart from theatre and cathedral music, music performed 

for charitable purposes provided the main outlet for music performance in eighteenth-

century Dublin.  Dublin provided the eighteenth-century musician with significant 

opportunities for employment and attracted some of Europe’s most distinguished 

performers including Pasquali, Geminiani, Giordani and Handel, all of whom spent 

considerable periods living and working in the city.  

 

This paper will discuss the contribution made by foreign musicians to the 

establishment and development of the Mercer’s Hospital benefit concerts.  This 

contribution will be considered in terms of known performers who participated at the 

benefit concerts and whose direct contribution may have had an influence on the 

standard of performance experienced at the Mercer’s Hospital benefit concerts.  As 

the works of Handel dominated the Mercer’s benefit concert programme from the 

earlier years particular attention will be given to the influence the composer had either 

directly or indirectly on the success of the benefit concerts.  As Mercer’s Hospital was 

the first such Dublin institution to initiate a musical fundraising event of this type, 

comparison of Mercer’s with similar charity concerts will set Dublin’s eighteenth-

century charity music scene in context.   

                                                 
1 Boydell Brian, A Dublin Musical Calendar, (Dublin: 1988), p 267 
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I will begin by providing a brief description of the establishment of this series of 

benefit concerts. [Overhead]. Mercer’s Hospital, which opened at its location on 

Stephen Street, Dublin, in 1734, benefited greatly from the establishment of a series 

of annual benefit concerts, the first of which took place on 8 April 1736. Mercer’s 

Hospital was one of a number of eighteenth-century institutions provided to supply 

medical care for Dublin’s poor and destitute.2  The building was donated by a Mary 

Mercer, who originally intended the building to be used as an alms-house for the 

reception of poor girls ― it served as such for several years.3   After Mary Mercer’s 

death, on 4 March 1735, the deeds of the hospital transferred to the parishes of St 

Peter, St Bride, St Luke and St Nicholas.4  The hospital was not specified among 

Mary Mercer’s endowments, however her last will and testament states that her 

executors use the profits accrued from the purchase of lands to the value of £2000 to 

support the sick poor of the aforementioned parishes.5 

 

The Mercer’s Hospital benefit concerts ran for at least a forty-one year period and 

were most successful in providing much needed funds for the overall maintenance and 

management of the hospital.  The hospital minute books also record the receipt of 

annual subscriptions, casual benefactions and legacies.  However it was the benefit 

concerts that provided the hospital with its ‘principal support’.  

 

Two principal Dublin venues were used, St Andrew’s Round Church on Suffolk 

Street, and St Michan’s Church, on Church Street.  St. Andrew’s Church was 

                                                 
2 Lyons J.B., The Quality of Mercer’s The Story of Mercer’s Hospital 1734-1991, (Dublin: 1991), p 17 
3 Ibid., 18, 19. 
4 Mercer’s Hospital Records 1736-1772, p 90; J.B. Lyons, The Quality of Mercer’s: The Story of 

Mercer’s Hospital 1734–1991, pp 19, 20, 21. 
5 Probate of Mrs Mercer’s Will of 8 August 1733, Death 4th March, 1735 
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constructed in 1670.  Due to the shape of the building it became known as the ‘round 

church’.  The oval shaped plans were based on a design by William Dodson.6  The 

church underwent many stages of development and restoration.7  [Overheads].   

 

It has been difficult to locate illustrations of the interior of St. Andrew’s, which would 

contribute towards ascertaining a number of key issues regarding the arrangement of 

performers for the Mercer’s benefit concerts.  However the hospital minute books 

record the absence of a benefit concert in 1738 due to the building of a gallery for 

performers.  [Overheads]. 

 

 

The hospital minute books record five occasions between 1736 and 1771 when the 

Mercer’s benefit concerts were held at St. Michan’s church.8  These include the 

benefit concerts of 1745, 1747, 1749, 1763 and 1767.  This change in venue was 

presumably due to various works of restoration taking place in St. Andrew’s, for 

example the roof of the church was restored in 1745.  St. Peter’s Church, Aungier 

Street was used for the benefit concert on 19 February 1767.   

 

Unfortunately the hospital minute books contain very little reference to the musicians 

who participated at the benefit concerts.  Newspaper accounts and advertisements 

hold little more information in this respect.  The most detailed accounts are those for 

the inaugural benefit concert and the Messiah premiere.  [Overhead].  The names of 

some performers are also written on various part-books in the collection.  Mercer’s 

had a strong association with a number of Dublin musical societies, including the 

Charitable Musical Society, The Musical Academy, the Philharmonick Society and 

                                                 
6 ‘A walking tour of Dublin Churches’ Veritas, Dublin 1988, p. 54 
7 Bernadette Goslin, ‘St. Andrew’s Church’, Irish Arts Review Yearbook, 1990-1991, pp, 81, 83, 84. 
8 St. Michan’s was used 1745, 1747, 1749, 1763 and 1767. 



Tríona O’Hanlon, DIT Rathmines, Durham Paper, 14 July, 2010 

 4 

the Musical Society for the Support of Decay’d and Indigent Musicians or their 

Families.9  No doubt musicians involved in these organisations also participated at the 

Mercer’s benefit concerts.  

 

A number of the known musicians who performed at the Mercer’s benefit concerts 

were distinguished foreign musicians, who came to settle in Dublin or at least spend 

time in the city.  One such performer was violinist, composer and musical director 

Matthew Dubourg.  Born in London in 1703 Matthew Dubourg was very active in 

Dublin during the eighteenth-century.  He was a pupil of Geminiani and his first solo 

appearance was at one of Thomas Britton’s music meetings.  Britton was a music 

enthusiast who established a series of ‘music meetings’ which were held in a room 

over his London business premises.   These meetings included performances from 

several professionals including Handel and Pepusch.10  Dubourg was appointed 

Master and Composer of state Music in Ireland in 1728 and ‘he played a prominent 

part in most of the important performances of this period.’11 As well as leading the 

orchestra at the Messiah premiere he was usually engaged as leader of the band at the 

Mercer’s benefit concerts.  Dubourg frequently performed Handel’s music and the 

composer acknowledged Dubourg’s efforts in bequeathing him £100. Spending most 

of his time in Dublin Dubourg occasionally visited London.12   

 

The involvement of a musician of Dubourg’s status and background brings us to the 

question of the standard of string playing experienced at the Mercer’s benefit 

                                                 
9 The Philharmonic Society which met in Fishamble Street at their premises, a room, opposite St. 

John’s Church, Boydell, A Dublin Musical Calendar, p 268 
10 Michael Tilmouth and Simon McVeigh, ‘Thomas Britton, 1644-1714), New Grove, volume 4, p. 

403. 
11 Brian Boydell, ‘Matthew Dubourg’, New Grove, Volume 7, p 633. 
12 Boydell, ‘Dubourg’, New Grove, p 633, 
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concerts.  Burrows in his article entitled ‘Handel’s Dublin Performances’ makes 

reference to Handel’s own experience of the quality of ensemble playing in 

eighteenth-century Dublin.  Burrows quotes from Handel’s letter to Jennens dated 29 

December 1741― ‘as for the Instruments they are really excellent, Mr. Dubourg 

being at the Head of them’.13   

 

The examination of the six surviving Mercer’s parts for violin I and II show some 

adaptation of violin parts for the’Utrecht’ Te Deum-Jubilate HWV 278–9.  The violin 

II part is present from bar 20–25 in MSS 23 and 25 which are both violin I manuscript 

parts.  The Mercer’s parts for the ‘Utrecht’ Te Deum-Jubilate derive from a Walsh 

edition.  If parts were copied out from a printed score this discrepancy could be 

merely due to an error in copying. 

 

There are 6 surviving violin II parts in the Mercer’s collection.  However there are 

more violin III than violin II parts present for movements 4, and 5 of the ‘Utrecht’ Te 

Deum.  The violin III parts are not separate but have been included instead of violin II 

in the manuscript parts.  Only one copy of violin II for movement 4 and 5 is present in 

the whole collection. 

 

The second known foreign string player involved in the Mercer’s Hospital benefit 

concerts is Pasqualino or Pasqualini.  Little is known of this performer apart from the 

fact that he was in Dublin between c. 1736 and c. 1746.  Boydell conjectures that this 

is the same Signor Pasqualino who was employed by Bishop Berekeley for four years 

                                                 
13 Burrows, ‘Handel’s Dublin Performances’, Irish Musical Studies Volume 4, p 58, Letter to Jennens, 

29 December 1741; Otto Erich Deutsch  
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at the Palace at Cloyne to teach his children music.14  In the advertisement for the 

inaugural Mercer’s benefit concert he is referred to as playing first bass.  Boydell’s 

Calendar of Dublin musical events details performances including Pasqualino in 

1741, 1743, two performances in 1744 and one in 1746.   

 

Christina Maria Avoglio, née Croumann or Graumann, was born in Mainz near 

Frankfurt.  Her single performance in aid of Mercer’s was that of the Messiah 

premiere.  She was Handel’s leading soprano throughout that season in Dublin.  

Before visiting Dublin Avoglio had performed in Germany, Prague and Russia.15  

Avoglio performed on behalf of Handel, rather than on behalf of Mercer’s. 

 

Handel’s principal contribution towards the Mercer’s Hospital benefit concerts was 

his music.  [Overhead].  From examining the contents of the collection it is clear that 

not one work by an Irish composer is present among the nineteen pieces in the 

collection, despite a number of Irish or Anglo-Irish composers being active in Dublin 

throughout the eighteenth-century.  Such composers were mostly attached to 

establishments such as St Patrick’s and Christ Church cathedrals, both of which had a 

significant association with Mercer’s hospital as members of both cathedral choirs 

participated in the Mercer’s benefit concerts. The repertoire performed at eighteenth-

century Dublin’s popular theatre and charity concerts concentrated chiefly on the 

works of Italian Baroque composers such as Corelli and Vivaldi, with Handel’s 

compositions proving extremely popular.  It is not surprising that the Dublin concert 

repertoire would contain works by popular and successful English and Italian 

composers thus illustrating an influence from the London concert scene.    

                                                 
14 Boydell, Calendar, p. 287 
15 Winton Dean and Daniel E. Freeman, ‘Christina Maria Avoglio’, New Grove, Volume 2, p. 258 
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Although all of the Handelian works were composed for other occasions — the 

‘Utrecht’ Te Deum-Jubilate was composed in celebration of the treaty of ‘Utrecht’ in 

1713, the four Coronation anthems were composed in 1727 for the coronation of King 

George II, the choice of repertoire by the governors of Mercer’s Hospital obviously 

reflected the style and grandness of the occasion of the benefit concerts.  The concerts 

took the format of a ‘divine service… performed… after the cathedral manner’ at 

which some of the country’s most eminent bishops, including the bishops of Kildare, 

Ferns, Derry and Ossory were invited to preach the sermon.16  Since the repertoire for 

the Mercer’s Hospital benefit concerts comprised of sacred works it is likely that the 

benefit concerts took the form of a cathedral service. ‘The term “in the cathedral way” 

was repeatedly used in Dublin during the following years [after 1736], to ensure that 

the Church authorities would not expect a concert of sacred music, but church music.  

Originally this term ‘in the cathedral way’ may have referred to St Paul’s Cathedral 

where the same works of Handel’s were performed for charity.’17  

The Mercer’s concert programme only deviated from its familiar programme on four 

occasions over the lifetime of the benefit concerts; Handel’s Dettingham Te Deum, 

written 1743, was included at the concert of 5 Febraury 1745, Purcell’s Grand Te 

Deum, composed for St Cecila’s day, 1694 and Corelli’s Eighth Concerto Grosso 

(No. 8 Op. 6), along with the usual works by Handel, were performed at the concert of 

7 December 1749.  Corelli’s Concerto was also included in the 1750 concert. On 6 

February 1759 Acis & Galatea was performed at Fishamble Street in aid of the 

                                                 
16 Mercer’s Hospital Minute Books 1736–72, 44.  On the occasion of the February 1747 benefit concert 

the sermon was omitted and prayers were read instead.  See Mercer’s Minute Books 1736–72, 156; 

Mercer’s Minute Books 1738–50, 128. 
17 Otto E. Deutsch, Handel: A Documentary Biography, (London: 1955), 402–3. 
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Hospital.  Boydell rightly describes this as providing ‘an unusual change for the 

annual Mercer’s benefit’18     

 

Surprisingly there is little reference to the 1742 premiere of Messiah in the hospital 

administrative records.  Mercer’s was one of three Dublin charities to benefit from the 

Messiah premiere in 1742, the other two being the Charitable Infirmary and the 

Prisoners of the Marshalseas.  Only three entries contained in the hospital records 

relate directly to Handel and the Messiah premiere.  The first excerpt details the 

hospital’s governors’ request for Handel to play the organ at the concert of 10 

December 1741.  [Overhead]. This concert also included the first performance of 

William Boyce’s anthem Blessed is he who considereth the sick which was 

commissioned for Mercer’s Hospital.19   

 

As Boydell highlights, there is no evidence that Handel complied with this request.  

However a subsequent entry in the hospital records taken from the meeting of 12 

December 1741 accounts for the hospital’s governors thanking Handel for his 

attendance at the concert. [Overhead]. 

 

Handel’s attendance at this concert undoubtedly overshadowed the premiere of 

Boyce’s orchestral anthem.  It seems highly unlikely that Handel would have attended 

this benefit concert without contributing a performance, particularly when the 

programme included his ‘Utrecht’ Te Deum-Jubilate and two anthems.20  Burrows 

                                                 
18 Boydell, Calendar, 248. 
19 Boydell, Musical Calendar, p. 74 (Dublin Journal 17-21.11; Dublin Journal & Dublin Newsletter 8-

12.12); Ian Bartlett, Robert J. Bruce Robert, ‘William Boyce’, The New Grove Dictionary of Music & 

Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie, (London: 2001), vol. 4, pp. 155–162; MHMB 1736–72, p. 101; MHMB 

1738–50, p. 64. 
20 Boydell, Calendar, p. 75; (Dublin Journal 17–21.11.1740, Dublin Journal & Dublin Newsletter 8–

12.12.1741). 
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records that there was some controversy surrounding the December 1741 benefit 

concert, ‘Handel agreed to ‘accompany’ his own music but not Boyce’s anthem.’21 

 

Handel’s popularity as a composer undoubtedly contributed to the success of the 

Mercer’s benefit concerts, securing a reliable and regular audience.  Boydell states the 

Mercer’s benefit concerts ‘may well have been the first occasion on which a Dublin 

audience heard any of the sacred works of Handel.’22 He goes on to acknowledge that 

‘perhaps the social importance of this great charitable occasion and of the edifying 

sermon which was an important part of it were stronger inducements than the 

widening of musical horizons.’23  Indeed the objective in establishing the benefit 

concerts was to gain much needed funds for the hospital, the development of 

repertoire was not a priority.  

 

To help set the importance of the Mercer’s benefit concerts in context I will now 

provide a brief account of similar musical events established in aid of other Dublin 

hospitals.  The best documented of these is the series of concerts established in 1749 

in aid of the Rotunda Hospital, as recorded by Brian Boydell in the 1992 publication 

Rotunda Music in Eighteenth-Century Dublin.  The Rotunda Hospital was founded in 

1745.  The hospital’s founder, Bartholomew Mosse, acquired the lease of a plot of 

land bordering Great Britain Street where he laid out gardens in the style of London’s 

Vauxhall.24  These gardens were to be the venue for the Rotunda concerts which ran 

successfully for approximately forty years.  They flourished during the last twenty 

years of the eighteenth century and the growth in their popularity coincides directly 

                                                 
21 Burrows, ‘Handel’s Dublin Performances’, Irish Musical Studies volume 4, (Dublin: 1996), pp 46–

70. 
22 Boydell, A Dublin Musical Calendar, p 15 
23 Ibid., p 15 
24 Boydell, Rotunda Music in Eighteenth-century Dublin, p 19. 
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with the possible decline and cessation of the Mercer’s concerts.  Quite different to 

the format of the Mercer’s benefit concerts the Rotunda concerts were held three 

times a week during the summer season, from May to October.  The repertoire 

consisted of a variety of instrumental and vocal works by composers such as J.C. 

Bach, Stamitz, Thomas Arne, Giordani, Handel, Pugnani, Abel, Clementi, Vanhall 

and Haydn.  Surviving concert programmes for the years 1771–91 detail 

performances of Handel’s Acis and Galatea, and Alexander’s Feast, Pergolesi’s 

Stabat Mater and Gloria, and the first known performance in Ireland of a work by 

Haydn, recorded in the programme as ‘A new Overture’.25 

 

The Charitable Infirmary held charity performances in aid of the hospital from 1746 

to 1757.  The Charitable Infirmary opened in 1728.  It became the Jervis Street 

Hospital in 1792.  Like Mercer’s the Charitable Infirmary hosted an annual musical 

performance to raise funds.  Apart from a performance of Alexander’s Feast on 4 

May 1743 Handel’s Deborah was the usual work of choice for the concert 

programme.  These concerts all took place at the Fishamble Street Theatre.  Both 

Matthew Dubourg and Pasquali conducted various performances in aid of the 

Charitable Infirmary.26  

 

The Hospital for the Incurables, located on Lazer’s Hill opened on 23 May 1744.  The 

Charitable Musical Society took over the new charity associated with the Hospital.    

Regular musical performances and plays in aid of the hospital were held between 

1744 and 1758.  Several performances by Matthew Dubourg in support of this charity 

are recorded, some of which included  performances of the violinist’s own 

                                                 
25 Boydell, Rotunda Music in Eighteenth-century Dublin, pp 161-170 
26 Boydell, Calendar, pp 267, 78, 105, 108, 114, 124, 135, 136, 148, 136, 158, 159, 173, 223 
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compositions.  The programme for the Hospital for the Incurables concerts was very 

varied and included performances of Vivaldi’s concerti, excerpts from Boyce’s 

Solomon and excerpts from several of Handel’s oratorios.27        

 

The Meath Hospital established a short series of summer concerts between the years 

1754 and 1759.  The earlier concerts in aid of the Meath Hospital appear to be rather 

spectacular events where ‘fireworks’, ‘tumbling’ and ‘rope dancing’ were included.28  

Similar to Mercer’s the benefit concerts in aid of the Meath Hospital were an annual 

event.  Excerpts from the Mercer’s minute books indicated how on two occasions the 

hospital facilitated the loan of music to the Meath Hospital.  This request on behalf of 

the Meath Hospital was repeated at the meeting of 7 April 1787.   

 

Benefit concerts in aid of St. Nicholas’ Hospital, Francis Street and Dr. Steeven’s 

Hospital do not appear to have enjoyed the same level of success as other institutions.  

Dr. Steeven’s Hospital was founded in 1733 and benefited from concerts given by 

The Charitable Musical Society of Vicar’s Street between 1743–44.  Brian Boydell 

records several ‘assemblies’ in aid of St. Nicholas’s Hospital.  The meaning of the 

word assembly in this context is a little ambiguous as there is no reference to the 

performance of music in any of the advertisements listed in Boydell’s Calendar.  

However it would appear that a charge of 5 shillings was imposed. 

 

To conclude; the musicians who contributed most towards the Mercer’s Hospital 

benefit concerts were Matthew Dubourg and Handel.  Dubourg’s participation as 

leader of the band was constant over many years.  Handel’s rich compositional output 

                                                 
27 Ibid., 268, 269, 95, 99, 103, 109, 110, 111, 112, 119, 131, 142, 143, 144, 145, 147, 148, 149, 150, 

151153, 156, 157, 159, 161, 162, 170, 171, 173, 174, 175, 241 
28 Boydell, Calendar, pp 207, 208,. 
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formed the core repertoire for all the concerts.  These concerts gave the eighteenth-

century Dublin performer the opportunity to perform sacred Handelian works.  No 

doubt they greatly enriched the musical experience of the eighteenth-century Dublin 

audience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


