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Brian Boydell comments that ‘In spite of its geographical isolation on the western rim of 

Europe, which deprived it of the benefits of musicians passing through on their travels 

between great musical centres, Dublin gained a reputation as a centre for the arts comparable 

to its relative size.’1  For a city on the fringe of Europe Dublin cultivated a rich and active 

musical scene, boasted a total of 18 venues including theatres such as the Smock-Alley and 

Crow Street Theatres, St Patrick’s and Christ Church cathedrals, several churches, and four 

important concert halls including Mr Neal’s Great Room on Fishamble Street, a venue that is 

synonymous with the premiere of Handel’s Messiah in April 1742.  The repertoire performed 

at the city’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 portraying an influence from the 

London concert scene. 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.  

 

Music not only served as a form of entertainment but also helped punctuate the occurrence of 

important social events within the city.  The opening and continued success of a number of 

Dublin hospitals benefited greatly from frequent musical performances, and charity concerts 

were regarded as one of the most important events in the city’s social calendar.  Mercer’s 

Hospital, which was situated on Stephen Street, Dublin, was founded in 1734 and benefited 

greatly from the establishment of a series of annual benefit concerts, the first of which took 
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place on 8 April 1736. The benefit concerts provided the hospital with its principal source of 

income over a period of at least thirty-seven years.   The surviving fifty-seven part-books 

used at these concerts have been on deposit in the Manuscripts Department at Trinity College 

Dublin since 1981.   

 

This paper will examine the importance of the Mercer’s Hospital benefit concerts within the 

wider context of musical performance in Dublin during the eighteenth-century.  The Mercer’s 

repertoire, being largely reliant on the works of Handel, would have required comprehensive 

orchestral and choral forces.  In his article entitled ‘Handel’s Dublin Performances’ included 

in the 1996 publication of Irish Musical Studies Volume 4, Donald Burrows suggests that 

perhaps ‘Handel produced at least some of his Dublin performances with a reduced scoring.’2 

Examination and analysis of the first forty-four part-books, which represent the core 

repertoire performed at the benefit concerts, will help establish if the music used at the annual 

Mercer’s benefit concerts was adapted to suit the performing forces available in eighteenth-

century Dublin.  Due to the number of venues available in the city and the frequency with 

which concerts were held, particularly from 1740 onwards, it is to be expected that there 

would have been a significant cross-over of musical personnel within the city.   

 

Eighteenth-century Dublin also enjoyed a very active amateur music scene, playing host to 

more than 20 musical societies, some of which were charitable bodies.3  Mercer’s hospital 

had a strong association with four of the city’s musical societies; the Charitable Musical 

Society, The Musical Academy, the Philharmonick Society4 and the Musical Society for the 

Support of Decay’d and Indigent Musicians or their Families.  Comparisons will be drawn 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
1 Boydell, A Dublin Musical Calendar, p 11 
2 Burrows, ‘Handel’s Dublin Performances’, p 57 
3 Boydell, A Dublin Musical Calendar 
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between the level of involvement from amateur and professional musicians, in turn reflecting 

important issues regarding Dublin’s network of eighteenth-century musicians.  The Mercer’s 

hospital part-books also contain interesting indications for eighteenth-century performance 

practice.  Analysis and comparison with works in common between the Mercer’s and Christ 

Church cathedral sources will raise important issues relating to performance practice in 

eighteenth-century Dublin.  None of the Mercer’s works are present among St Patrick’s 

cathedral sources emphasising Christ Church’s role as an Irish Chapel Royal and the 

performance of larger scale works in the cathedral.   

 

The first avenue of investigation in relation to the Mercer’s Hospital benefit concerts is the 

number of musicians engaged in these performances.  The concerts took the format of a 

‘divine service… performed… after the cathedral manner’5 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.6  The eighteenth-century Dublin newspaper, Pue’s 

Occurrences, (Overhead) records that ‘the performers were upwards of 70 in number’ for the 

inaugural concert of 8 April 1736.  The number of surviving manuscript part-books helps 

clarify if this figure can be merely accredited to animated journalistic conjecture or if indeed 

the Mercer’s concerts catered for such numbers.  The next example (Overhead) highlights the 

individual number of part-books available within the first forty-four part-books in the 

collection.  Works contained in these part-books include Handel’s ‘Utrecht’ Te Deum and 

Jubilate, the Four Anthems written for the Coronation of George II in 1727, and two Chapel 

Royal anthems. The anthems Sing ye merrily and Blessed is he composed by Maurice Greene 

and William Boyce respectively, instrumental parts only for a Chant in C by Pelham 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
4 which met in Fishamble Street at their premises, a room, opposite St. John’s Church, Boydell, A Dublin 

Musical Calendar, p 268 
5 Mercer’s Hospital Records 1736-1772, p 44 
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Humphrey and a single cello part for Purcell’s Grand Te Deum and Jubilate in D, written for 

St Cecelia’s Day in 1694, are also among the first forty-four part-books.  It is likely, due to 

factors such as ease of use and the availability of limited lighting that one vocalist read form 

each part-book.  If we presume that two performers read from each string part and only one 

performer read from each of the wind parts a total of 60 performers, 22 vocalists and 38 

instrumentalists, were engaged at the Mercer’s benefit concerts.  Of course performing 

numbers for the first benefit concert may have been greater than the number of part-books 

that now survive. The possible figure of 38 instrumentalists corresponds with figures 

recorded for the number of players involved at the Messiah premiere and a 1754 Handel 

performance at the Foundling Hospital, referred to in David Hunter’s article ‘The Irish State 

Music from 1716-1742 and Handel’s Band in Dublin.’ 

‘ “We know that at the Dublin premiere of Messiah Handel employed fewer than 

three dozen players;” Peter Jacobi, The Messiah book: The Life & Tiimes of G.F. 

Handel’s Greatest Hit (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1982), 81. Jacobi goes on to 

report that at the Foundling Hospital performance of 1754 Handel had 38 players’7 

 

But could Dublin provide so many competent musicians to take part in any one performance?  

As the Mercer’s benefit concert was an annual event, unlike the Rotunda Hospital concerts 

which took place three times a week over a forty year period, is it possible that the city’s 

most distinguished musicians joined forces once a year to take part in this grand event, which 

was regarded as one of the most notable in Dublin’s eighteenth-century social calendar?  A 

profile of the performers engaged in the Mercer’s hospital benefit concerts is therefore 

necessary, discussing first of all the involvement of Dublin’s professional musicians.  

Information regarding the musicians engaged in Mercer’s performances has been gathered 

from the hospital’s administrative records, which incidentally record little information in this 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
6 Mercer’s Hospital Records 1736-1772, Mercer’s Hospital Managing Committee 1738-1750, Mercer’s Hospital 

Books of Minutes of Governors 1750-1768 
7 David Hunter, ‘The Irish State Music from 1716-1742 and Handel’s Band in Dublin’, Gottinger Handel 

Beitrage, Band XI, p 173 
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respect, surviving eighteenth-century Dublin newspaper advertisements which have been 

cross-referenced with Brian Boydell’s calendar of Dublin musical events for 1700-60, and 

names that are present on various part-books in the collection.  Despite the habitual 

advertisement of the concerts in several of the Dublin newspapers, performers have only been 

named on two occasions between 1736 and 1759; on the occasion of the inaugural benefit 

concert and the premiere of Messiah, in which Mercer’s hospital was one of three 

benefactors, the other two being the Charitable Musical Society and the Prisoners of the 

Several Gaols (Marshalseas). Typically newspaper accounts or advertisements for these 

concerts were not overly detailed, apart from stating when and where the benefit concerts 

were taking place and occasionally specifying the financial situation of the hospital over the 

past year.  Programme details did not expand much beyond the following 

 ‘Te Deum and Jubilate and two new anthems composed by Handel’8  

 

I will now provide a short account of the most notable musicians that took part in the 

Mercer’s benefit concerts.  Mathew Dubourg (1703-1767) was a violinist and state musician, 

employed at Dublin Castle as Master of State Music from 1724 until 1764/5.9  Born in 

London and a pupil of Geminiani, he was very active in Dublin during the eighteenth-

century. 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.  The fact that he performed Handel’s 

music frequently is acknowledged in Brian Boydell’s New Grove article, which states that 

Dubourg received a bequest of £100 from Handel in recognition of his efforts.10  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

 
8 DJ, various 1739-1759 
9 Boydell, Calendar, p 278 
10 Boydell, ‘Dubourg’, New Grove, p 633, 
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Notable female singers associated with Mercer’s performances include Mrs Susanna Maria 

Cibber, Christina Avoglio [Avolio] and Mrs Elizabeth Storer.  Susanna Maria Cibber (1714-

1766) was sister to Thomas Augustine Arne (1710-1778), composer, conductor and teacher 

and estranged wife of actor Theophilus Cibber.11 A popular soprano who later became a 

famous actress, she arrived in Dublin, December 1741.  She established a lifelong friendship 

with Handel after a minor role in Deborah in March 1733.12  Christina Maria Avoglio was a 

German soprano who prior to her trip to Dublin enjoyed a performing career in Germany, 

Prague and Russia.13  She had a strong association with Handel with whom she travelled to 

Dublin in November 1741, becoming his leading soprano throughout the Dublin season and 

was principal vocalist at the Messiah premiere.14  Elizabeth Storer, née Clark, is not recorded 

as being engaged in a Mercer’s performance until 1759 in Acis & Galatea.  Wife of the actor 

Charles Storer she was a very frequent performer in the city.  She was active in Dublin from 

1742-1760 when she was involved in performances at Smock-Alley Theatre and at the 

Rotunda concerts.   

 

The participation of Christ Church and St. Patrick’s cathedral choirs was very important to 

the successful performance of the Mercer’s concerts and is widely documented in the 

hospital’s administrative records.  The governors of the hospital had to ‘apply’ annually to 

the Deans of the two cathedrals requesting the participation of their respective choirs.15  The 

people listed in the advertisement for the first benefit concert, ‘Mr Church’, ‘Mr Bailys’ and 

‘Mr Lamb’ were all members of the cathedral choirs.  These singers also participated in 

Messiah.  Other cathedral singers linked with Mercer’s concerts include John Butler, Edward 

Higgins, John Parkinson and Henry Wilson Ripingham.  These names are present on 

                                                           
11 Boydell, Calendar, p 274 
12 Molly Donnelly, ‘Susanna Maria Cibber’, New Grove, vol. 5, p 832 
13 Winton Dean, Daniel E. Freeman, ‘Christina Maria Avoglio [Avolio]’, New Grove, vol. 2, p 258 
14 Ibid, p 258 
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manuscript volumes 12, 13 and 14.  Most of these names correspond with those present in the 

Christ Church Choir Attendance List for 1762-1769.  Entries into the choral attendance list 

for the following weeks; beginning Sunday 27 November to Sunday 4 December 1763, 

Sunday 13 to Sunday 20 December 1767 and Sunday 27 November to Sunday 4 December 

1768, all correspond to Mercer’s concerts which took place during those years.  Notes made 

in the choir attendance book on Tuesday and Thursday during these weeks, the days on which 

Mercer’s rehearsals and performances typically took place, read as follows, 

 ‘The Choir at St Andrew’s Church’ or ‘Choir at Round Church’16 (Overhead) 

The participation of cathedral singers may be considered at semi-professional level.17  The 

participation of one of Dublin’s most noted professional cathedral musicians, Richard 

Woodward Junior, may be considered a little more significant.  Richard Woodward Junior 

conducted the two subsequent Mercer’s benefit concerts of 8th December 1768 and 7th 

December 1769.18
  His name is also present on the inside front cover of manuscript part-book 

13.   

 

Apart from Woodward, the role of conductor usually fell to an amateur musician including 

members of the Musical Academy. Vicars choral from St Patrick’s and Christ Church 

cathedrals were also engaged as conductors.  Those recorded as undertaking this task on 

various occasions include; Mr Church, Mr Tavernor, Mr Lyndon, Mr Farron, Mr Wesley, Mr 

Rochfort(d), Col. John Ponsonby, Mr Cary [Caree], Rev Mr Edkins, Dr Hutchinson 

[Hutcheson], Mr Brownlow, Mr Walsh and a Mr Lefabure [Lefebure].19  Due to the varying 

spelling attributed to the surnames of some of these individuals it is difficult to determine 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
15 Mercer’s Hospital Records 1736-1768,  
16 Christ Church Choir Attendance List 1762-1769 - Sunday 27 November to Sunday 4 December 1763, Sunday 

13 to Sunday 20 December 1767 and Sunday 27 November to Sunday 4 December 1768 
17 Boydell, Calendar, p 15 
18 Mercer’s Hospital Records 1736-1772, p 338 & 342 
19 Mercer’s Hospital Minutes 1736-1771, 1738-1750, 1751-1768 
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exact information in some cases.  It was usual for musicians to be recruited from the 

Philharmonic society, the Charitable Musical Society, The Musical Academy and the Society 

for the Support of the Decay’d and Indigent Musicians.  These societies met regularly, 

usually once a week, at various minor halls or taverns in the city and some gave regular 

concerts.20 

 

I will now present a preliminary survey on the performance indications contained in the 

Mercer’s hospital part-books and their significance within the wider context of performance 

practice in eighteenth-century Dublin.  This survey will also help to determine if the Mercer’s 

part-books were adapted in any way for performing forces available in Dublin.  So far in my 

research all vocal scores in the collection i.e. manuscript volumes 1-22 have been examined, 

analysed and catalogued according to RISM guidelines.  The Mercer’s hospital music 

collection is the fist RISM related project since the founding of the Irish RISM working 

group.  For the purposes of this paper performance indications relating only to vocal parts 

from the collection will be discussed.  Tempi indications such as Andante, Allegro, Vivace, 

and Spiritoso are present on various works, but they are not always included at the beginning 

of new movements or at the beginning of new works within the part-books.  Of course we are 

familiar with their meanings but their interpretation during the eighteenth-century was 

slightly different to what we may consider Andante or Allegro in today’s performance setting.  

Indeed Jens Peter Larson documents difficulties encountered in interpreting Handel’s 

intentions in his article entitled ‘Handelian Tempo Problems and Messiah’ included in 

volume XIV (14) of the Journal of the American Choral Foundation.   

‘Considering some of the major issues – choral sound, orchestral sound, soloistic 

vocal art, size of vocal and instrumental groups, auditorium size, and especially the 

changing musical attitudes of performer and audiences – it becomes obvious that an 

                                                           
20 Boydell, Calendar, p 267-69 
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“ideal” performance, satisfying all demands of authenticity, is in fact unattainable.  

Every performance must in some way represent a compromise.’21 

 

This observation could certainly be applied to the Mercer’s benefit concerts. 

 

Not unusual for this period, the only dynamic marking found throughout the 22 vocal part-

books occurs in volume 20, a primo bass part-book, where in bar 23 of Zadok the Priest the 

word ‘loud’ is written.  The Christ Church score-book copy of Blessed is he highlights 

frequent use of the dynamic markings forte and piano in the instrumental parts only.  

Occasionally these words are abbreviated to fort: or pia:.  It is expected that when 

examination of the Mercer’s instrumental part-books is complete more conclusive evidence 

regarding the employment of dynamics and their possible interpretation will be found.  The 

use of written dynamic markings during the baroque era was limited and their employment by 

the performer pertained more to observing the direction of the music, for example an 

ascending melodic line implied a crescendo whereas a descending melodic line implied a 

decrescendo. 

 

Typical ornamentation present in the Mercer’s part-books includes grace notes, usually 

appoggiatura, and trills. Staccato markings are present in various bars in movement 4 of My 

heart is inditing HWV 261 and various bars in the final movement of Blessed is he.  Bars rest 

are indicated and sometimes, textual cues are also included where a voice part is not required 

in a particular movement or section.  The use of pause marks or fermata is frequent on the 

last note of a movement and the indication of chorus or solo sections is achieved by writing 

‘Chorus’, ‘Verse’, ‘Soli’ or abbreviated forms of those words in the parts.   

 

                                                           
21 Larsen Jens Peter, ‘Handelian Tempo Problems and Messiah’, Handel Studies Vol. XIV, p 31 
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Two varying methods are used to indicate a tie across the bar line.  If for example a 

movement is in common time, and the fourth beat in one bar (a crotchet) is tied to the first 

beat in the second (another crotchet), a dot will be used to represent the first beat, or in some 

instances the first note, in the following bar.  (Illustrate).  An alternative method is used for 

the majority of copies present for the Chapel Royal anthem Let God arise HWV 256b (Mss 

vols. 1-6, 9-10 and 13-15).  Here a tied crotchet across a bar line is indicated by a minim with 

the bar line written down through the note.  (Illustrate).   

 

But what do all these performance markings tell us about performance practice in eighteenth 

century Dublin?  In order to understand them better it is necessary to compare works in the 

Mercer’s collection with similar works present in other Dublin music collections.  So far a 

preliminary comparison of the orchestral anthem, Blessed is he by Boyce and Handel’s 

coronation anthem Zadok the Priest which are present in the Christ Church collection, has 

been completed.  There appears to be no major differences between the performance 

markings employed in the Christ Church and the Mercer’s hospital version apart from the 

occasional use of the word ‘unison’ in the Christ Church copy of Zadok.  Mercer’s scores 

generally use Chorus to indicate choral as opposed to solo sections.  The different methods of 

representing specific performance instructions, such as the ties discussed, may be attributed 

to the employment of various copyists.  It is important to remember when considering the 

copying of material present in the Mercer’s Hospital part-books that as Mercer’s was not a 

‘musical’ establishment those employed to copy music may have been general clerks or other 

administrative assistants with no experience or background in music.  Four different hands 

can be identified in the various Mercer’s copies of Let God Arise.  The hand used in the part-

books listed above is consistent throughout, however three different hands are present within 

the remaining four manuscript volumes, 7-8 and 11-12. 
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At this point in my research I have established that the performance indications present in the 

Mercer’s vocal part-books are representative of the norm during the eighteenth century 

whereby performance indications are few.  To elicit more information on performance 

practice in eighteenth-century Dublin a complete analysis of the instrumental part-books in 

the Mercer’s collection will be undertaken together with comparison with other Dublin 

sources.  Although the number of part-books available in the collection indicates that the 

performing forces engaged in the Mercer’s benefit concerts agree with numbers discussed 

earlier in relation to David Hunter’s article it is the contents within the part-books where the 

significant information regarding possible adaptations may be found.  For example the 

omission of complete movements in some vocal part-books is obvious in cases where these 

movements have been added later and where these additions are in a different hand.  Once all 

the Mercer’s sources have been examined detailed comparison with sources available in 

British and European libraries will therefore be necessary.   

 

The level of involvement from professional, semi-professional and amateur musicians in the 

Mercer’s benefit concerts reflects the network of musicians available in eighteenth-century 

Dublin.  The development of certain cliques or groups of musicians involved in particular 

events is obvious and reflects issues discussed by Roy Johnston in his chapter in Concert Life 

in Eighteenth-Century Britain entitled ‘The Pleasures and Penalties of Networking: John 

Fredrick Lampe’. Comparison between Mercer’s performers and those musicians involved in 

Rotunda and other charity events will add to our knowledge of the particular networking 

system that may have been in place in Dublin and may make for interesting comparison with 

other European cities, particularly London.  Although a large number of musicians travelled 

to Dublin from London, their contribution to Mercer’s may have been indirect as it is most 

likely that they travelled to partake in concert series rather than annual events.  Not only did 
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the Mercer’s hospital benefit concerts provide the eighteenth-century musician with an 

opportunity to perform important Handelian works, and music by other European composers, 

but Dublin, in turn, provided a rich array of musicians from which both the hospital and 

charity concerts benefited greatly. 

 

 

 


