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The Mercer’s Hospital Music Collection: an overview 

 

The Mercer’s Hospital Music Collection consists of fifty-seven vocal and 

instrumental part-books in both manuscript and printed form.  The collection was 

deposited at Trinity College Dublin by the Board of Mercer’s Hospital on 13 May 

1981 and is currently housed at the Manuscripts Department there.1  Selected works 

contained in the collection were performed at the Mercer’s Hospital annual benefit 

concerts, which ran from 1736 to 1771.2  The collection may be divided into three 

categories: (i) the core repertoire, MSS 1–44, which provide vocal and instrumental 

manuscript sources for works by Handel, Boyce, Greene, Purcell and Humfrey, (ii) 

MSS 45–50 contain manuscript sources for Handel’s Overture to Esther HWV 50a/b 

and Corelli’s Concerto Grosso No. 8 in g minor, Op. 6, and (iii) MSS 51–57 contain 

seven volumes of printed instrumental parts for a selection of concerti, sonatas and 

overtures by Avison, Barsanti, Festing, Handel and Stanley.3  [Overheads].  The 

following tables list the overall number of surviving parts for each work in the 

manuscript collection, i.e. MSS 1–50.  [Overhead]. 

 

The collection provides us with significant information regarding musical life in 

eighteenth-century Dublin and raises several important questions in terms of source 

studies.  This paper provides an overview of the collection and its contents.  I will 

discuss how works contained in the collection have been adapted to suit performing 

forces available in eighteenth-century Dublin.  Reference will also be made to the 

copyists involved in compiling the collection.  The necessity to de-construct the part-

books and re-arrange the works into their respective sets according to copyist and 

                                                 
1 IRL-Dtc Manuscripts Department see ‘Mercer’s Hospital 1–57 Music Books’ Trinity College Dublin 

Music Manuscripts Vol. II. 
2 As evidenced in previous chapters, the benefit concerts continued until 1777 at least, however the 

focus of this thesis is on the benefit concerts that took place between 1736 and 1771. 
3 See Appendix 3, Appendix 8 and Appendix 18b. 
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paper type will be highlighted as will the authority attached to this eighteenth-century 

music collection. 

 

I will begin by providing a clear description of the condition of the manuscript 

collection and its presentation.  The manner in which MSS 1–44, have been collated, 

presented and bound provides us with very useful and interesting information.  This 

will set the core repertoire and its contents in context, clarifying the criteria applied 

for its subsequent analysis and examination. 

 

Fifty individual manuscript part-books, with as many as nine works bound together in 

each volume, survive in the Mercer’s Collection.  Despite the fact that none of the 

works in the Mercer’s manuscript collection are complete in terms of the number of 

surviving parts, the collection is very comprehensive overall.  Trumpets are scored for 

all works in the core repertoire (MSS 1–44) except the Chapel Royal anthems HWV 

250b and HWV 256b.  Only two copies of trumpet I music survive in the collection.  

The two trumpet I parts are contained in MS 44 and are for the coronation anthem My 

heart is inditing HWV 261.  No other trumpet I parts survive.  Trumpet III is scored 

for various movements in Zadok the priest HWV 258, The King shall rejoice HWV 

260 and My heart is inditing HWV 261.4  No trumpet III parts survive for any work in 

the collection.  

 

The surviving parts are in very good condition, there is no evidence of significant 

damage or rigorous wear and tear, and all the music is clearly legible.  The apparent 

infrequent use of the Mercer’s parts would account for the good condition of the parts. 

                                                 
4 Trumpet III is scored throughout Zadok the priest, in No. 1, 3, 4 and 5 in The King shall rejoice and 

in No. 1 and No. 4 in My heart is inditing. 
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Information contained in the hospital’s administrative records suggests that the music 

was kept in storage between performances and occasionally was on loan to other 

institutions and organisations. 

 

The Mercer’s collection has not remained un-examined since the music was 

withdrawn from use.  During the nineteenth century Robert Prescott Stewart (1825–

1894) carried out some investigation of the parts.  Stewart’s handwriting and 

comments pervade the collection.  He listed the contents of each part-book at the 

beginning of each volume and also included handwritten titles or headings on the 

front cover of the majority of part-books.5  It would be interesting to know if 

Stewart’s interest was merely from a musicological perspective or if he had intended 

directing performances of works contained in the collection.   

 

Describing the Mercer’s manuscript volumes as part-books in the traditional sense 

would be inaccurate due to the order in which the material has been bound.  The 

music in its current format has been arranged for ease of storage and safekeeping and 

not for performance purposes.  The misrepresentation of parts within certain part-

books, the absence and duplication of works within other part-books, coupled with the 

presence of standardized and original pagination in all part-books, all suggest that this 

music was not bound until after the parts had been withdrawn from use.  The manner 

in which each volume has been bound, i.e. stab bound with hard covers, does not 

facilitate the use of the material on music stands, which would indeed have been 

necessary for instrumentalists participating at the benefit concerts.  When examining 

                                                 
5 Robert Prescott Stewart’s handwriting is identified on flyleaf iii in Ms 25, a first violin part-book.  

Stewart’s handwriting also pervades surviving sources contained in the St Patrick’s Collection of 

Music Manuscripts.  Information kindly provided by Dr Kerry Houston.   
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and analysing the collection it is important therefore to focus on the individual parts 

and not on the overall part-books.   

 

The way in which the Mercer’s works are collated has significant implications.  

[Overhead Collation Diagram Sample].  Collation diagrams indicate new sections for 

each work.  There are very few identifiable cross-overs between conjoined folio and 

works.  This suggests that the parts may originally have been bound according to 

work as opposed to being bound by instrument. 

 

The adaptation of parts can be identified throughout the collection.  The attachment of 

extra staves of music to some folios, the pasting-in of staves of music to other folios, 

the removal of parts and the omission of parts is obvious in several manuscripts.  

Some adaptations result in the inclusion of solo vocal parts and changes in scoring.  

The inclusion of adaptations is very significant when attempting to classify the 

surviving number of parts for each work.   

 

For the purpose of this paper I will discuss adaptations made to the ‘Utrecht’ Te 

Deum-Jubilate HWV 278–9 only.  Handel composed the ‘Utrecht’ Te Deum-Jubilate 

between 1712 and 1713 in anticipation of the celebrations and Thanksgiving Service 

which would follow the signing of the Utrecht Treaty.  Forty-one individual parts for 

the ‘Utrecht’ Te Deum (HWV 278) and forty individual parts for the ‘Utrecht’ 

Jubilate (HWV 279) are present in the Mercer’s Collection.  The first Dublin 

performance of the ‘Utrecht’ music was at the inaugural Mercer’s Hospital benefit 
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concert which took place on 8 April 1736.  It is likely that this was the first occasion 

on which sacred works by Handel were performed in Dublin.6   

 

The ‘Utrecht’ Te Deum-Jubilate is the most adapted work in the collection.   

Approximately thirty percent of the Mercer’s ‘Utrecht’ parts have been modified in 

some way.  Significant adaptations have been identified in the following fourteen 

Mercer’s parts: two alto parts bound in MSS 8 and 11, four tenor parts bound in MSS 

12–15, one bass part bound in MS 22, one violin I part bound in MS 24, three violin II 

parts bound in MSS 29, 30 and MS 32, the flute part bound in MS 40 and the two 

oboe parts each of which are contained in MSS 41 and 42 respectively.  [See 

Overhead – list adaptations in table].  The adaptation of the vocal parts results in the 

inclusion of several solos.   

 

Adaptations made to instrumental parts include reduced scoring through the omission 

of various movements from some parts and the supplementing of parts.  The extensive 

adaptation of the surviving Mercer’s flute and oboe parts is interesting.  Flute is 

scored only in the sixth movement of the Te Deum.  In the Mercer’s flute part music is 

copied for all movements of the Te Deum and all movements in the Jubilate except 

No. 3 and No. 5.  The Mercer’s flute part doubles the soprano line, or the soprano I 

line, where scored.  Several soprano I and II passages are copied into the Mercer’s 

oboe I and II parts. Some additions may have served as cues, however the inclusion of 

dynamics in other examples suggests performance of this music by the 

instrumentalists.   

 

                                                 
6 Boydell, Calendar, p. 15. 
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The nature of the adaptations highlights the detailed organization attached to the 

management of the Mercer’s Hospital benefit concerts.  Considering the dominance of 

Handelian works within the Mercer’s repertoire it is not surprising that parts for these 

works were revised and modified.  Adaptations made to the surviving ‘Utrecht’ parts 

suggest that the ‘Utrecht’ music continued to be performed at the later Mercer’s 

benefit concerts, despite the introduction of the Dettingen Te Deum at the February 

1745 benefit concert.  This supposition is supported by the inclusion of the names on 

various parts in the collection of several cathedral singers and performers who were 

active in Dublin from the mid-1740s onwards.   Considerable adaptation of the 

‘Utrecht’ music would have been necessary therefore, given the distinct possibility 

that the ‘Utrecht’ music continued to be included as part of the Mercer’s repertoire for 

a thirty-five year period.  The pool of available musicians would have changed 

considerably over time.  The availability of performers would subsequently dictate the 

appropriate adaptation of parts.  Interestingly the adaptations also serve to highlight 

how the availability of performers, or possible lack thereof, did not force the 

organizers of the Mercer’s benefit concerts to change the repertoire despite greatly 

affecting the arrangement of the music performed.   

 

The work of 37 copyists has been identified in the Mercer’s Collection.  Apart from 

John Mason, the copyists employed to write out the Mercer’s parts are not from the 

same pool of copyists which can be found in the Christ Church and St Patrick’s 

Cathedral Collections.  Other copyists remain unidentified.   
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John Mason was one of the major copyists at Christ Church before John Mathews 

who was sole copyist at the Cathedral post 1781.7  Mason was a bass singer and vicar 

choral at St Patrick’s from 1729 to 1783.   He was also a member of the Christ Church 

Cathedral choir from 1732 to 1784.  He was a soloist at the Messiah premiere and was 

listed among the principal voices for the inaugural Mercer’s Hospital benefit concert.8   

 

Mason’s handwriting can be identified for 17 surviving parts for Greene’s anthem 

Sing we merrily.  Composed in 1740, Sing we merrily, is the earlier of the two non-

Handel anthems included in the Mercer’s Collection.  The anthem is comprised of 

five movements and is scored for soprano, alto, and tenor soloists, a chorus of 

soprano, alto, tenor and bass, strings, 2 traverse flutes, 2 oboes, 2 trumpets, timpani, 

and bassi, including double bass organ and bassoon.9  There is no record of Greene’s 

anthem ever having been performed at the Mercer’s benefit concerts.10  The titles of 

the anthems performed were rarely specified in surviving newspaper accounts.  It is 

possible therefore that Greene’s anthem received a number of performances at 

Mercer’s and / or at non-Mercer’s performances.  [Overhead sample of handwriting].  

 

The absence of extensive adaptations such as those identified in the ‘Utrecht’ parts, 

suggests that the parts may have been used less frequently.  The autograph score for 

Sing we merrily is present among the music collections held at the Bodleian Library, 

Oxford, GB-Ob MS. Mus. D.42.  A comparison of variant readings between the 

                                                 
7 Boydell, Christ Church, pp 129–130. 
8 Pue’s Occurrences 6–10 April 1736.  Boydell, Calendar, pp 92, 107, 271, 274, 282; Hugh Jackson 

Lawlor, The Fasti of St Patrick’s, Dublin, (Dundalk: 1930), p. 44. 
9 Two manuscript sources in score form for Sing ye merrily are present in the music collection at the 

Bodleain Library Oxford, GB-Ob MS. Mus. D.42 and MS Mus. D. 49.  Folio 19–22 in MS. Mus. D.42 

provide a different setting of ‘Lord, thou has been our refuge’, (a solo movement for alto and 

orchestra), and is in Greene’s own hand.  Information kindly provided by Sally Chestnut, Music 

Section, Bodleian Library, Oxford.  Information sent via email on 19 August 2010.  The MS D.49 

version of ‘Lord, thou has been our refuge’ is present in the Mercer’s alto sources. 
10 Boydell, Calendar, pp 66–256. 
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autograph and the Mercer’s parts is currently being carried out.  This will establish 

any possible links between both sources. 

 

Five references to copyists have been recorded in the hospital’s administrative 

records.  These indicate that music was copied in 1736, 1742, 1753, 1755, 1757 and 

1759.  The music copied is identified only in two of the entries made in the hospital 

minutes.  In 1757 Boyce’s anthem, Blessed is he, was copied, and in 1759 a Mr Kelly 

received £1:13:11 for copying music for a performance of Acis & Galatea. No parts 

for this work survive in the collection.  By cross-referencing the dates of copying 

recorded in the hospital minutes with the performance calendar the order of copying 

for some works in the collection becomes apparent. [Overhead]. 

 

Six individual parts for Handel’s Overture to Esther HWV 50a/b and Corelli’s 

Concerto Grosso No. 8 in g minor, Op. 6 are contained in MSS 45–50, which provide 

one of the very few examples of cross-overs between conjoined folio and works in the 

collection. [Overhead table of parts and then collation diagram].   

 

There is no record of the Overture to Esther (HWV 50a/b) ever having been 

performed at a Mercer’s benefit concerts.  The Overture was played as a prelude at the 

Feast of the Sons of the Clergy.  The Feast of the Sons of the Clergy began in 1655 

and was celebrated annually at St Paul’s Cathedral in London.  The Mercer’s Hospital 

benefit concerts appear to have been closely modelled on this London event.   

Therefore, the Overture to Esther may have been performed regularly in the same 
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context, as a prelude, at the Mercer’s benefit concerts, but without documenting its 

performance as part of the main programme.11   

 

Corelli’s Eighth Concerto is recorded as having been performed at two Mercer’s 

performances.  The concerto was performed together with Purcell’s Te Deum, 

composed for St Cecilia’s day 1694, and two Handelian anthems at the benefit concert 

of 7 December 1749. Corelli’s concerto was performed again at the benefit concert of 

29 November 1750.  Handel’s Te Deum-Jubilate and two unspecified anthems were 

also performed.   

 

The work of two copyists, Y and Z, and a paper type, not identifiable elsewhere in the 

collection, is present in MSS 45–50.  [Overhead].  No adaptations are evident among 

MS 45–50.  The presence of the works on conjoined folios suggests that both works 

were performed at the same concert.   

 

The printed works, contained in MSS 51–57 include an incomplete set of four parts 

for Charles Avison’s Six concerti in Seven Parts published in Newcastle in 1740, an 

incomplete set of ten parts for Francesco Barsanti’s 10 Concerti Grossi Op. 3 

published in Edinburgh in 1742, a complete set of three parts for Michael Christian 

Festing’s Six Sonatas for Two violins & bass Op. 6 published in London in 1742, a 

                                                 
11 One violin II part, one viola part, one violoncello/bass part and three oboe II parts for Handel’s 

Overture to Esther HWV 50a/b are contained in IRL-Dtc Mercer’s Hospital Music MSs 45–50 in the 

Mercer’s Hospital Music Collection.  Deutch, Handel Biography, p. 271.  See Appendix 8 in 

Appendices Volume 1. Brian Boydell records twenty-one Dublin performances of Esther between 1742 

and 1757.  The Charitable Musical Society performed the oratorio a number of times and it was also 

performed at various benefit concerts in the city. 11  The oratorio appears to have been relatively 

popular.  The advertisement recording the first Dublin performances of Esther, which took place at the 

Fishamble Street Theatre on 3 February 1742, describes the oratorio as Esther ‘with additions’.11  The 

revised version of Esther must therefore have been in circulation in Dublin at this time.  Given the 

number of Dublin performances of Esther the musical parts would have been readily available to the 

organisers of the Mercer’s Hospital benefit concerts.   
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complete set of parts, including some duplicates, for Handel’s 12 Concerti Grossi in 

Seven Parts HWV 319–330/Op. 6, an incomplete set of four parts for an edition of 

twenty-four overtures to a selection of operas by Handel, and two sets of parts, one 

complete and one incomplete, for John Stanley’s Six Concerti in Seven Parts Op. 2.  

The printed parts are arranged in volumes, each of which is stab bound. Some 

volumes have blue paper covers while others have no covers.  The condition of the 

binding varies between parts but the overall condition of the printed music is very 

good.    

 

The stamp of the Philharmonic Society [The Philharmonick Society of Musick in 

Dublin] in both blue and red ink, is present on the majority of printed parts.  The 

Philharmonic Society met in Fishamble Street, Dublin, at their premises, a room, 

opposite St. John’s Church.  The Philharmonic Society gave regular weekly 

performances between 1742 and 1752.  Music performed included orchestral 

overtures and concerti, and oratorio performances were also popular.12   

 

The relationship between the Philharmonic Society and Mercer’s Hospital is very 

significant.  Players were drafted in from the society to participate at the benefit 

concerts.  Notes made in the hospital minutes suggest that Mercer’s Hospital may 

have benefited also from weekly performances given by the Society.   

 

An entry in the hospital minutes records how in November 1748 the hospital 

governor, Dean Owen, paid twenty-five pounds for music which belonged to the 

                                                 
12 Boydell, Ibid., pp 86–171, 268. 
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Philharmonic Society.  Unfortunately no titles or composers for this music are 

recorded. 

 

The exchange of music between both organisations highlights the possibility of 

repertoire common to both organisations.  A surviving word-book printed in 1742 to 

accompany performances by the Philharmonic Society supports this statement.  The 

title on the word-book reads, [Overhead]. 

‘Te Deum, Jubilate, Anthems, Odes, Oratorios and Serenatas As they are 

performed by the Philharmonic Society in Dublin For the Improvement of 

Church Musick and the Further Support of Mercer’s Hospital.’13 

 

The contents of the Philharmonic word-book include the text for the ‘Utrecht’ music, 

the four coronation anthems, the Chapel Royal and Cannons versions of I will magnify 

thee, and the Chapel Royal version of Let God arise. 

 

The sources from which the surviving Mercer’s manuscript parts were copied are very 

significant.  It has been assumed that the parts for the ‘Utrecht’ Te Deum-Jubilate and 

possibly the four coronation anthems derive from Walsh editions, published in 1731-2 

and c. 1743, respectively.  The Mercer’s ‘Utrecht’ parts share the three major errors 

identifiable in Walsh’s 1731-2 edition, an incorrect reading on the first and last notes 

in bar 2 of the trumpet II part in No. 7 from the Te Deum, and the wrong final chord 

to the Te Deum.  The final chord in question is that of G major, the key of the final 

movement of the Te Deum being D major.  The error in the final chord has been 

transmitted to all except two Mercer’s parts, an alto part bound in MS 8 and a violin II 

part bound in MS 28.  The identification of copying errors in the Mercer’s parts not 

found in Walsh is important and suggests the possibility of an alternative source.   

                                                 
13 IRL-Dtc 109.u.151 Early Printed Books Department. 
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No score-book survives in the Mercer’s Collection.  A score-book for Boyce’s 

anthem, Blessed is he that considereth the sick, survives in the Christ Church 

Cathedral Collection.  This appears to be the corresponding score-book for the parts 

which now survive in the Mercer’s collection.  Blessed is he was specially 

commissioned for Mercer’s and was first performed at the benefit concert of 10 

December 1741.  A revised version of Boyce’s anthem was regularly performed at the 

Festival of the Sons of the Clergy and at the meetings of the Three Choirs Festival at 

Worcester, Hereford and Gloucester.14 

 

It should be remembered that the Mercer’s parts circulated within the Dublin music 

scene.  Christ Church Cathedral choir used parts for the ‘Utrecht’ music and a 

coronation anthem at a non-Mercer’s performance in 1749 and the Meath Hospital 

also borrowed music from the governors of Mercer’s Hospital in both 1786 and 

1787.15  Perhaps not all adaptations were made to accommodate Mercer’s performers.  

Indeed a question mark lies over the exact ownership of the surviving parts now 

contained in the Mercer’s Hospital Music Collection.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
14 GB-Lbl Add. 28967 
15 The advertisement for the 1786 Meath Hospital benefit concert states that Sacred Music by Handel 

the same as was being prepared for the commemoration in London ‘A SELECTION OF SACRED 

MUSICK FORM HANDEL THE SAME WITH THAT NOW PREPARING IN LONDON’ was to be 

performed.  It is therefore likely that parts for the ‘Utrecht’ music were borrowed. 


