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1 Introduction

Simon D. I. Fleming and Martin Perkins

Epigraph

It is over thirty years since the late Stanley Sadie, as part of his con-
tribution to H. Diack Johnstone and Roger Fiske’s pioneering eighteenth 
century volume of The Blackwell History of Music in Britain, observed the 
benefits that a wider study of subscription lists would bring.1 Since that time 
a significant amount of work has been undertaken in researching the British 
musicians of this period, both professional and amateur, and the music 
that they performed. Sadie’s challenge has, nevertheless, remained largely 
unfulfilled. That is not to say that there were not some musicologists who 
specifically explored the topic of the subscriber. One of the earliest studies, 
in this regard, was David Hunter and Rose M. Mason’s work on the lists 
of Handel, published in 1999.2 This work was extended by, among others, 
Michael Talbot and Michael Kassler.3 Other academics have included ref-
erences to subscription lists in their writings, although none would refer to 
more than a small handful at any one time. In fact, no one has attempted, 
until now, to index the subscribers to every musical publication, presumably 
as they felt daunted by the amount of work such a project would entail.

Publication by subscription

The issuing of works by subscription was a common method of publication 
in eighteenth-century Britain. There were clear benefits in this approach for 
composers, authors, and editors, who were unable or unwilling to finance 
publication themselves, as it gave them the opportunity to see their works 
in print but minimised their upfront costs. More often than not, the title 
page would include the phrase “printed for the author,” or something to 
that effect, indicating that the composer commissioned and financed the 
printing of his or her own work (as seen in Figure 1.1). However, such a 
marking in itself does not necessarily mean that a work was published by 
subscription. For instance, it could instead mean that the composer or edi-
tor used their own money.4 Through the subscription method, it was possi-
ble for an individual to sell enough copies of a work in advance to meet the 
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cost of engraving the plates, undertaking any necessary typesetting and the 
actual printing. This method is, however, not to be confused with a different 
model, in which a publisher or composer would issue a series of pieces in the 
form of a periodical, with “subscribers” agreeing to purchase some or all of 
the instalments. In our subscription method, those wishing to purchase a 

Figure 1.1  Title Page to R. F. J. Bardouleau’s A Collection of Sacred Music (1819).5
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copy of an upcoming work would register their interest and, when printing 
was complete, they would be expected to make their promised payment. 
In return for subscribing, patrons would often receive a discount on the 
intended sale price, and their name would frequently be included in a list 
attached to the work.

There were various reasons as to why any individual might choose to sub-
scribe. Naturally, many would have known the author personally and it is 
no surprise that, in the average list, a significant proportion of subscrib-
ers lived in the immediate vicinity of the composer’s home town or city.6 
Unsurprisingly, a good number were professional musicians, some of whom 
subscribed reciprocally; others, particularly unmarried women, were prob-
ably pupils.7 Further subscribers may have come into contact with the com-
poser at the time a subscription was being taken, while some would have 
heard about the publication through a notice, such as a printed handbill or 
newspaper advertisement. The following example, for a collection of psalm 
tunes produced by Thomas Jackson, is typical:

DIVINE MUSIC.

PROPOSALS
For publishing by Subscription, Price Three Shillings.

TWELVE PSALM-TUNES, and eighteen double and single
Chants, with a new Species of Chant (which has been

universally admired) to the Benedicite. The Psalm Tunes may
be adapted to the Old or New Version, and are very proper for

Cathedral, Collegiate, Parochial, and Country Choirs. The
whole composed for four Voices.

By THOMAS JACKSON, Organist of Newark.
N. B. Those Persons who are inclined to encourage this Work, are

requested to send in their Names as soon as possible to Mr. Wainwright
and Mr Moffey, at their Music-Shops; Mr. Harrop, Printer, Manchester;
or Mr. Jackson, Organist, of Newark, in order to ascertain the Number

of Copies to be taken off.8

In this instance, Jackson was able to source enough subscriptions to 
make publication possible, but his attempts to secure subscribers for his 
next production, a set of Sixteen Marches, appear to have been unsuccess-
ful given that no copy has been recorded. The handbill he produced to 
promote this publication offered potential subscribers a purchase price 
of four shillings and six pence a copy, as opposed to the five shillings to 
non-subscribers.9 Some handbills, such as those used to promote Benjamin 
Goodison’s edition of Henry Purcell’s (1659–95) works, included a list of 
the subscriptions so far received, no doubt as a means to entice more people 
to subscribe.
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For some subscribers, particularly those in the upper classes, the sub-
scription method was attractive as the presence of a list enabled them to 
publicly demonstrate their patronage of the arts, and some would have cer-
tainly subscribed for pretentious purposes. This would also, to a degree, 
apply to the newly arrived members of the middle class; their inclusion 
would not only indicate their rise in affluence and social status, given that 
subscribing to new music was an expensive activity, but also provide them 
with a means by which their names might appear alongside members of 
the nobility. For some, the music would almost certainly have been of 
less importance than the appearance of their name on the list; such sub-
scribers may not even have minded if the music turned out to be of a poor 
quality. A significant number of the clergy also tended to subscribe who, 
as well as being university-educated, were often capable musicians and 
drawn towards musical pursuits as amateurs. Additionally, given the high 
incomes that many clergy received, they could afford to subscribe to the 
latest published works; others, such as William Felton (1715–69) and John 
Pixell (1725–84), who are the topic of Chapter 6, were active as composers 
and had their music published.

Not all music published by subscription was newly composed and it was 
not unusual for editors to issue works by earlier composers by this method. 
For example, Matthew Camidge (1764–1844), in 1789, published his edition 
of Henry Lawes’s (1595–1662) Psalmody for a Single Voice. There was also 
Goodison’s collection of music by Purcell, and the edition of Handel’s works 
produced by Samuel Arnold (1740–1802) from the late 1780s.

One potential caveat to the subscription process, and to this research pro-
ject, is that not every work issued by subscription appears to have had a list. 
For instance, there are no extant copies of Purcell’s Sonnata’s of III Parts 
(1683) with a list, even though we know from newspaper advertisements that 
it was to be published by subscription.10 There are a number of reasons as to 
how this situation might have developed. Firstly, it is possible that, despite 
the advertisements, not enough subscribers were sourced to cover the pub-
lication costs; in these instances, the composer might have had to finance 
at least part of the publication process themselves, or perhaps they had the 
support of a wealthy benefactor. The list with the lowest number of subscrib-
ers in the Dataset of Subscribers is attached to A. Gazul’s Three Concertante 
Duetts, for Two Flutes (c. 1815), which has 19 subscribers in total. If we accept 
David Johnson’s estimate that around sixty copies would need to be sold in 
order for such a venture to pay for itself, then one concludes that Gazul 
would not have achieved enough sales to cover all his expenses.11 Indeed, 
this work would presumably have required further financial support and, 
in this case, his dedicatee, Sir William Williams, might have been the main 
benefactor. In other instances, it could be that an offer from an individual to 
finance publication made the subscription process redundant. Secondly, it 
is possible that a work might have been published by subscription but that, 
for whatever reason, a list was never produced or, by chance, that no copies 
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have survived with their lists intact. There is also the question as to whether 
every copy of a work would have a list, or whether one was only included 
with those copies sent to subscribers. An example of the latter appears to 
have been Richard Mudge’s (1718–63) Six Concertos in Seven Parts (1749), as 
none of the library-held copies we have seen have a subscription list.12 We 
know that this work was issued with a subscription list as a few years ago 
a copy with a list was advertised by an internet-based book dealer on the 
Abebooks website. As the price was excessive, a decision was made to not 
purchase it as we then believed that a copy of the list could be easily sourced 
from elsewhere. If it was not for this single copy, we might have assumed 
that Mudge’s concertos had never been issued with a list in the first place. 
The reality is that new lists continue to emerge on a regular basis. At the 
time of writing this introduction, a hitherto unknown first issue of the list 
attached to John Danby’s (1757–98) First Book of Catches Canons, and Glees 
(1785) was discovered due to its appearance on the online auction website, 
eBay. Other lists will no doubt continue to emerge over the coming years 
and decades.13

The subscription list project

The aim of the subscription list project was to acquire copies of all the lists 
attached to every music-related publication issued in Britain and Ireland 
up to and including the year 1820. While our main focus was the lists of the 
eighteenth century, it made sense to extend our cut-off year to 1820 as many 
of the trends that we hoped to uncover would have continued post 1800. We 
also extended backwards to 1676, as this is the year in which Thomas Mace’s 
(c. 1613–c. 1706) Musick’s Monument was published, the only relevant work 
issued in the seventeenth century, and the subject of Chapter 2. Naturally, 
as part of our research, we have come across lists outside these parameters. 
As a result, we have included in the Dataset of Subscribers works issued in 
other English-speaking communities, such as the United States and British 
India. There are also instances in which British composers would have 
their works issued on the continent and these have also been included. For 
example, Alexander Munro’s A Collection Of the Best Scots Tunes Fited to 
the German Flute (1732), which was published in Paris. We have further-
more acquired some lists attached to works published after 1820, but only 
included them in the Dataset of Subscribers, where the composer had issued 
other works by subscription within our original date parameters. In total, 
the Dataset currently contains 760 subscription lists. Many are unique to 
a publication, but some, which appeared over successive issues or a series 
of volumes, are also identical, a surprise given that one would expect the 
number of subscribers to increase as time went on. In other cases, as more 
subscribers were received, a list could be replaced with an updated version, 
or an extra page might be added to the end of the original list. More often, 
any extra names would be added to the list by hand.
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In deciding which lists to include in the subscription list project, it was 
agreed that we needed to be as broad as possible and encompass everything 
associated with music. As a result, this study not only incorporates musical 
works but also volumes that may contain no music notation whatsoever. 
This includes books of songs, poetry, psalms, libretti to ballad operas, auto-
biographies of musicians, and essays on music, dancing and music theory. 
There are also books that have at first glance no relationship to music at all, 
such as The History and Antiquities of Doncaster (1804). This book, however, 
was written by the organist at Doncaster’s parish church, Edward Miller 
(1735–1807), who additionally issued five collections of music by subscrip-
tion, the lists for which are also in the Dataset of Subscribers.14 Another 
is Harriet English’s Conversations and Amusing Tales (1799), which, even 
though it has little to do with music, made reference to a song as part of 
the drama. English then included a printed score of the song in the book, 
a work entitled “Address to the British Fair” and set to music by Samuel 
Webbe (1740–1816).15 Another non-musical work that we included is John 
Alcock’s (1715–1806) The Life of Miss Fanny Brown (1760). This thinly veiled 
allegory, published under the pseudonym of John Piper (in reference to his 
being an organist), describes Alcock’s turbulent relationship with the clergy 
and vicars choral of Lichfield Cathedral. The list of subscribers reveals an 
expected number of Lichfield locals but also many professional colleagues 
from across the country, including William Boyce (1711–79), who had pre-
sumably heard of the controversy surrounding Alcock’s situation.16

In sourcing the lists, we had a variety of methods at our disposal. One of 
the most important resources was the indexes of the books with subscrip-
tion lists, assembled by the late Peter Wallis of Newcastle University. His 
Book Subscription Lists: a Revised Guide (1975) was produced in partner-
ship with Francis Robinson. This was followed by Peter and Ruth Wallis’s 
Extended Supplement to the Revised Guide (1996).17 We also had access to the 
British Library’s card catalogue which, although out of date, listed many 
of the music publications that the library holds that have a subscription 
list.18 The rise of the internet as a research tool has also made the iden-
tification and sourcing of subscription lists much easier. Online resources 
used to locate lists include the British Library’s website, along with Google 
Books, Eighteenth Century Collections Online (ECCO), the Internet Archive, 
the websites of the National Library of Scotland, the Western University 
Library, the People’s Collection Wales, the Historical Music of Scotland, 
the Hathi Trust, and the International Music Score Library Project (IMSLP). 
Other lists have been found through online searches and works with lists 
regularly appear on eBay and Abebooks. Some of these, that we have been 
able to purchase, have no other known copies. Some antiquarian music 
dealers have also been helpful. We particularly need to acknowledge the 
support of Colin Coleman, who not only provided copies of any lists that 
came into his stock, but even used his influence to source lists from other 
dealers on our behalf.
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Assembling the Dataset of Subscribers

Our locations in Birmingham and Durham made us ideally situated 
to access the libraries in the West Midlands, the North of England, and 
Scotland. We also made regular trips to London to visit the British Library 
and the Foundling Museum. During these visits we would photograph the 
lists, along with the title pages and any other significant information, such 
as prefaces and dedications; these would be brought home to transcribe. 
In the early days, the names would be typed into a Microsoft Word docu-
ment, but this activity was both tedious and excessively time consuming. 
The timing of this project has coincided with a significant advancement in 
optical character recognition software, and we used a variety of these tools 
to speed up the transcription process. This included the automatic charac-
ter recognition functions often available from the content hosts (e.g., Google 
Books and the Hathi Trust) and applications such as ABBYY FineReader 
and Google optical character recognition (OCR). Once the transcriptions 
were completed, these names were then added to a spreadsheet. In total, 
the Dataset of Subscribers has over 156,000 entries. It is this Dataset that 
has been the main source for our authors as they produced their chapters.19

Most subscription lists tend to be grouped into sections by the first initial 
of a surname, although there are examples, such as James Fishar’s Twelve 
New Country Dances (c. 1780), where the names appear to be in the order 
in which subscriptions were received.20 Important subscribers, particularly 
royalty, are not included in the main body of a list but appear at its head. 
Within each section, the subscribers are not normally listed alphabetically; 
aristocrats appear first followed by other subscribers from the lower ranks, 
such as gentlemen. Even the importance of individual members of a family 
is reflected in the lists, with the head of the household appearing first, fol-
lowed by his wife and then children, oldest to youngest. In some lists, it is 
evident that a few names were received late. These were sometimes added to 
the list by hand (Figure 1.2) or incorporated into a second issue.21 In some 
cases, gaps were deliberately left so that extra names might be added to the 
plates for a second volume or edition. In such instances, the name of an aris-
tocrat could potentially appear below the name of a person of more humble 
stature. This is particularly evident in Samuel Arnold’s edition of Handel’s 
works, issued between 1787 and 1797, in which there were so many changes 
to the plates over the course of publication that the engraving of an entirely 
new list became a necessity. Another method was to group subscribers by 
the place they lived, as can be seen in the list attached to Charles Dibdin’s 
(1745–1814) The Musical Tour (1788); this is presumably due to the way sub-
scriptions were received with agents in each town forwarding their lists of 
subscribers to the author (see Figure 1.3).22

Furthermore, in cases where a significant number of subscribers were 
received after the subscription list was produced, a list of extra subscribers 
was sometimes added at the end; an example can be found in Richard Neale’s 
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A Pocket Companion for Gentlemen and Ladies (1724). There are, however, 
instances where not all of the subscribers’ names would be included in a 
list. For Henry Heron’s (1738–95) Ten Volentaries [sic] (1760), a note added 
by the author records that many subscribers chose not to have their names 
included. Sometimes, the word “anonymous” or a horizontal line or would 

Figure 1.2  �First Page of the Subscription List to George Frederick Pinto’s Three 
Sonatas for the Piano Forte With an Accompaniment for a Violin (1806), 
First Issue.23
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be added at the relevant place in a list, although these lines could also be 
used to avoid the need to replicate a common title between consecutive 
subscribers. One suspects that any subscribers who wished to remain uni-
dentified would more often than not be omitted without comment, since 
most lists make no reference to them. In other cases, a note would give the 

Figure 1.3  �Second Page of the Subscription List to Charles Dibdin’s The Musical 
Tour (1788).28
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author’s apologies as, due to a delay in forwarding the subscriptions, not all 
names would be included, such as the following example from John Watlen’s 
(c. 1764–1833) second collection of The Celebrated Circus Tunes (1798), fur-
ther discussed in Chapter 5:

N. B. As there are several Subscription Papers in the Country, and are 
not yet come to hand, the Author hopes that those ladies and Gentlemen, 
whose Names are not here inserted, will excuse the omission.

That notice did not, however, preclude the need to add late subscribers to 
the list by hand, as seen in the copy held by Glasgow University Library.24 It 
is quite understandable as well, given that the printer was relying on hand-
written lists, that names sometimes appear garbled. The first issue of the 
list attached to George Frederick Pinto’s (1785–1806) Three Sonatas for the 
Piano Forte With an Accompaniment for a Violin (1806) is an unusual exam-
ple as it has numerous corrections done by hand, going so far as to even 
correct the first name of Lady Caroline Douglas, which had originally been 
printed as “Catherine” (see Figure 1.2); these corrections were then incor-
porated into the second issue. What is perhaps even more curious about this 
list is that one of the names added in manuscript to the first issue is likewise 
added to the second issue by hand, indicating that, even though a new ver-
sion of the list was already available, a copy with the defective first issue 
list was still passed on. One further list with manuscript additions worth 
comment here is that attached to John Stafford Smith’s (1750–1836) Anthems 
Composed for the Choir-Service (1793). The copy held by the Royal College 
of Music has an considerable number of manuscript additions, but what 
sets this list apart is the handwritten comment at the top of the subscrip-
tion list’s first page, which describes it as “a manuscript of unperformed 
Promises;” this appears to indicate that a large number of Smith’s subscrib-
ers never sent their promised payment once the project was complete.25 To 
avoid such a situation, some publishers required the subscription to be paid 
in two instalments: one before publication and the other on completion.26 
Occasionally, the full payment might even be requested in advance, as John 
Walsh (1709–66) did with his edition of Handel’s Faramondo (1738).27

A further problem we encountered was in relation to the various reissues of 
the works of Handel by William Randall and H. Wright. When Randall 
(initially as Randall and Abell) started to reissue Handel’s works, he added 
to it a subscription list of his own creation. Over time this list was expanded 
upon as new subscribers came forward. When Wright took over from 
Randall, he reissued Handel’s works but included Randall’s subscription 
lists. One suspects that Wright, when he acquired Randall’s stock, inherited 
a collection of unused lists from various stages of the subscription process. 
He then randomly inserted a list into each copy with little regard as to which 
version it was. For instance, some copies of Wright’s edition of Messiah  
(c. 1785) have an early list, while others have a later version; indeed, the copy 
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on Google Books is identical to the list that Randall attached to his edition 
of Jephtha (1770), and there was no effort on Wright’s part to update the 
details.29 It includes among the subscribers Charles Jennens (1700–73) and 
William Boyce, both of whom had died in the 1770s. All these identified 
variations have been included in the Dataset, with the exception of the six 
different identified issues of Randall and Abell’s Messiah as the five issues 
we have seen have identical lists.30

A slightly different issue was encountered with Arnold’s edition of 
Handel’s works. While some volumes in this series, such as Giulio Cesare, 
always appear to have been issued with a list, the same cannot be said of 
the other volumes. It is almost as if the publisher randomly inserted the 
subscription lists in different places as he produced his edition, so that some 
sets may have a particular list in one volume, while in another set that same 
list appears in a different place. Every identified volume to contain a list has 
been included in the Dataset, even if that same list is duplicated elsewhere.

There are two additional lists that deserve mention. The first is that 
attached to J. Todd’s The Pious Christian’s Recreation (c. 1795). The sub-
scribers here are divided into two groups: one “for singing” and the other 
“for the bass viol.” As some individual names are duplicated between the two 
groups, they cannot be subscribers to the edition itself; they may, instead, 
have been Todd’s students, since the title page records that the music at 
Normanby Church, North Yorkshire, was “Taught by J. Todd, Printer.” In 
addition, rather than indicate the number of copies, a monetary figure is 
provided in shillings (S) and pence (D). Another anomaly is found in the 
list attached to E. Finche’s Five New Songs and a Duet (c. 1800). The names 
themselves are unremarkable, but what is usual is that the number of copies 
is given in two columns, one headed with the letter “M” and the other with 
a letter “S.” We have not been able to confirm what these letters represent.

Publishing by subscription: the big data picture

Assembling the data from the subscription lists into the Dataset of 
Subscribers has given us the ability to reveal patterns, trends, and associa-
tions that had, hitherto, not been seen before. It has, for instance, revealed 
that the subscription method grew considerably in popularity as the eight-
eenth century progressed.31 Evidence of this can be seen in the data where, 
of the publications in the Dataset, the average year of publication is late in 
the century at 1787, while the median year is 1789. The year with the most 
items issued by subscription was 1790, although this is unlikely to be the 
modal year.32 While every attempt has been made to determine the year in 
which items were published, most items are not dated and around 180 of 
works in the Dataset of Subscribers still have only approximate dates.33 Any 
dates, unless we found more concrete evidence to the contrary, were sourced 
from those provided by the British Library or on Library Hub Discover.34 
In England, the earliest known book produced by subscription was John 


