Church and Organ Music

William Smethergell, Organist

Timothy Rishton

Nurse of Art, the City rear’d

In beauteous pride her tower-encircled head;

And, stretching street on street, by thousands

drew,

From twining woody haunts, or the tough

yew

To bows strong-straining, her aspiring sons
(James Thomson, Autumn, 113-17)

“The enormous piles of buildings belong-
ing to the Custom-house line the South side
of the way [Thames Street], and by their
height prevent a single ray from the Sun
ever glancing on the wet and narrow cart-
way, and still narrower foot-path. A
passenger unaccustomed to the place
would, on entering this Street from
Towerhill, suppose that Chaos was come
again.’! The street so described at the end
of the 18th century led into the parish of
All Hallows Barking by the Tower, alarge
and ‘generally well-built’ community,?
whose impressive church commanded in
1732 annual parish rates of £120.> An
organ had been a feature of the church since
Anthony Duddyngton’s famous instrument
of 1519,* but by the mid-18th century a
Harris organ of 1675 — 7 had in its turn been
largely rebuilt by Gerard Smith in 1720.°
The composer C.J.F. Lampe (son of the
better-known J.F. Lampe) was among the
18th-century organists of the church,® and
upon the resignation of his successor
Samuel Bowyer in 1770 after just one year
in office, another composer, the 19-year-
old William Smethergell, was among the
six candidates for the post.” His election
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on 22 November, jointly with the organist
and singer Charles Knyvett, was the start
of a musical career which, though by no
means spectacular, is fascinating for the
light it sheds on the activities of a typical
late 18th-century London musician.
William Smethergell (son of William, a
‘citizen and poulterer’, and Elizabeth) was
baptized at the London church of St Peter-
le-Poer on 6 January 1751. At the age of
14, on 1 April 1765, he left his family’s
home in Tower Street in the parish of All
Hallows Barking to be apprenticed to
Thomas Curtis, ‘citizen and weaver’, for
the ridiculously large ‘consideration’ of
£52.10s.% It was symptomatic of the
decline of the apprenticeship system that
such large demands were made by mid-
18th-century masters; perhaps, suggests
Jocelyn Dunlop, in an attempt to stem a
flood of incompleted apprenticeships.’®
Despite the description ‘weaver’, Curtis
was in fact a musician. He was organist
from 1753 until his death in 1806'° of St
Mildred’s Bread Street (where the well-
known Robert Hudson was for a time his
assistant), and he generously subscribed for
six copies of Smethergell’s keyboard con-
certos published in the mid-1770s. The
Weavers’ Company freedom admission
book for 1737—-69'! shows how Curtis —
and subsequently Smethergell — came to
be associated with the Company: ‘Thomas
Curtis, living near Hackney Turnpike in
the parish of St Matthew Bethnal Green,
Organist, Son of John Curtis late Citizen
& Weaver of London, deceased, is made

sion to use material on Smethergell’s church appoint-
ments from his planned book, Organists of the City of
London 1666 — 1850, and for generously supplying other
advice and information.
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Free by Patrimony on the Testimony of
Charles Curtis, Citizen and Weaver of Lon-
don’ (1 June 1761). Despite Scholes’s
assertion'? that City organists were re-
quired to become members of a City Livery
company, very few actually appear to have

done so. .
The Weavers’” Company Court minute

book!? records Smethergell’s admission to
the freedom of the company on 4 May
1772, describing him as a musician living
at Tower Dock. Having held his organist’s
post at All Hallows for 18 months,
Smethergell evidently considered his im-
mediate future to be reasonably secure, for
ten days later the following entry was made
in the registers of St Giles Cripplegate:
William Smethergell of the Parish of
Alhollows Barking London Batchelor & Ann
Moore of this Parish Spinster were married
in this Church by Licence this Fourteenth
day of May 1772 by me [signed] Geo.
Goldwyer. This Marriage was solemniz’d
between us [signed] Wm Smethergell Ann
Moore in the presence of [signed] Wm
Gould Elizabeth Gould.
Soon after his marriage he moved to the
parish of St Benet’s Paul’s Wharf, where
his daughters, Elizabeth and Ann, were
born on 16 February 1773 and 24 June
1775 respectively. Both were baptized at
St Benet’s, Elizabeth on 18 March 1773
and Ann on 6 July 1775. Ann’s arrival in
the Smethergell household was particularly
well timed as less than a month earlier, on
26 May, William had been appointed
organist of the United Parishes of St Mary
at Hill with St Andrew Hubbard, a post
he was to hold for nearly 51 years while
retaining, in typical pluralist fashion, his
position at All Hallows Barking. Although
the list of the seven candidates for the post
recorded in the church vestry minutes'* is
unimpressive, showing that the position
was not highly sought after, it must never-
theless have doubled Smethergell’s income.
If the William Smethergell whose
daughter Mary Ann was born in 1796
was another child of William and Ann, he
cannot have been born until after 1779, in
which year the elder William joined the
Society for the Support of Decayed Musi-
cians and their Families, the institution to
which Handel had left £1000 in his will
20 years earlier and which subsequently

12 The Grear Dr Burney (London, 1948), 512
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15 Registers of St Mary the Virgin, Aldermanbury,
22 Feb 1796: ‘Mary Ann d. of Wm & Mary Smethergell
Born 27 Jan’
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became the Royal Society of Musicians of
Great Britain. His application, dated 4 Ju-
ly 1779, states that he had ‘Profess’d &
Studied Music upwards of Seven Years He
is Married & has two Children, one 6 &
ye other 4 Years of Age. He is Orangist [sic]
of St Mary Hill, & Allhallows, is First
Tenor at Vauxhall & his Teaching & places
is about 200£ p.Ann.” He was accepted as
amember of the society and signed the ad-
mission book on 5 September.!®

By this time Smethergell was becoming
increasingly involved in London musical
life. In addition to his church appointments
he was involved in concert administra-
tion'” and had published his first four ma-
jor works: six harpsichord lessons op. 1, six
keyboard concertos, six overtures op.2 and
six ‘canzonetts’ for violin and keyboard. 8
Among the 107 subscribers to his Six Con-
certos of c1775 were the music publishers
and sellers Robert Bremner, Henry Tho-
rowgood and Longman & Broderip (tak-
ing 12 sets), as well as Mr Johnson, almost
certainly the publisher John Johnson of
Cheapside. Contemporary London organ-
ists are well represented, including among
many others James Evance, whose own
keyboard concerto was published a decade
later; Mr Groombridge, who in 1787 was
responsible for the posthumous publication
of one of the finest sets of keyboard con-
certos by any English composer, the six
concertos of Thomas Augustine Arne; Ed-
mund Gilding, the organist of St Giles
Cripplegate who had perhaps played at
Smethergell’s wedding a few years earlier;
Mary Hudson, who was soon afterwards
appointed organist of St Olave Hart Street
(Smethergell was not among the London
organists listed in Guildhall Library
Ms858/1 as having contributed towards
the cost of building that organ in 1781);
John Stanley; and John Worgan, organist
at Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens where
Smethergell played the ‘tenor’ (or viola).
Smethergell’s family does not seem to be

16 T am grateful to Betty Matthews for bringing this
to my attention and supplying the quotation.

171 am grateful to Dr Owain Edwards of the Oslo
Musikkhdgskole for pointing out to me the following
newspaper cutting in British Library Theatre Cuttings
41, £.39, cutting no.129: ‘By SUBSCRIPTION, For ONE
NIGHT ONLY. AT the King’s Arms Tavern, Cornhill,
Tomorrow will be ACONCERT and BALL. The Music
by the best Performers. And the Vocal Parts by Miss
JAMESON. W. SMETHERGELL, Steward. Tickets to be
had at Longman and Lukey’s Music Shop, No.26
Cheapside; and at Thorowgood’s Music Shop, at the
Royal Exchange, at 5s.3d. each’; a long search reveal-
ed that the cutting came from The Public Advertiser,
24 Jan 1775.

18 work-list by Owain Edwards in The New Grove

represented except by ‘Miss Gould’ — a
cousin, perhaps'® — and it seems unlike-
ly that the organist, ‘James Moore of Car-
diff’ would have been related to his wife.
His former master, as noted above, was ex-
ceptionally generous, subscribing for six
sets; he was probably also responsible for
the subscription of ‘Mr Charles Curtis,
Gent’ (presumably the ‘citizen and weaver’
mentioned above).
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Charles Knyvett’s appointment as joint
organist of All Hallows Barking was termi-
nated between 4 April 1782 and 24 April
1783, leaving Smethergell as sole organist.
He had become a liveryman of the Weavers’
Company in 1781,%° and now, at the age
of 32, he was enjoying an unusually large
income derived from his teaching, his two
church appointments and his activities at
Vauxhall, for which he presumably wrote
his 12 ‘overtures’, issued in two sets of six
of which the second (op.5) was sufficient-
ly popular to merit a second edition. A
fascinating manuscript list of the ‘Songs
and Instrumental Music Perform’d at
Vauxhall 1790 -1791°%! shows, however,

19 John Gould married William’s aunt Elizabeth
Smethergell of All Hallows Barking at St Dunstan’s-
in-the-East on 30 Sept 1743; William and Elizabeth
Gould, witnesses to Smethergell’s marriage, were
presumably their children.

20 Weavers’ Company quarterage book, 1818~30
(Guildhall Library MS4661/107), 26 June 1781

21 now MS S513 14/267, Minet Library, Camberwell;
for a description see Charles Cudworth: ‘The Vaux-
hall “Lists’”, Galpin Soctety Journal, xx (1967), 24~ 42

that none of Smethergell’s music was per-
formed there between 18 May 1790 and
25 August 1791, nor is he mentioned in
any incidental anecdotes about the per-
formers. That his music was known else-
where is shown by his ‘Moggy Macbride,
a Favorite Song, Sung by Mrs Forrester,
at Islington Spa’. More significant than this
weak and trivial ballad is his ‘Favorite Con-
certo for the Harpsichord or Pianoforte’
published in 1784. Justly described by
Samuel Arnold as one of ‘the best of Mr
Smethergell’s works’, which ‘shews the
author to be far above superficiality’,? its
first movement combines a profusion of
melodic ideas with a carefully calculated
symmetrical design that flanks the long cen-
tral solo section by a pair of similar
tutti—solo —tutti units, of which the solo
in the second is a wholesale subdominant
repetition of that in the first.

The hundreds of performers in the 1784
Handel Commemoration concerts includ-
ed among the second violins a ‘Mr Smither-
gale’® — an understandable misreading of
Smethergell’s rather flowery signature (The
Morning Post, commenting on the concerts,
reported that the list of performers was
derived from ‘the Tickets found in the Box,
into which every performer must put his
or her name’). He was also one of the
thousands of subscribers to Edward
Miller’s The Psalms of David (c1790), of
which he bought three copies, but appears
to have subscribed to no other publica-
tion?* or to have bought anything at either
of the great 18th-century London music
auctions, the Boyce sale of 1779 or the
Stanley one seven years later.?

The following few years saw a reduction
in Smethergell’s published output, and dur-
ing the last 30 years or more of his life
nothing bearing his name was published.
The final decade of the 18th century, when
he might have been expected to have en-
joyed a high reputation and financial securi-
ty, saw him living in rented accommoda-
tion, expelled from the Society for the Sup-
port of Decayed Musicians for non-pay-

22 European Magazine and London Review, vi (Aug
1784), 136; I am grateful to Dr Jamie Croy Kassler
for bringing this to my attention.

23 Charles Burney: An Account of the Musical Perfor-
mances . .. in Commemoration of Handel (Dublin,
1785), 19

24 kindly confirmed by Peter Wallis, director of the
Project for Historical Biobibliography at the Univer-
sity of Newcastle upon Tyne

25 Tam grateful to Leeds Public Library for allowing
me access to their copy of the Boyce Auction Catalogue
and to J.P.W. Cochrane of Christie, Manson & Woods
Ltd for searching their archives for me.
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