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Catches and glees were distinctly English forms of part song typically sung by male 

voices. The catch was primarily known for its humour, often of a rather crude vari-

ety, and was popular from the late sixteenth century whilst the glee with its more 

refined subject matter was encouraged from the mid-eighteenth century. Glees 

were through-composed part songs but catches were sung as rounds, with the parts 

often arranged so as to give the words added meaning when combined. The Jer-

wood Library holds a significant number of catch and glee collections, mainly da-

ting from the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. This exhibition high-

lights some of these collections and explores the social context of part singing at 

that time. 

 

Both glees and catches, along with other forms of part song, became the focus of 

musical social gatherings in the eighteenth century. The most significant of these 

was the Noblemen and Gentlemen’s Catch Club founded in 1751. Aside from their 

rather exclusive meetings (most members were titled and the waiting list was long), 

the club also initiated an annual competition for the best new glees and catches. 

This encouraged an outpouring of part song composition amongst English compos-

ers. When appraising the society’s activities nearly a century later William Horsley 

wrote in the preface to Vocal Harmony (see item 8) ‘it is to the “Catch Club” we owe 

the only distinctive species of music which England has furnished for the last fifty 

years’. 

 

The Catch Club also did much to bring about a change in emphasis from the catch 

to the glee in the late eighteenth century by actively suppressing catches which 

were deemed to be objectionable in content. This was a reflection of changing atti-

tudes to polite male company at this time: the celebration of lewd behaviour was 

becoming more and more unacceptable. From the late eighteenth century 

‘inappropriate’ catches were excluded from anthologies, glees dominated, and 

many compilations were designed specifically for a female audience.  

 
The items exhibited here form part of the Bridge Memorial Library, the historic li-

brary of Trinity College of Music. The rest of the collection can be searched via the 

online catalogue and is available for reference use by appointment.  

 

www.jlpa.trinitylaban.ac.uk 
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1. Purcell, ‘Once, Twice, Thrice I Julia Try’d’ in 

Catches, Rounds, Two-Part and Three-Part Songs 

London: Novello & Co., 1922 

780.4019 PUR 

Henry Purcell (1659-1695) was one of 

the most prolific of the early catch 

writers. Today his catches, if known 

about at all, are noted primarily for 

their lewd content. This lewdness has 

led to their censorship in the past. 

From the mid-eighteenth century ei-

ther his catches were omitted from 

compilations or the words were re-

written. This comprehensive Novello 

edition of Purcell’s works from the 

1920s tries to sanitize the rather saucy 

Once, Twice, Thrice I Julia Try’d by re-

placing the obvious implication of ‘So 

kiss my Ar_’ with ‘So go your way’. 

However, ‘puss’, with its crude alter-

native meaning, remains. 

 

 

Novello’s text: 

Once, twice, thrice I Julia tried, 

The scornful puss as oft denied, 

And since I can no better thrive, 

I’ll cringe to ne’er a maid alive. 

So go your way disdainful sow, 

Good claret is my mistress now. 

Original text: 

Once, twice, thrice I Julia try’d, 

The scornful puss as oft deny’d, 

And since I cannot better thrive, 

I’ll cringe to ne’er a bitch a live. 

So kiss my Ar_- disdainful  sow! 

Good claret is my mistress now. 
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2. Henry Harington, ‘I Cannot Sing this Catch’ in Apollonian Harmony, vol. III 

London: S.A. & P. Thompson, [1795?] 

780.4019 APO  

From the mid-eighteenth century sexual references became less frequent in catch 

composition but humour was still paramount. This catch by Henry Harington (1727

-1816) displays a simple convivial humour typical of the period. Like other catches 

it was clearly written more for private amusement amongst participants than for 

audiences. In keeping with the associational world in which this music was per-

formed it is significant that Harington was an amateur rather than a professional 

musician, as indeed were several other catch and glee writers. He spent much of his 

working life as a physician in Bath. 
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3. Thomas Arne, ‘Which is the Properest Day to Drink’ 

in Apollonian Harmony, vol. II 

London : S.A. & P. Thompson, [1795?] 

780.4019 APO  

Drinking, along with jovial male 

company, was an essential element 

of catch and glee club culture in 

the eighteenth century. In this glee 

by Thomas Arne (1710-1778) one 

group of singers questions ’which 

is the properest day to drink’ to 

which another group replies ‘each 

is the properest day I think’. The 

Catch Club gave considerable 

attention to the quality and quanti-

ty of claret consumed during their 

meetings by holding wine tastings 

and putting in large orders. Arne’s 

glee was used in one of a pair of 

prints from 1785-6 which parodied 

the subtle distinction between the 

catch and glee. In these prints the 

glee singers appear slightly more 

sober than the catch singers but 

they are nevertheless singing 

about, and apparently enjoying, a 

good drink (see A Catch. Une Chan-

sonnett and A Glee. Une Allegresse 

(London: Bowles & Carver, 1785-6) British Museum Collection Database:  

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/search_the_collection_database.aspx) 
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Samuel Webbe (1740-1816) joined the Noblemen and Gentlemen’s Catch Club in 

1771 as a ‘privileged member’, a status designed to allow professional musicians 

into the club and thereby increase the quality of the singing. By then, however, 

Webbe had already won first prize in the club’s annual composition competition on 

several occasions. This competition awarded prizes in four categories: catch, canon, 

serious glee and cheerful glee. Since its inception in 1761 the club had been doing 

much to promote the glee over the catch and Webbe became the glee’s chief expo-

nent. He was elected librarian of the Glee Club, a rival to the Catch Club, on its for-

mation in 1787. 

 

4. Samuel Webbe, A Seventh Book of Catches, Canons & Glees 

London : J. Bland, [1784] 

781.4019 WEB 
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5. J.W. Callcott, Go Idle Boy 

[London]: [s.n.], [ca.1800?] 

780.4019 GLE 

Like Samuel Webbe, John Wall Callcott (1766-1821) was 

another prolific catch and glee writer who dominated 

the annual Catch Club competitions. In 1787 he sub-

mitted no less than 120 entries. The following year the 

club restricted entries to twelve and Callcott reacted by 

refusing to enter. However, he recovered his competi-

tive spirit in 1789 and won all four prizes. Go Idle Boy 

was one of his winning compositions, as Callcott makes 

clear in this edition by printing ‘This gain’d the prize 

medal 1789’ in lieu of a title. Callcott was also involved 

in the foundation of the Glee Club. 

J. W. Callcott, A Collection of 

Glees, Canons and Catches, ed. 

W. Horsley, 3 vols. (London: 

Cramer, Beale & Co., [1840?]) 
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6. The Ladies Collection of Catches, Glees, Canons, Canzonets, Madrigals, &c. 

[London] : Rt. Birchall, [1800?] 

780.4019 LAD 

Catch and glee singing was a distinctly male activity for the majority of the eight-

eenth century, enjoyed in the exclusively male environment of social clubs and so-

cieties. Towards the end of the century, however, there was a growing effort to ap-

peal to women in the composition and presentation of catches and glees. This 

meant that the more bawdy catches were withheld and compilations were issued 

containing pieces which were thought to be more suited to the taste of ladies. 

Some, such as Catch for 3 Ladies by John Basildon which is included in this volume, 

were also intended to be sung by women. 
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7. Henry Rowley Bishop, A Complete Collection of the Glees, Trios, Quartets, 

Quintets &c, 8 vols 

London : D'Almaine & Co., 1839 

Jullien’s Royal Conservatory of Music; vol. 192 

By the early nineteenth century singing clubs and societies had spread throughout 

Britain and part singing was no longer the preserve of a male elite. The music of 

Henry Rowley Bishop (1786-1855) reflects this change in audience. Bishop wrote 

many varieties of vocal music including glees but not, significantly, catches. His 

complete glees were published in the 1830s and were dedicated to the ‘Glee and 

Choral Societies of Great Britain’. 
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8. William Horsley, Vocal Harmony: a Collection of Glees and Madrigals 

London : Monro and May, [ca.1840] 

780.4019 HOR 

As the nineteenth century progressed musicians began to take a renewed interest in 

earlier forms of part song such as the madrigal (particularly those by English com-

posers). This compilation by William Horsley (1774-1858) includes works by John 

Wilbye (1574-1638) and Orlando Gibbons (1583-1625) alongside contemporary 

glees. Horsley married into the Callcott family; his wife was Elizabeth Hutchins 

Callcott, one of John Wall Callcott’s daughters. Their son Charles Edward Horsley 

(1822-1876) was also a musician and a member of the Musical Society of London 

along with Sir Frederick Arthur Gore Ouseley, one of Trinity’s founders. 
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Further Reading: 

 Baptie, D., Sketches of the English glee composers (London: William Reeves, 

[1896]) 

 Clark, Peter, British Clubs and Societies, 1580-1800: the Origins of an Associational 

World (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000) 

 Gladstone, Viscount, The Story of the Noblemen and Gentlemen’s Catch Club 

(London: privately printed, 1930) 

 Hillier, Paul (ed.), The Catch Book: 153 Catches Including the Complete Catches of 

Henry Purcell (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987) 

 Robins, Brian, Catch and Glee Culture in Eighteenth-Century England 

(Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2006) 

 

Listening: 

 Baltimore Consort, The Art of the Bawdy Song (Dorian Recordings, 2000) 

 Canterbury Clerkes, Come Fill Your Glass: Convivial English Glees (Saydisc, 

2005) 

 Hilliard Ensemble, The Romantic Englishman (DUO Records, 1990)  

 Pro Cantione Antiqua, Purcell in the Ale House: English Part Songs and Lute 

Songs (Apex, 2001) 

 Pro Cantione Antiqua, Traditional Glees and Madrigals (Musical Concepts, 2010) 
 

 


