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John Loeillet holds an important place in the history of the flute in England. I He was the first 
musician of stature to play the Baroque flute in his adopted country, and probably the first 
composer to publish idiomatic chamber music for the instrument there. The biographies of the 
members of the Loeillet family have been the subject of much confusion in the literature, 
especially in the writings of Bergmans and Closson early this century. But most of this 
confusion was cleared up by Brian Priestman and Alec Skempton in the 1950s and 60s.:2 
Recently Morag Deane has published some new information on the family, unfortunately 
containing many errors, 3 and the distinction scholars have made between John LoeiIiet of 
London and Jean-Baptiste Loeillet of Ghent has been questioned, without any new evidence 
being introduced, by Rose-Marie Janzen. 4 The present article re-examines John Loeillet's life 
on the basis of all the available evidence, some of which has not previously been cited in the 
literature on the family. 

John Loeillet, the son ofJean Baptiste Fran<;ois Loeillet (1653-1685), a surgeon, and his second 
wife Barbe (nee Buys), was born in Ghent and baptised 'Jean-Baptiste' at the St. Jacobskerk 
there on 18 November 1680. 5 His brother Jacob (Jacques), who also became a celebrated 
woodwind player, was born in 1685.6 After their father's death in 1685, the two brothers may 
have been brought up by their uncle, Pierre Loeillet I (1651-1735), a violinist and concertmaster 
in Ghent and the father of the other Jean-Baptiste Loeillet (1688-1715), often called 'de Ganl' to 
distinguish him from his cousin. 7 

Nothing certain is known of John's early life and training. Deane has speculated that he was 
driven from his native Ghent by the French occupation of The Netherlands during the War of 
the Spanish Succession. 8 He had certainly arrived in London by \0 April 1705 when, along with 
James Paisible,9 John Banister II, 10 and other members of the Drury Lane Theatre band, he 
performed'a piece ofinstrumental music' in the intermission ofa play. II This evidence suggests 
that he had become a member of that band, almost certainly as an oboist-a place he was to hold 
in another theatre band within three years (that of the Queen's Theatre; see below). The first 
oboe at Drury Lane at that time was Peter La Tour, a Frenchman who seems to have arrived in 
England in the last decade of the seventeenth century. 12 Whether La Tour remained first oboe 
and Loeillet played second oboe, or whether Loeillel's superior talent was immediately 
rewarded with the first oboe place is a matter for speculation, since no personnel rosters for 
Drury Lane seem to have survived. We do know that the two oboists would have been 
employed in the band in the dramatic music for plays and accompaniments for operas, and 
would have occasionally played chamber music in the entertainments given in the intermissions 
between the acts of the plays. 

On 12 February 1706, in a concert at York Buildings, the instrumental music included 'several 
entertainments upon the German flute (never performed before) by Mr. Latour.' 13 The Baroque 
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transverse flute - usually called the 'Gennan flute' in England in the first half of the eighteenth 
century-was performed in London in 1702 and seems to have been known even in the 1690s. 14 

The concert of La Tour's is, however, the first reference to the instrument in newspaper 
advertisements. 15 The 'neverperfonned before' tag may have been intended to refer only to the 
concerts at York Buildings or, more likely, was an advertising ploy by promoters hoping that 
this instrument was still rare enough to be novel for most of the audience. 

It is commonly stated that John Loeillet was responsible for introducing the transverse flute to 
England in 1705. He clearly did not introduce it, nor was he the first advertised perfonner on the 
instrument. The question now arises: did La Tour either already know how to play the flute 
when he arrived in England from France (a country where flute playing was already well 
established) or learn the instrument after arriving in England from a player such as Paisible or 
Fran'.;ois La Riche (who were supposed to have provided the flute tablature for the Talbot 
manuscript)? If so, one would have expected him to have shown it off in public before the 
vaunted concert debut in 1706. In view of the date of this debut - the year after Loeillet arrived 
in the country - it seems much more likely to me that it was in fact Loeillet who taught La Tour 
how to play the instrument (or at least, to play it proficiently enough to use in public concerts). 
In any case, La Tour played the flute in two other advertised public concerts during the next two 
years, 16 and the year after that, 1709, the instrument was played in another public concert by 
Humphrey Denby, a colleague ofLa Tour's in the oboe band ofQueen Anne and Prince George 
of Denmark. 17 In other words, the leading oboists in England began to teach each other to play 
the new instrument. The question still remains, however, as to why, if Loeillet was the player 
who first demonstrated the artistic potential of the new instrument, it was not he but La Tour 
who introduced the instrument in the London concerts. The answer may perhaps lie in 
Loeillet's generous personality (see below): he taught his colleague the instrument and allowed 
him the pleasure of its first concert perfonnance. 

To return to the work of Loeillet and La Tour in the Drury Lane band, in 1706 and 1707 the 
company put on revivals of three dramatic works with music by Henry Purcell including both 
recorder and oboe parts: Bonduca ('with all the original music'), The Indian Queen. and Timon 
ofAthens. 18 0n I April 1707, Thomyris. Queeno/Scythia, adapted by Heideggerfrom works by 
Alessandro Scarlatti, Bononcini and Steffani, began a long run at Drury Lane. 19 It has, besides 
parts for two oboes, an aria, 'Cares on a crown' ,'With transverse flute obbligato, and another, 
'Pretty Warbler', with recorder obbligato, both of which were presumably written for either La 
Tour or Loeillet. 20 

Loeillet probably played in concerts with other members ofthe band during the next few years, 
although the only advertisement in which he is mentioned by name is for a concert at York 
Buildings 'with sonatas on several instruments' by him, Paisible, Banister, and the 
harpsichordist Francis Dieupart (by that time also a member of the Drury Lane band) on 23 May 
1707. 21 Loeillet probably played the oboe (and/orflute and recorder), Paisible the recorder, and 
Banister the recorder and/or violin in this concert. We may also assume that either Loeillet or 
La Tour was the flautist for whom William Corbett wrote a part in his 1708 publication, Six 
Sonatas with an Overture and Aires in/our parts/or a Trumpet, Violin's and Hautboys, Flute 
de Allmain. Bassoons or harpsichord. 22 which were probably the 'several new pieces for 
trumpets and flutes, composed by Mr. Corbett' that were perfonned in a concert at York 
Buildings on 26 March 1707.23 

Around November 1707 Loeillet is named as first oboe at 15s per night (La Tour was second 
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oboe) in the list of prospective musicians for the production ofoperas at the Queen's Theatre. 24 
In the tentative roster for that theatre made around early December, he is listed as the first of 
four oboes at £ 40 per annum, the highest salary level of the rank-and-file members. 25 

In December he was one of the Drury Lane instrumentalists given permission to rehearse an 
opera secretly at the Queen's Theatre and dismissed for their action by Christopher Rich, the 
Drury Lane manager. 26 He appears in the musicians' petition for reinstatement at Drury Lane, 
although the amount he had been earning there, unlike those of the other musicians dismissed, 
is not stated. 27 In the estimate of charges for the opera productions made in January 1708, he is 
again listed first of two oboes (with La Tour) at ISs per night. 28 When production did start on the 
13th of that month, he and La Tour were hired as first and second oboes, respectively, Loeillet 
at the fee that had been estimated. 29 

A concert announced for York Buildings on January 21 st was to have included 'a full piece of 
the famous Signior Bononcini [performed] by Mr. Dean Sen., Mr. Beeston, and Mr. Luly [sic] 
&c.'; the wording of the advertisement suggests that the piece was a trio sonata for two violins 
and basso continuo, performed with more than one player to a part, in which Loeillet played the 
harpsichord. 30But the concert was postponed to Stationers Hall on 4 February, when the piece 
in which Loeillet was to have played was replaced in the advertisement and presumably he did 
not perform after all. 31 

Some of the operas performed at the Queen's during this period contain significant wind parts. 
Love's Triumph. adapted by Valentini Urbani from Gasparini and Cesarini, was first performed 
on 26 February 1708. 32 It contains several arias with oboe parts; one, 'If ever 'tis my', with 
recorders doubling the violins; and another, 'You're so pretty', with recorder obbligato. 33 
Pyrrhus and Demetrius (14 December 1708), adapted by Haym from A. Scarlatti, has only oboe 
parts. 34 Clotilda (2 March 1709),35 adapted by Heidegger from Conti, Scarlatti and Bononcini, 
has an aria with oboe obbligato and another, 'Cares when they're over', with an obbligato for a 
'small flute [recorder]" apparently the first documented music for such an instrument in 
England at this time. 36 AIl these parts would have been performed by the oboists - LoeiIlet and 
La Tour- doubling on flute and recorder as the occasion demanded (although Paisible and 
Banister may occasionaIly have taken some of the recorder parts). 

In 1709 the anonymous translator (Nicola Francesco Haym?) of\, Abbe Fran~ois Raguenet's 
A Comparison between the French and Italian Musick and Opera's says that 'Mr. Lulliet' as an 
oboist 'need not give place to any [Master] at Paris'. 37 His recorder playing, unlike that of 
Paisible and Banister, is not mentioned. Neither is his flute playing (although the instrument 
may not have been established long enough yet to merit attention). The translator does, 
however, describe Loeillet's harpsichord playing as 'inferior to few in Italy'. 38 Another 
testament to his harpsichord playing is his Lessonsfor the harpsichord or spinet. viz. almands. 
corants. sarabands, airs. minuets &jiggs, which Daniel Wright published around 1709 to 1715. 
(The composer is listed as 'Mr. Baptist Lully', typical of the confusion that surrounded 
Loeillet's name in England, although here perhaps used intentionally to create more sales by 
making the public believe they were buying music by the celebrated seventeenth-century 
French opera composer Jean-Baptiste Lully.) Sir John Hawkins called Loeillet both 
'a celebrated master of the harpsichord' and a 'teacher of the harpsichord'. 39 

The most important event for the Queen's at this period, and indeed for music in England in 
general, was the arrival ofHandel in London for the first time in 1710. On 24 February 1711, his 
Rinaldo was produced at the Queen's to enormous success. 40 It includes the celebrated aria 
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, Augelletti', which has parts for 'flauto piccolo' and two alto recorders, performed from behind 
the scenes to represent the song of the live birds that were released on the stage (who 
presumably could not themselves be relied upon to sing at the right time). 41 Loeillet and La Tour 
presumably played the two alto recorder parts in this aria (the 'flauto piccolo' part may well 
have been performed by Banister or Paisible). Loeillet remained first oboe of the band at the 
Queen's Theatre until the 1710-11 season,42 but he seems to have left the band by the end of that 
season, since he is not mentioned in a wage list made during the 1711-12 season that apparently 
names those musicians from the 1709-10 season still with the band. 43 

Presumably Loeillet had begun to make an independent living from teaching and giving private 
concerts. Hawkins says that Loeillet, 
dwelling in a house in Hart Street. Covent Garden. in which was a large room. had a weekly 
concert there. which was frequented chiefly by gentlemen performers. who gratified him very 
handsomely for his assistance in conducting it. 44 

These concerts were never advertised in the newspapers, so we do not know the music 
performed there (with one exception) or the professional performers besides Loeillet (if any). 
But Hawkins relates what happened at a concert on one famous occasion, presumably at the 
end of 1714 or beginning of 1715.45 Henry Needler- Accountant-General of the Excise, a keen 
amateur violinist, on which instrument he was a pupil of Banister, and a noted admirer and 
performer of CoreIIi's works - 'was used to frequent' Loeillet's concerts. 

There lived at that time opposite Southampton Street. in the Strand. where Mr. Elmsley now 
resides. Mr. Prevost, a bookseller. who dealt largely to Holland. It happened that one day he 
had received a large consignment ofbooks from Amsterdam. and among them the concertos 
[Opus 6] ofCorelli. which hadjust then been published; upon looking at them he thought of 
Mr. Needler. and immediately went with them to his house in Clement's Lane. behind 
St. Clement's church in the Strand. but being informed that Mr. Needler was then at the 
concert ofMr. Loeillet's, he went with them thither. Mr. Needler was transported with the sight 
ofsuch a treasure; the books were immediately laid out, and he and the rest ofthe performers 
played the whole twelve concertos through. without rising from their seats. 46 

Loeillet's only other documented performance after he left the Queen's Theatre is as an oboist 
in a pair of private concerts at the Kensington home of the Duchess of Shrewsbury, the wife of 
the Lord Chamberlain, around 1712-13, for which he received the sum off 8. 47 (Loeillet and the 
two principal violins had the highest fees of the instrumentalists.) On 15 December 1712, the 
Vice-Chamberlain paid Loeillet the sum of eight guineas, the reason for which is unknown. 48 
The receipt, which is probably a holograph, is signed 'J: Loeillet'. 

Loeillet contributed four dances to a collection published by the choreographer Kellom 
Tomlinson around 1720 under the title Six Danses ... being a collection ofall the yearly dances 
published by himfrom the year 1715 to the present day. The third of them is known to have been 
danced at Lincoln's Inn Fields Theatre on 21 February 1717 by the young French brother and 
sister team ofSalle (first name unknown) and his sister Marie. 49 Tomlinson was presumably one 
of the regular choreographers for that theatre - a 'scholar' ofhis danced there between 1716 and 
1718 - so the other three dances of Loeillet's may well have been performed there in 1715, 1716 
and 1718. 

In 1720 Loeillet was considered for the post of first oboist in the opera orchestra of the new 
Royal Academy of Music at a salary of£ 60, but his name was cancelled in favor of'Joseph' 

68 



(probably Joseph Woodbridge).50 In 1722 Loeillet, along with Raphael Courteville and the 
distinguished keyboard players George Frideric Handel, William Babell and William Croft, was 
employed to test a new organ at St. Dionis Backchurch. 51 In 1726 and 1727 he was one of the 
subscribers to the Academy of Ancient Music, which met at the Crown and Anchor Tavern in 
the Strand. 52 He was also one of the subscribers (in the other sense of the word) to the published 
scores of Handel's operas Rodelinda (1725) and Alessandro (1726).53 

Loeillet's character, convivial and self-effacing, is portrayed in the poem 'The Session of 
Musicians' (in imitation of Sir John Suckling's 'The Session of the Poets', 1637), published in 
1724, which recounts Apollo's attempt to award a prize to the best musician in England. 54 

Apollo's piercing eye just then espied 

Merry L[oe]i[l]l[e]t stand laughing at one side; 

He gently waved him to him with his hand. 

Wond'ring he at that distance chose to stand. 

Smiling. he said. I come not here for fame. 

Nor do I to the bays pretend a claim; 

Few here deserve so well. the god replied. 

But modesty does always merit hide; 

A supperfor some friends I've just bespoke. 

Pray come - and drink your glass - and crack your joke. 


During the 1720s, Walsh & Hare published four major collections of Loeillet's compositions. 
Opus 1 (1722) comprised three trio sonatas for alto recorder, oboe orviolin, and basso continuo, 
and three for two flutes and basso continuo. Six suites for harpsichord came out in 1723. Opus 2 
(ca. 1725) consisted of six trio sonatas for two violins and basso continuo, three for alto 
recorder, oboe and basso continuo, and three for two flutes and basso continuo. Opus 3 (1729) 
comprised six sonatas for alto recorder and basso continuo, and six for flute and basso 
continuo. 55 These compositions, mostly for Loeillet's own instruments - harpsichord, oboe, 
recorder, and flute - presumably summarize his own contribution to his concert series over the 
years. Opus 2 was dedicated to 'the most Illustrious Prince John, Duke of Rutland, one of the 
Lords of His Majesty's Bedchamber' and Opus 3 to 'Charles Edwin, Esq.' -perhaps two of the 
gentlemen who patronized Loeillet's concerts. 

By 1729, Loeillet had moved from Hart Street. 56 The notice ofhis death, printed on 25 July 1730 
in Fog's Weekly Journal, states: 

on Sunday [that is, 19 July] in the evening died at his house in East Street near Red Lion Square. 
Mr. Lullie, after a short indisposition. He was an excellent Master ofmusic, and died much 
regretted by all that were acquainted with him. 57 

This address is confirmed by another newspaper advertisement quoted below. (Hawkins gives 
an address round the corner: 'In the latter part ofhis life he dwelt in New North Street, near Red 
Lion Square,.)58 No record of his burial is to be found in the parish registers ofSt. George the 
Martyr, or of any other London parish that I have been able to conceive as a possible resting 
place. Perhaps his body was taken back to The Netherlands. 

Loeillet's will was drawn up on I May 1729, suggesting that perhaps his indisposition was not as 
short as the newspaper claimed. 59 Loeillet names his brother Jacques among the beneficiaries 
and his uncle Pierre as residuary legatee. The legacies add up to £ 1,700 and the residue of the 
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estate could have been far more. (Hawkins claims that Loeillet 'by his industry acquired a 
fortune of£ 16,000' .)60The will shows him to have been rich enough to afford several domestic 
servants (Paisible had only one). The instruments mentioned are 'the very best of my 
harpsichords' (implying that he had several) and 'violins, flutes ofall kinds, bass violins'. Did he 
also play members of the violin family, or were those instruments only for the use of his 
gentlemen concertizers? The year after his death a newspaper advertisement announced: 

To be auctioned on 18 May. The entire household goods ofMr. John Loeillet. professor of 
musick. deceased;furniture, pictures, particularly a very excellent drawing ofthe Last Supper 
by Raphael. two harpsichords. spinets and other musical instruments ofthe finest 
workmanship ... andjewels and plate. Which may be seen at his late dwelling house in East 
Street near Red Lion Square. Catalogues at the house and at Mr. Cook's in Bread Street near 
Golden Square. 61 
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