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THE
BEGGAR’S
OPERA: o
A THEATRICAL
REVOLUTION

The Beggar’s Opera.
Act lll, scene 9, air 55.
William Hogarth. Oil
on canvas.

1731. Tate Gallery,
London
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John Ralph, The Fashionable Lady (1730), p.94

‘I am really ashamed to see a British Audience shout to
insipid Farces that have mistaken their Climate, and
intruded on the Theatre Royal, instead of Bartholomew-
Fair or the Borough. — For every little Creature now, who
has ever scribbled a Popular Ballad, or an amorous Song,
thinks himself capable of writing an English Opera, and
charming the politest Audience’



Rule of Popular Taste
in Entertainment
(‘Pop’ singers,
Musicals)

Monetization of

Celebrity Culture
A/ in Politics and

Entertainment

Challenge to
FATESHOW) Authority
stepl en colbert through Live
Comedy

Three-Penny
Opera: Bertoldt
Brecht ‘Theatre
of Alienation’






Changing Conditions




Common Complaints




18th-Century
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Queen Caroline and Sir
Robert Walpole

St "’i':

e A George Il was ‘guided’ by his wife, who had
;M - ) §9i been ‘engross'd & Monopolis'd’ by Walpole ‘to
“ - 15ey a degree of shutting every body out & making
i her deaf to every thing [that] did not come
: from him’

Lady Cowper (‘Diary’, ¢ 1720 fols. 104v, 75r)



Sati re’S | THE R}:‘I;STI\";\L OF THE ; (}(")Ll)_ﬁf“ RUMP.
Language: .
Butts as in

The Golden
Rump

"a Golden Tube... with a
large Bladder at the End,
resembling a common
Clyster-Pipe” into the
Pagod's Rump, "to
comfort his Bowels, and
to appease the Idol, when
he lifted up his cloven
Foot to correct his
Domesticks.”
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JOHN GAY (1685-1732) AND HIS CIRCLE

* Impoverished family, had been leading civilians of Barnstaple, forced
into being London draper’s apprentice c. 1705

 1711: becomes an ‘eleve’ of the (3-year younger) poet and satirist
Alexander Pope

* 1714: member of ‘Scriblerus Club’, an informal group of literary men
with Tory sympathies— Pope, Jonathan Swift, John Arbuthnot among
them — who aim to satirize the abuses of learning

 1715: The What d’Ye Call first stage hit and first stage parody, but next
play (1717) damned, because Alexander Pope thought to be its author

e 1715-1720: profits from subscriptions to publications, but no
permanent post or court preferment; nomadic visitor-household
member to nobility, accompanying Sir William Pulteney to France

e 1727: turns down a humiliatingly low post at court

John Gay to Alexander Pope 1727: ‘now all my
expectations are vanished; and | have no prospect,
but in depending wholly upon myself’



THE

BEGGAR’S
OPERA:
The Action



The Thrill of Reality

 Story source: famous thief Jack Sheppard and
the criminal underworld master and fence
Jonathan Wild (fence = someone who sells
stolen goods)

* Both famous: Sheppard, folk-hero escaped
from Newgate prison; four times escaped
prison; finally hung in 1724 at Tyburn — huge
public spectacle crowds perhaps 200,000 (i.e.
one-third of London) -> ballads, biographies
(Daniel Defoe), stage pantomime: Harlequin
Sheppard (Drury Lane, 1724)
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The
Hanging of
Jack
Sheppard




‘The Beggar’ John Gay speaks
in The Beggar’s Opera

“You may observe such a similitude of
Manners in high and low Life, that it is
difficult to determine whether (in the
fashionable Vices) the fine Gentleman
imitate the Gentlemen of the Road, or the
Gentleman of the Road, the fine
Gentleman”

Moral: “ to have shown that the lower
Sort of People have their Vices in a
degree as well as the Rich: And that
they are punished for them’
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Dramatis Personae
The Beggar’s Opera

Mr Peach’um (Jonathan Wild) =
First Minister Robert Walpole

Mrs Peachum = Queen Caroline

Macheath = Jack Sheppard, Robert Walpole,
heroic lover

Polly Peach’um = Italian opera prima donna
Faustina, sentimental heroine

Lucy Lockit = Italian opera prima donna Cuzzoni
and tragic she-queen '




Action: The Beggar’s Opera

Act |: Discovery of Polly’s marriage to Macheath, their declaration of fidelity, his
flight

Act Il: Macheath visits to his favourite brothel, and tells his gang he must quit
London; betrayal by his ex-mistress leads to his arrest; Peach’'um and Lockit agree
to split Macheath’s fortune; Macheath persuades Lucy Lockit to help him escape;
Polly visits Macheath and provokes Lucy who determines to help her lover

Act Ill: Lockit rages at Lucy for having effected Macheath’s escape; visiting
Peach’um, Lockit finds out about Macheath’s whereabouts; Lucy summons Polly
to Newgate and tries unsuccessfully to poison her; having been re-captured,
Macheath receives last visits in his cell; his rival wives quarrel, four more wives
appear, Macheath asks for the hangman; the Beggar delivers a happy end.



Dramatis Personae
The Beggar’s Opera

Mr Peach’'um (Jonathan Wild) = Prime Minister
Robert Walpole

Mrs Peachum = Queen Caroline ¥

Polly Peach’um = Italian opera prima donna
Faustina, sentimental heroine

Lucy Lockit = Italian opera prima donna Cuzzom
and tragic she-queen -

Macheath = Jack Sheppard, Robert Walpole, g i
heroic lover
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 Street balladeer: related topical events, or
cautionary tale, set to music familiar to
listener ‘broadside ballad’

* music made these messages memorable

* singers chose ballads whose traditional
words related to those of their new
settings.

* specific forms of address, often third-
person narrator

* Gay uses mostly melodies known through
playhouse entertainment, Playford’s
country dances, and celebrated print
collection, Thomas D’urfey’s




Double Meanings:
Melody as Satire
T he Beggar’s Opera

two narrative levels: the plot,
and a sung commentary
expounding on social issues

within the plot, asin a
broadside ballad
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Music Example 1: Overture

e Send-up of French Overture used in London’s Italian opera
productions

* ‘Learned’ writing in second section is fugal
* Composer Johann Pepusch makes common ballad into fugue

« Same common tune becomes, under Gay’s pen, a mock ‘simile aria’
in which the jailer’s daughter Lucy Lockit laments her suffering in love
(Act 3, Air 47) to the tune of ‘One evening having lost my way’ a song
known as ‘The Happy Clown’ (original words by 17th-century
playwright Henry Burkhead)



Ex. 1: Air 6 in John Gay, The Beggar's Opera ...To which is added, the musick engrav’d on copper-plates
(London : printed for John Watts, 1728)

SCENE VIL

Peachum, Polly.

Pglly. 1 know as well 2s any of the fine Ladies how to make
the moft of my felf and of my Man teo. A Woman knows
how to be mercenary, thongh the hath never been in a Coort or
ai an Aflembly. We have it in oar Natures, Papa. If I allow
Capta'n Macheath fome trifing Liberties, 1 have this Watch and
other vitible Marks of his Favour to thow for it. A Girl who
cannat grant fome Things, and refole what is moft material,
will make but a poor hand of her Beauty, and foon be thrown
upon the Common.

A TR VL. What thall I do to thow how much [ love
her, {c.
Virgizs are like the fair Flvwer in its Lufire,
H'bich i the Garden enamels the Gronmd;
Near it the Bees in Play flutter and clufter,
And gandy Butterflies frolick aronnd.
Bz, wher once plack'd, "tis wo longer alluring,
To Covent-Garden "sis fent, (a1 yet fweet,)
There fades, avd fbrinks, and grows paft all enduring,
Rots, [Finks, and dics, and is trod ander feet.

Original music: ‘What shall I do to show how much I love
her’ by Henry Purcell, in The Prophetess, or The History of
Dioclesian (1690), Act ; pubd in The Vocal and Instrumental

Musick of the Prophetess (1691)]



Air 9 ‘Virgins are like the fair flower’ in The Henry Purcell, in The Prophetess, or The

Beggar’s Opera (music by Henry Purcell) History of Dioclesian (1690)

Virgins are like the fair flower in its luster, What shall | do to shew how much | love
Which in the garden enamels the ground: her

Near it the bees in play flutter and cluster, How many Millions of Sighs can suffice?
And gaudy butterflies frolick around. That which wins other Hearts, never can
But, when once pluck’d, ‘tis no longer alluring, move her,

To Covent Garden‘tis sent (as yet sweet), Those common methods of Love she’ll
There fades, and shrinks, and grows past all despise.

enduring, | will love her more than Man e’er loved
Rots, stinks, and dies, and is trod under feet. before me,

Gaze on her all the Day, melt all the Night;
Till for her own sake at last she’ll implore
me,

To love her less to preserve our delight.
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Detall showing the
ballad “Two Nymphs
the most renown’d
Sir’ .




Tragedian James Quin
on The Beggar’s Opera

“During the first m%ht of its
appearance it was long in a very
dubious state ... there was
disposition to damn it ... and it was
saved by the song ‘O Ponder Well!
Be not severe!’ the audience being
much affected by the innocent

] looks of Polly, when she came to

those two lines ... “For on the rope
y that hanFs 11)" dear / Depends

/ poor Polly’s lite”

Reported in James Boswell, The
Life of Dr Johnson (1791)



‘Miss Fenton’

John Faber after
John Ellys, Miss
Fenton, 1728.
Mezzotint. British
Museum



The Appeal of Miss Fenton

* Earlier served in coffee-house; mistress of foreign gentlemen (with mother’s
help)

* Unknown bit-player ->overnight sensation
e Rags-to-riches fortune captured imagination
* Crowds of admirers, many eager to be lovers

 Much Beggar’s Opera memorabilia dedicated to her: pamphlets, poemes,
songs, ballads, memoirs
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POLLY PEACHUM;

_ CONTT 31 NING _ _ _ _
“An_ C CO'U N T:ofherBirth, Parentage and Education, Shewiny how {he jumpt from anOrange Girl to an A&rels on ‘the Stage, and
-fm that to be 2 Lady-of -Formne: To which is added, 2 Lift of her Admires, alfo sn Account of their feveral Amerous Intrigues&e,

: ‘Written'by one of ber Compaaions, Ao, a meres Confeflion. W 'H_“”_&:.b”ﬁ It .

Nullum crimen abeff, Sacinusq, iibidivis, ex quo -
—_— . pavperias Roma.a pepp- -—= Juv Sat. . .

Here-are fo many things .
Effentially necellary
the writting of Hiftory,
that it is a very difficulr 3%
Task for any Man, who 3§
has taken it upon him,
to write the Memoirs of
any Perfon, toelcape the
s Cenfure of fome one §
Eitigue or other ; and indecd too certain it |
is, that freqnently Hyperboles are made ufe of, §
and that fometimes, thereby the deferving
Merir, of 2 Man, is very much leflen’d; and §
no lels frequently advanced, frow a inean §
“Clapacity, to the Reprefentating, of a Seneca,
-a Civerg or Demafibencs, fuch and fy excrasr-
ainary oddare the Howours of Mankind, rhat
they won'd far rather pleafe tlieir own in §
wclinations, than do Jullice to the World, by g2
riving a candid and fair Relation, wlien either
tike or diftike, of the Peclon they are treating
af, happen to Come in the Way: But as I'm
i a Perunintirely difintrefted, and no ways in
jreed or oprefsed by Polly Peachrm itis to be §
roped, that even she eenforions World will gM
e me from any lmputation or Guile of that
Iind which mav belaid to my Charge, in Ex
;!El&alien of which hI 1.*::[1{;1:‘.3t turdeclare t1{_1at, py
‘o'ly Peackum the Subjedt of my prefent Ob! ponder weli ! ; '
Maration was born ( nbuujt twenty {wc years ibe m!ffwfre : o - \'o 0 ?ﬂ ;"’ib;ff chums Ciﬂomcl:r. Cell
dfince] of pretty good Parents; her Father be- ‘Sofave a Wyetched ) By . S ,{,“m H}f-d ' om::!gzrtr ‘3?“0- I,
ing 4 Mercer, anda Livery Man of the Gity WIFE: . o ve pall'd pretenders fumbling Minutes
«of Liondsn, where he Marrying a Womanof .38 For on the Rope : And Touth in Trirmpb b i (daell
:goed Fortune, kept Houfe and lived veryre- that bangs sy dear {§ Aub ::Fﬂcg T ",};-IT,: ”g‘.;ﬂ %H‘
._gurabiy fEr m;ny‘ Years, bulli.;;] lalt falétnghm ‘Bl Depends poor Pollyse Oﬂ!#:oe: Doﬁﬁf ]{‘.:: gs‘ ’.}ga ;Rochm »
«decay, what thro' private es, and what . [ FE ey '
hrof the unfortunaﬂc Scheme of the Somth. : With fruitlefs Cring the Beggar tends the- Door,
ot S i S T frdys
doweft Ebb, and poor Polly obliged to Shift == P SR et
Hier Brocadoes fo? 2 Linlgy—\r\foglfey Gown 5 i Ludgate's ¢heir Doom whilfl Bethlem gapes for
Ferifine Hollands and Cambricks for a Dow- beftow’d thei e

AF L o7 3T o1 o - 1 28 o3 Pilhearlal

‘How many Chair-mien, and Howmany Footmen
‘were attending her,and if 1 Miftdke ‘not they'd
‘ha’ .made abouit three Regiments, and ali Stout
Men, in the Fidlds dfF enws, fearing neither
Fire nor Smoak, ‘but yet, | pereeive they did
not leve ‘Gun Powder for they offer’d very
largely to that Goddefs that the might Vouch-
fafe to fpare them their Lives.

The laft time I'went to fee het T beleive it
unight be about r1 in the Morning, when 2
‘eertain Nobleman went to her toask a Favour
towhich fhe reply’d Lord Sr! what makes

‘ou difturb me fo Early, he anfwer’d readily,
I'is your Beauty Polly that will not let me
Reft when ablent from you: Can I have a
Favour 2 Polly takes out her Snuif-Box and
with an Air reply’d, yes Sr, Pray Mifs ({ays
he) what is the Price? Says T'olly 100
Guinecas, Pray when can | be admitted, fays
the Nobleman ? oll then takes cut her po--
ket Book and with a Bewe Grage crys hum/
hum! hum! let's fee 1. 2.3.4.5. Righe,
ihe fevell aud HITTIETH Wighn sud - pue b flees
The fame Verfon we hear went a way well
fatisty’d and las befpoke a Coach for her,
Upon which I fent Spuire D’ dwvers aLetter
and the Following Lines buthe not inferting
them, put me upon the writting this Life.

Favours on her: And One Day as the was hearing a e
it haliawe T eon® ale 3 Gend Adiefe uwnon which Pallir Peachnm® marre 1 anbadTom

“There is a mezzotinto
print published today
of Polly, the heroine of
‘The Beggar’s Opera,’
who was before
unknown, and is now in

so high vogue that | am
in doubt whether her
fame does not surpass
that of the Opera
itself” John Gay, Letter
of 20 March 1728




A NEW

BALLAD

INSCRIB’D TO

POLLY PEACHUM

To the Tune of ki

By the Autbor of LEHE UP’s Ballad.

LONDON:

Printed for A. Moo E, near St. Paul’s , and Sold at the Pamy
Shops in London and Weftminfter.

ANSWE R

Polly Peachum’s

LETTERS .

IN .

PrRoseE and VERSE

. To the Celebrated A
POLLY PEACHUM:™
The Following Lines being fent ro the Anthor, asan Anfwes ' FROM

to the foregoing BAL L AD, heto fhew what he Publifh-
ed was not omt of Malice to PorLLy PeacHum: !las an-
nexed them to this Edition, having fo much Value for tie Fe-

T E R

C

L ET

The moft Eminent of her ADMIRERS

male Sex; as to give them 1Eau- Play to a Fair Woman, - and Rivals. P O [ L 73
1 ; ’ I ‘\;-. ., .
Ray, Sir, who ave you, Poll performs ber Parts, L »
p Tiat thus dart:t)a fhew, Wilhp [u{l; Grace and drts, 4 f"w "ﬁ'ﬂ taught Letters f”’fb'f" Wresch’s Aid,
Rolly’s Pranks to open View, That each Night fre conquers Hearts, ome bawifbd Lover, or fome caprive Maid; -
Anca" o loudly expofe ber, Botllghz'n Pit and Boxes, They live, they fpeak, they breatbe what Love infpires, .
fg‘l:ﬁfd» Ef'i?‘;f;ﬁ?;, Warm from the Seul, and faithful to its Fires, To the Tunc of O Jenny, 0 Yenny, shere b thay len s
No Regard Do not flain Pope’s Eloifa ro Abelard.
T Poll, nor thofe that knows ber, Poll with eommon Doxies, b
For you o Lawpoon ’em all, For [be does Charm us all, - -
For you dp Lampooal’lm all, For fhe does Claaml}u all, g : ==
As well as preity Poll. O presty, presiy Poll.
It o LONDON:
Are yoit Pimp or Spy, Since Poll bas gain'd Applaufe, Printed for 4. Millar at Buchanaw's Head over-
That does thus defery, Allvindicate ber Caufe, againft St. Clement’s Church without Temple-
Poll’s Gallanss, and where they lie;  gad prodigious Crowds fhe draws, Bar. MDCCXXVIIL
L-=5 and G - -=’d Cullies: All confpire 80 Clap ber, ) K
Can't your Muf, . The Houfe Rings, [Price Six Pence.]
Semething choofe, When [hc Sings,
From the Stews Muft fuch Things
Of Common Whores ond Bullies, Vanifb in a Vapour,
But malicioufly you fall, No, fbe out-(bines them all,
But malicioufly you fall, No, fhe out-foines them all,
On prasty, pretty Polls © prety, presty Poll, Is it thy Afion,

LONDON: Printed for M. Rcbinfon on Saffren Hill, Or thy Compft.\'i'on,

Which makes fighing Crowds thy own?



BEGGARS OPERA
BLOWN UP,

AND

Capt. M ACK HE ATH Entangled
in his Bazale-Stramgs.

Tho' the Cocks are all running, there’s Mot enough Water,
For the Girlis brimful of combuftible Master :

Then play with your Buckets, and work for your Sonl,

Or the beft Toa$} in Town will be burnt yo 2 Coal.

Wherein allo are contained,

1. POLLY’s Defcription of a Terrible HAIRY
M 01%1 STER, lately difcovered by her and
S-- R---- F----,

- Sometimes an Hole, fometimes

Hairy whett* old; and bild when young,

Too wide -for fome, for others fit.

Two white Heriulean Pillars prop
 The tufted Gin, the tempting Snare:

: TR T \

When they dividé, thén in we pop,

Before wé well know where we are:




Miss
Fenton

While Crowds attentive sit to Pollys Voice,
. And in their Native Harmony rejoice;

~ Th’admiring Throng no vain subscription
- draws,

Nor Affectation prompts a false Applause.

Nature untaught, each Pleasing strain
supply’s,

Artless as her unbidden Blushes rise,

And charming as the Mischief in her Eyes.
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Exit Lavinia
Fenton,
Enter Kitty
Clive




Celebrity:

Converging Aspects -

Cele

brity
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