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John Gay, The Beggar’s Opera (1728)

The Beggar’s Opera was a huge popular success on the early eighteenth-century stage. Performed over sixty times in the first season—when a good run was three or four nights—Gay’s new kind of opera captured the imagination of a nation. It sparked a commercial passion; tie-ins of all sorts (playing cards bearing ballad tunes, fans painted with scenes from the opera) flourished just as well in the marketplace as the Opera itself. 

The Beggar's Opera is a satirical farce, mocking both the prevailing fashion for Italian opera as well as the social and political climate of the age. Italian opera, with its excessively high-paid performers imported from the Continent, its largely incomprehensible language (Italian opera was, of course, performed in Italian), and its often ridiculous plot lines and elaborate spectacle was very popular, but it was also thought unsuitable for a British country. The salaries paid to the best opera singers sometimes reached over £5,000; many in England criticized these expenditure, especially since they went to “foreign” performers instead of underpaid “native” performers. It was a complete departure from the popular Italian operas of its time. Beggar's Opera used both dialogue and music to further the story. Gay took music from where ever he could find them. Forty-one of the sixty-nine airs were broadside ballads of the time. The other tunes were borrowed from contemporary composers (including Handel). To these tunes he wrote lyrics to fit his play. Instead of taking his plot from myth he wrote a story focused on the underbelly of society - thieves, whores, fences and jailers. The world of the Beggar's opera is gritty and real, its end optimistic only because of the popular insistence that Operas must end happily. The play is filled with irony, which, in order to have any good understanding of the piece, cannot be ignored. (That a “beggar” composes the “opera” is significant.) Drawing on popular forms of English representation—ballad singing and low farce, particularly—Gay conceived of a new genre, the “ballad opera.” The Beggar’s Opera spawned upwards of fifty imitations in the vein, though it remains the only really notable example. Its popularity led to the work Sheridan and eventually Gilbert and Sullivan and Andrew Lloyd-Webber. 
Gay uses the setting of London’s criminal underworld as a vehicle to carry a range of topical satirical attacks that made the opera a political cause celebre as well as a musical hit. Along with the satire on the vogue for Italian opera, contemporary viewers would have immediately recognized Gay’s attack on the Prime Minister, Robert Walpole. Walpole is satirized through various characters, but most clearly through the chief villain of the piece, Peachum. Walpole governed through a tightly controlled system of punishments and rewards; he often hired writers to carry his message into the public sphere as literature; he employed a great many spies, and he had intelligence on everyone who could possibly be a threat to his rule (for, after the Glorious Revolution and the Exclusion Crisis, Parliament—of which Walpole was the first minister—had essentially replaced the Monarch in terms of political and legislative power). Like Peachum, Walpole was thought to hand over even friends and close business acquaintances for gain. In the opening song Peachum tells the audience “the statesman, because he’s so great, thinks his trade as honest as mine.” Being over sixteen stone in weight, Walpole’s opponents regularly referred to him as “The Great Man,” so an obvious connection between him and Peachum was established from the outset. Walpole is, however, glanced at through other characters too, for example, through Macheath, who, like Walpole, is a robber of the public, and is involved with more than one “wife” (a wife and a mistress). The satirical barbs in the opera spread beyond Walpole and the fashionable cult of Italian opera to a wide range of social issues, including the inequities of the prison system, gin drinking, sentimental comedy, art, commerce, and indeed the Hanoverian court and aristocracy as a class generally. 

Gay's message is twofold. One: Man is not basically vicious; he is the victim of vicious social forces and has only learned to be wicked. Two: Only the poor are punished for their vices. As the Beggar, the author of the piece states at the end of the opera that he would have shown that the lower sort of people have their vices in a degree as well as the rich; but they alone are punished for them. Not much seems to have changed since 1728.
