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Henry Fielding and
the Ballad Opera

L. J. MORRISSEY

Bavrap opEra has the distinction of being one of the few literary
forms destroyed by a political decision. It began its short vigorous
life in 1728 with its most famous representative, Gay’s Beggar’s
Opera. Nine years and nearly one hundred ballad operas later, its
life was virtually over. Walpole’s Licensing Act may have been
aimed at Fielding’s satura, his satiric reviews, but it also managed to
destroy the ballad opera. Only one new ballad opera was produced in
1738 and only three new ones in 1739. There had been eight printed
or produced in 1735 and twenty-three in 1733. Ballad operas did
continue to be written, sporadically, into the 1750s, but they were
literary afterthoughts.

Its demise in 1737 and the burst of production in 1733, the year
of the Excise Tax controversy, indicate something about the nature
of the ballad opera. Gay had fashioned a perfect dramatic form for
satire, and it had never lost this character. Conceiving ballad opera
as a low-life parody of sentimental love, a Newgate pastoral, Gay had
added burlesque of Handel’s Italian opera (the tortuous distortion of
a word, the duet quarrel, the metaphor aria), and he had also added
topical political satire (the attack on Walpole as a highwayman and
as a lover unfaithful to both his wife and his mistress, Maria Skerrett).
Although there were farce intrigue ballad operas, on the pattern of
Restoration comedy, and pastoral ballad operas, on the pattern of
court masques and English operas of the Restoration, the form was
dominated by satire and burlesque, much of it political.* While only
three of the nine ballad operas written by Fielding between 1730 and
1742 can be construed as sustained political satires (The Welsh
Opera, later called The Grub-Street Opera, 1731; Don Quixote in
England, 1734; Tumble-Down Dick, 1736),> most of the rest are

1See E. M. Gagey, Ballad Opera (New York, 1937).

2 Sheridan Baker finds a number of political allusions in The Author's Farce and
The Mock Doctor as well. See “Political Allusions in Fielding’s Author’s Farce,
Mock Doctor, and Tumble-Down Dick,” PMLA, 77 (1962), 221-231.
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sharp, witty satires directed against a modern abuse, like the lottery
(The Lottery, 1732) or the treatment of authors by theatrical man-
agers and booksellers (The Author's Farce, 1730). A list of a few of
the anonymous ballad operas produced in 1733 (the year of the Ex-
cise crisis) will illustrate that the form continued to be a favorite
means of shaping political satire for the stage. In 1733 Walpole was
forced to suffer the publication, if not the performance, of The Honest
Electors, or The Courtiers Sent Back with Their Bribes; The Fox
Uncas’d, or Robins Art of Money Catching; The State Jugglers, or
Sir Politick Ribband: A New Excise Opera;, and Rome Excis’'d: A
New Tragi-Comi-Ballad Opera. The surprising thing about these
political satires in ballad opera form is their general merit. Even an
anonymous ballad opera like The Court Medley: or, Marriage by
Proxy (1734) is a sophisticated and witty attack on Walpole’s en-
gineering of the match between the Princess Royal and the Prince of
Orange. That it was never performed does not reflect its quality so
much as it does the caution of theatre managers.

Walpole had suffered The Beggar's Opera (1728), but he sup-
pressed Gay’s second ballad opera, Polly (1729). In the same way,
he suffered Fielding’s little two-act afterpiece, The Welsh Opera (first
performed at the Little Haymarket, 22 April 1731), but when Field-
ing sharpened the satire and expanded the play into The Grub-Street
Opera (scheduled for performance at the Little Haymarket, 11 June
1731), Walpole suppressed it. He did not suppress Fielding’s play
only to save himself embarrassment. In fact, the character represent-
ing Walpole in Fielding’s play is almost a compliment by comiparison
with characters in some other ballad operas or with the scurrilous
pamphlets of the day. It is true that as butler Robin runs the house-
hold and cheats at it, making his own fortune and feeding his fat
brother (Horatio Walpole). As chief servant, he shamelessly works
Lady Apshinken (the Queen) to his side; he, and not the good-natured
epicurean Sir Owen (George II), is harsh with the tenants. Will, the
coachman (opposition leader William Pulteney), constantly ridicules
his efforts as peace maker (Walpole’s standard foreign policy). But
there is a grudging respect for Robin (Walpole) throughout the play.
As Parson Puzzletext says, “if Robin the butler hath cheated more
than other people, I see no other reason for it, but because he hath
had more opportunity to cheat” (IILxiv).

Fielding’s pragmatic politics corresponds to his theatrical prag-
matism. When he revised The Welsh Opera for its production as The
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Grub-Street Opera, he kept “only what [the audience] particularly
approved in [The Welsh Opera]” (Introduction, The Grub-Street
Opera). The audience obviously liked the music; he more than
doubled the number of songs. Like Gay before him, Fielding leaned
heavily on contemporary opera, the art form the ballad opera bur-
lesqued. Six of the new tunes were from Handel; for The Welsh
Opera he had borrowed only one Handel tune. Along with the thirty-
six anonymous ballad tunes, he used twenty-two art tunes by com-
posers of Italian opera like Handel and Attilio Ariosti; by English
composers like Henry Purcell, Jeremiah Clarke, Richard Leveridge
and John Waldon; and by theatre musicians like John Eccles, J. C.
Pepusch, G. B. Grano, Henry Carey and Thomas D’Urfey. Fielding’s
ratio of art to ballad tunes is typical of the form. If the ballad opera
was laughing the Italian opera off stage, it was not because English
audiences did not like sophisticated art music. They seemed to re-
quire only that the music be a vehicle for the lyrics, and not the other
way round, and that it not be too difficult for their favorite actress to
sing.

A ballad opera did make unusual demands on a playwright. He
not only had to be a competent playwright with a bent for satire, he
had to be fairly sophisticated musically. He could, of course, hear
English ballad tunes sung on any street corner in eighteenth-century
London. “The Country Garden” or “Bessy Bell and Mary Gray” were
two among many used to carry the latest political lyrics. The music
for “Bessy Bell and Mary Gray” was, for instance, used so often with
the ballad “The Vicar of Bray” that it became traditionally associjated
with it. A playwright also had printed collections of folk and art songs
—any one of nearly two dozen editions of Playford’s The English
Country Dancing Master, or Thomas D’Urfey’s six-volume Wit and
Mirth: or Pills to Purge Melancholy (1719-1720), or Wm. Thom-
son’s Scots collection called Orpheus Caledonius (1725-1726), or
John Watts’s six-volume Musical Miscellany (1729-1731). The last
of these, as we shall see, is most important to ballad opera. But a
good ballad opera demands more than a playwright’s hearing a good
song and using it. The playwright would need to judge the appro-
priateness, or comic inappropriateness, of its traditional and its ac-
crued lyrics. He would need to find music integral to the emotional
texture of his own scene. This musically demanding task does not
suggest, however, that writers of ballad opera collaborated like Gil-
bert and Sullivan or Rodgers and Hammerstein. John Gay did not
shape his scenes or his lyrics around music selected, arranged, and
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largely rewritten by J. C. Pepusch. Pepusch came to the ballad opera
after it was completed, made the minor adjustments necessary to
make the lyrics easily understood in performance, and added an over-
ture. He may have suggested alternate tunes for a few songs, but we
can assume that Gay was always final arbiter. Even when J. F. Lampe
is credited with writing the music for Henry Carey’s Amelia (1732),
we had better doubt that he collaborated with Carey in any modern
sense. Carey, a musician in his own right, was the least in need of
musical assistance of any of the writers of ballad opera. Nor should
we imagine that struggling young playwrights like James Ralph or
Henry Fielding would have gotten substantial collaborative help from
musicians like Prelleur or Eversman or Seedo, who were hired by
specific theatres to direct their orchestras. What help occurred would
have come during the week or so when their ballad operas were being
prepared for stage production. Yet, E. V. Roberts has recently sug-
gested that Seedo, a theatre music director, composer, and organist
active in London in the 1730s, collaborated with Fielding on several
of Fielding’s ballad operas. He even says that while Seedo did not
“select the ballad tunes for The Lottery—Fielding was supreme here”
—*“some of the imperfections in Lottery I [first performed 1 January
1732] result from Fielding’s having relied too heavily upon [The
Grub-Street Opera] for some of his songs.” And why did he rely too
heavily for his songs on The Grub-Street Opera? “Fielding’s use of
the eight tunes would have simplified Seedo’s tasks, and could be in-
terpreted as a kindness on Fielding’s part.”

There may be truth in some of this speculation. Indeed it is fairly
certain that Seedo was music director at several theatres where Field-
ing’s ballad operas were performed and that he may have done the
usual work of a musical director.* But Roberts’ “Table Showing
Tunes used in The Lottery that also appeared in The Grub-Street
Opera” does very little to indicate that Fielding used material from
the suppressed Grub-Street Opera merely to make the music direc-
tor’s job easier or even that an “extensive” amount of specially com-
posed music by Seedo was available. Rather than speculate about the
uncertain relationship Fielding had with Seedo, we might do well to

3 “Mr. Seedo’s London Career and His Work with Henry Fielding,” PQ, 45 (1966),
187-88.

4 There are six airs unidentified in The Grub-Street Opera, for instance. But air I
is identified as “A lusty young Smith™ in the two acting versions of the play (The
Welsh Opera and The Genuine Grub-Street Opera). The remaining five airs were
apparently left up to Seedo, who could either set them himself or suggest music for

them.



