Introduction to The Beggar’s Opera by John Gay

The Beggar's Opera is a satirical play with over 60 short songs. The word 'opera' is used ironically in the title and the play takes many opportunities to poke fun at the conventions of classical opera. The play satirizes, through the actions and dialogues of the criminal characters, the moral standards of politicians and the upper classes in general. Several prominent figures of the age are alluded to throughout the play, and seeing them portrayed as common criminals hit a chord with audiences in the 18th century that still resonates today.

The play is introduced by the Beggar (representing the author) and the Player, who warn the [image: image64.png]


audience that what they are about to see is not what they have come to know as a conventional "Opera".


Plot Summary
Act I 

 INCLUDEPICTURE "D:\\Theatre History\\Know the Show John Gay's The Beggar's Opera_files\\sp.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET 



Peachum, who is both a thief-catcher and a fence (seller of stolen goods) is going over his books to find unproductive thieves to turn in for hanging. Mrs. Peachum enters worried that their daughter Polly had taken up with one of the thieves, MacHeath, and soon finds out from Filch, the family servant, that Polly and MacHeath have already secretly married.

After Mr. and Mrs. Peachum vent their anger at Polly, they calm down and devise a plan to have him arrested and executed. Polly overhears her parents and tells Macheath, who has been in hiding at the house all along, that he must flee immediately to save himself. 
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Act II 
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MacHeath meets his gang at a Tavern near Newgate prison. He tells them of the plot to do him in and asks the gang to cover for him. The gang leaves and his women arrive. His attentions turn to Jenny Diver who, under the pretext of seduction, disarms him of his pistol, whereupon Peachum rushes in and has him arrested.
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In jail, MacHeath is confronted by the jailer Lockit and his daughter Lucy, who is several months pregnant by MacHeath. MacHeath calms her by promising to marry her. Later, Polly arrives to visit. Lucy discovers that the two are married and her jealousy climaxes with great aggression. MacHeath calms Lucy again, this time by making her believe that Polly is crazy. Lucy is persuaded to get the jail key from her father who has fallen into a drunk sleep [image: image65.png]


and MacHeath is freed.
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Act III
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At the jail, Lockit rages over MacHeath's escape. He suspects that Peachum is trying to outsmart him and plans a trip to Peachum's Lock (warehouse of stolen goods).
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At a gaming house, MacHeath and his gang are planning a night of thieving.
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We then go to Peachum's Lock where Diana Trapes, a madam, reveals MacHeath's whereabouts.
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Back at Newgate prison, Polly has come to apologize to Lucy. MacHeath appears, arrested once again. Polly and Lucy plead with their fathers for MacHeath's release, but to no avail.
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Just as MacHeath is to be taken to the gallows, the Beggar and the Player interrupt the play and proclaim the ending unfit for an opera. The Beggar cries "reprieve!" MacHeath calls everyone to celebrate, and finds a partner for each woman claiming to be his wife, and takes Polly for his own.

A brief biography of John Gay

John Gay was born at Barnstaple, Devon, England in 1685, during the reign of King Charles II. He was orphaned by the age of 10 and raised by a kind uncle. As a young man, he was apprenticed to a silk merchant but disliked it. By his late twenties, he became secretary to the Duchess of Monmouth, and soon after found a post in the household of Lord Clarendon with the help of a recommendation by the author Jonathan Swift. 
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Throughout his life, Gay's friendly character won him many friends among the aristocracy and the government, who kept him employed in prominent and well-paying posts.
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John Gay's early works never achieved great popularity, but he was encouraged by the pre-eminent writers of the day, most notably Jonathan Swift and Alexander Pope. These early works featured many of the moral concerns and thematic material found in The Beggar's Opera. One story talks of a gang of foolish and frolicsome gentlemen who, by recklessly introducing chaos into society, bring about their own downfall.
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Often seen in his writing is the suffering imposed upon the poor by the rich, the trickle-down effect of corruption through the classes, and the punishment of the lower classes for corruption seeded high above their station.
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The Beggar's Opera was premiered on January 29, 1728 at John Rich's theatre at Lincoln-Inn-Fields and had an overwhelming success. The Craftsman, a London weekly newspaper, ran this short piece.

This Week a Dramatick Entertainment has been exhibited at the Theatre in Lincoln's-Inn-Fields, entitled the Beggar's Opera, which has met with a very general Applause, insomuch that the Waggs say it hath made Rich very Gay, and probably will make Gay very Rich. 
Despite his success, John Gay had little money at the end of his life, though his loyal friends watched over him, particularly the Duchess of Queensbury. He died in London in 1732 at the age of 47. He is buried in the Poet's Corner in Westminster Abbey. Inscribed on his tomb are these fitting words, spoken in the play by the Beggar himself. 

Life is a Jest, and all Things show it:
I thought so once, and now I know it.

Glossary for The Beggar’s Opera 
	Plead her Belly: By law a pregnant woman could not be executed.
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Book him: arrange for "transportation" as an alternative to hanging.
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Lock: warehouse for stolen goods. Peachum's principal trade is in "fencing" (selling stolen goods) through merchants such as Mrs. Trapes.
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Newgate: the principal jail of London. There were some 150 jails in the city.
[image: image18.png]



Cart: criminals went to their executions in an open cart so that the populace could see them.
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Quadrille: a card game for four hands; the object is to discard the 8's, 9's and 10's. Very popular in the 1720's through the '30's, particularly among the ladies.
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Old Bailey: criminal court, since generally spelled Old Bailey. Jonathan Wild kept an office near the court, to facilitate his business in turning in thieves and collecting rewards for the return of stolen goods.
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Covent-Garden: large flower market in London. Some of the "flowers" were prostitutes.
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Drury-Lane: London street noted for prostitution.
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Jointure: a transfer of funds or property from husband to wife, effective upon his death, for her maintenance as a widow. 
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Peach'd: indicted, sworn out a warrant against. One could be impeached on the testimony of one witness, but convicted only on that of two or more. 
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Slip her Shoulder: a highwayman's horse was expected to carry him away safely at night upon uneven ground. If it stepped in a hole, a dislocated limb could result in his hanging. 
	Bawd: a madam, or sometimes, a pimp. One whose business is to sell prostitutes.
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Talleymen: merchants who offered terms (at very high percentage rates--like modern credit card companies).
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Mercers: merchants of dry goods, especially textiles.
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Turnkey: combination guard and janitor. Turnkeys carried the keys of the prison and opened and closed doors for prisoners, jailors, ordinaries, visitors, laundry-women, and all others who had business in the prison. In most cases, though not always, they also brought food, bedding, and the like to the cells and wards.
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Treacle: formerly a compound for treatment of poisonous bites; by this time, referring only a thick molasses.
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Fetters: fetlocks, or leg- irons. By this time also sometimes used to refer to hand-cuffs.
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Sirrah: an expression of contempt.
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Weeds: black clothing, signifying mourning. Often taken as a sign that a woman had come into her jointure and would be a fine catch.
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Vapours...Dram: the vapours were any form of melancholia or nervous disorder; a frequent excuse for the ladies to take a "dram"--a small quantity of drink such as gin in a cup or glass sized accordingly. 
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Doxies: a "doxy" is a prostitute or mistress. Here the term is used in reference to the women of a Turkish harem. 

Theatrical Keywords
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The Kings and Queens of England, Scotland and Wales (Later Northern Ireland)

House of Tudor
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon40.html" Henry VII, Tudor (1485-1509)
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon41.html" Henry VIII (1509-47)
[image: image37.png]




 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon42.html" Edward VI (1547-53)
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/ladyjane/janefram.html" Lady Jane Grey (1553)
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon44.html" Mary I, Tudor (1553-58)
[image: image40.png]




 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon45.html" Elizabeth I (1558-1603)
House of Stuart 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon46.html" James I (1603-25)
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon47.html" Charles I (1625-49)

The Commonwealth 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon48.html" Oliver Cromwell (1649-58)
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon48a.html" Richard Cromwell (1658-59)

House of Stuart, Restored 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon49.html" Charles II (1660-85)
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon50.html" James II (1685-88)

House of Orange and Stuart 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon51.html" William III, Mary II (1689-1702)

House of Stuart 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon52.html" Anne (1702-14)

House of Brunswick, Hanover Line 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon53.html" George I (1714-27)
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon54.html" George II (1727-60)
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon55.html" George III (1760-1820)
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon56.html" George IV (1820-30)
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon57.html" William IV (1830-37)
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon58.html" Victoria (1837-1901)

House of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon59.html" Edward VII (1901-10)

House of Windsor 
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon60.html" George V (1910-36)
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon61.html" Edward VIII (1936)
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon62.html" George VI (1936-52)
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 HYPERLINK "http://www.britannia.com/history/monarchs/mon63.html" Elizabeth II (1952-present)

Contextual Notes
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In 1728, the theatrical and operatic world of London was set on its ear by the arrival of a ballad opera by John Gay. The Beggar's Opera represented something entirely new for the theatre going populace. Instead of the high flown operas dealing with the characters of Antiquity, here was a hard, coarse, and funny work which, by portraying the upper classes as felons, directly satirized the society and government of the day. It was instantly familiar to the audience and was whole-heartedly embraced by it. Even now, in our present age of greed and corruption, such a work which takes shots at the government, makes fun of highbrow entertainment, and makes heroes out of underworld criminals is still topical. 
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The then Prime-minister of England, Sir Robert Walpole, governed in an age of appalling corruption. The characters of Peachum and Lockit in The Beggar's Opera employ methods of financial gaining, much as every kind of politician and plunderer employed in the 18th century and still do. One can draw distinct parallels between the mercenary behaviours of the 18th century types who had access to other people's monies and the government banks, with the corporate raiders of today. Then, as now, the misuse of money and the belief that money can solve everything turned society into two classes of 'Haves' and 'Have Nots'. False class distinctions were set up based on financial rather than meritorious conditions. John Gay uses the hilarious parallel of Peachum, a 'fence' or disposer of stolen goods; Lockit, the chief Jailer and a collection of thieves and prostitutes, to Lampoon a society set up by the greedy, the corrupt and the powerful. Only the poor man may believe in his own virtue, but if he doesn't have the cash to buy justice he must suffer for his crimes. 
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Love and sex are heavily satirized in The Beggar's Opera. Walpole was still well known for having a long suffering wife and a mistress who he kept in town. Those of us who shake our heads in wonderment at the adulterous shenanigans of politicians and the aristocracy will find much to recognize in this opera. The hilarious results of the Highwayman MacHeath's inability to ration himself to one woman at a time are immediately familiar to the modern audience. Marriage is seen as an encumbrance - husbands and wives are there to provide a comfortable living and then got rid of. Money is the standard for measuring love. Sex in The Beggar's Opera is merely a business, as in the hilarious and reviling idea that there exists in this society a man whose job it is to get arrested prostitutes pregnant, so they may escape execution or transportation. 
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Ultimately, 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. Alas, nothing seems to have changed since 1728.
