
Painting an Opera
The characters in William Hogarth’s art are brought to life in exquisite detail; complete back-stories are 
conveyed with just a wrinkle of  a brow, the gesture of  a hand or the fabric of  an item of  clothing. In a 
world of  two-dimensional art, these are living, breathing three-dimensional personalities and I was 
determined to capture this musically. 

Though there six performers and a chorus on stage, all of  whom would be differentiated by their own 
distinct musical language, to me it was of  the utmost importance to begin with the characterisation of  
Hogarth’s own muse; London - in its ever-shifting, convulsive, infectious and cynical glory. This role 
would be played by the sixty-headed hydra that is the orchestra, emanating fittingly from the ‘pit’. It is 
my perception that London has molded those within its walls and wards; a view that is further explored 
in Peter Ackroyd’s ‘London: The Biography’. As such, I wanted the contagia of  the city to emanate 
from the opera’s first utterances as the dark, dangerous night slowly dissolves into dawn on Cheapside 
Market. 

In Bar 1, the orchestra (which for the first 12 bars consists solely of  the lowest instruments playing - in 
their deepest registers - music which is derived from the chorus’ later opening monodic ‘hymn’ to 
London) is instructed to play ‘With a swarming darkness’. These quiet, yet foreboding growls 
momentarily subside as the first shards of  the light of  the new day penetrate, chiming a chord 
progression of  sustained ultra-high strings, flutes and a glockenspiel. As the low music represents both 
night and the malevolent qualities of  London, these high, ringing, exposed chords symbolise both the 
promise of  a new day and the very nature of  Moll Hackabout herself. They will remain her musical 
calling-card in various guises throughout the piece; they are ‘clean’, unspoiled by any chromatic 
infiltration. The ‘night/London’ music again returns dove-tailing the very end of  the ‘day/Moll’ 
passage. With the addition of  the tenor instruments of  the orchestra playing a more complex variation 
of  the later London hymn, one is made aware of  a city slowly rousing. The ‘day’ theme again returns 
and the once unsullied chords have now taken on a darker more chromatic tone; the hope of  a new 
London day is already tainted before the morning has fully dawned. Likewise, the city’s malignant 
influence has already begun to affect Moll long before her arrival. These two contrasting sections 
continue to dovetail one another, each time the ‘day’ music is further polluted and the ‘night’ music 
enters more violently and higher in pitch until they combine and the bustle of  Cheapside’s market is in 
full focus.

When the characters begin to sing, rather than deputising to the voices, the orchestral tissue of  the 
music continues to reflect the location, stating and re-iterating various leitmotifs that are sewn in a 
continuous thread throughout the opera. In this scene the percussion section frequently interjects as a 
reminder of  the ‘busy-ness’ of  the marketplace and outdoors space. This outside atmosphere is again 
evoked when the action is taken outdoors in Scene Three during James Dalton and Mister Lovelace’s 
meeting. Once more the low winds and strings deliver their sustained, polyphonic nocturne as the 
drama unfolds. It was my aim to keep this ‘swarming darkness’ ever-bubbling beneath the surface of  
the work, often playing at the quietest of  dynamics to suggest the ever-present toxic tendrils of  the city.

It was extremely important to me that London’s presence be felt even when the action was not 
unfolding outside or in a location discernibly of  the city. A four-note motif  was therefore conferred 
upon the capital, heard throughout in constant modification from the first scene to the last. It is first 
intoned in Mother Needham’s ‘entrance aria’ on the words “Stony-hearted step-mother of  suffering” 
and features prominently to illustrate the key moments of  Moll’s descent; her de-flowering, her being 
dragged to prison and finally infecting her so completely that it forms the back-bone of  a great swathe 
of  her mad-scene, culminating in her faltering dying whispers of  “Moll’s a-cold”. The motif  itself  is 
circular in shape, uncomfortably discordant with no resolution suggesting the eternally poisonous, 
enveloping, embrace of  the city. 



Lest I be considered a London-basher, I must state my enormous love for the city; it is my home as it 
has been for countless generations of  my family who hail from its east end. I feel re-charged and 
inspired when I have time to luxuriate in it and it calls out to me musically more than any other subject. 
That said, it is a ‘warts and all’ devotion and I wanted my portrayal of  it in its eighteenth-century garb 
to be an honest one. Hogarth’s output on this subject is oftentimes free of  any trace of  air-brushing or 
sentimentality and I was determined to maintain this tone. However much I love strolling along the 
bank of  the Thames on an early morning to head to Borough Market or indeed walk around the 
deserted grandeur of  the City of  London on a Sunday evening I must acknowledge that the city wasn’t 
always thus, nor is it now. Like Needham herself, though captivating in its sophistication and decadence 
I am acutely aware that Hogarth’s dystopian paradigm of  its sexual and moral vice still exists at this 
very minute, however well-concealed. This parallel I could perceive is yet another reason I felt 
inexorably compelled to set this work from the moment I saw it hanging in the Tate Britain all those 
years ago.

London is not the only location to be suggested in the opera. When evoking Moll’s birthplace - rural, 
coastal Yorkshire, I made a conscious effort to render it as aurally opposed to the London sound-world 
as possible. Yorkshire is suggested by means of  an extension of  the musical calling-card I used to 
portray Moll; namely transparent high strings and winds. In Scene One she sings of  her home, calling 
to mind such rural idylls as her cottage upon the coast and the birds flying through the air. This is set to 
a backdrop of  scalic descending woodwinds on a bed of  high strings and is again heard in Scene Three 
when she yearns to be back home, in Scene Four when she is offered safe passage from Bridewell 
Prison and finally during her insane visions in Scene Five where she imagines Dalton has returned to 
speed her and her daughter Emily back there.

Having the luxury of  knowing my cast (which, thankfully to Theater an der Wien I had huge input into 
assembling) at the very early stages of  writing the piece enabled me to harness their particular vocal 
colours and strengths. As such, I was able to find and draw out the Needham in Marie McLaughlin’s 
voice rather than creating a Needham and hoping the performer later cast in the role would know my 
intentions and be up to the challenges presented by assuming the role. I was also keen to know the 
roles they would be planning to sing around the time of  the world premiere to ensure what I created 
would best suit their presumed vocal estate, offering yet another level of  musical and dramatic insight.

Having worked so extensively with Diana Damrau from our initial meeting in 2004, deepening our 
knowledge of  each others’ work with each new collaboration, the idea of  creating an opera in which 
she would play the lead was a most thrilling prospect. I knew that by Autumn 2013 Diana’s repertoire 
would focus centrally on the bel canto and Mozart coloratura heroines including Lucia, Violetta, Gilda, 
Konstanze and Amina. These roles are noted for their facility in the upper register whilst requiring a 
warm and anchored middle-voice, agility in quick-fire passage of  fioriture and (particularly in Diana’s 
outstanding portrayals) quite sudden dynamic 180-degree flips. Whatsmore, Diana is an astonishingly 
successful performer of  song repertoire with a gift for delivering the most heart-breakingly honest and 
intimate readings of  text. Without veering from a written note of  my music, she has continued to bowl 
me over with her interpretive choices in every piece of  mine she has performed. 

I was determined to incorporate all of  these elements into Moll’s writing, the most important being 
Diana’s attention to text. Though I would be sure to employ them, in no way were her more obvious 
virtuosic talents to be a mere canary-display. It was essential for every run, trill, messa di voce and high 
note to have dramatic justification. Moll Hackabout is a plucky young woman from the country, not a 
mere virginal ingenue, who aspires to a great deal more than rural life can offer; the trait that leads to 
her eventual un-doing. This element of  gutsy abandon and excitement in her vocal personality is 
frequently portrayed in melismatic displays as first witnessed in her opening passages “My cottage is upon 
the coast...” in Scene One during which she vocalises ascending triplet figures and chromatic runs to 
portray her exhilaration. This agility is again called upon in Scene Two as a display of  her inner strength 
as she sings of  how arduous her life was in Yorkshire and in Scene Three when she is excited now by 
the prospect of  returning there in her ‘cabaletta’ “To be back home again...”. This coloratura element takes 
a far darker turn from Scene Four onwards becoming an outlet for the mental and physical pain she 
undergoes, be it the labour pains brought on in Bridewell Prison (Scene Four) or the plethora of  



requirements of  vocal dexterity called upon in Scene Five (her mad-scene) to demonstrate the physical 
and mental anguish induced by her syphilis, encompassing a four-bar sustained messa di voce when her 
sanity finally leaves her completely “I feel a fire in my head”, trills, many forte-piano attacks and 
thermospheric scalic passages that would make Zerbinetta blush.

Plundering the coloratura arsenal with such a gifted and vocally secure performer as Diana enables a 
composer to create the most thrilling of  dramatic coups in full knowledge that they will be executed 
with complete accuracy and sound dramatic intent, but such moments must be balanced and opposed. 
For me the delicate, intimate spaces in the score (and particular this mad-scene) are the most affecting. 
In her duets with Dalton in Scenes Two and Five (imagined or otherwise) she is able to express herself  
honestly and the line is deliberately simple and free of  any melisma. Likewise, in Scene Five when she 
sings her two lullabies, the first to her stolen baby’s blanket “Sweet baby sleep” or when she ultimately 
sings herself  to sleep/death during “I can lie here, lie forgotten” one is given the time and space to 
empathise. I like to think of  Moll as a vocal cousin to both Lucia and Zerbinetta; imagine Zerbinetta 
has been kicked-out of  her commedia dell’arte group and fallen on hard times!

Hogarth based Mother Needham on renowned real-life procuress Elizabeth Needham who died when 
pelted to death following a stint standing in the pillory in 1731. Alexander Pope, writing at the time, 
described how kindly and charming she was to prospective prostitutes and clients, yet was famed for 
her foul mouth and ability hurl the rudest of  abuse when slighted. Peter Ackroyd captured this 
dichotomy wonderfully in the libretto and I sought to reflect this duality. With Marie McLaughlin on 
board to play the role I know I would have a performer capable of  meeting these contrasting dramatic  
and vocal demands. Hers is a voice of  luxurious warmth, capable of  outbursts throughout her range, 
yet also possessing of  real delicacy of  touch. 

In her ‘opening aria’ “In a coach from Yorkshire” her cynical flippancy regarding Moll’s use to her as a 
commodity is scored in playful, yet nonetheless threatening staccato phrases like “Little chicken, chicken” 
after which she evokes London as the “Stony-hearted step-mother of  suffering” (reminiscent of  Lady 
Macbeth calling for the “milk of  human kindness” to be drawn from her) in mock-religious terms, further 
darkening her persona. Her sinisterly-playful nature runs throughout the scene and indeed the entire 
opera. Needham’s lines are frequently peppered with effervescent trills and stacatti over fairly light, 
faux-elegant parlour-room chamber-orchestration, all the while underpinned by the snarling ‘London’ 
drone lingering beneath the surface to add a layer of  menace to her charming veneer. To ingratiate 
herself  to Moll, her serpentine qualities are portrayed with snaking woodwinds and shimmering high 
strings. At this point her vocal line softens to become more lyrical; staccati and trills are replaced by 
sleek, legato phrasing and gentler dynamics. 

She next appears in Scene Four in Bridewell Prison.  Having been crossed, her foul mouth now pours 
forth its vulgar tirade. The dramatic, angular vocal writing, with its sustained leaps into the higher 
register now rides over much larger orchestral forces. An even darker side to her sinisterly-playful 
temperament is on display as she goads Kitty for her devotion to Moll during “Maybe it is her dainty cup 
you are waiting to sip?” as it writhes with discordant tremolo strings in a far more chromatic setting. The 
full force of  her wrath is then un-leashed in her fight with Kitty as they brawl over a sea of  erupting 
strings; the vocal-jumps widen as the line rises in pitch melismatically to the climax“I will carve your face a 
pretty mess, I will!”. By this point, all facets of  Needham’s personality have been explored and when she 
returns for her final appearance at Moll’s wake in Scene Six, it appears as if  the ‘reset-button’ has been 
pressed. She is once again charming and playful, clothed in her familiar and ‘oh, so elegant’ string quartet 
and delicately snaking woodwinds as she flirts with Lovelace, absolves herself  of  any guilt in Moll’s 
downfall and luridly discusses the future prospects of  Moll’s baby daughter, Emily. 

Kitty is ever the pragmatist. She is well-aware of  the realities of  London’s dark underbelly so is 
thoroughly no-nonsense and very quick to temper. This side of  her personality is portrayed in a mono-
syllabic ‘one-note-per-word’, occasionally quasi-patter vocal line in complete contrast to Moll’s more 
decadent, lyrical writing. Orchestrally, her personality is delineated by a light, brittle, rhythmic texture, 
often moving as fleetly as she does. The harmonic landscape is initially harsh with little warmth or 
bloom. By way of  her growing exposure to Moll’s idealistic romanticism, her gratitude for Moll’s 



kindness and deepening sympathy for her plight several moments later emerge when this hard-faced 
guard is let down, notably at the end of  Scene Three when she is powerless to do anything as Dalton 
rapes Moll,“Poor little thing” or as she is comforting Moll as they are ejected from Bridewell Prison in 
Scene Four,“You have done your share for me”. Here, the writing closely resembles Moll’s with its melismatic 
sweep, high-lying pianissimo dynamics and long, legato phrasing. Though the severity and hopelessness 
of  her situation has caused her to become even more brittle when speaking to others, the harsh quality 
of  her mono-syllabic delivery has softened when she addresses Moll, often taking a rallying or playful 
tone as can be heard in Scene Three when she helps Moll prepare for her work, “With the grace that your 
beauty confers...” or in her kind nurturing of  Emily throughout Scene Five.

Even before auditioning Tara Erraught for the role of  Kitty I was delighted to learn that she had had 
great success as a member of  the company of  the Bavarian State Opera in highly contrasting roles 
from 18th-century to contemporary repertoire. This ensured she would have the variety of  colours and 
stylistic tools to portray the complexities of  this role. For instance, her knowledge of  the Rossini style 
suggested that quick patter vocal delivery would be no problem, the Bellini experience meant she could 
deftly shape legato phrases when necessary and her portrayal of  the title role in Ravel’s ‘L’enfant et les 
sortilèges’ reassured me of  her skills in the demands of  more recent repertoire (counting, an ear for 
chromatic writing etc). Once she had sung for me, it was obvious that this was a perfect match; a rich 
tone, flexible throughout the register  whose security at the top of  the voice would enable her to meet 
Diana Damrau head-on for any dramatic high-lying passages. 

As opera continues to assimilate the dramatic ideals of  film in its realism, a physical performer able to 
embody the heroic both in stature and voice to Nathan Gunn’s elite level, who is also as accomplished 
as Nathan in contemporary repertoire will be a magnet for all composers. These qualities make him 
ideal to create the role of  James Dalton. 

Dalton walks with a confident swagger. He is based on a real-life criminal of  the same name and this 
swagger has been earned by having staved off  arrest and death in the gallows time and time again. He 
knows London, the violence of  its people and the darkness of  its streets; they are his “manor” as he 
says. This violence remains a feature of  his orchestral identity, constantly punctuated with dyspeptic 
brass/percussion and volcanic strings. Rhythmically, his metre is far more complex than the other 
characters; one moment it is in a simple 4/4 then in 7/8 then 5/4, all feeding this sense of  
unpredictability and dangerous spontaneity. This tension is consistent with a very high-lying baritone 
line, sitting in a most thrilling niche of  Nathan’s voice. All this is heard in the regaling of  his Scene Two 
tale “Alone in my thoughts outside Garraway’s Coffee House”. The only time his demeanour softens is with 
respect to Moll. It is her relative purity (relative to the other women of  London) that has caused him to 
fall for her. At these moments his vocal lines become less spasmodic and the orchestra quietens to 
provide an almost pastoral soundscape, as in Scene Two “Beside the drabs of  this city you are a Queen” and 
during Moll’s mad visions in Scene Five. These are both extended examples of  his lyrical compassion, 
though other more fleeting examples exist. These often follow a dramatic barrage, thus requiring 
enormous vocal control and refinement, as in Scene Three during his argument with Lovelace. He is 
deeply moved by the thought that the old man struck Moll and momentarily reflects gently to himself  
“You struck her beautiful face” in delicate head-voice, before once again returning to the hell-for-leather 
vocal tirade.

Christopher Gillett is another champion of  contemporary opera, having been many a composer’s go-to 
tenor (including Henze and Tippett) due to his astonishing musicality and my favourite quality, his 
desire to get stuck in, the dirtier his hands the better! On paper, Mister Lovelace could indeed be 
categorised as a character-tenor but knowing Chris’ vocal and dramatic instincts as I do, I was assured 
that whilst able to personify the more humorous or caricature-ish elements of  this role, he would also 
be able to infuse him with a deeper, more rounded motivation. Whatsmore, his frequent engagements 
performing Bach and Mozart mean that his attention to the even delivery of  a beautiful vocal line sets 
him aside from many others.

St John Lovelace has an affected side to his personality, but is also a man of  stature and great means 
with a darker, menacing side. As such, it would be wrong for him to be portrayed solely as a mere 



effeminate fop. I believe his more ludicrous, affected traits are borne out of  his wealth and social class, 
with its exaggerated emphasis on  good-taste and delicate refinement. When portraying this aspect of  
his character, many of  the vocal  and instrumental tics associated with Needham’s elegance and social 
standing are on display including trills, staccati and heavily accented phrasing along with small-scale 
parlour-room chamber-orchestration. This can be heard in Scene Two during his flirtation with Moll 
and Scene Six when greeting Needham at Moll’s wake, “Oh, what a mucky little gathering”. But he is not a 
one-dimensional “over-ripe ninny”, despite Moll’s assertions to the contrary. His quick-wits are illustrated 
by a very rapid vocal delivery and orchestrally by a constant coterie of  swirling medium-to-high-pitched 
winds portraying his restlessly alert mind. There are then times during which he is dramatised in far 
darker, more menacing shades; times when he knows he is in a position of  unquestionable authority, be 
it when striking a woman (Moll’s eviction from Leadenhall Street in Scene Two) or when flanked by 
officers (whilst taunting Dalton in Scene Three). During the latter when face-to-face with Dalton, the 
once whirling, reedy orchestral tissue and fitful vocal delivery is slowly usurped by low, growling winds, 
festering scalic figures in the strings and broader phrasing in the vocal line, culminating in his final 
insult “She has gelded you, she holds your balls”. Though a lyric tenor, I knew Chris would be able to ride 
masterfully above the orchestra in such moments. During Moll’s wake, I enjoyed being able to make of  
his experience in performing Bach during his parodical bidding-prayer “Dear God, look down on our poor 
Moll”.

Though the bass playing the Coachman, Officer and Gaoler is theoretically engaged to perform three 
separate roles, I consider these men to be personifications of  differing elements of  London’s nature so 
would therefore inhabit the same vocal sound-world. The Coachman is a manifestation of  the 
opportunistic face of  the city, the Officer is the mercenary face and the Gaoler the sadistic. Though 
utterly involved in the action of  the piece (always set against the existing orchestral landscape), as a 
quasi-totemic figure I was keen to make his vocal writing unlike any other character’s, identified by very 
long vocal lines, operating outside of  the same sense of  time as the others therefore conferring upon 
him a removed or eternal perspective. In writing the role for Nicolas Testé I knew he had the requisite 
breath control and strong physical/vocal presence in spades. Having played a great many gods, priests 
and doctors I was also sure that the arch, sinister and grave nature of  the part would would suit his 
dramatic gifts perfectly.

This function of  the chorus in this piece is two-fold. In the first instance they are active participants in 
the action. Hogarth’s art work is often teeming with people squeezed tightly into the frame, with each 
person, regardless of  the size of  the sea of  bodies inhabiting the scene, recounting their own story or 
‘progress’. I wanted to reflect this infestation and did so by frequently scoring their parts 
polyphonically, creating a constant barrage of  sound invading the ears, first heard in Scene One with 
the Market traders’ and Londoners’ calls of  “Fruits and roots...”. In other instances, I favoured a densely 
chromatic, homophonic idiom to create an intensely acerbic wall of  singing, unsettling in its lack of  
harmonic resolution as can be heard during Scene Four in Bridewell Prison when the inmates encircle 
Moll, collectively insulting her with chants of  “Strumpet! Punk! Fireship!”. This is directed at her rather 
than to her, the effect being one of  aggression and violence. Their role during Moll’s wake differed 
again as on this occasion they actually sing a drinking-song.  I had great fun writing and scoring this 
‘number’. Though all my own work and distinctly contemporary both melodically and harmonically, I 
was wonderfully enthused when capturing the raucous atmosphere of  an 18th century tavern-song with 
its driving compound ‘jig’ rhythm and repeated vulgar catches.

The second function of  the chorus is that of  the observer and is removed entirely from the action. 
This is  particularly fitting when one considers that this opera is based on a work of  art that has itself  
been observed and judged by thousands upon thousands in galleries and museums since its inception. 
During these moments time does indeed freeze, the orchestra sustains in hushed tones (if  playing at all) 
and the monodic, quasi-plainchant chorus makes their comment before quickly dissolving back into the 
fabric of  the music as the orchestra re-enters. During these moments the chorus serves to provide a 
deeper commentary of  the action, as heard in Scene One when Moll is led away by Needham, “The 
flower taken to market...” or tell us where we are, as in the opening of  Scene Four “Gaolers and Gaoled”.



Though I appreciate it is a writers’ cliché, the day I ‘killed’ Moll was a poignant and sadly-tinged one. I 
knew it was looming but had grown very attached to little Molly and her hapless yet well-intentioned 
journey. This affirmed to me that telling stories in music is the journey I hope to follow for the rest of  
my life and I feel privileged that the roles of  Moll, Needham and the rest of  the harlot menagerie were 
the first characters to whom I was able to give voice.


