In setting Herman Melville's novella "Billy Budd" upon the operatic stage, composer Benjamin Britten elaborated on the original story, using dramatic conventions to amplify the characters and elevate the nautical drama to even greater heights. The H.M.S. Indomitable, (at sea with a French man-o-war nearby) is the claustrophobic setting. Billy becomes a heroic archetype—the operatic baritone who is brimming with good. He is trapped by the evil of John Claggart, Master-At-Arms aboard the ship and one of the most compelling operatic villains of the 20th century.. His executioner is Captain Vere, the guilt-ridden narrator of the piece.

Vere is the subject of the moral struggle between Billy and Claggart—as good squares off with evil to determine the type of ship that the Indomitable will be. The role of Vere was written for Peter Pears, favorite tenor and longtime companion of the composer. They first worked together in 1937, when the composer accompanied him in recital.  The two formed a close personal relationship over the years of working together. Vere requires the singer to convey age, wisdom and sadness, along with the necessary command presence of a ship's captain during wartime.

Like much of Britten's best operatic output, the tight-weaved musical fabric of Billy Budd stands with one foot in he post Wagnerian, late romantic tradition of the 19th century and the angular, jagged tension of 20th century music. There are no female parts. Nautical ballads, choruses and sea shantys dominated the score, intercut with declamatory monologues and ariosos by the three principals. Technical harmonic skills are used to depict both the comradeship of the men and its flipside--the too-close quarters aboard the Indomitable. Britten uses sharp, angular chords to accentuate the tension and claustrophobia of Melville's novella. Dark growling brass represent Claggart, high wind and strings sing Billy's ballads.

Britten uses contrasting tonalities B Flat Major and B minor to represent Billy and Claggart, the conflict of good and evil which is being set up aboard the ship. Billy is given soaring melodies, rising themes to sing which symbolize the enthusiasm of the young sailor and the exuberance at his newfound situation. "Farewell you old Rights O Man" is the first of these. The Rights O Man is the ship which Billy was taken from to serve aboard the Indomitable, but Billy's statement gets him in trouble with Vere from the get-go. The 1797 setting meant that the French Revolution and the ensuing Terror are on everyone's mind, and Billy's paean to his old ship is seen as a political statement. It is also the first piece of ammunition in Claggart's case against Billy.

Billy Budd gave Britten the opportunity to re-examine some of the themes explored in his most famous opera, Peter Grimes.  Both are nautical operas. Both deal with small, tightly controlled communities torn apart by rumors, the rumors eventually leading to crisis, destruction, and death. In Grimes, the old fisherman at the opera's dark heart maltreats and beats his apprentices. Like Claggart, Grimes is the misanthrope as anti-hero, an outcast in his community. He is a man so obsessed with the sea that he accidentally causes the deaths of his boy apprentices. Claggart is obsessed with Billy to the point where it kills them both. 

Melville's novel describes Claggart as being different from the average sailor who's risen through the ranks, being "pale of cast" and "small of hand." The author's implication is that Claggart is less than suited to the hard manual labor required aboard a ship of the line. As Master At Arms, he has authority over all the non-commissioned sailors on the Indomitable. Musically, Claggart is a darkly colored bass-baritone. He is made all the more terrifying by Britten's use of "dark" key of B minor. Known to German composers as the schwarze tonart ("black tonality") B minor evokes feelings of doom and dread in the listeners. 

Britten breathes life into Claggart with a simple four-note theme in the brass shifting mysteriously up and  down. This  shifty motto theme is "at home" anywhere on the composer's tonal palette. Menacing soft brass chords breathing Claggart's doom-laden four note motto theme. This bears a remarkable similarity to another operatic villain, Hagen, who is the nemesis of Siegfried in Gotterdammerung, the final opera of Wagner's Ring Cycle. Wagner represents the character of Hagen with a two-note descending interval, an augmented fourth. This interval, called  the diabolus in musica can cause the psychological effects of fear and terror in the listener. Its effect is doubled with the four-note theme for Claggart in Billy Budd. 

He becomes obsessed with Billy. He is made angrier by Billy's enjoyment of his duties ("Billy Budd! King of the birds!) up in the foretop of the ship, and determined to bring him down and destroy him. His distrust and envy are compounded by the newcomer's devotion to Captain Vere ("Starry Vere, God Bless You") and his popularity among the men of the ship. 

The first step in any good villain's plan is to enlist a catspaw, or henchman. Claggart's is Squeak, a sailor, who steals from Billy's kit-bag provoking a fight. This mars Billy's image among the crew. Claggart's second step is to make insinuations about Billy, going to Captain Vere and dropping hints that mutiny is about to break out aboard the Indomitable.  Claggart enlists Squeak, another sailor, to steal items from Billy's kit-bag, which causes Billy to mar his image by getting in a fight. 

Hagen and Claggart share a common goal-the destruction of good. Each character is given a monologue in which they are allowed to express their inner darkness and give full vent to their evil, malicious natures. Hagen sings of his malevolence in the famous "Hagen's Watch" scene. Claggart has his own monologue in Britten's opera, culminating in the famous line:   "I, John Claggart, Master-at Arms upon the Indomitable, have you in my power and I will destroy you." each are destroyed by their actions—Hagen, when he is drowned at the end of the opera, and Claggart when he is killed by Billy himself.

Like Hagen, Claggart is a master of insinuation. But while Hagen attacks Siegfried's loyalty, Claggart insinuates to Captain Vere that Billy is planning to lead a mutiny aboard the Indomitable. Finally, Claggart comes to Vere and openly accuses Billy of mutiny. Billy stammers as he tries to defend himself, and strikes Claggart on the forehead, killing him. The villain's actions cause his own destruction—but not before they cause the destruction of the hero as well.

After Billy kills Claggart, the events of the opera proceed with terrifying swiftness. Vere has to maintain discipline, and quell the perceived threat of mutiny aboard his ship.

He convenes a "drumhead" court, (expressed by the composer as a a four part ensemble) and Billy is quickly convicted of murder. Though Vere wants to let the handsome sailor off the hook, he is also caught in Claggart's trap. The conflict and stress of the situation: the threat of mutiny, the fate of Billy, and Vere's dilemma are expressed by the composer in a series of heavy, monolithic chords. A final scene between Billy and his friend Dansker is poignant and touching, resolving the character's themes in preparation for his end. You can almost hear Claggart, laughing from beyond the grave as Captain Vere has Billy hung from the yardarm at the opera's close. As he goes to his death, Billy sings the final one of his soaring paens, "Starry Vere, God bless you!" 

Operatic villains are a world all their own, a rogues gallery of famous bad guys ranging from the buffoonish Doctor Bartolo of Rossini and Mozart to the sinister Hagen, who so effectively dominates Wagner's Gotterdammerung. Sometimes, the bad guys (and girls) have operas named after them. Verdi's version of Shakespeare's "Othello" was originally called Iago. Alban Berg's Lulu is responsible (to some degree) for the deaths of almost every character in that opera. And the ultimate, nihilistic anti-hero, a misanthropic fisherman guilty of physically abusing his boy apprentices became the title role of Britten's own Peter Grimes. So when it came time to write Billy Budd, Britten took one of the novella's most compelling characters and gave John Claggart a dark, twisted personality and an unmistakable, sinister musical presence. 

Billy Budd takes place in Vere's memory. The opera is a struggle within his conscience, expressed in the music's rising and falling intervals between the sunny major keys (used to depict the ocean, comradeship, and the bravado of young Billy and the dark minor key (injustice, the devilry of Claggart, the fate of the young sailor at the end of the rope.) Vere is looking back on the events of 1797 from his retirement, tormented by his memories. It is a melancholy and lyrical part, underpinned by the surging, rising theme of which spells out his nickname, "Starry Vere." Throughout the opera, he is pondering whether or not he had to execute Billy after the young sailor killed Claggart. At the end, the orchestra resolves into B Flat Major, the melodius key of Billy himself. It is a question mark ending as the listener Vere to his tortured thoughts.

