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Foreword 

In May of 1970 the first International Conference on Gilbert and Sullivan 
was held at the University of Kansas. Under the sponsorship of the Inter­
national Theatre Studies Center, the conference was made possible through 
the generous financial support of the Office of the Chancellor, the College 
of Liberal Arts and Sciences, the Committee on Lectures and Convocations, 
the Department of English, and the Kansas University Endowment Asso­
ciation. I consider it a singular honor to have had the opportunity of being 
the general chairman of such an event not only in which such diverse 
segments of the university participated as the Museum of Art, the Library, 
and a student dieatrical company, but also to which an international group 
of distinguished and knowledgeable theatrical and academic personages 
gave their time, talents, and expertise on the subject of Gilbert and Sullivan. 

Among the continuous activities of the three-day conference were the 
exhibit of historic costume, scene, and poster designs in the Museum of Art 
and the exhibit of printed books and ephemera in Watson Library. The 
drawings and posters in the former exhibit were graciously lent by the 
Victoria and Albert Museum and the D'Oyly Carte Opera Company. 
Enthusiastic audiences gave a warm reception to four performances of 
The Grand Duke—the last and least staged of the Savoy Operas—pre­
sented by the Mount Oread Gilbert and Sullivan Company of the univer­
sity. 

The main business of the conference was, of course, the presentation of 
papers on Gilbert and Sullivan, and these began with the delightfully 
anecdotal opening address by Frederic Lloyd, General Manager of the 
D'Oyly Carte Opera Company. (Miss Bridget D'Oyly Carte, unable to 
attend in person, provided a message of welcome for the conference pro­
gram.) 

Another distinguished guest, Miss Dorothy Raedler—former director 
of the American Savoyards—brought to the subject of "tradition" in Gil­
bert and Sullivan her years of practical experience in staging productions 
of the operas. I also remember with pleasure the vigorous panel discussion 
on the future of Gilbert and Sullivan productions in England and America, 
in which Miss Raedler and Mr. Lloyd were joined by Colin Prestige of 
The Gilbert and Sullivan Journal, and by myself as moderator. 

The year of the conference, 1970, marked no particular milestone in 
the careers of Gilbert and Sullivan, but now in 1971, the centennial of their 



first and least successful collaboration Thespis, we are entering die "second 
hundred years" of Gilbert and Sullivan production and, accordingly, com­
mentary, criticism, and scholarship. This volume, then, while not attempt­
ing to be a complete transcript of the conference, is, as a collection of papers 
submitted to the conference, a record of the kinds of approaches to the 
works and careers of both Sullivan and Gilbert that serious students and 
practitioners of the theatre have begun to take and presumably will con­
tinue to take in the future. The very fact diat such a conference could take 
place and that a volume such as this could be compiled attests not only to 
the continuing popularity of Gilbert and Sullivan, but also, and perhaps 
more significantly, to the growing recognition of their true stature in the 
annals of British theatrical history. 

JOHN BUSH JONES 
Lawrence, Kansas 



Gilbert and Melodrama 
By LEONARD R. N. ASHLEY 
Brooklyn College of The City University of New York 

No wonder William S. Gilbert was amused by melodrama: at the age 
of two he was kidnapped in Naples and ransomed for ,£25. Gilbert was the 
son of an eccentric naval surgeon who retired at 25 because of an unexpected 
inheritance. He was a runaway schoolboy who was brought back home by 
Charles Kean after turning up at the theatre and begging for a part in The 
Corsican Brothers. He was a soldier who never got to war. He was a law­
yer who embraced the legal profession and then sat idle "waiting for the 
legal profession to embrace" him. He was a man who claimed, " I know 
two tunes. One is God Save the King, the other isn't," and then collaborated 
on highly successful operas with the man whom Queen Victoria admired 
for his music, whom Rachel encouraged to write a "grand opera," whom 
The World if not the world hailed as "the Mozart of England." Gilbert 
was die librettist who got ideas for new operas from the lucky accident of 
a Samurai sword falling from his study wall (The Mikado) or the chance 
view of an advertisement for The Tower Furnishing Company in the Un­
derground at Uxbridge (The Yeomen of the Guard). He was the man 
obsessed with that dreadful "lozenge" plot that so unnerved Sullivan, and 
who fought with his friends over the expense of a theatre carpet. He was 
a playwright to whom fame came overnight with ,£40,000 in her hands as 
a reward for his undistinguished work Pygmalion and Galatea and yet 
whose masterpiece H.M.S. Pinafore was derided as absurd at the London 
premiere and pronounced (how wrongly!) by the critics as "destined soon 
to subside into nothingness." He was a kind, sentimental man with a horrid 
temper and a pathological antipathy for elderly women, especially spinsters. 
In short, Gilbert was "that singular anomaly" which Hesketh Pearson sums 
up as "a typical Briton with a streak of genius . . . a respectable man who 
made fun of respectability, a sentimentalist who laughted at sentiment, a 
patriot who ridiculed patriotism"; indeed Gilbert was himself something 
like a character out of melodrama, which Wylie Sypher has identified as 
"a characteristic mode of ninteenth century thought and art." 

It is the connection between his work and melodrama, however, that 
concerns me in the present paper. Gilbert began with the melodramatic 
plots and characters of his delightful Bab Ballads and other humorous jour­
nalism. He might have gone on writing for Fun and not for money had not 
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Tom Robertson (in the best traditions of melodrama) got him an assign­
ment to write a Christmas piece in a fortnight. Gilbert wrote it, a parody 
or burlesque of the melodramatic nonsense of L'Elisir d'Amore, in a week, 
it was rehearsed for a week or so more, and it was a hit on opening night 
(29 December, 1866). The piece was called Dulcamara; or, The Little 
Duck, and the Great Quac\, and was followed by other "new and original 
extravaganzas" such as a take-off on ha Figlia del Reggimento (La Vivan-
diere; or, True to the Corps) and "a whimsical parody" of The Bohemian 
Girl (The Merry Zingara; or, The Tipsy Gypsy and the Pipsy Wipsy); he 
never abated his interest in the spoofing of melodrama. His early extrava­
ganzas reduced operatic posturings to absurdity. His short stories toyed 
with the supernatural and exhibited such stalwarts of melodrama as honest 
smugglers and gushing maidens. His operas, set in preposterous, never-
never lands of melodrama turned upside down (Topsyturveydom, to use the 
title of a play of his of 1874), were founded on a wry view of the world of 
"sensational incident and violent appeals to the emotions, but with a happy 
ending" (to quote the Oxford Companion to English Literature's, brief 
definition of melodrama). 

Although Gilbert is generally regarded as a satirist, he was not primarily 
a social satirist. He created a social satire that was perhaps too corrosive, 
on occasion, for comfort but yet was basically acceptable to the public be­
cause it made fun not of the audiences or The Establishment or the Eternal 
Verities to which all Eminent Victorians (and Gilbert was one of them) 
subscribed but of the stereotypes and sensationalism of the popular theatre. 
It was acceptable criticism because it was not trenchant, because it did not 
hurt (as Shaw's criticism did) "sensitive people in sensitive places." It was 
only literary criticism down deep—and there was, as Hesketh Pearson and 
others have been quick to observe, music, to take the sting out of it. 

Unwilling to attack the sacred cows of Things As They Are, Gilbert 
had to turn to making fun of the imaginary worlds of Topsyturveydom and 
the escapist entertainments of melodrama. 

To take Ruddigore as an example: here is, a triumph of the scene 
painter's art and the sensational staging in the tradition of Dion Boucicault, 
the family picture gallery. A favorite haunt of melodrama, especially of the 
Gothic sort, and one used by Gilbert as far back as 1868, when he presented 
Ages Ago at The Royal Gallery of Illustration, before he met Sullivan. Here, 
as in Pinafore, are all the trappings of the nautical melodrama. Here is Sir 
Despard, the "bad baronet" of many an anti-squire, anti-aristocratic "meller" 
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with a new and characteristically ridiculous twist. Here are a lot of card­
board cutouts of characters (as suitable for a "tuppeny-coloured" theatre) 
which at first caused Sullivan to despair. ("It is impossible to feel sympathy 
with a single person," he complained to his diary, feeling a little grand 
after his recent success with the grandiose Golden Legend oratorio at the 
Leeds Festival of 1886. "I don't see any way of setting it in its present 
form.") Here is a popular topic—within the month Wilde dealt with 
ancestral ghosts in The Canterville Ghost—tried and true, with all the para­
phernalia inherited from the traditions of Thomas Holcroft's A Tale of 
Mystery (the first English melodrama, so called), H. J. Byron's inanities, 
Dion Boucicault's coups de theatre—the "works." From the melodrama 
there are disguises and surprises; a dire curse and a happy ending; clumsy 
exposition of an incredible plot; inflated and stilted dialogue; the honest 
young farmer (Robin Oakapple, who is really as in East Lynne and so many 
other dramas one of those people who is Somebody Else); the simple village 
maid (as Stephen Leacock would say, "more simple than any maiden for 
miles around"); of course Mad Margaret (confessedly "an obvious carica­
ture of dieatrical madness" of the type diat sets in so suddenly at the end 
of another society melodrama, Lady Audley's Secret in the version of C. H. 
Hazlewood); and the honest sailor, Richard Dauntless, who gives us his 
character in "The Bold Mounseer." A chorus of Professional Bridesmaids, 
an hysterically funny duet of two "abandoned" persons, a chop-logic denoue­
ment—it all adds up to what Gilbert considered his best libretto and what I, 
though I cannot agree entirely with the author's estimate, consider his most 
characteristic. "Its values are all stage values," writes W. A. Darlington in 
his book The World of Gilbert and Sullivan. Ruddigore is the locus classi-
cus, in fact, of the influence of melodrama on the works of Gilbert, the 
influence of the plays he was bold to praise in an interview with William 
Archer in July, 1901: "the plays which used to give one so much pleasure 
in the 'sixties and diereabouts." 

To review Ruddigore in the terms in which Bernard Shaw reviewed 
The Importance of Being Earnest by Wilde—and Shaw saw the two works 
as closely related—in essence it is a play in which the devices of melodrama 
are both used and abused, both incorporated and burlesqued. Gilbert had 
done this as early as Robert le Diable (1868), as late as Engaged (1877). 
There is a lot of "plot—a gross anachronism," a lot of "mechanical fun," 
and a punning title and some farcical passages that "recall the epoch of H. J. 
Byron" (who more or less began with a burlesque of Bulwer-Lytton's The 
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Lady of Lyons—Byron's take-off was subtitled Twopenny Pride and Penny-
tence—and concluded, nearly 30 years and more than 100 works later, with 
revisions of old burlesques of popular plays and a comic opera, Frolique). 
The setting of Cornwall is just as "fairyland" and fantastic as that of The 
Wic\ed World, Broken Hearts, or lolanthe. It is set in, it is all about, only 
the world of the theatre, of melodrama. 

Now what does this mean in terms of our improved understanding and 
deeper appreciation of the operas of Gilbert and Sullivan ? 

First, it can aid us in a more sensible and accurate estimate of what 
Gilbert and Sullivan sought to accomplish and achieved. These operas, as 
we have seen, are more connected with art than with life: they are less 
"criticisms of life" in the high, Arnoldian sense than they are adaptations 
and parodies of the elements that gave to the earlier Victorian theatre great 
vigor and immense popular appeal in the days when die dieatres were large 
but the dramatists were not great, when "literature" had fled to the closet, 
when actor-managers ruled. The Savoy operas are comments on melodrama. 
Gilbert's biographers, Sidney Dark and Rowland Grey, rightly note that 
"die Gilbert of die airy lyrical and magical irresistible foolery was obsessed 
by the importance of being earnest. He wanted to preach." Gilbert's mes­
sage may have been slight. Sometimes it seems hardly more dian Miss Anna 
Russell alleges in her parody of a typical Gilbert and Sullivan song: "Things 
Would Be so Different, If They Were Not As They Are." But is it not right 
that it should be heard distinctly, and in context, lest it be thought mere 
"foolery"? 

Gilbert's libretti deserve to be regarded as somehow connected to the 
new earnestness of the stage in the period of Henry Arthur Jones' call for a 
renaissance of the English drama, in die period of the intellectual innova­
tions of Jones and Pinero and Shaw. At the same time, Gilbert is best seen 
not in invidious comparison with these serious playwrights (with whom 
his operas are more or less contemporary) but in reaction to die earlier 
popular theatre and yet in its tradition. H.M.S. Pinafore, for example, can­
not be fully understood except in terms of the long tradition of nautical 
melodrama of which Blac\ Ey'd Susan is the prototype, any more than 
Sullivan's music can be fully appreciated unless we recognize his occasional 
parodies of Mozart, Verdi, and other composers. Ruddigore is richer when 
viewed in the light of the cliches of melodrama, just as Patience demands of 
us a knowledge of the high aesthetical posings of the Pre-Raphaelite "fleshly 
school of poetry" and the extravagances of Oscar Wilde. 
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Secondly, in connection with performance—and Gilbert and Sullivan 
truly come to life only in the theatre—our understanding of die relationship 
to mdodrama (which means, after all, plays with music, in one important 
definition) will enable us to stage the Savoy operas in the right way. 

It is now fashionable to sneer at melodrama, though melodramatic ef­
fects helped to make dramatic masterpieces out of plays from Iphigenia in 
Aulis and Othello to our more modern Ibsen and Strindberg, Tennessee 
Williams and Edward Albee. Today we thrill to films like Spellbound and 
die James Bond epics, to a revival of Sorry, Wrong Number or some modern 
radio imitation. Family life comes to a halt to behold Bonanza or a re-run 
of Dracula on die Late Show. And yet we sneer at Te?i Nights in a Barroom 
and East Lynne and cannot imagine how our forebears sat through The 
Drunkard before it became "the thing" to play it for laughs. True, the 
modern satirical uses to which old plays like The Drunkard have been put 
have been big box-office. The Drunkard ran for 25 years in Los Angeles in 
this century; it has been running now for some years off-Broadway in New 
York. We think of it as camp, a chance to hiss the villain uproariously. 
But The Drunkard was dead (or deadly) serious in its original conception: 
it was written to be played "straight." It once was a hit as such. The 
libretd of Gilbert spoofed such melodramas, too, but Gilbert put the humor 
into his works himself. The salt of his wit has preserved them. They do not 
demand to be played for camp. It is not advisable to parody parody. 

In an introductory instruction to Engaged, Gilbert, who learned his 
stage technique from Robertson and (as Edward Rickett and many odiers 
have testified) applied it as perhaps the greatest martinet ever to shout at 
actors from the stalls at rehearsal, warned his cast: 

It is absolutely essential to the success of this piece that it should be 
played with the most perfect earnestness and gravity throughout. 
There should be no exaggeration in costume, makeup or demeanour; 
and the characters, one and all, should appear to believe, throughout, 
in the perfect sincerity of their words and actions. Directly the actors 
show that they are conscious of the absurdity of their utterances the 
piece begins to drag. 

Let us, then, in our reading and staging of Gilbert's work with Sullivan 
first of all acquaint ourselves with the stereotypes and sentimentalities, the 
nature and the excesses of the melodramatic popular entertainment which 
gave Gilbert both his start and his subject. Then let us permit him to speak 
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to the readers and the audiences of today as he addressed the audiences of 
his own time in his carefully-governed original performances. Let us not 
cavort or distort. Let us treat the libretti with the same respect that we give 
to Sullivan's music, which we would not think of jazzing up or playing out 
of tune or tempo for laughs. 

The melodrama that endiralled the public of a century ago has fallen 
into critical disfavor, if indeed it ever received the attention of litterateurs. 
Too little is known of it, partly because the scholars like to pretend that 
there simply was no drama between Sheridan and Shaw. The very word 
melodrama is now stocked in the critical arsenal for easy use as a term of 
opprobrium. But melodrama, as I have stressed, survives. We see it in the 
suspense dramas and the lavish spectacles of Broadway and in the earnest 
but artless productions of tyros in Greenwich Village cellars. We see it, as 
"undead" as Dracula or Frankenstein's monster, in the soap operas of radio 
and on television in both the afternoon wasteland and the adventure series 
in "prime time." We encounter it in the cinema and the popular novel and 
in many of the entertainments, dramatic and non-dramatic, that occupy 
the attention of the vast majority of the thrill-seeking, chill-hungry, senti­
mental public. Colley Cibber's sentimental Love's Last Shift of the 17th 
century, George Lillo's bourgeois London Merchant of the 18th century 
and certainly Leopold Lewis' psychological thriller The Bells of die 19th 
century, all are still with us in up-to-date dress. So long as The Streets of 
London lives in our modern "realistic" drama and The Corsican Brothers 
are resurrected in some flashy swashbuckler, so long will melodrama thrive 
and so long will the gentle satire of Gilbert and Sullivan be, in the current 
cant phrase, "highly relevant." The Savoy operas have long outlived many 
aspects of the theatre which they parodied and of the theatre for which they 
were created, but the persistence of melodrama aids their own intrinsic 
merit in keeping them fresh and entertaining. So long as melodrama sur­
vives, in one form or another, so will they. Since melodrama seems to be 
indestructible, the operas of Gilbert and Sullivan bid fair to be immortal. 



Ruddigore: Gilbert's Burlesque of Melodrama 
By EARL F. BARGAINNIER 
Southwest Baptist College, Bolivar, Missouri 

The history of nineteenth century British drama is the history of nine­
teenth century melodrama. No one writing for the stage could escape the 
effect of melodrama's dominance, and W. S. Gilbert was no exception. 
Gilbert both wrote melodrama and burlesqued it. 

He began his literary career as a drama critic for Fun. One of his most 
effective methods of criticism was the writing of one-page parodies of plays 
assigned for review. Even in these early parodies, Gilbert's awareness of the 
absurdities and cliches of melodrama is evident. It is, therefore, not sur­
prising that his first stage works were burlesques, specifically of that most 
melodramatic of all theatrical forms, grand opera. From these "operatic 
extravaganzas" through the farces, fairy comedies, and libretti with various 
composers to the end of his career, Gilbert mocked the melodrama by using 
it as the basis for exaggerated plots and characters and by illustrating the 
trite nature of its conventions through reductio ad absurd urn. 

At the same time, however, Gilbert wrote at least fifteen plays which 
can be classified as "serious" melodramas. Though he could see the weak­
nesses of melodrama and could enjoy making them evident to others, he 
could not see beyond the melodrama to a different form of drama for the 
British stage. Thus he believed that he must produce plays of the accepted 
type to be considered a literary dramatist. This dichotomy of purpose (the 
acceptance of basic theatrical conventions and the ridiculing of inadequate 
manifestations of them) indicates the nature of his satire, as well as the 
reason for its success during his lifetime. 

Gilbert's satire can best be described as "hilarious satire." He did not 
have the reformatory purpose of a Swift or Shaw; he was not a missionary 
for any cult, school, or philosophy. Rather, he consciously carried the ac­
cepted conventions to ludicrous extremes to make their absurdity evident to 
all, not with bitterness or indignation, but with hilarity. His purpose was 
to create works of fun; however, when people started laughing at those 
things that they had previously taken seriously, dramatic reform began. 

Although the plots and characters of all the Gilbert and Sullivan collabo­
rations are comic versions of diose of melodrama, three of the operas are 
direct burlesques of nineteenth century melodramatic types: H.MS. Pina­
fore (1878) burlesques the "Jolly Jack Tar" dramas, which glorified the 
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British Navy; The Pirates of Penzance (1879) burlesques the pirate, robber, 
or bandit melodrama; and Ruddigore (1887) burlesques both the Gothic 
and the domestic-village melodrama. Other aspects of Victorian life are 
satirized in Pinafore and The Pirates, but Ruddigore is solely a burlesque of 
melodramatic plot, convention, and characterization. 

Ruddigore's plot is original; that is, Gilbert burlesques the type rather 
than a specific work, and the originality allows him the freedom to include 
as many of the conventions of melodrama as he desires, without being bound 
to the elements of a known play. The stereotyped domestic drama of the 
village maiden saved from the wicked squire by the hero, who appears 
from out of nowhere in the nick of time, was a staple of nineteenth century 
drama—John Baldwin Buckstone's Luke the Labourer; or, The Lost Son 
(1826) is a classic example—and the Gothic drama, with its remorseful 
hero-villain and supernatural effects, was another extremely popular form, 
as exemplified by Charles Robert Maturin's Bertram; or, The Castle of St. 
Aldobrand (1816). The object of these, as of all types of melodrama, is the 
punishment of the wicked and the gaining of the chaste heroine and some 
form of financial security by the manly hero. In Ruddigore Gilbert bur­
lesques this "who will get whom and what" plot through an exaggerated, 
but really typical Scribeian situation of alternating ascendancies of power 
between Robin Oakapple and Richard Dauntless, ending with Robin as the 
winner of Rose Maybud and an "uncursed" baronetcy. 

The many strictures that have been made as to die diffuseness of Ruddi-
gore's plot may be answered by Gilbert's purpose: burlesque. The charac­
ters' major function is to burlesque conventional melodramatic types. In 
order to have as many types as possible, Gilbert includes some that are 
admittedly not necessary to the plot. Also, die Gothic burlesque dominates 
the second act, and the emphasis upon it makes extraneous such characters 
of the first act as Richard, Sir Despard, and Mad Margaret. It is foolish to 
defend the structure, for it is weak (though following the typical Savoy 
pattern), but Gilbert's principal purpose must be taken into account. He 
is simply more concerned with providing a framework for burlesquing 
the conventions and characters of melodrama than with the work's having 
a tightly constructed plot. 

Among the many standard devices and stage conventions that Gilbert 
burlesques in Ruddigore are the artificial rhetoric, the abduction of the 
heroine, the calm acceptance of impossibilities, the secret of birth, the pa­
triotic appeal, the sentimentality, and the irrationally derived happy ending 
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with virtue triumphant. Gilbert parodies both overly dramatic and overly 
sentimental language in such speeches as that of Dame Hannah when she 
is abducted: 

Unappalled by the calm dignity of blameless womanhood, your 
minion has torn me from my spotless home, and dragged me, blind­
fold and shrieking, through hedges, over stiles, and across a very 
difficult country, and left me, helpless and trembling, at your mercy! 
Yet not helpless, coward sir, for, approach one step—nay, but the 
twentieth part of one poor inch—and this poniard (produces a very 
small dagger) shall teach ye what it is to lay unholy hands on old 
Stephen Trusty's daughter! 1 

Dame Hannah's abduction "by mistake" is itself a burlesque of the helpless 
young maiden's being stolen away by the squire to "a fate worse than death"; 
the joke is that Dame Hannah is not young and most assuredlly not helpless: 
she grabs a "formidable dagger" and tells Robin to defend himself. In an 
agony of terror, he cries, "Don't! don't look at me like that! I can't bear it! 
Roderic! Uncle! Save me!" When the late Sir Roderic enters, Dame Han­
nah calmly accepts the presence of her dead lover and is soon singing a duet 
with him. This incident not only mocks the melodramatic habit of char­
acters' accepting the impossible without question, but also the frequent 
"miraculous returns" from the dead, as in Gilbert's own Brantinghame Hall 
(1888). 

The sudden revelation of a secret of birth or identity often provides the 
climax of melodrama, as in Luke the Labourer. This convention is bur­
lesqued in "young" Robin's having lived in Rederring for twenty years 
without being discovered as the rightful Lord of Ruddigore, even by his 
own brother. Then the revelation of the secret by Dauntless changes the 
positions of the major characters and their relationships to each other, just 
as is done in the melodrama. 

In many melodramas, particularly those involving a Jolly Jack Tar, such 
as Douglas Jerrold's Blac\-Ey'd Susan (1829), there are appeals to British 
patriotism, and Gilbert burlesques this device in the second act: 

Rob. Soho! pretty one—in my power at last, eh? Know ye not 
that I have those within my call who, at my lightest bidding, would 
immure ye in an uncomfortable dungeon? (Calling.) What ho! 
within there! 
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Rich. Hold—we are prepared for this. (Producing a Union fachj) 
Here is a flag that none dare defy (all f{neel)t and while this glorious 
rag floats over Rose Maybud's head, the man does not live who would 
dare to lay unlicensed hand upon her! 

Rob. Foiled—and by a Union Jack! But a time will come, and 
then— 

The naivete expressed by Robin in ceasing his nefarious actions is not only 
the result of melodramatic patriotism, but also melodramatic sentimentality. 
Gilbert's usual method of mocking sentimentality is by giving sentimental 
speeches to inappropriate characters or, as in this case, placing sentimental 
characters in inappropriate situations. Certainly, in Ruddigore all of the 
characters use sentimental speech, even when presenting less than honorable 
ideas, and every character's personality is inappropriate to the part he or she 
must play. 

The continual theme of the melodrama was virtue triumphant. Though 
the endings that produced the triumph of virtue might be brought about by 
illogical means, the method did not matter; that evil was defeated and 
right rewarded was enough. Therefore, all laws of cause and effect could 
be bypassed, and such improbabilities as the sudden inheritance or the 
miraculous rescue—as in Dion Boucicault's After Dar\ (1868)—became 
stock plot devices. In Ruddigore Robin ends the family curse by a logical 
quibble, solving his problems, and all of the characters pair off for marriage, 
for there are no villains in the melodramatic sense to be punished. 

Two other more specialized devices of melodrama which are burlesqued 
are the family curse and madness as a result of a disappointed love. The 
witch's curse on the Murgatroyd family is made ridiculous in two ways. 
The requirement of a crime each day exaggerates the horrible to the ludi­
crous, particularly when the "criminal" resists the curse by doing such things 
as forging his own will. Then the curse is made unimportant by the logical, 
if improbable manner in which it is ended. Stage madness, the second 
device, was extremely popular among actresses of the nineteenth century. 
Examples may still be seen in such grand operas of the time as Lucia di 
Lammermoor or II Pirata. Gilbert introduces Mad Margaret for no other 
reason than to burlesque this fashion. Like most of the "mad" heroines, 
Margaret has lost her reason as a result of disappointment in love, in this 
case for Sir Despard. As soon as Sir Despard marries her, she regains her 
senses, but has relapses which can only be controlled by someone's saying the 
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mysterious word Basingstoke. As Jane Stedman has said, in Basingstoke 
"Gilbert parodies the 'thrilling word' of melodrama, the word which, ut­
tered by a mysterious character, could cause another to blench at the terrible 
significance of which only they two were aware." 2 

These many melodramatic elements (and more could be mentioned) 
which are burlesqued in Ruddigore provide a comic criticism of the form, 
but the most effective satire occurs in the inversion of melodramatic con­
ventions of characterization. Every character is a burlesque stereotype of 
melodrama, and the names indicate the stereotype. Robin Oakapple, Rose 
Maybud, Richard Dauntless, Old Adam Goodheart, and Sir Despard are 
names which immediately classify their owners to those who know melo­
drama. In fact, some of the characters serve no other function than bur­
lesques of character types, as already noted of Mad Margaret. This is true 
of Old Adam Goodheart, Sir Roderic, and Dame Hannah. 

In all cases, Gilbert's technique is to establish quickly the stereotype's 
pattern of action and then subsequently reverse it: in other words, topsy-
turviness, that systematic reversal of what is normal, approved, accepted, 
or expected under a given set of circumstances, which Gilbert gave to the 
world of comedy. When topsyturviness is used as a method of characteriza­
tion, the reversal may be founded upon the rank, position, or profession of 
the character, as well as upon his expected conformity to the dramatic 
stereotype which is his origin. Gilbert's principal means of accomplishing 
the reversal of the character's expected pattern of action is frank self-
disclosure. With an apparent lack of awareness of what they are revealing 
about themselves and with a complete disregard for social reticence, die 
characters openly expose their innermost psychology and motivation. The 
effect is that the audience sees the stereotyped characters from a new point 
of view, and the artificiality of their accepted natures becomes evident. 
Four of the principal characters of Ruddigore can illustrate Gilbert's method. 

In the first act Sir Despard is a burlesque of the Gothic villain who has 
to commit evil because of some supernatural power working upon him. 
After Sir Despard's first entrance song, all "fly from him, terror-stricken," 
and he then soliloquizes on his fate in the usual manner: 

Poor children, how they loathe me—me whose hands are certainly 
steeped in infamy, but whose heart is as the heart of a little child! But 
what is a poor baronet to do, when a whole picture-gallery of ances­
tors step down from their frames and threaten him with an excru-
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dating death, if he hesitate to commit his daily crime? But, ha! ha! 
I am even with them! (Mysteriously.) I get my crime over the first 
thing in the morning, and then, ha! ha! for the rest of the day I do 
good—I do good—I do good! (Melodramatically.') Two days since, 
I stole a child and built an orphan asylum. Yesterday I robbed a bank 
and endowed a bishopric. To-day I carry off Rose Maybud, and atone 
with a cathedral! This is what it is to be the sport and toy of a Pic­
ture Gallery! 

As soon as Robin replaces him as Lord of Ruddigore, Sir Despard reverses 
the course of his life. He says, "Free—free at last! Free to live a blameless 
life, and to die beloved and regretted by all who knew me!" He immedi­
ately pledges himself to Margaret. In the second act they appear "dressed 
in sober black, of formal cut, and present a strong contrast to their appear­
ance in Act I." They are now running a National School and are proper 
to the point of being bores. Such repentance and change of character are 
not a very great exaggeration of similar "serious" instances in melodrama; 
again Gilbert's own Brantinghame Hall offers an illustration. 

Sir Despard's brother, Robin, who is described as possessing "the manners 
of a Marquis with the morals of a Methodist," also burlesques the Gothic 
tormented villain when he replaces his brother in the second act. In the 
first act he is a caricature of both the simple village swain (e.g., Charles 
Maydew in Luke the Labourer) and the person with a secret in his past 
(e.g., Mathias in Leopold Lewis' The Bells). At the beginning Gilbert gives 
Robin the outwardly shy, modest manner of the village hero, but he also 
gives him innate conceit and self-interest. For example, Robin begs Richard 
to propose to Rose for him, as Robin is too "bashful." 

Rob. . . . Yes, I know well enough that few men are better calcu­
lated to win a woman's heart than I. I'm a fine fellow, Dick, and 
worthy any woman's love—happy the girl who gets me, say I. But 
I'm timid, Dick; shy, nervous, modest, retiring, diffident, and I can­
not tell her, Dick, I cannot tell her! Ah, you've no idea what a poor 
opinion I have of myself, and how little I deserve it. 

The gap between the intent of his words and their actual meaning becomes 
Robin's major comic feature in the first act. He claims to be one thing, 
but unconsciously reveals himself to be the opposite. Robin's real ability to 
manage his own interests is shown when he discovers that Richard has pro-
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posed for himself. Rose cannot make up her mind, and Robin "gallantly" 
presents the case for his rival. Here is part of that dialogue: 

Rose. But it may be that he drinketh strong waters which do be­
muse a man, and make him even as the wild beasts of the desert! 

Rob. Well, suppose he does, and I don't say he don't, for rum's 
his bane, and ever has been. He does drink—I won't deny it. But 
what of that. Look at his arms—tattooed to the shoulder! (DICK 
rolls up his sleeves.) No, no—I won't hear a word against Dick! 

Robin goes on to "defend" Richard so well that Rose chooses Robin. Foster-
brothers are all very well, but a healthy self-interest comes first; such is the 
motto of both Robin and Richard. 

Richard Dauntless, like the men of the Pinafore, is a burlesque version 
of the Jolly Jack Tar, such as Mat Merriton of John Thomas Haines' The 
Ocean of Life; or, Every Inch a Sailor (1836). His song "The Darned 
Mounseer" is a nautical ballad, in which Gilbert has him verbalize a reverse 
jingoism, for while enthusiastically praising the British Navy, the song ac­
tually describes a cowardly retreat. This entrance song is naturally followed 
by the obligatory hornpipe of nautical melodrama. Richard's dialogue is 
also meant to parody the "shiver-my-timbers" speeches of the Jolly Jack 
Tar, but the originals are so extravagant themselves that Richard's could 
easily fit into any of the nautical melodramas without appearing incon­
gruous. The Jolly Jack Tars were not only brave but also tenderhearted, 
and this quality is burlesqued in Ruddigore, for Richard's heart is his guide 
in life, and it is a heart which tells him that "duty must be done,/The rule 
applies to every one,/And painful though that duty be,/To shirk the task 
were fiddle-de-dee!" The qualification is that his heart always makes sure 
that his duty will benefit himself. He justifies his revealing Robin's secret 
in terms of die greatest probity: 

Within this breast there beats a heart 
Whose voice can't be gainsaid. 

It bade me thy true rank impart, 
And I at once obeyed. 

I knew 'twould blight thy budding fate— 
I knew 'twould cause thee anguish great— 
But did I therefore hesitate; 

No! I at once obeyed! 
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Eventually, in spite of his heart's directions, Richard loses Rose and has to 
settle for Zorah, but like the jolly sailors whom he satirizes, he shifts his 
affections with the greatest of ease: "with Zorah for my missus,/There'll 
be bread and cheese and kisses,/Which is just the sort of ration I enjye!" 

Gilbert's greatest creation in Ruddigore is Rose Maybud. In developing 
this character, Gilbert rips apart the doll-like heroine of melodrama and 
puts her back together with the same outward semblance but with the soft 
stuffing replaced by an iron-willed determination to get what she wants. 
When she first appears, she is preparing to go on errands of mercy with 
completely useless gifts (e.g., "a set of false teeth for pretty little Ruth Row-
bottom"). This hit at the often ridiculous charity and self-sacrifice of melo­
dramatic heroines sets the pattern of burlesque which Gilbert uses in de­
picting Rose. She immediately tells Dame Hannah, who must already 
know it, her pathetic history and her philosophy of life: 

Hung in a plated dish-cover to the knocker of the workhouse door, 
widi naught that I could call mine own, save a change of babylinen 
and a book of etiquette, little wonder if I have always regarded that 
work as a voice from a parent's tomb. This hallowed volume (pro­
ducing a boo\ of etiquette), composed, if I may believe the title page, 
by no less an authority than the wife of a Lord Mayor, has been, 
through life, my guide and monitor. By its solemn precepts I have 
learnt to test the moral worth of all who approached me. The man 
who bites his bread, or eats peas with a knife, I look upon as a lost 
creature. . . . In truth, I could pursue this painful theme much 
further, but, behold, I have said enough. 

In tliis one speech, Gilbert mocks the orphan status, the unbelievable pro­
priety, the unconscious priggishness, and the simpleminded stupidity of the 
melodramatic heroine. This book of etiquette which Rose consults on any 
and all occasions is really a substitute for the Bible, and she uses it as the 
devil quotes scripture.3 Rose is able to justify any desire or action on her 
part by referring to it, as she does to please her vanity when first meeting 
Richard: 

Rich. . . . Parbuckle me, if you ain't the loveliest gal I've ever set 
eyes on. There—I can't say fairer than that, can I? 
Rose. No. (Aside.) The question is, is it meet that an utter stranger 
should thus express himself? (Refers to boo{.) Yes,—"Always speak 
the truth." 
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That this equation of her book of etiquette and the Bible is not far-fetched 
is indicated by her speech, which is essentially a parody of the language of 
the King James Version: 

Oh, but, sir, I knew not that thou didst seek me in wedlock, or in very 
truth I should not have hearkened unto this man, for behold, he is but 
a lowly mariner, and very poor withal, whereas thou art a tiller of the 
land, and thou hast fat oxen, and many sheep and swine, a consider­
able dairy farm, and much corn and oil! 

This speech offers an illustration of her greed, for she is definitely the sister 
of the many Gilbertian heroines who make matches on the basis of money. 
When she sings about its being awkward when a heart does not know its 
own mind, she is simply lying. Her heart has nothing to do with the 
matter. At the beginning of Ruddigore, she professes to love Robin, but 
during the play she traverses the romantic course of Robin-Richard-Robin-
Sir Despard-Richard-Robin. In each case, she bases her decision upon what 
will give her the most profit—financial or social. After meeting Rose May-
bud, one cannot accept the simpering, "sweet," all-virtuous heroine of nine­
teenth century melodrama without having suspicions as to her true motives, 
and such is Gilbert's purpose. 

Whatever other criticism it may incur, Ruddigore is a success as a bur­
lesque of melodrama. Through its original and resultingly open plot, its 
satire of melodramatic conventions, and, most important, its burlesques of 
stereotyped melodramatic characters, it helped to make audiences of its 
time aware of dramatic absurdities. Though, as often said, many of the 
conventions presented were already old-fashioned in Gilbert's time, it must 
be remembered that melodrama's most notable quality is its ability to change 
its shape according to contemporary fashion, while still retaining its essential 
nature. Since melodrama is still the basis of most popular drama, Ruddi­
gore still demonstrates the absurdity of melodramatic conventions, and Gil­
bert's hilarious satire still produces happy laughter at recognition of that 
absurdity. 

NOTES 

1. All quotations from Ruddigore are taken from W. S. Gilbert, Original Plays, Third Series. 
London, 1913, pp. 217-260. 

2. Jane W. Stedman, "W. S. Gilbert: His Comic Techniques and Their Development." Unpublished 
Doctoral Thesis, University of Chicago, 1956, p. 178. 

3. Gilbert "urges that 'Rose's dealing with the book of etiquette should not be selfconscious; she 
is perfectly in earnest, and should display no sense of incongruity' " (Percy Fitzgerald, The Savoy 
Opera and the Savoyards. London, 1899, p. 179n). 
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Nineteenth-Century Drama and Theatre 
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There are so many answers to the question, "What needs to be done?" 
in nineteenth-century drama and theatre research that one hardly knows 
where to begin. At least the accessibility of the drama itself is increasing 
through the appearance in print of anthologies and selections of plays; no 
longer will the interested student or scholar have to make a sometimes 
lengthy pilgrimage to research libraries with holdings of nineteenth-
century drama. Indeed, if his own library has the money and if his eyes 
hold out, he can read happily through the several thousand plays already 
available in microfilm. In several years it seems as if one battle will have 
been decisively won: to persuade publishers to make available (in editions 
of admittedly varying quality) a wide-ranging selection of English nine­
teenth-century drama, so that whoever wishes to can at least base a critical 
judgment upon substance. 

In other areas, however, we are not nearly this far ahead. For years 
critics and historians have been making ill-informed and mistaken judg­
ments of nineteenth-century drama and theatre, not because they have 
not read the plays (although some of them have read all too few), 
but because they simply do not possess accurate information about the 
social, economic, and cultural contexts of their subject. Generalizations 
about declining levels of public taste and the drama passing into the hands 
of a rabble-like populace theatrically satisfied by the clumsy efforts of a 
thousand mechanical hack writers have been common for generations. But 
as yet there has been no significant research on the nineteenth-century 
theatre audience: its cultural levels, class origins, income, tastes, and devel­
opment. Critics too often assume a homogeneous audience. Yet we know 
that a pantomime audience on Boxing Night did not in the least resemble 
an audience for Shakespeare at the same theatre several nights earlier. We 
know that the Princess's under Charles Kean in the fifties attracted different 
audiences from the Princess's under Maddox in the forties. We know tiiat 
in 1866 60% of the theatre seats in metropolitan London were outside the 
West End, yet we tend to think and write of the drama as if it were entirely 
a West-End product catering only to audiences with West-End tastes. What 
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audiences went to what theatres, and why did they favour particular diea-
tres? What effect did the character of an audience at a particular theatre 
have on dramatists who wrote for that theatre, and in turn on the style 
and content of their plays ? For instance, much has been said in this Con­
ference of Gilbert, Sullivan, D'Oyly Carte and the Savoy, of themes, influ­
ences, productions—but not a word of the Savoy audience. Who were they? 
What was their class structure and taste? Did the audience change at all 
over twenty years, and, if so, did such a change affect Gilbert's writing or 
Sullivan's music? Who patronized the gallery of the Savoy; what were 
their class origins, and were some things in the operas designed especially 
for them? What is being asked is surely important: to what extent did the 
Savoy audience, or its component parts, influence or determine the content 
and character of the Savoy operas ? This is a particular question that can be 
asked particularly of any theatre of the period: Vestris' Olympic, Kean's 
Princess's, Phelps' Sadler's Wells, the Bancrofts' Prince of Wales's, Alexan­
der's St. James's. The answers so far provided by historians are sketchy and 
inadequate; at stake is the vital matter of the whole relationship between 
an audience, its theatre, and its dramatists. Until at least some answers are 
given, it is extremely difficult to make intelligent critical judgments on nine­
teenth-century drama and theatre. 

Another aspect of this theatre that has received scant attention is eco­
nomics: theatre profits and losses, actors' wages, authors' income, manage­
ment and organization, the pricing of seats. Questions arise out of economic 
considerations, the answers to which are again vital to the understanding 
of drama and theatre as a whole. To what extent, if any, did the expense 
of stars contribute to the financial decline in theatre management in the first 
half of the century? How did the generally low fees paid to authors from 
about the 1820s to the 1860s affect the quality and very nature of the drama 
produced, and was the much higher income possible for successful play­
wrights toward the end of the century in part responsible for an improve­
ment in quality and a difference in the kind of play written ? Why did so 
many West-End managements in these forty years go bankrupt while others, 
such as the Lanes at the Britannia and Webster and Buckstone at the Hay-
market, make handsome profits ? The answers to this last question will of 
course involve answers to others concerning audiences, repertory, public 
taste, expenses, price structure—in fact the further one goes into the period 
the harder it is to isolate one thing from another: the written play from 
the theatre that performed it, that theatre from its management and audi-
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ence, that audience from the homes they lived in, the jobs they worked at, 
and the pleasures they enjoyed. 

One of the problems facing the willing researcher in this field is the 
fact that he is confronted with critical and historical judgments resting on 
assumptions whose bases have never been carefully examined and turn out, 
upon inspection, to be narrow and limiting. To say that the quality of 
nineteenth-century drama declined from what it had been in the previous 
century is one such judgment, a very common one to both nineteenth-century 
and modern critics. We know that generally theatre was in a bad financial 
way from about 1820 to the 1860s; we also know that standards of ensemble 
acting and production deteriorated in a period (especially after 1843) when 
too few good performers were spread over a large number of dieatres in­
stead of being concentrated in two or three, as they were during much of 
the eighteenth century, To this extent, then, we can safely talk of "decline." 
But to go further and claim that the whole drama "declined" is to apply 
only literary criteria to a period of superb individualistic acting, of immense 
progress in theatre technology, costuming, furnishing, and staging, of a 
flourishing and excellent farce, melodrama, pantomime, and extravaganza 
(all totally theatrical and deliberately non-literary forms of dramatic ex­
pression), of social revolution and the deliberate use of the theatre as a 
means of mass culture, and above all of a dominating sense of extraordinary 
creativity, innovation, experiment, energy, life, and colour—in comparison 
to which the eighteenth-century theatre seems, in retrospect, quiet and mori­
bund. To declare, then, that nineteenth-century drama is poor stuff is to 
hew strictly to literary standards, an insupportable position with reference 
to any theatre and especially to nineteenth-century theatre. The reasons for 
this position can in part be attributed to a lack of interest in or a failure to 
understand (or both) the social, cultural, and theatrical contexts of the 
written drama. • • 

If one wishes to argue for decline from a non-literary viewpoint, the evi­
dence must be sought out and interpreted much more carefully than it has 
been, and again certain questions must be posed and answered before gen­
eral conclusions can be drawn. There is a great deal of evidence that because 
the boxes were poorly patronized in the patent houses before 1843, manage­
ments suffered financially. But why were they poorly patronized ? Because 
the opera and ballet were more fashionable? Because of the later dinner 
hour? Because the upper class rejected the often alleged "vulgarity" of the 
new theatre? What was die general level of taste among these classes and 
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among those elements of the middle class who are also supposed to have 
withdrawn their patronage? If this level among audiences who came was 
as low as historians often like to think, how can one explain the success of 
Vestris at the Olympic, the encouragement given to Macready at Covent 
Garden and Drury Lane, and the respect won for Phelps at Sadler's Wells— 
all managers who between them stressed high standards of acting and pro­
duction, careful staging and costuming, refined and serious dramatic writ­
ing? And did Charles Kean bring audiences to the Princess's because he 
became fashionable, because of his repertory, because of his high standards, 
or for other reasons? In fact who were his audiences and what were the 
results of his management in terms of profit and loss ? How was the steady 
reduction of theatre prices from 1818 to the 1850s related to the composition 
and taste of audiences attracted by such prices, and consequently to the sort 
of drama written for theatres with these prices ? Once more, questions and 
answers are inextricably interlinked: an investigation of economic hard­
ship in the theatre leads inevitably to the taste of audiences, seat prices, 
management policies, payments to stars, the income of playwrights, changes 
in the drama, social change and the social use of theatre, and the life of 
nineteenth-century England. To judge the drama on literary grounds only 
is pitifully inadequate and hopelessly misleading; to argue for "decline" 
generally is perhaps possible, but it must be done with a full awareness of 
the interconnections outlined above and the social, economic, and cultural 
implications of the argument. 

Another simplistic misconception dear to the hearts of teachers of dra­
matic literature and, too frequently, of its historians, is that of the New 
Drama, a misconception based, like others, on inadequate reading and 
research. The idea that modern drama arose in the 1880s or 1890s is an old 
one, in part fostered by the pernicious custom of beginning university 
courses in modern British drama with Shaw and Wilde. The more one looks 
into the matter the more one sees a continuous chain of theatrical innovation 
and progress stretching from the 1780s and 1790s to Irving, Tree, and Alex­
ander; a continuous chain of dramatic development from The Miller and 
His Men (and earlier) to The Second Mrs. Tanqueray, The Importance of 
Being Earnest, and Major Barbara. The two chains are one, and inseparable. 
There is really no such thing as the New Drama; it is true that the concept 
is an old-fashioned one and may be passing away, but its demise needs 
hastening by painstaking research and critical revaluation that will make 
every link of the chain clear and weighty. Here is a fruitful field for the 
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researcher, one tilled profitably by Martin Meisel in Shaw and the Nine­
teenth-Century Theatre and by David Krause in the introduction to his edi­
tion of Boucicault, but tilled all too rarely. 

We need not only careful cridcal and historical interpretation of the 
drama itself and its social and cultural contexts, but we also need to know 
more about the actual performance of that drama. A great mass of material, 
including printed plays and prompt copies, records technical developments 
in set construction, staging, lighting, traps, and special effects, but as yet no 
modern scholar has told us precisely how technicians achieved the effects 
of Shakespearean spectacle, the physical sensations of melodrama, and the 
tricks of pantomime. We all assume that the content of melodrama and 
pantomime at the better equipped theatres owed a great deal to superior 
technology, but no one has actually shown us the details of diis debt, de­
scribed the machinery of these theatres, or discussed its relationship with 
the pieces performed there. For instance, it would be most interesting to 
analyze the Drury Lane autumn dramas and pantomimes under Augustus 
Harris in the eighties and nineties—the most lavish and spectacular in the 
century—in terms of what the Drury Lane stage was capable of technically. 
What it could do largely dictated the content of the drama displayed on 
its boards; similar analyses should also be made—always assuming the avail­
ability of evidence, sometimes a questionable assumption—of the stages and 
equipment of Kean's Princess's, Irving's Lyceum, and even Carte's Savoy. 
What combination of human artistry and technological ingenuity produced 
the realistic-romantic effects famous in Irving's Shakespeare? Did the ac­
tualities of Savoy staging have anything to do with the substance of the 
operas? More generally, what of the development of trapdoors and trick 
scenery and their influence on melodrama and pantomime ? What part did 
technical advances in explosions and stage fire play in the early melodrama ? 
Exactly what was the relationship of limelight to acting styles, physical 
effects, and to the plays it illuminated ? 

As much can be asked about acting as technology. The nineteenth cen­
tury is perhaps the greatest age of English acting, yet only Kemble, Mrs. 
Siddons, Edmund Kean, Macready, Grimaldi, and Irving have been ac­
corded scholarly attention as performers; there are no books and only 
a handful of articles concerned with nineteenth-century acting. The infor­
mation is waiting to be gathered, in promptbooks, the stage directions of 
printed plays, memoirs, journals, reviews, eyewitness accounts, prints, photo­
graphs, paintings, correspondence, and acting manuals. Although a dead 
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acting style is the hardest of all things for a scholar to bring to life, the work 
badly needs doing. We need to know a lot more than we do about the 
relation between tragic and melodramatic acting (a fundamental aspect of 
the relation between tragedy and melodrama), the relation between low 
comic and refined comic acting, the changes that came over all acting 
styles as the century progressed. We need to have the movement toward 
"realism" in acting defined and documented, and a study made of the in­
fluence of social changes in the audience upon acting styles. We need more 
information about the difference between the styles of individual performers 
and their influence upon acting as a whole, more information about wages 
and rehearsal methods. We need to determine the ways in which the organi­
zation of an acting company into lines of business (juvenile lead, old man, 
heavy man, low comedian, utility, etc.) shaped the content of the drama 
and perhaps preserved traditional patterns of playwriting for many years. 
We would greatly benefit from an enhanced knowledge of acting in the 
provinces and the effect upon acting standards and training of the break­
down of the stock company and the growth of the touring company. The 
star system, the actor-manager tradition and its methods of company organi­
zation, and dieir effects upon the dramatist as well as the theatre—all this, 
and it is most important, requires the kind of detailed attention it has not 
yet received. 

If the plays of the period are becoming more easily available, the dra­
matic criticism is not, and here is another area of relative darkness. For the 
early years of the century we can read selections from Hazlitt, Leigh Hunt, 
and Charles Lamb, and at the end the collected criticism of Shaw and 
selections from Max Beerbohm. In between there is precious little: scanty 
pickings from Forster and G. H. Lewes, a book from Henry Morley, the 
occasional volume of essays. From the 1890s, undoubtedly the greatest 
decade of the English dramatic critic, Shaw, Beerbohm, and several volumes 
of William Archer are virtually all we have. Not only does criticism need 
to be attributed, selected, and reprinted, but there is also plenty of room 
for an examination of the growing importance and influence of dramatic 
criticism in the relations between critic and actor, critic and manager, critic 
and playwright, critic and audience. 

I have only been able to indicate very briefly some of the research in 
nineteenth-century drama and theatre that could profitably be done; indeed, 
much of it must be done for us to disperse the many existing misconceptions 
and perpetuated half-truths that obscure our vision and prevent us from 
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obtaining a clearer understanding of an extremely complicated but most 
rewarding period in theatrical and dramatic history. Other significant 
matters also need attention: the close social relevance of the drama to its 
age and its function as mirror and image of that age; the relationship be­
tween the censorship, the manager, and the playwright; the borrowing 
from Germany and France; the vexed question of copyright, and many 
more. However, perhaps enough has been said to demonstrate that much 
primary research has barely been attempted. If our aim is to strive for a 
fuller knowledge and deeper understanding of nineteenth-century theatre, 
then such research must be attempted and completed—by many people, 
somewhere, somehow. It will entail a laborious search for prompt-books, 
ground-plans, renderings, company accounts, private papers, diaries, corre­
spondence, records of bankruptcy courts; a much more careful and extensive 
reading of printed plays, manuscripts, memoirs, biographies, playbills, pro­
grams, newspapers, periodicals, almanacs, and technical journals; a sifting 
through of parliamentary proceedings, prints, photographs, and theatre 
plans. It will not be sufficient to confine the study to people and material 
of the theatre, but it will be necessary to amass a great deal of information 
on social and cultural habits, urban population, transportation, wages, popu­
lar amusements, booms and slumps, the cost of living, emigration into 
cities, industrialism, classes and their characteristics, and the life styles of 
Regency and Victorian England. An enormous task, but it must be begun; 
we have been dabbling up to now, and we have been too few. Nineteenth-
century theatre is well worth the effort, and will repay the work richly. 



The Policy of Contentiousness: 
Some Non-Literary Factors Contributing to Qilhert's 
Theatrical Success 

BY DAVID W . C O L E 
University of Wisconsin 

It is not quite an adequate account of W. S. Gilbert's career to say that 
he intimidated the censor, the press and the public into granting him the 
success he ultimately enjoyed so fully. Nonetheless, it is true that his very 
considerable personal aggressiveness more often than not tended to inhibit 
protests against his violations of Victorian theatrical taboos. His self-
righteous aggressiveness was at once his armor and his weapon, both in 
the cold war he waged against the strictures of the censor and in the often 
hotter wars he fought against his critics. He employed it, too, in trying to 
bring the theatre-going public more securely under his sway. 

This self-righteous aggressiveness is perhaps nowhere better seen than 
in Gilbert's relationship with the Lord Chamberlain's office. Gilbert, like 
any other playwright, was subject to the correction of the Reader of Plays 
(until 1874, W. B. Donne). But fairly early in Gilbert's career, his relation­
ship with the Lord Chamberlain's office came to a head. The Happy Land, 
a burlesque (by Gilbert and a collaborator) of Gilbert's own play The 
Wicked World, dealt quite specifically with contemporary political questions 
and caricatured Gladstone and two of his most unpopular ministers.1 None­
theless, the piece somehow escaped the censor's prohibition. Only a few 
nights after it opened, however, it was closed by order of the Lord Chamber­
lain, who claimed in a letter to the papers that the play was first sanctioned 
because, while "the piece as acted abounded in personalities," the political 
allusions in the license copy were "generalities, and not pointed to indi­
viduals." The Lord Chamberlain contended that the play was closed be­
cause "in the prompter's copy diere were eighteen pages of additions, in­
terpolations and deviations from the licensed text," creating personal allu­
sions where there had been none.2 •> 

Miss Litton, who produced the play, admitted in a letter of her own 
to the papers that "eighteen pages of the manuscript were more or less 
affected by . . . alterations," though she noted that "this is scarcely the 
impression conveyed" by the Lord Chamberlain's statement. She added that 
alterations were made necessary because this manuscript had been submitted 
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unusually early, there being some doubt that it would be licensed and no 
desire to go to the trouble of preparing a piece which could not be played. 
The alterations, she maintained, were for the most part not topical at all.3 

While the nature and extent of the changes are open to question, this 
question is perhaps not terribly significant in the outcome of the affair. 
Probably more important are the scarcely tenable positions the Lord Cham­
berlain's office and the Government found themselves in. 

It may very well not have been immediately obvious to the Reader of 
Plays that the piece was aimed at actual persons; he could hardly have 
anticipated the actors' makeup, and it seems likely that the characters 
representing the three ministers were identified not as Mr. G., Mr. L., and 
Mr. A., but rather as Ethias, Phyllon, and Lutin—the corresponding char­
acters in The Wicked World.* On the other hand, the play is in its essence 
not only a political piece, as the Lord Chamberlain admitted, but a topical 
piece. This estimate of the play's nature is supported by the effect of Gil­
bert's alterations to the MS. of the second act. These alterations, made to 
meet the Lord Chamberlain's objections so that the play could be relicensed, 
include the deletion of some rather barbed allusions, to be sure, but the 
topical nature of the piece survives. It seems likely that the play was at least 
as topical when it was first submitted for licensing as it was when it was 
relicensed. Quite possibly Donne, who professed to be rapid readerB and 
who seems sometimes to have been a careless one as well, failed in this case, 
too, to perceive the real import of what he read. This in itself might have 
been somewhat embarrassing to the Lord Chamberlain's office, if it had be­
come evident in a continuing controversy. 

The Lord Chamberlain's position was made more awkward by the cari­
catures of the anti-establishment politicians Odger and Dilke in licensed 
productions, a circumstance noted not only by Miss Litton but also by an 
editorial writer for the Pall Mall Gazette. The Lord Chamberlain's belated 
order that these representations too be stopped did not help matters, but 
only led to the observation in the Pall Mall Gazette that "Messrs. Gladstone, 
Lowe and Ayrton dare not call the kettle black." 6 (Actually, Gladstone 
probably had no desire to "call the kettle black"; it was probably a function 
of his own humility rather than Gilbert's art that he enjoyed The Happy 
Land thoroughly.) 7 

Even if he had been inclined to demand the play's suppression, the deli­
cate political situation in March of 1873 would have suggested that the 
inclination not be indulged. Less than two weeks after The Happy Land 



T H E POLICY O F C O N T E N T I O U S N E S S 27 

opened—less than a week after it was banned—Gladstone's government was 
defeated on the second reading of the Irish University Bill. Gladstone re­
mained in office for almost a year longer, but his government was in a 
seriously weakened state. It could hardly afford controversies over trivial 
matters. Yet Miss Litton and her associates—including Gilbert, no doubt— 
were not alone in their inclination to dispute the matter; during the brief 
period when the play was banned, Tory politicians seized the opportunity 
to question the Government on the matter in the House of Commons.8 

Thus though the Lord Chamberlain was in theory answerable to no one 
for his actions concerning the stage," he was almost forced into some sort of 
a compromise in this case. His position seems to have been so weak, in fact, 
that he was unable to enforce the terms of the settlement. At any event, the 
actors representing the three ministers were soon making up almost in their 
original manner, while the play ran unmolested for two hundred nights. 1 0 

The Lord Chamberlain's office did not seriously interfere with the pro­
duction of one of Gilbert's plays again until the celebrated prohibition of 
The Mikado some thirty-five years later. (Under the pressure that Gilbert 
and his public brought to bear, incidentally, this prohibition wilted almost 
as fast as the earlier one had.) 1 1 The years between these two prohibitions 
can hardly have been a period of relaxed contemplation for the officials who 
licensed Gilbert's plays; Gilbert pressed the advantage he had won in the 
case of The Happy Land, crowding the limits of the permissible closely and 
often. 

But it would seem that having been stung once, the Lord Chamberlain's 
office was not eager to take Gilbert on again. And every time the censors 
chose not to act on some questionable feature of one of Gilbert's plays, they 
set a precedent for future inaction—a precedent that must have had some 
force even in an office which made no claim to strict consistency.12 More­
over, as Harley Granville-Barker notes, when Gilbert took offense—as he 
showed himself quite ready to do—he had not only the sharpness of his 
tongue and his pen to defend himself with, he had also the weight of his 
growing popularity to wield. "No wonder," Granville-Barker concludes, 
"that in his evidence before the Joint Committee of 1909 Sir William con­
fessed that he at any rate had had no trouble with the Censorship for years." 1 8 

Gilbert's contentiousness apparently also stood him in good stead with 
the critics more often than not. While he sometimes accepted criticism of 
his plays and even revised them accordingly, he was apparently more often 
disposed to argue with the critics—at least, the record of his arguments is 
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more ample.1 4 He argued some critics into a better opinion of his work and 
probably scared others into keeping their bad opinions to themselves. On 
the other hand, his contentiousness earned him enemies among the cridcs, 
too. 

It clearly earned him bad reviews from Henry Labouchere, for instance; 
Gilbert's celebrated feud with Henrietta Hodson—who was Mrs. Henry 
Labouchere off die stage—was accompanied in Labouchere's magazine, 
Truth, by attacks so sharp as to cause Gilbert to consider legal action. For 
once, however, he thought better of going to court, and limited himself to 
the less dangerous and less expensive course of responding in the press him­
self. 1 6 Gilbert's somewhat abrasive relationship with F. C. Burnand, who 
became editor of Punch in 1880, may have entered into some of the quite 
unfriendly criticisms that magazine had for certain of Gilbert's pieces in 
the '80's and '90's. l f l In a third case, however—Gilbert's opinion to the con­
trary notwidistanding—a protracted feud probably did not earn him bad 
reviews; Clement Scott seems to have been more charitable than Gilbert 

17 

was. 
On the credit side of the ledger, Gilbert's contentiousness undoubtedly 

earned him the favorable notice of Percy Fitzgerald, who had reviewed 
Robert the Devil unkindly, both because he was prejudiced against bur­
lesques in general and because he objected to the irreverent treatment of 
that particular story. Fitzgerald later recalled "receiving from the author 
a very vehement expostulation and defence, filling, I suppose, a score of 
folio pages, in which he defended his work with much spirit, and, I think, 
success." 1 8 Fitzgerald was won over to almost unquestioning admiration 
for Gilbert and his works, manifested in one of the first books to be written 
about the Savoy Operas. 

Gilbert's responses to unfriendly critics were not limited to private re­
plies or even—as in his quarrel with Henrietta Hodson—to published replies. 
He was also willing to go to court if he thought a criticism was actionable. 

He first did so when a reviewer posing as a correspondent to the Pall 
Mall Gazette called The Wic\ed World offensive, referring to one scene 
as "both vulgar and coarse" and to another as "simply indecent." 1 9 The 
defense justified these critical opinions by reading and interpreting two pas­
sages from the play in court. Gilbert's side relied upon the testimony of 
various theatrical personalities, testimony which turned out to be more 
entertaining than persuasive. In an exercise of legal logic rivalling anything 
Trial by Jury could offer, the jury in this case managed to decide that al-
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though the play was innocent of offense, so was the article. They found for 
the defendant and Gilbert had to pay the costs of prosecution.20 But though 
he did not win his case, he undoubtedly made his point. Would-be critics 
had due warning to write with care if they did not write with kindness. 
Many years later, in his libel suit against The Era—a case which resembled 
in many ways the earlier one against the Pall Mall Gazette—Gilbert once 
again served notice to the critics that he was not a man to be trifled with. 2 1 

Gilbert's relationship with his public was more difficult than his relation­
ships with the censor and the critics. The public couldn't be cowed, as the 
censor apparently was. It couldn't be argued with, as critics could be. It 
couldn't be sued. It was in itself a court of last appeal. But the public was 
open to persuasion. 

One key to the public's favor in the late Victorian dieatre was the satis­
faction of its Grundy-esque prejudices, a fact to which such very different 
students of public taste as German Reed and Henry Arthur Jones bear wit­
ness. Gilbert, too, was a careful student of the theatre-going public, and 
even while he was challenging some of their prejudices—in plays like 
Charity or Gretchen or even lolanthe—he was responding to them with a 
characteristically aggressive self-righteousness. 

He frequently and strongly expressed his sentiments favoring the mainte­
nance of the strictest propriety in the theatre. He told William Archer, for 
instance, that as a dramatist he was always conscious of die respect due to 
"the young lady in the dress circle." 2 2 He was concerned, he said on another 
occasion, to avoid offensive plots, language, and costumes.23 There can be 
no doubt, I think, that despite the censures he sometimes provoked for cer­
tain of the situations in his plays and for the oaths he sometimes included 
in his dialogues, Gilbert was sincere in these claims of propriety—and 
largely justified as well. 

Gilbert's sense of propriety made itself felt well beyond the bounds of 
the written play; he was determined that no scandal should attach itself to 
his company at the Savoy. Consequently he would not hire actresses of low 
moral character. The actresses he did hire had to meet his strict standards 
for conduct, both within the theatre and outside it. Within the theatre he 
severely limited communications between male and female members of the 
company, and only in extraordinary circumstances did he allow members 
of the public backstage at all. Once when some men in the audience sent 
Jessie Bond a note, he threatened to have them thrown out if they did not 
leave at once. Because his standards were so strictly conceived and so 
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strictly enforced, Gilbert felt able to go to quite extraordinary lengths in 
defending his actresses' reputations, in one case even tracking down a young 
man to force from him a written retraction of a slander on the moral char­
acter of one of the actresses at the Savoy.24 

Gilbert not only strove to avoid scandal, he also took positive steps to 
create an atmosphere of propriety at the Opera Comique and later at the 
Savoy, where he managed to recreate something resembling the church­
like atmosphere he had found in the Gallery of Illustration25—witness, for 
example, the complaints of the "Captious Critic" reviewing The Gondo­
liers for die Illustrated Sporting and Dramatic News. The audience, he said, 
seemed very like a congregation, listening to the performance as they would 
to Stopford Brooke or Dr. Parker or Mr. Spurgeon, and offering "one 
another half their books of words as good people do when you are put into 
a strange pew at church." 2 6 Gilbert was likewise aggressive in his respecta­
bility in other theatres, as his reaction to the Pall Mall Gazette's criticism 
of The Wicked World would indicate. 

Gilbert's pugnacity concerning the merits of his plays undoubtedly 
tended to earn for them a more favorable hearing than they would have 
otherwise received. Sometimes his demands for a favorable hearing led 
critics and playgoers to see merits they had overlooked—as was the case, for 
instance, with Percy Fitzgerald. And if sometimes Gilbert so irritated 
people that they found fault where none existed, often—as in the case of 
The Happy Land—he intimidated them into overlooking faults that did. 

NOTES 

1. While the extent of Gilbert's involvement in the writing of The Happy Land is not clear, it 
does seem likely that his revised opinion of the play—which he came to regard as a mistake—led him 
to minimize his role in connection with its production. In 1909 he told a Parliamentary committee 
that he had only sketched the outline of the play before giving it to Miss Litton, who in turn asked 
Gilbert a Beckett to complete it. But in the Morgan Library there is a manuscript of the second act, 
with deletions and corrections to meet the Lord Chamberlain's objections, all in Gilbert's hand. Thus 
it seems that whatever Gilbert's involvement was before the Lord Chamberlain intervened, it was 
considerable afterwards, when the Lord Chamberlain would be most aware of it. 

2. "The Happy Land," Pall Mall Gazette, XVII (Mar. 10, 1873), 912. 
3. "The Lord Chamberlain and 'The Happy Land,' " Pall Mall Gazette, XVII (Mar. 11, 1873), 927. 
4. The characters are so identified in the manuscript of Act II described by the Morgan Library as 

"Original manuscript, 20 pages in Gilbert's hand, showing alterations to conform to Lord Chamberlain's 
demands." 

5. See Donne's testimony in the Report of the Select Committee on Theatrical Licences and Regula­
tions (London, 1866), p. 79. 

6. "The Happy Land," Pall Mall Gazette, XVII (Mar, 10, 1873), 912. 
7. Leslie Baily, The Gilbert and Sullivan Book. (London, 1966), p. 116. A similar anecdote is to 

be found in William Archer's testimony in the Report of the Select Committee on Theatres and Places 
of Entertainment (London, 1892), p. 265. 

8. "Parliamentary Review: House of Commons," Pall Mall Gazette, XVII (Mar. 11, 1873), 922. 
The Pall Mall Gazette for the first part of 1873 provides a vivid running account of the failing fortunes 
of Gladstone's government. 
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9. This point is made repeatedly in the hearings dealing with the censorship in 1866, 1892, and 
1909. For instance, see Gilbert's testimony in the Report of the Joint Select Committee on Stage Plays 
(London, 1909), p. 190, where he asks that there be some avenue of appeal from the Lord Chamber­
lain's decisions. 

10. Archer, Report of the Committee on Theatres, p. 256. Isaac Goldberg, The Story of Gilbert and 
Sullivan; or The 'Compleat' Savoyard (New York, 1928), pp. 160-161. 

11. The brief suppression of The Mi\ado is discussed extensively in the Report of the Joint Com­
mittee on Stage Plays. A concise account of the affair is given in Raily, pp. '116-419. 

12. See for example the testimony of Donne in the Report of the Committee on Theatrical Regula­
tions, p. 88. 

13. Harley Granville-Barker, "Exit Planche—Enter Gilbert—N," London Mercury, XXV (April 
1932), 558. 

14. That the record is representative is suggested by Lady Gilbert's practice of keeping hostile 
reviews from him. Hesketh Pearson records this practice in Gilbert: His Life and Strife (London, 
1957), p. 257. 

15. Pearson gives an amusing account of this notorious affair on pp. 69-71. 
16. Pearson repeats anecdotes illustrative of Burnand's rivalry in wit with Gilbert on pp. 21 and 47. 

The rivalry of the two men may well have extended to the theatre, since they both collaborated with 
Sullivan. Punch's reviews of The Yeomen of the Guard and Utopia Limited are examples of clearly 
unfriendly reviews seemingly based more on spite than verifiable reactions to the works in question. 

17. The story of Gilbert's relationship with Scott is repeated in most accounts of Gilbert's life. 
Scott's generous estimate of Gilbert's talent really never changed over the years. See, for example, 
Clement Scott, The Drama of Yesterday and Today (London, 1899), II, pp. 246-251. The criticisms 
which infuriated Gilbert so—for instance those of Broken Hearts and Rrantinghame Hall—would seem 
to have been justifiable. 

18. Percy Fitzgerald, The Operas of Gilbert and Sullivan (Philadelphia, 1894), p. 12, n. 1. 
19. "The Wicked World," Pall Mall Gazette, XVIt (Jan. 23, 1873), 291. 
20. Pearson, p. 43. 
21. Pearson, pp. 193-202. 
22. Archer, Real Conversations (London, 1904), p. 117. 
23. Gilbert, speech before the O. P. Club (1906) , quoted in Baily, p. 414. 
24. Pearson, pp. 123-124. 
25. For an account of the atmosphere at the Gallery of Illustration, sec Jane Stedman's "Introduction" 

to Gilbert Before Sullivan; Six Comic Plays by W. S. Gilbert (Chicago, 1967) , pp. 3-5. 
26. "Our Captious Critic: 'The Gondoliers,' " Illustrated Sporting and Dramatic News, reprinted 

with a cartoon ("Some of the Savoy Congregation") in Baily, p. 343. 



Gilbert and the British Tar 
By EILEEN E . COTTIS 
North-Western Polytechnic, London 

The first sailor who is a distinct theatrical type is probably Ben in Con-
greve's Love for Love. There were characters who happened to be sailors 
in Elizabethan plays, but with Ben there first appears the language heavily 
laden with nautical metaphors, the self-assurance and blunt speech, and the 
taste for dancing and the girls, which reappear so often later. There is a 
thin line of theatrical sailors throughout the eighteenth century, but the 
British Tar in his full glory begins in 1794 as a subsidiary character or hero's 
friend—Will Steady in The Purse; or, The Benevolent Tar by J. C. Cross— 
and flourishes for the next fifty or so years: roughly throughout the career 
of T. P. Cooke, who created most of the great parts in the nautical melo­
drama. 

The true British Tar is a sort of Noble Savage in whiteface. He is fear­
less, honest, generous, kind to the unfortunate, and speaks his mind to every­
body—especially to the villain. His passions are his country, his ship, free­
dom, and the hornpipe. If married or promised, he is a model of the 
domestic virtues; if not, he usually has a strong taste for rum, baccy and 
die girls. His conversation is a series of more or less elaborate nautical meta­
phors, slightly moderated in his romantic moments. He is on the best of 
terms with his officers, whom he addresses with a courteous freedom, and 
who never fail to express their respect for his manly virtues, even when 
court-martialling him. He has a splendid capacity for turning up at the 
crucial moment and foiling violent villains with a cutlass, and avaricious 
ones (lawyers and such) with a bag of gold from his prize money. Black 
Brandon in My Poll and My Partner Joe gets both—he is paid off in Act I 
and cut down in Act II. 

The magnificent absurdity of the theatrical tar seems to have been first 
pointed out by Frederick Reynolds in his autobiography in 1826, followed 
by Dickens (the cutlass combat in Nicholas Nicldeby in 1838) and in much 
more detail by Gilbert A Beckett in George Crui\shanl(s Table Boo\ 
(1845). On stage, the burlesque comes later, Blac\-eycd Sukey; or, All in 
the Dumps by F . F. Cooper appeared in 1829, the same year as Black^Ey'd 
Susan (or, All in the Downs); but it missed its opportunity by satirising 
Gnatbrain and the common folk of Deal instead of the nautical element— 
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not even the nautical metaphor is burlesqued. The one good joke is that 
William (now a decayed waterman) is arrested for striking a superior 
officer—the parish beadle, "a marvellous proper man, and a very superior 
officer." The first real burlesque of the nautical melodrama was The Port 
Admiral; or, the Mysterious Mariner, the Child of Destiny, and the Rightful 
Heir by Thomas Gibson Bowles in 1863, and the first important one was 
Burnand's The Latest Edition of Blacks-Eyed Susan; or, The Little Bill that 
was Taken Up, in 1866. These and others pick up some of the absurdities, 
especially the nautical names and metaphor—"Sluice my topgallant boom!" 
says Jack Shivertimbers of The Tyrant! The Slave!! The Victim!!! and the 
Tar!!!! (also by T. G. Bowles, 1864), and "My maxim is, keep all taut above 
the capstan, and never say die while there's a lass that blows, a wind that 
goes, and a ship that loves a sailor." But some of the edge is taken off by 
the rhymed couplets and elaborate puns that were still expected in burlesques 
of this period. 

Gilbert avoids the excruciating rhymes and puns in his libretti (though 
he had used them freely in his earlier burlesques); his wordplay is relatively 
mild, for instance the extended orphan/often misunderstanding in The 
Pirates of Penzance, or "Your position as a topman is a very exalted one," 
from H.M.S. Pinafore. However, he is clearly familiar with the conventional 
nautical language, and makes careful use of it. Several characters in Pina­
fore have suitably alliterative nautical names—Ralph Rackstraw, Dick Dead-
eye, Bill Bobstay—compare Jack Junk in The Floating Beacon, Captain 
Crosstree of Blac{-Ey'd Susan, or Harry Helm of The Sea! A Dan Deadeye 
is mentioned, though he does not appear, in My Poll and My Partner foe 
(which also has a heroine called Mary Maybud). Richard Dauntless of 
Ruddigore has a name in the tradition of Will Steady in The Purse, bur­
lesqued in "Ben the Brave, the modern British Tar" of The Blazing Burgee. 
The suitable name is not found in The Pirates of Penzance: indeed with 
remarkable restraint in face of Black Beard, the Red Rover, and such, Gil­
bert gives the Pirate King no name at all; but we may note the appearance 
of 'Frederic, an orphan' in The Floating Beacon. 

The Pirates is also free from nautical metaphor, and there is very little 
in Pinafore; Richard Dauntless is the only Gilbertian character to use it 
consistently, as befits his part as one of the many stock melodramatic char­
acters burlesqued in Ruddigore. He talks in the standard "rough, common-
sailor fashion"—"I'm a-tremblin', miss. Lookye here (holding out his hand.) 
—That's narvousness!" The ar pronunciation goes back at least to Long Tom 
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Coffin of The Pilot, who always said "sartinly!", and the "D'ye see" of 
Richard's first song was a favourite phrase of the nautical characters in 
Smollett's novels. Richard uses many stock metaphors—he calls Rose a 
"tight little craft" and sings of her as a "smart little craft," like most dieatri-
cal sailors, from Ben in Love for Love calling Mrs. Frail "a tight vessel! 
and well rigged," through Will Steady ("my little Sal, my pretty Pin­
nace"), to Matt Bramber of The Deal Boatman (who is a Pilot's Ap­
prentice, which is why I have dragged him in)—"Can you blame me for 
watching the craft that's to be under my care for life?" Richard's heart 
bids him "never sail under false colours," a phrase that echoes many of his 
predecessors, such as Ben Bowling of Ben the Boatswain—"I don't like this 
sailing under false colours"—and Harry Hawser in The Shipwreck, (of his 
Fanny)—"She han't put to sea under false colours?" He also talks about 
"piping his eye," which started life as a nautical phrase. 

Richard sometimes uses the long and somewhat incoherent nautical 
metaphor—"Let your heart be your compass, with a clear conscience for 
your binnacle light, and you'll sail ten knots on a bowline, clear of shoals, 
rocks, and quicksands!"—compare Will Steady: "Take a tar's advice, use 
the rudder of honesty instead of deceit, and then you'll steer clear of the 
shoals of punishment, and quicksands of disgrace." He scatters his conver­
sation with "avast" and "belay," as did they all—but this dme the other 
characters join in, which helps the joke along considerably: 

Robin: My darling! (they embrace) 
Richard: Here, I say, belay! 
Rose: Oh sir, belay, if it's absolutely necessary! 
Robin: Belay? Certainly not! 

In formal melodramatic recitative passages, however, Richard is as well-
spoken and fluent as the others: 

Hold! My conscience made me! 
Withhold your wrath! 

Ralph Rackstraw, on the other hand, usually speaks in standard heroics, 
or a caricature of them—"wafted one moment into blazing day, by mocking 
hope—plunged the next into the Cimmerian darkness of tangible despair, I 
am but a living ganglion of irreconcilable antagonisms" (to which Jose­
phine's reaction is "His simple eloquence goes to my heart"). But he is 
allowed one or two jargon passages, e.g. at the moment when Josephine 
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embraces him before Sir Joseph Porter, "She is the figurehead of my ship 
of life—the bright beacon that guides me into my port of happiness—the 
rarest, the purest gem that ever sparkled on a poor but worthy fellow's 
trusting brow!" at which all comment, "Verry pretty!" (The beacon meta­
phor was common, e.g. Paul Perilous in False Colours: "your image was 
always my beacon light, the point from which the compass of my soul 
never varied.") Ralph's fellow sailors are as well-spoken as he—their only 
standard line is "Aye, aye, my boy, What cheer, what cheer?" a phrase used 
in almost every nautical play, going back to the opening lines of The 
Tempest, and finally finished off by Burnand in his burlesque of Black^Ey'd 
Susan: 

Messmates, what cheer ? ( They cheer). 
The standard nautical melodrama oath (apart from "Shiver my timbers!" 

and such) was no worse than "damme" (see Long Tom Coffin, passim); 
but the swearing joke in Pinafore is of course pointed by the general nautical 
reputation for bad language. Here Gilbert is also remembering the "gentle 
well-bred crew" in "The Bumboat Woman's Story" from the Bab Ballads: 

When Jack Tars growl, I believe they growl with a big big D— 
But the strongest oath of the Hot Cross Buns was a mild 'Dear me!' 

and indeed "The Bishop of Rum-ti-foo" again, where the natives have been 
taught to say "Bother!" and "Blow!" bypassing sailors: 

No need to use a casuist's pen 
To prove that they were merchantmen; 
No sailor of the Royal N. 
Would use such awful terms. 

Richard Dauntless, we are told by Robin, "uses language that would make 
your hair curl." Robin also alleges that "rum's his bane," that his arms are 
tattooed to the shoulder, and that he is "a regular out-and-out Lothario"; and 
Richard is most pleased at the description. 

Gilbert also uses the conventional sailor's tendency to burst into suitable 
song, and to dance—especially the hornpipe. A round dance, done by sev­
eral sailors, comes as early as Love for Love, and the irrelevant hornpipe 
frequently appears in die classical nautical melodrama. It is brought into 
The Red Rover on the pretext that the kidnapped ladies may be bored by 
the lack of entertainment on the pirate ship; and in The Pilot, Long Tom 
Coffin and six sailors enter at a pause in the plot on no pretext whatever, 
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he urges them to "splice the mainbrace and drink to sweethearts and wives," 
and they all play and dance the hornpipe, after which the plot proceeds. 
The burlesques picked up this point—in the notice for The Port Admiral 
we arc promised, "In the course of the action will be, not arbitrarily intro­
duced, but strictly evolved out of the Plot, 

T H E SAILOR'S HORNPIPE! ! ! " 

Richard Dauntless, naturally, is "as nimble as a pony, and his hornpipe is 
the talk of the Fleet." Ralph Rackstraw, though a splendid seaman, cannot 
dance—after "A British Tar is a soaring soul," all dance off excepting Ralph, 
and Sir Joseph, saying "All sailors should dance hornpipes," promises to 
teach him that evening, and is later said to be teaching the captain to dance 
it on the cabin table. Where he learnt it himself is not clear. 

The conviction, dating from before the Revolutionary Wars, that a 
Bridsh Tar is worth any two other men, especially Frenchmen, is turned 
upside-down in Richard's first song about the "poor Parley-voo." As early 
as Isaac Bickerstaffe's Thomas and Sally (1760) we find: 

From ploughing the ocean, and thrashing Mounseer, 
In old England we've landed once more; 

Your hands, my brave comrades, halloo boys, what cheer I 
For a sailor that's just come ashore ? 

and in The Shipwreck^ Harry Hawser declares that an English frigate can 
deal with any two French ones of die same size. The burlesques used this 
sentiment too—in The Port Admiral Sweet William says 

Know that a British sailor scorns to fight 
Unless he's one to three 

which leads to a "Grand Quadruple Combat." Gilbert's neat reversal is his 
own, however; and is also found in the case of Sir Joseph Porter: 

When at anchor here I ride, 
My bosom swells with pride, 
And I snap my fingers at a foeman's taunts. . . . 

A related theme is the magical powers of the Union Jack, when waved at 
appropriate moments, as in Ruddigore—"while this glorious rag floats over 
Rose Maybud's head, the man does not live who would dare to lay unlicensed 
hand upon her!" This reflects the frequency with which the Union Jack was 
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hoisted at the end of pirate plays as the black flag was pulled down and the 
pirates yielded (or blew up)—e.g. Black, Beard, The Pilot, or the end of Act 
II of My Poll and My Partner Joe ("Harry seizes the Pirate with the tri-
coloured flag, hurls him into the sea, and hoists the British Standard, amidst 
enthusiastic cheers—tableau.") The end of Act I of The Pirates of Penzance 
is on similar lines, as is the effect of "Queen Victoria's name" at the end. 

The song "He is an Englishman" clearly springs from these sentiments, 
and all those about the general worthiness of the British Tar, but makes its 
point by implication rather than direct parody. "A British tar is a soaring 
soul," on the other hand, exaggerates the sentiments a little and describes 
the style of acting with fair accuracy. "His foot should stamp" gives a pic­
ture of the sailor that is very like many contemporary illustrations, and like 
the cut-out sailors of the Toy Theatre, and would have been applauded by 
Fitzball. In The Pilot, Long Tom Coffin, to save his master's life, throws 
himself at the feet of the Yankee captain (in English versions of The Pilot 
the villains are American), and is rewarded with the immortal line, "Tom 
Coffin, up, up; is this a position for a British seaman?" 

The frequent comments on the worthiness of the British tar cover many 
different qualities—Marmaduke Durgan of Presumptive Evidence (who 
refuses to get out of trouble by denying his Trafalgar medal) says "I am a 
British Sailor, is that the character of a ruffian or a traitor?"; Jack Junk of 
The Floating Beacon has "Ha! A British sailor lie!" and further, "We En­
glish sailors are never so happy as when contributing to the happiness of 
others, and especially to that of the ladies"; Will Steady says "A British 
Sailor loves native freedom too well, ever willingly to let a foreigner inter­
fere with it"; and the Pilot in The Pilot has a beautiful sentiment—"Shall 
such a man dash from the lips of a true-born Briton the cup of extasy?— 
never, never, while I stand by, with this tough but honest heart, and this 
sturdy, though rude arm, to sustain the cause of loyalty, and the best pre­
rogatives of a gallant son of the English navy." We even have, in The Lost 
Ship, the unlikely sentiment: "The money earned by a hard working 
British tar—and that, too, cheerfully paid by his generous country—is far 
better than your privateering villainy." However, this play also has a vil­
lain who says " I must dissemble" and "Foiled again," so perhaps nothing 
should surprise us. Richard Dauntless appears to have the tar's virtuous 
heart, which always tells him the right thing to do—but in his case it always 
tells him something in his own interests: "my heart it up and says, says it— 
'Dick, you've fallen in love with her yourself,' it says. 'Be honest and 
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sailor-like—don't skulk under false colours—speak up,' it says, 'take her, 
you dog, and with her my blessin'! " 

With the tar's worthiness goes a clear sense of his own worth—so Ben 
the Boatswain says "Ain't I (though I don't mean to boast, mark that— 
I'm only telling the truth, and that's not boasting)—ain't I always the first 
in a cutting-out affair?", and Richard Dauntless has plenty of "modest 
assurance." Ralph Rackstraw too is allowed to express this sentiment: 
"There's not a smarter topman in the Navy, your honour, though I say it 
who shouldn't." Sir Joseph: "Not at all. Proper self-respect, nothing more." 

The "free as a mountain bird" aspect was also illustrated in the respect­
ful but firm way in which the British Tar was given to addressing his su­
perior officers, even at a court martial—e.g. Harry Hallyard, of My Poll and 
my Partner Joe, who with twelve friends and contrary to orders has captured 
an armed store-ship and twenty-six prisoners ("and we without a scratch, 
excepting Georgy Gunnel, who would be so venturesome as to fight six"): 

Oahjieart: Still, you were wrong. 
Harry: Wrong, your honour! Begging your honour's pardon, a great 

deal of it was your own fault. 
Oahjteart: Mine? 
Harry: Aye, your honour, with respect be it spoken. 

Harry Helm in The Seal speaks very freely indeed to his superior officer: 
"Avast there, captain! steer clear of my tight little frigate of a wife, if you 
please; or damme, you'll force me to scuttle you in the turning of a hand­
spike"; but this was permissible in cases of attempted seduction, and any­
way Helm was pushed overboard for his pains. The suggestion that the tar 
was the equal of his officers is made, I think, only in Mutiny at the Nore, 
which is more serious than the norm; the usual attitude was duly respectful, 
as in The Red Rover—"fidelity in a seaman to his commander is his brightest 
and most intrinsic quality," or the old sailor Tropic in Cobb's version of 
Paul and Virginia: "Mankind are brother sailors through the voyage of life, 
'tis our duty to assist each other: 'tis true, we have different stations; some 
on the quarter-deck, and others before the mast; or else how could the 
vessel sail?" Dick Deadeye is censured by Ralph for the revolutionary senti­
ment "Ah, it's a queer world!"; he is clear about the class distinctions— 
"When people have to obey other people's orders, equality's out of the 
question"—to the fury of his messmates, who believe Sir Joseph—"a British 
sailor is any man's equal, excepting mine"—until they test his sentiments. 
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As far as I know no theatrical sailor went so far as to aspire to his cap­
tain's daughter, or anyone out of his own class—usually he settled for "some 
village maiden in your own poor rank" as in E. R. Lancaster's Ruth; or, The 
Lass that Loved a Sailor; though if he were a foundling, like Harry Wilder 
in The Red Rover, he would of course be found to be of suitable birth for 
the heroine. Gilbert had previously invented Joe Golightly, of the Bab 
Ballad of that name, who aspired to the First Lord's daughter, but was re­
warded only by twelve months in the black-hole for annoying his captain 
by his sad songs to the moon. (Songs to the moon, by the way, are frequent 
in nautical melodrama, but more usually sung by the heroine than the 
captain.) The class question is splendidly confused in Pinafore, what with 
the well-spoken Ralph, the First Sea Lord who started as an office boy, 
and the Captain being "patrician" to Little Buttercup and "lower middle 
class" to Sir Joseph, 

Other elements in Pinafore are foreshadowed in the Bab Ballads: Little 
Buttercup is from "The Bumboat Woman's Story," where she even has pep­
permint drops; but her gipsy blood, her taste for dark hints and her original 
error are more suggestive of Azucena. Captain Corcoran is obviously 're­
lated to Captain Reece of the Mantelpiece, who 

Did all that lay within him to 
Promote the comfort of his crew 

—even to marrying the boatswain's mother, who did his washing; but 
this is from a strong sense of duty, which also impels his daughter, sisters, 
cousins and aunts to give up the peers they are promised to and marry his 
crew. 

Which clearly brings us to The Pirates of Penzance. Given this title, 
less of the nautical convention is used than might be expected. This may 
be because it was written immediately after Pinafore—but the opening ("A 
rocky sea-shore on the coast of Cornwall. In the distance is a calm sea, on 
which a schooner is lying at anchor. As the curtain rises groups of pirates 
are discovered—some drinking, some playing cards") is so like the many 
plays about Cornish wreckers, smugglers and pirates (The Lost Ship, The 
Dream at Sea, The Shipwreck,, etc.) that we might expect more of the 
pirate joke that we get. What there is, however, is of very good quality. 
The golden-hearted band with their kindness to orphans are clearly meant 
to be the opposite of the gangs of Black Beard, Black Brandon, and their 
like; but they are spoken of, and speak of themselves, as though they were 
the typical gang—see the Pirate King's song, Frederic's talent for scuttling 
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Cunarders (though not even the Red Rover ever aspired to anything that 
size), and the girls' warning to the police— 

For your foes are fierce and ruthless, 
False, unmerciful, and truthless. 
Young and tender, old and toothless, 

All in vain their mercy crave. 

In fact of course they display all the gentlemanly virtues, and they capture 
nothing. The other part of the joke is that they are hopelessly out of place 
and period. The Cornish pirate of melodrama generally operated in the 
seventeenth century; contemporary pirate melodramas were set in the 
Indian Ocean or thereabouts. The Gilbertian pirates have to deal with 
cowardly police instead of gallant tars, and cut out P. and Os instead of 
Turkish galleys. 

Occasional "noblemen who have gone wrong" were to be found in the 
pirate melodrama—e.g. in The Wizard of the Wave the Unknown Pirate 
turns out to be the son of the Earl of Monteville, and dies repentant; and 
Cleveland of The Pirate is restored to a respectable, though not noble, 
family at the end of the play, repents, and is allowed to marry the heroine's 
sister. But pirates were much more commonly stabbed or blown up at the 
end. The hero of The Red Rover, though not quite apprenticed to a pirate, 
is bound to him in something of the manner of Frederic by having entered 
his name on die ship's books—fortunately the pirate is finally shot by one 
of his own men, thus extricating the hero from a nasty dilemma. 

It will be seen, then, that Gilbert touches on a good many elements of 
the nautical melodrama, but much more delicately and obliquely than 
Bowles and Burnand. He leaves out completely the domestic or William-
and-Susan side, and uses none of the standard plots. And yet V. C. Clinton-
Baddeley (in The Burlesque Tradition in the English Theatre after 1660) 
is surely right to call Pinafore "the apotheosis of the British Tar," and 
Richard Dauntless is a first-class specimen of the breed. Gilbert clearly 
appreciated the absurdity of die nautical melodrama, but in Pinafore he 
got his humour not so much by caricaturing it as by putting its hero into a 
different sort of plot. The manly virtues look much sillier when lauded by 
that finicky little man Sir Joseph Porter or sung about as a glee; it is one 
thing to be bold and plain-spoken when cutting out a pirate sloop or defend­
ing one's wife against the well-born seducer, and quite another to use the 
same virtues in the pursuit of the Captain's daughter. 
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Cross and Fitzball created a splendid theatrical type, but today it survives 
on the stage only in Gilbert. If nobody now willingly reads the nautical 
melodramas except as background to Gilbert, its authors have no more 
reason to complain than have the sixteenth-century romancers satirized by 
Cervantes. 
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Bab Ballads Lost and Found 
By JAMES D. ELLIS 
Mount Holyoke College 

Preparing an edition of all the Bab Ballads of W. S. Gilbert has involved 
three tasks—collecting, collating, and annotating—each phase of the work 
presenting distinct problems. 

Because of the zealous, at times over-zealous, efforts of Townley Searle 
and J. M. Bulloch in the 1930's, the job of collecting the Babs has proved 
to be more one of selecting them. I must confess at the outset diat I have 
made only one discovery of a hitherto unrecorded poem by Gilbert, although 
some of his verse unquestionably still lies buried in obscure Victorian 
periodicals. One hundred thirty-six of the one hundred thirty-seven poems 
in the forthcoming Harvard edition had all, in effect, been located more 
than thirty years ago, even though no edition has contained more than 
eighty-six of them.1 That is, the two major sources of information about die 
Babs—the marked proprietors' file of the new series of Fun (the comic 
weekly in which the great majority of Gilbert's verse was published) and 
the articles in Notes and Queries by Dr. Bulloch (listing the ballads chrono­
logically and alphabetically by titles)—were available at that time.2 

One hundred nineteen of the poems in the new edition, that is, all but 
eighteen, first appeared anonymously in the new series of Fun between 
1 0 June 1865 and 28 January 1871, and can be identified as Gilbert's by con­
sulting the set of this journal now in the Henry E. Huntington Library and 
formerly the property of the brothers Dalziel, engravers for Fun and, for 
twenty-five years, the owners." Forty of these had not been collected by 
Gilbert in the volumes of The "Bab" Ballads and More "Bab" Ballads in 1 8 6 9 
and 1873, and so were allowed to sink into the certain oblivion of penny 
journalism. I have felt justified in including all of Gilbert's verse from Fun 
(not just the comic narrative ballads illustrated with "Bab" figures), since 
he himself had included ten unillustrated poems and a number of somber, 
not to say sentimental, ones in his first collection.4 The only Gilbertian 
items I have omitted—arbitrarily perhaps, but mercifully surely—are three 
brief macaronics described as French translations of poems by Thomas 
Moore, three bits of doggerel filler, and three dramatic burlesque sketches 
written in verse and set to popular airs.5 "Trial by Jury" in its original form, 
even if a sort of burlesque, has not been left out. 

Unfortunately no revealing proprietors' copies of the old series of Fun 
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survive, which leaves the poems of those years (from the founding of the 
magazine by H. J . Byron in 1861 until Tom Hood's editorship commenced 
in May of 1865) stubbornly anonymous, aldiough we know Gilbert was a 
regular contributor almost from the beginning.8 Bulloch lists thirteen poems 
from the old series as Gilbert's, but since he relied heavily on the unreliable 
Townley Searle, and since he attributes to Gilbert ten poems from the new 
series demonstrably by others, this baker's dozen cannot be swallowed whole. 
A poem not listed by Bulloch that appeared in Fun on 1 February 1862, "The 
Advent of Spring," can be ascribed to Gilbert because unwittingly pub­
lished years later in slightly altered form in Punch (as "Sing for the Garish 
Eye," 26 April 1873), with predictable results. Shirley Brooks describes die 
"mull" in his diary: "I inserted some verse sent me by Emily Leith, over­
looking her distinct statement that she had copied them. So down come 
letters from Gilbert, who wrote them in Fun 10 years ago, Tom Hood, and 
Burnand. Made the amende and wrote Gilbert. Mea culpa, and nobody 
else's."7 Brooks' fault is our good fortune, leading us back to one of Gil­
bert's earliest efforts and his only piece of sustained nonsense writing. 

Five other poems in the old series of Fun can be tentatively assigned to 
Gilbert (and have been included in the new edition) because accompanied 
by closely related "W.S.G." illustrations known to be his. The earliest of 
these, "The Cattle Show" (12 December 1863), was followed a week later 
by a poem with the same title and subject in another of Byron's journals, 
The Comic News. The latter poem employs an unusual stanza form that in 
turn appears in the fifth and last of the "W.S.G." illustrated poems in Fun, 
"Down to the Derby" (28 May 1864).8 Since Gilbert is listed (last) among 
the fourteen contributors to The Comic News, it is quite possible that this 
second "Cattle Show," if a poor thing, is his own. I have included it in my 
edidon in nodding recognition of Gilbert's association with the other paper.9 

Another of the five illustrated poems from the old series of Fun, "The 
Baron Klopfzetterheim; or, The Beautiful Bertha and the Big Bad Brothers 
of Bonn," ran for five weeks in the spring of 1864, accompanied by eighteen 
of the best drawings Gilbert ever fashioned, making it by far the longest 
and most abundantly illustrated of Gilbert's poems.10 A still longer poem 
in Fun, a diatribe aimed at Napoleon III titled "The Lie of a Lifetime," 
which appeared in sixteen installments, the first six of which contain 
"W.S.G." illustrations, has been credited to Gilbert by Sidney Dark and 
Rowland Grey in their biography, but he assured a correspondent that the 
"absurd verses" were not by him. 3 1 
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Of the poems published in sources other than Fun, Gilbert chose to col­
lect only one, "Etiquette," which had appeared in the Christmas number 
of The Graphic in 1869, including it in his selection of Fifty "Bab" Ballads 
(1877) and in the 1898 edition of ballads and Savoy Opera lyrics. Ten other 
poems, in seven periodicals, are also his. The earliest, "To My Absent Hus­
band" (Punch, 14 October 1865), is attributed to Gilbert only because ac­
companied by an appropriate "Bab" drawing, making it, strictly speaking, 
the first genuine Bab Ballad—the first poem with an illustration so signed.1-2 

The other nine poems, all signed with the author's name, are "A Boulogne 
Table d'H6te," "The Railway Guard's Song," and " T h e Undecided Man' " 
(the three published as "A Batch of Ballads" in Tom Hood's Comic Annual 
for 1868 [actually for 1869], pp. 78-79); "What is a Burlesque?" (Belgravia 
Annual, 1868, pp. 106-107); "A Drop of Pantomime Water" (The Graphic, 
II [25 December 1870J, Christmas number, p. 2 0 ) ; 1 3 '"Eheu! Fugaces'" 
(The Darli Blue, III [April 1872], 142-143); "Jester James" and "The 
Policeman's Story" (published as numbers I and II of "The Bab Ballads. 
New Series" in Edmund Yates's new journal Time, I [April and May 1879], 
54-57, 166-168); and "The Thief's Apology" (Illustrated Sporting and Dra­
matic News, XXI I [6 December 1884], "Holly Leaves" [Christmas num­
ber], 267). Only the last of these is unrecorded by Searle or Bulloch.1 4 

These, then, are the one hundred thirty-seven poems being published in 
the Harvard edition. A number of Searle's and Bulloch's unsubstantiated 
attributions have been rejected. So, too, have been a poem recollected by a 
correspondent to the Strand Magazine and another listed as Gilbert's in the 
British Museum Catalogue, The former, mentioned by Dark and Grey, 
proves to be by Tom Hood and appeared in Fun more than three years after 
die last Bab Ballad was published there. The latter, "The Amateur Panto­
mime at the Gaiety," published in Mirth: A Miscellany of Wit and Humour 
(London, 1878), p. 169, describes a pantomime on which Gilbert collabo­
rated and in which he played Harlequin with studied perfection. Initialled 
"B," the poem is probably by Mirth's editor, the ubiquitous H. J. Byron. 

The second phase of my work—collation—involved only the eighty 
poems collected by Gilbert. The other fifty-six required only the most 
perfunctory attention: standardizing spellings and punctuation, correcting 
a few obvious typographical and other errors. In the case of die collected 
poems, I had thought initially of using the texts from Fun or possibly from 
the first collected editions as the standard for the new edition, but I came 
in time to choose the second 1898 edition (the first, actually published in 
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December 1897, had enough errors to necessitate a second, "with altera­
tions," in March 1898) instead. Almost all of Gilbert's final revisions here 
are minor changes to eliminate a repetition, clarify an ambiguity, or improve 
a rhyme or rhythm. Occasionally, when a change in 1898 seems to have 
been prompted by the older Gilbert's desire to curb exuberance—reducing 
Joe Golightly's sentence from "Twelve years' black-hole" to twelve months, 
and his "Five hundred thousand lashes" to a paltry six dozen, for example— 
an earlier reading has been substituted. 

All the variants—words, lines, and stanzas—have been printed in the 
end matter, enabling the reader to see what sorts of changes Gilbert made 
from Fun to the 1869 and 1873 editions, to the 1877 edition, and finally to 
the 1898 edition. In a few instances slang expressions that had gone out of 
fashion are replaced by less dated words: "tin" changed to "coin" in "Tem-
pora Mutantur"; "by chalks" to "by far" in "The Ghost, the Gallant, the 
Gael, and the Goblin." When this stanza from "Ben Allah Achmet" was 
changed in 1869: 

I also knew a maiden miss 
Whose father boasted many a coffer; 

She likewise lived at Hooe—and this 
Is but a clumsy likeness of her. 

the clumsy likeness was, of course, eliminated, but is now restored to her 
stanza in the notes. In the case of two stanzas in "The Reverend Micah 
Sowls," directed at a "great Tragedian" (almost certainly Henry Irving) 
in the 1898 edition and at bad acting at Drury Lane in all previous printings, 
I have chosen the earlier reading for the text. 

Two stanzas eliminated from "The Periwinkle Girl" after their initial 
appearance in Fun and eight stanzas removed from seven other ballads 
in the 1898 edition have been restored. One or two of these, it could be 
argued, ought to be on Koko's little list, but most deserve their full status 
in the text. "Thomas Winterbottom Hance," for example, lost a superb 
illustration of the two warriors and their "Mas" along with this parentheti­
cal explanation: 

(The mothers were of decent size, 
Though not particularly tall; 

But in the sketch that meets your eyes 
I've been obliged to draw them small.) 
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This stanza describing trodden worms in "A Worm Will Turn" may have 
seemed too unpleasantly graphic to the dignified Gilbert of 1898: 

And if when all the mischief's done 
You watch their dying squirms, 

And listen, ere their breath has run, 
You'll hear them sigh, "Oh, clumsy one!" 

—And devil blame the worms. 

In only one instance was a stanza added to a poem subsequent to its printing 
in Fun. "Pasha Bailey Ben," a potentially endless ballad, is concluded in 
Fun with this exchange: " (To be Continued—Author.)—(No!—Editor.)" 
Obviously this would not serve in a book of ballads, so Gilbert added: 

Come, come, I say, that's quite enough 
Of this absurd disjointed stuff; 
Now let's get on to that affair 
About Lieutenant-Colonel Flare. 

"That affair" immediately follows "Pasha Bailey Ben" in the 1873 edition, 
and, although ten poems intervene in my strictly chronological one, the 
stanza remains. 

Whereas the textual changes in the 1898 edition have been generally 
adopted, the pictorial changes have been emphatically rejected. Gilbert, 
apparently self-taught as an artist, seems to have been dissatisfied almost from 
the start with what he termed "the rather clumsy sketches" accompanying 
his poems. As early as 1875 he wrote Tinsley Brothers with a scheme for 
republishing a selection of the Babs, "illustrating them with new and care­
fully executed drawings by myself."1 6 Tinsleys declined, nor would Rout-
ledge agree to new illustrations for the combined edition of Babs and More 
Babs in 1882, even though assured by Gilbert, "I could improve consider­
ably on the original sketches."1 0 He had his way in the 1898 edition, how­
ever, and completely redrew more than 150 of the 258 figures accompanying 
the ballads. These new drawings are, without exception, inferior to the 
originals in my opinion—not because they are less well executed or less 
pleasing, but because they are wholly inappropriate to the poems. Gilbert 
argued that the originals "erred gravely in the direction of unnecessary 
extravagance," which is of course exactly what the Babs required. The new 
drawings are sweet, amiable, and a trifle simpering; the ballads, fortunately, 
are not. . 
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The Harvard edition will include every illustration originally accom­
panying the poems in Fun, Punch, The Graphic, and Time, as well as four­
teen of those 1898 drawings I have just condemned. A dozen of these ac­
company the ten poems that had been collected but never illustrated until 
1898. The other two are whims of my own, instances of later "Bab" figures 
that harmonize with the earlier ones: the figure of an actor added as a 
second illustration to "Disillusioned" in 1898, and the drawing of a cigar-
smoking passenger ministering to a seasick sailor in die topsy-turvy "My 
Dream." 

Third, last, longest, and most fascinating of my tasks has been the anno­
tation. Besides listing textual variants and pointing out prototypes of Savoy 
Opera plots, characters, and phrases, I have also tried to explain topical ref­
erences and allusions that might not be understood by die average modern 
American reader of the Babs. 

Victorian contrivances and commodities (zoetropes, pantechnicons, Tal-
botypes, seltzogenes), Victorian fashions (bottines, M.P. waistcoats, stocks, 
and spencers), Victorian phenomena (garrotings, iron-clads, cellar-flaps, 
excursion-train wrecks) have been described. Places in and around London 
(Pentonville; Canonbury Square; Richmond Buildings; the Polygon, Som-
ers Town; Drum Lane, Ealing) have been located. Mister Mudie's libraree, 
Mr. Tweedie's pretty prints, Dr. Abernethy's biscuits, and Godfrey's Grena­
diers are all accounted for. The fame and professions of Thomas King 
(boxer), Martin Tupper (moral philosopher), Alexander Knox (police 
magistrate), John Henry Pepper (chemist and popular lecturer), and Wil­
liam Calcraft (public executioner) have been revealed. I have even pointed 
out that a collared-head is like our head-cheese, not a mess of greens; and 
that a life-preserver is a blackjack, not a round cork float (which I once saw 
solemnly doled out by Samuel in an amateur American production of 
The Pirates of Penzance). 

As you either know or might expect, many of the allusions are theatrical 
—to plays, playhouses, characters, actors, and so forth. A search through 
the files of The Era at the Enthoven Collection of the Victoria and Albert 
Museum produced a description of what "John and Freddy" were up to 
when dancing like "Clodoche and Co., at die Princess's": "Their odd, fan­
tastic movements, in which limbs are thrown into every possible position 
with unprecedented flexibility, and their bizarre action, which is pervaded 
by a graphic power giving a significant meaning to every turn, kept the 
house roaring with laughter, and elicited one universal demand for repeti-
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tion." An inspection of the manuscript of Boucicault's unpublished play 
Janet Pride at the British Museum (among that treasure trove of manu­
scripts submitted to the Lord Chamberlain), reveals that Janet's drunken 
and villainous father is most certainly the "Richard Pride all beery" referred 
to by Gilbert. 

Among the most frequent and troublesome topicalities are references to 
songs and airs, ranging from "II Balen" in Verdi's // Trovatore and " T h e 
Fair Land of Poland" in Balfe's Bohemian Girl to such popular confections 
as "She Lodges at a Sugar Shop" and "I Vowed that I Never Would Leave 
Her." What, for example, is one to make of such lines as these: 

The waits, wet and chilly, so long have missed Willie, 
the tie is quite broken asunder; 

Now, utterly crazy, they envy the daisy, and long to be 
one, and no wonder! 

Since waits are musicians and singers, we can assume the missing Willie 
and envied daisy occur in songs. With much leafing through bound vol­
umes of nineteenth-century sheet music, and widi even more luck, one 
discovers that Stephen Foster wrote "O, Willie, We Have Missed You," and 
that Frederick Buckley wrote "I'd Choose to be a Daisy," both popular min­
strel numbers in the London of a century ago. All told, there are twenty 
references in the ballads to songs, airs, and arias, two of which—"The 
Whistling Oyster" and "The Crescendo Galop"—I have been unable to 
trace. 

Some of my most arduous searching was well rewarded. The order 
from the Chief Commissioner of Metropolitan Police in 1869 that " T h e 
metropolitan police will in future be permitted to wear beards and mous­
taches" (an order Gilbert changed to "All Constables must Cease to Shave!") 
was finally located at the Colindale branch of the British Museum, in the 
Police Service Advertiser, which reported that "The 'order' was received 
with general satisfaction by the men, many of whom said it would save 
them a few minutes every morning in the use of the rasor" (3 April 1869, 
p. 4) . The identity of "Big Ben Denison" can be found inside the bell 
itself, for a leader in the Times (7 November 1856, p. 6) explains that the 
bell "records that it is designed by Mr. Edmund Beckett Denison, Q.C., a 
gentleman who, fortunately for the rest of us, occupies his leisure hours 
with the improvement of clocks and bells." A stupefying reading of endless 
columns of finely-printed advertisements in various daily and weekly news-
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papers at length resolved the mystery of Sir Guy the Crusader's being 
"nabbed for his Sydenham armour/At Mr. Ben Samuel's suit." Samuel 
Brothers, of 29 Ludgate Hill, offered what were called "Sydenham Trousers" 
at 17s. 6d. the pair. 

Other questions, however, remain unanswered. A Turk named Ben 
Oussef, the maker of the famed "One shilling Damask blade," is still at 
large, possibly residing in Sheffield. A pantomime character named Gaffer 
Gin seems to have drunk himself quite out of existence, whereas a tea im­
porting firm named Baker, Croop, and Co. seems never to have existed at 
all (and may, in fact, be Gilbert's invention). And though I have wandered 
through each chartered street, in the Map Room at the British Museum, 
I still cannot find the Hackney Road Reformatory School. 

I have no doubt that there are errors as well as omissions in my notes, 
and I would welcome hearing from any of you who can set me and the 
record straight. I seek this information for my own satisfaction, of course, 
and not with any expectations for that mythical beast, the second, revised, 
edition. 

NOTES 

1. The eighty-six are included in the omnibus volume Plays & Poems oj W. S. Gilbert, with a 
preface by Deems Taylor (New York: Random House, 1932). Eighty of these are poems collected by 
Gilbert himself, and published in their final form in The Bab Ballads with which are included Songs 
of a Savoyard (London and New York: George Roulledge & Sons, Ltd., 1898). The other six are 
the "Lost Babs" first reprinted by Sidney Dark and Rowland Grey in an appendix to their W. S. Gilbert: 
His Life and tetters (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd., 1923), pp. 241-260. 

2. The articles by Dr. Bulloch, founder and first chairman of the Gilbert and Sullivan Society, arc 
"The Anatomy of the 'Bab Ballads,' " Notes and Queries, CLXXI (14 November 1936), 344-348; 
"The Bab Ballads by Titles," CLXXH (22 May 1937), 362-367; and a short note on 27 November 
1937. 

3. This proprietors' file, identifying all contributors and the amount they were paid for every 
article and illustration, was for many years in the possession of the engravers' nephews, Gilbert and 
Charles Dalziel, the former of whom utilized the materia! in articles in the first volume of The Gilbert 
and Sullivan Journal. 

4. The poems were first titled The "Bab" Ballads when published as a collection by John Camden 
Hotten in 1869. Almost immediately the poems appearing in Fun were also so titled, beginning with 
"The Two Ogres" (23 January 1869). The following "Bab," "Mister William," was designated as 
"No. 60," and from then on every one of Gilbert's poems in Fun except for "The Ghost to His Ladye 
Love" received a number, up to eighty-five, which was applied by mistake to the last two ballads. 
If we count backward from "Mister William" and include only ballads (not the two descriptive pieces 
about the holiday towns of Margate and Boulogne) and only those with illustrations, we find ourselves 
right back with "The Story of Gentle Archibald," the first poem with "Bab" illustrations in Fun, as 
number one. The purist might choose to limit the "Babs" to these eighty-six poems. 

5. These are "Ne t'en va pas" (27 May 1865), "Garryowen" (17 June 1865), "Good-bye, Sweet­
heart, Good-bye" (29 July 1865), "In Re Dawkins" (10 June 1865), "To Mademoiselle Lucca" (21 
October 1865), "I Do Adore Thee!" (16 December 1865); "The Derby Day Operatized" (3 June 
1865), "Piccadilly" (1 July 1865), and "Electra; or, The Lost Pleiad" (27 July 1867). 

6. See "William Schwenck Gilbert: An Autobiography," Theatre, n.s., I (2 April 1883), 218. 
7. George Somes Layard, A Great "Punch" Editor: Being the Life, Letters, and Diaries of 

Shirley Broo\s (London: Sir Isaac Pitman and Sons, Ltd., 1907), p. 542. 
8. The stanza is not original with Gilbert or any other Comic News poet; it is derived from the 

song "When a Man Marries," by J. W. Safe. 



BA B BALLADS L O S T A N D F O U N D 5 1 

9. Bulloch lists ten poems from The Comic News as Gilbert's, all of which I have excluded from 
the new edition for lack of any internal or external proof. 

10. Verification that the poem is indeed Gilbert's would seem to be found in the reappearance of 
almost identical characters and circumstances in his story "The Triumph of Vice," published in The 
Savage Club Papers, edited by Andrew Halliday (London: Tinsley Brothers, 1867), pp. 174-195. 

11. Letter to E. Bruce Hindle, dated 29 January 1885, in the Reginald Allen Collection, Pierpont 
Morgan Library. 

12. Isaac Goldberg includes this among the eleven "lost Bab Ballads" appended to his unsurpassed 
The Story of Gilbert and Sullivan or The 'Compleat' Savoyard (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1928) , pp. 529-558, where he remarks that "no complete edition of the Ballads is as yet in print; 
I am at work upon one." 

13. This poem is mentioned by Townley Scarle in liis Sir William Schwenc\ Gilbert: A Topsy­
turvy Adventure (London: Alexander-Ouseley, Ltd., 1931), p. 87, but it is not listed in the slightly 
different privately printed edition of the same year, titled A Bibliography of Sir William Schwenck. 
Gilbert: with Bibliographical Adventures in the Gilbert 6r Sullivan Operas, nor is it included in 
Bulloch's lists. 

14. For eight years (1880-1887) Gilbert contributed to the Christmas number of the Illustrated 
Sporting and Dramatic News. Six of his contributions were prose items; two were poems, one of 
which, "Only Roses," XVI (10 December 1881), 323, reappeared five years later as Mad Margaret's 
ballad in Ruddigore. I have excluded it from the complete edition of the Babs for having declared 
itself one of the songs of a Savoyard. 

15. Heskcth Pearson, Gilbert: His Life and Strife (London: Methuen and Co. Ltd., 1957), p. 23. 
16. Philip James, "A Note on Gilbert as Illustrator," Selected Bab Ballads (Oxford: privately 

printed, 1955), p. 120. 



W. S. Gilbert and "That Topic of the Age" 
By DEAN B. FARNSWORTH 
Brigham Young University 

In the epilogue to the last of his operatic burlesques, presented in 1869, 
W. S. Gilbert assigned the following lines to the pretty Druidess, Norma: 

"I'm cowed and conscience-stricken—for tonight 
We have, no doubt, contributed our mite 
To justify that topic of the age 
The degradation of the English stage." 1 

The lamentation over the degraded state of the English stage during the 
nineteendi century has been long and often heard. I do not intend to add 
to the lament but to tell the story of a spirited episode in the battle to end 
the degradation. Few individuals did as much in as many ways to restore 
the integrity of the English theater as William Schwenck Gilbert. Most of 
us remember him only as the collaborator of Sir Arthur Sullivan in the 
creation of the Savoy comic operas. These have been called by Bernard De 
Voto ". . . one of the highest reaches of nineteenth century English litera­
ture." 2 Students of stage history name Gilbert as the militant director-
stage manager who, under the impetus of Robertson and the Bancrofts, 
friends of his youth, revolutionized century-old ideas of directing, ensemble, 
costuming, and scenic design.3 He wrote the century's most successfully 
staged verse plays. He is, indeed, credited by William Archer as being "one 
of the prime movers" in the dramatic revival of the late nineteenth century. 
"You," Archer told Gilbert in 1904, "restored the literary self-respect of the 
English stage."4 Before any of these accomplishments was realized and 
before Gilbert had provided any basis for such extravagant praise as I have 
cited, he entered the lists to combat the degradation of the English stage. 

In the following paper I shall discuss Gilbert's analysis of the evils which 
prevented or inhibited a new theatrical revival in the period immediately 
preceding his first popular success in the 'seventies. The framework for dis­
cussion is Gilbert's short, undated, satiric sketch entitled "Actors, Authors, 
and Audiences, a trial by jury." His approach was typically indirect, that of 
the sadrist. But the points of attack were specific. Although the number 
and nature of the deficiencies in the institution of the nineteenth century 
British theater and the drama written for it are amply documented by 
Archer, Shaw, Moses, Nicoll, Bailey, and many others writing from the 
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convenient hindsight of the present century, it may prove helpful before 
discussing Gilbert's approach to such deficiencies to emphasize that the 
original title of the sketch indicates the three broad topics under which he 
grouped the theatrical abuses: actors, along with whom he included all 
production personnel; authors, typically poorly qualified or unwilling to 
oppose their own exploitation; and audiences, ill-informed, heterogeneous, 
and ill-behaved. 

The scene is the interior of a playhouse where "an original (but tedious) 
play has just been damned. The audience is furious. The manager comes 
forward and implores them to listen to him. . . . He suggests that the 
author be tried then and there, by a jury of the audience, for having his 
play damned. They agree." The court is organized completely, and the 
trial gets underway.0 Witnesses for the prosecution are the unhappy man­
ager, four representatives from the audience, including a journeyman-
plumber, an officer of noble rank from the Grenadier Guards, a medical 
student and a clerk from the Home Office; and three actors from the play, 
including the leading lady, the low comedian—who played a butler, and 
a song and dance girl—cast as a governess. Following testimony from these 
witnesses in the order named, the author addresses the jury in his own 
defense. 

By his selection of witnesses against the unhappy author, Gilbert pro­
vided spokesmen for every group directly contributing to the deplorable 
conditions of the stage except three: the Lord Chamberlain's office, the 
press, and the "new" puritans, for whom the theater was, to quote one of 
Gilbert's own ballads, "the presence chamber of the evil one." 0 

Before continuing with the testimony in the sketch let us digress a mo­
ment to consider Gilbert's attitude toward these three groups or institutions. 
Gilbert frequently experienced the censorship of the Lord Chamberlain's 
office, the censor, or the reader of plays, as the screening agency is variously 
called. This censorship he loudly called to public attention and quietly 
circumvented with surprising impunity. An amusing example of his deal­
ings with the censor occurred when in his expression "chambers fit for a 
lord" the reader struck out "lord" and substituted "heaven." 

A policy toward the theater completely opposite from the censor's was 
observed by the press, which, at least in the large newspapers, determined 
to avoid any theatrical controversy for fear of alienating readers or adver­
tisers. For example, the dramatic critic for the Times, John Oxenford, for 
thirty-five years praised everything almost indiscriminately. In contrast, as 
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a young critic, Gilbert, representing several minor periodicals, soon became 
an unwelcome visitor at most theaters and once wrote about the lot of the 
honest critic in a "Thumbnail Study" thus: ". . . the consequences of re­
cording an unbiased opinion on any theatrical question are of a peculiarly 
unpleasant description, if that unbiased opinion happens to be of an un­
favourable nature, for they subject the audacious critic to the undisguised 
sneers of ponderous tragedians, dismal comic men, and self-satisfied man­
agers—in addition to the necessity of paying for his stall whenever he has 
occasion to visit a theatre for critical purposes." 7 Gilbert supplemented his 
outspoken reviews by one-page burlesques of unworthy dramatic produc­
tions. In these he spared neither friend nor foe. Years later when Gilbert 
himself became successful as a playwright and librettist, he developed a 
strong aversion to the blunt and insensitive critics who failed to see only 
unqualified genius in all his works. 

Regarding the third cause of the decline of the stage not accounted for 
in "Actors, Authors, and Audiences," the "new" puritan, we may say that 
Gilbert was generally hostile. Yet his own attitudes toward Victorian 
tastes and morality were ambivalent. On one occasion he resentfully wrote: 
"It has recently been discovered by many dramatic critics that satire and 
cynicism are misplaced in comedy and that the propriety of repartee is to 
be estimated by the standard of conversation in a refined drawing-room. It 
is fortunate for Sheridan that this ukase had not been pronounced when he 
wrote The School for Scandal; and it is particularly fortunate for M. Vic-
torien Sardou and other French dramatic authors of to-day that this par­
ticular fetter is intended only for the discomfiture of dramatic malefactors 
of British origin." 8 Yet he strove to secure for his comic operas the uni­
versality of what we would call a "G-Rating" for current films, and he has 
his author in the sketch here discussed label "the Dramatic Literature of 
Modern France . . . a foul and pestilential cento of moral corruption. . . . " " 

Returning to our focus on the satiric sketch "Actors, Authors, and Audi­
ences, a trial by jury," we observe that the first witness, the luckless manager, 
personifies the backstage causes of theatrical degradation. As Gilbert ob­
served elsewhere, some dozen figures, from scenic artist to property man, 
all ostensibly under the supervision of the manager, contribute directly to 
the success or failure of a play. 1 0 Under cross-examination by the defendant, 
the manager testifies: "I did not read your play before accepting it, be­
cause I do not profess to be a judge of a play in manuscript. I accepted it 
because a French play on which I had counted proved a failure. I had 
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nothing ready to put up in its place. . . . I have had no special training for 
the position of manager. I am not aware that any special training is requi­
site. It is a very easy profession to master. If you make a success you pocket 
the profits; if you fail you close your theatre abruptly, and a benefit per­
formance is organized in your behalf. Then you begin again. I am aware 
that some alterations were made in your play without your sanction. I did 
not make them myself, as I do not understand these things. I always leave 
the alterations in an author's dialogue to the stage-manager and company. 
. . . I am not of opinion that I ought to be held responsible for the character 
of the entertainment I provide for the audience. What have I to do with it ? 
I am only the manager." 1 1 

Gilbert would never subscribe to this point of view, nor was he cowed 
by managers—not even actor managers like J . B. Buckstone, who were al­
ready famous. "How many of our English authors," rhetorically asked 
William Archer in 1886, "possess enough force of character and mastery of 
the stage to impose their conceptions upon an autocratic actor-manager? 
One, perhaps—Mr. W. S. Gilbert." 1 2 

Following the manager's testimony, the prosecution witnesses from the 
audience, representing as they do four different strata of Victorian society, 
provide unanimous ironic comment on the heterogeneity of the audience 
which made the Victorian theater an unlikely nursery for the comic spirit. 
Each of the four witnesses from the audience has written a play, none of 
which has been acted—not yet. And all consider themselves judges of plays. 
These witnesses provide telling implications about die rising realist dogma 
of "truth to nature." The journeyman plumber testifies: "I was pleased 
with the scene between the rival tradesmen in the grocer's back-parlour 
because I thought it true to nature: but I consider the scene between the 
Duke and the Dutchess highly improbable. I hissed it on that account. . . . 
The scene between the wicked Member of Parliament and the Home Secre­
tary is open to the same objection." 1 3 Lord Fitz-Urse testifies, on the other 
hand: "I saw nothing to complain of in the scenes dealing with High Life, 
but I consider the scene in the grocer's back parlour, ridiculously im­
possible." 1 4 

"I did not hiss," says the clerk from the Home Office, "simply because 
I do not see the necessary connection between a bad play and a hiss. We 
do not hiss bad speeches in the House of Commons."1B His judgments on 
the condemned play coincide widi those of the preceding witnesses except 
that he believes: " . . . the scene between the Home Secretary and the wicked 
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Member is very characteristic, and contains many capital hits at the malad­
ministration of our home affairs. . . . " 1 0 The other scenes he finds ridicu­
lously untrue to nature. "I am not aware," he says, "that, owing to nervous­
ness caused by sounds of disapprobation, much of the dialogue was acci­
dentally omitted, and still more of it paraphrased. I am not aware that 
owing to imperfect rehearsals many of the 'situations' missed fire. I am not 
aware that certain characters and scenes were omitted, and others re-written 
in opposition to your earnest entreaty. The piece is advertised as having 
been written by you, and I, of course, hold you responsible for every word 
that is spoken on the stage." 1 7 

Before leaving the testimony of the audience let me summarize the 
reasons for the fallen conditions of the theater observed tirus far: The 
audience was extremely heterogeneous, coarse and undisciplined, with the 
least possible esteem for playwriting as a difficult art, insistent on capricious 
standards of what its members considered truth to nature, ignorant of the 
values and possibilities of internal consistency, and deserted, for the most 
part, by any possessed of intellectual eminence. Furthermore, as we shall see 
even more clearly from its reception of the actors' testimony, the audience 
was voracious in its appetite for the coarsest slapstick, pantomime, bur­
lesque, melodrama, and farce. 

Following the depositions by the four representatives of the audience, 
three members of the cast testify. First comes the star, representing at once 
the arrogance and the incompetence of many notorious figures on the 
nineteenth century stage. I don't mean to imply that all celebrated nine­
teenth century stars were unjustifiably famous, but Gilbert, considering 
the dramatist the center of the theatrical universe, disliked the star system 
because of the insufferable privileges granted to the actor in making any 
role a starring role. The actor-manager he particularly despised as a vicious 
and unwholesome combination. In the sketch, Emily Fitzgibbon, the lead­
ing lady of the condemned play, appropriately entitled Lead, disliked the 
play from the first, found the dialogue carefully written and full of literary 
beauties but lacking in dramatic appeal and in a "well-balanced story and 
effective action." She regretted that it was written in blank verse and sensi­
bly pointed out: "Very few people on the stage can speak blank verse 
effectively. I speak it effectively, but I don't know anyone else who does." 1 8 

"It is a fact," she continues, "that the stage-manager suppressed several small 
characters. It is true that two minor parts were fused with mine to make 
it worthy of my reputation. I did not charge extra for rolling the three parts 
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into one. I did it entirely in the author's interest. I do not remember your 
objecting to the mutilation of your play. It is not a circumstance diat would 
be likely to dwell in my mind. I have never been hissed in my life. The 
parts I have played have frequently been hissed. No one has ever hissed 
m e . " 1 9 

Next testifies the "low comedian." From the outset of his career Gilbert 
had despised the traditional stock characters, especially the "low comedian." 
Some of Gilbert's critics assert that he created a new set of stock characters 
of his own. Be that as it may, he hated ad libbing, winking clowns such 
as the witness who now testifies. The audience roars as he admits that he 
was obliged to dress up the humor in the play which he thought "too 
subtle and refined for a theatrical audience." "In point of fact," he com­
plains, "die part labours under the fatal disadvantage of not being low 
comedy at all." 2 0 He admits to having done all he could with the practical 
tricks of his trade, but the audience was already out of humor. Of the low 
comedian, for whom "humour and buffoonery are convertible terms," 2 1 

Gilbert, in die guise of a "young man from the country," asks in one of his 
early verses: 

When a man sticks his hat at the back of his head, 
Tell me, oh, Editor, why do they roar ? 

And then, when he pushes it forward instead, 
Why do they scream twice as loud as before ? 

When an elderly gentleman rumples his hair, 
Why do they all go delirious as well ? 

When he uses a handkerchief out of repair, 
Why do they, why do they, why do they yell ? 2 2 

There were no traditional "low comedians" in a Gilbert production. 
The last witness for the prosecution is Jessie Jessamine, who played the 

governess. Because of the nature of her "talents," she had insisted on wear­
ing short petticoats, had inserted a song, and had endeavoured to raise her 
spirits as a governess "by dancing an occasional 'breakdown.' " Her other 
admissions and opinions coincide with those of the preceding witnesses. 

From the testimony already summarized we discern some characteristics 
Gilbert resented in the quality and status of contemporary playwriting. We 
can detect the rift between serious literature and the customary theatrical 
fare. We learn of the helplessness of the writer to protect his property from 
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mutilation and his family from bankruptcy. Let us examine each of these 
points in turn. 

First, the average nineteenth century theater-writer cared little for lit­
erary merits, and as Allardyce Nicoll 2 3 and others have observed, the sepa­
ration between the poet and the theater-writer became most pronounced 
and most pernicious in the nineteenth century. It is true that Byron, Brown­
ing, and Tennyson succeeded in getting dieir plays on the stage, but with 
neither outstanding nor lasting success. Knowing little about the craft of 
the playwright and unwilling to learn or unprovided with the opportunity, 
all the major poets of the century wrote dramatic poems rather than poetic 
drama. 

Secondly, an author was completely at the mercy of the manager and 
the company. It had been Gilbert's youthful experience to have his first 
production, a Christmas pantomime, chopped up by the stage manager to 
provide time for the mounting of a marvelous fountain in the major scene. 
In this same production interpolated business was surreptitiously rehearsed 
in obscure corners to be introduced unannounced in the actual perform-

24 

ance. 
Thirdly, since many companies hired hack writers to adapt and translate 

popular novels and pirated plays from across the channel, which was done 
for as little as ,£20 apiece, the author of an original play was deprived of 
a market, for he could scarcely afford to spend the time required to write 
a respectable play for even fifty or one hundred pounds. Few authors, 
therefore, attempted to be original, to say nothing of maintaining any literary 
quality in a stage play, as the defendant in the sketch had so disastrously 
tried to do. Gilbert, however, was one of the few. In 1882 William Archer 
wrote of him: "He is almost alone in the attempt to give literary grace and 
finish to his work." 2 5 Such attempts as there were had by no means met 
with universal success, although occasional success proved, according to J. R. 
Planche: ". . . that there is a public who can enjoy good writing and good 
acting, unassisted by magnificent scenery and undegraded by 'break­
downs.' " 2 G 

When in "Actors, Authors, and Audiences" the playwright presents his 
defense, he begins by claiming for his play at least the negative merit of 
not being an adaptation from the French, despite the fact that adaptation 
and translation provide the only safe and easy income in the theatre. He 
then vigorously denounces English dependency on imported plays. The 
significance of this denunciation is enhanced by Nicoll's sweeping state-
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ment about the nineteenth century drama: "While adaptation has ruled 
for generations on the London stage, facts force us to admit that never 
before were so many foreign dramas reworked for English audiences."2 7 

"The better work of France and Germany was neglected; only the lighter 
and the more spectacular pieces were seized upon." 2 8 There were no effec­
tive copyright laws, and for many years, as a result of unwise court decisions, 
the Dramatic Author's Act of 1833 provided no real protection to the 
author.20 

An amusing aspect of this particular plea of the defendant is his censure 
of the adapter of the farce entitled The Wedding March which the clerk 
from the Home Office had had the effrontery to admire. "The Wedding 
March" said the defendant, "had been referred to by one of the witnesses 
in the highest terms, and it was a fact that the author thereof had received 
considerably more than two thousand pounds in return for the two days' 
labour he had spent upon it. But the Wedding March was little more than 
a bald translation. Every element that went to constitute it a success was 
deliberately copied from its French original. The dialogue was, in itself, 
contemptible. It derived its humour entirely from the 'situations' in con­
nection with which it was spoken. The dullest copying-clerk in Chancery 
Lane could have done the work as well as its so-called 'author'." s o 

Though The Wedding March had appeared under the pseudonym of 
F. Latour Tomline, the "so-called 'author'" who had impudently pocketed 
considerably more than ,£2000 for two days' work was the amazingly 
lucky novice W. S. Gilbert. Whether here as in the epilogue to his last 
burlesque Gilbert is atoning for his own crime against the dieater, I am 
uncertain, but in a revision of "Actors, Authors, and Audiences," published 
years later as "Trying a Dramatist," Gilbert deleted all mention of The 
Wedding March. 

The results of the trial under discussion, which one of Gilbert's biogra­
phers found "terribly dreary," 3 1 are as follows: The foreman for the jury 
declares die defendant guilty but accompanies the verdict with a strong 
recommendation to mercy on the grounds that "many persons contribute 
to a stage performance, and the audior's contribution is only a part of the 
whole. . . . In this case the manager, actors, actresses, and author were all 
more or less to blame." 3 2 He forgets to mention the blame resting with the 
audience, explicitly underlined for our attention in the title. 

The causes of the degradation of the English stage during the nineteenth 
century were, indeed, many and complex. No two writers list and weigh 
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them in exactly the same order. Gilbert attacked them all. And in time 
he carried the offensive beyond the borders of criticism with such credit that 
Allardyce Nicoll, the tireless historian of the English stage, called him ". . . 
by far the greatest writer whom the English stage had attracted throughout 
the entire course of the nineteenth century." 3 3 
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Sir William Schwenck Gilbert and the Lure 
of the Fallen Fairies 
By H . A. HARGREAVES 
University of Alberta 

Literary history is liberally sprinkled with writers whose lives, generally 
ordered and rational, contained some aberrant feature which appeared from 
time to time through their careers—a preoccupation with some object, con­
cept, or person. To the torment of biographers, the preoccupation often ap­
pears inexplicable, totally out of keeping with other tidy, straightforward 
facts. Sir William Schwenck Gilbert, however, presents some biographers 
with a reversal of half this picture, having led a life which to them appears 
inexplicable. It would seem perversely appropriate, therefore, in a logical 
Gilbertian manner, to complete the reversal by imparting order and ration­
ality to his life through the examination of a favorite preoccupation. 

Many of Gilbert's contemporaries dismissed him as a quarrelsome, oppor­
tunistic hack, finding in his work flaws which were, occasionally, deserving 
of censure. Later critics recognized his substantial achievements and credited 
him as a genuine artist. More recently, however, some have found in his 
work evidence of a reforming zeal and, failing to reconcile it with either 
the opportunist or the artist, pictured him as a man both tortured and con­
fused. Allardyce Nicoll might serve as an example here, for he states: 

Sometimes we get the impression in Gilbert that he is genuinely 
afraid of life. He has the seeing eye of the artist, and what he sees 
makes him terrified. To conceal that terror and to find escape he turns 
to his topsy-turvy fantasy. In The Wicked World, lightly as the theme 
is dealt with, this is amply apparent. . . . 

. . . Nature, as Gilbert sees her, is a monster of fair proportions and 
awesomely cruel spirit. Gilbert himself is the jester who mocks and 
grimaces lest his own being break under the strain of life and lest his 
hatred of worldly vices issue forth in terms antisocial and lunatic.1 

Yet Gilbert was patently not terrified and confused, but complex, impelled 
in a zestful, but very human, manner by one or more of these three facets of 
his personality at various times—the opportunist, the artist, and the reformer. 
A full biography is unnecessary for proof: one need merely turn to that 
favorite preoccupation to turn things right-side-up. Only study Gilbert's 
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fascination with a product of his own fertile imagination, the fallen fairies, 
whom he created fairly early, and to whom he returned at four times which 
spanned forty years of his career. 

Gilbert's first experience with these enchanting creatures came when he 
wrote a moral satire, "The "Wicked World," applying delightful paradox to 
several truisms. It was published in 1871, in Tom Hood's Comic Annual2 

"The Wicked World" was a whimsical story, good-natured in tone, but a 
pointed commentary upon human failings. Here Gilbert stressed the ideas 
that virtue without temptation provides a poor basis for judging others' 
actions, and that love is both the cause of man's vices and the means by which 
he can live with them. To afford a suitable atmosphere for untried virtue 
Gilbert created a cloud inhabited by female fairies. Told of the wicked 
world by Fairy Kate, an ex-mortal, the fairies were properly horrified, but 
wanted to know more about it. 

Gilbert was clearly writing in a critical mood, despite a light tone, and he 
sprinkled personal comments through the story. He brought his fairies into 
contact with a mortal, Prince Paragon, and sent their queen to earth with 
him, where she fell in love with a Prince Snob and acquired several vices. 
The fairy sisterhood were quick to condemn her, but shortly revealed that 
their own brief contact with a mortal had tainted them too, and that fairy­
land was rent by petty jealousies. After this revelation, Gilbert's fairies 
learned their lesson, and fairyland was happy again. 

That Gilbert was preoccupied with his fairies became clearer when he 
produced a play by the same name, The Wic\ed World, in 1873.3 Even 
more clearly, his return to them was prompted by both the artist and the 
reformer. In the twenty-page tale there were several thematic possibilities 
left unexplored and, moreover, the change of medium was a fine challenge 
to the artist as well, for he had to find a way of inserting his personal com­
ments through dialogue. He found a partial solution to both problems by 
transforming his two princes into barbaric knights, incorporating his com­
ments into their speeches and revising the plot to accommodate them. This 
also allowed him to expand his theme. Now, while their king and two male 
fairies visited earth, the fairy sisters learned that each fairy had a double on 
earth who could be called to fairyland in his absence. Thus the two knights 
were brought up and havoc ensued. One can easily see artistic motive in 
this, but the expansion of plot also reveals the moralist at work. Whereas 
the tale had shown a small, select group of failings, the play brought upon 
the fairies many of the vices of man, considerably amplified. Mortal love 
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was again the cause of these vices, but while in men it was also compensator, 
in those who thought themselves beyond temptation it was devastating. 
Using the pun and riposte of the stage, Gilbert carried his attack on society 
to an extreme, however, and his fairies became somewhat gross caricatures. 

It is true that with the departure of the mortals the fairies, humbled by 
their experience, regained much of their normal, sweet characters. More­
over, the moral of the piece was clearly expressed by Selene, Queen of the 
fairies. 

Oh, let us lay this lesson to our hearts; 
Let us achieve our work with humbled souls, 
Free from the folly of self-righteousness. 
Behold, is there so wide a gulf between 
The humble wretch who, being tempted, falls, 
And that good man who rears an honoured head 
Because temptation hath not come to him ? 
Shall we, from our enforced security, 
Deal mercilessly with poor mortal man, 
Who struggles, single-handed, to defend 
The demon-leaguered fortress of his soul? 
Shall we not rather (seeing how we fell) 
Give double honour to the champion, who 
Throughout his mortal peril, holds his own, 
E'en though 
His walls be somewhat battered in the fight ?4 

Unfortunately, many viewers were too shocked by the foregoing action to 
catch the moral, and Gilbert was severely criticized. Paradoxically, the 
legend of his indecency and quarrelsome nature began to grow, for he be­
came embroiled in a lawsuit against The Pall Mall Gazette. The suit, in 
turn, brought a damning review of most of his previous writing. Peyton 
Wrey, far from recognizing a moral in the plays, agreed with the critic of 
the Gazette that Gilbert had implied an immorality when one of his fairies 
said of Selene: 

For six long hours has she retained the knight 
Within the dark recesses of her bower, 
Under pretence that his unhappy wound 
Demands her unremitting watchfulness.5 
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Of the jury's opinion that "Mr. Gilbert meant no harm by his equivocal 
sentences," Wrey commented: 

. . . Very likely he did not; but if he has any more mythological 
comedies forthcoming it will be advisable for him to submit them to 
the revision of some person who has a perception of what, without 
straining the text, may be very easily taken for impurity of thought 
and expression. The 'Pall Mall Gazette,' by its outspoken candour, 
did a distinct service to the cause of the drama.9 

Even Wrey's scanty praise for Gilbert's artistry was damning. 
. . . The play was ingenious; on the whole it was well received, 

and it was impossible not to admire the fancies and humors of the pro­
duction; but it was, in parts, very strongly tainted with that un­
pleasant flavour which is seldom absent from the author's work. 

Both the artist and the reformer would seem to have suffered a setback. 
But then Gilbert did something which has puzzled many of his devout 
disciples: within two months he turned out a parody of his own play which 
capitalized on its obvious weaknesses, with the addition of a magnificant 
satire on "Popular Government." The Happy Land'' ran in London for two 
hundred nights and in the provinces long after. Gilbert the opportunist had 
turned defeat into a rousing victory. 

Since Gilbert, writing under the pseudonym of F. Latour Tomline, col­
laborated with Gilbert a Beckett, his share in the play has been questioned, 
particularly by idolators. Goldberg, possibly to retain his concept of the 
man, assigns only this much to Gilbert. 

He sketched out a travesty on his own The Wicked World, penning 
the verses for music but leaving the dialogue to Gilbert a Beckett.8 

The stage manager for the production, Edward Righton, supplies a far dif­
ferent account of authorship, however, giving credit for virtually all of the 
piece to Gilbert. 

I had the honour of stage managing the original production of 
The Happy Land at the Court Theatre, if, indeed, he can be called 
stage manager who is entirely guided by the wishes of the author. . . . 
The question of how to dress the three male characters was one which 
exercised me greatly, and Mr. Latour Tomline, the nom de plume 
chosen by Mr. Gilbert, the author of both The Wicked World and its 
burlesque, The Happy Land, seemed to have formed no idea on the 
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subject I communicated my new idea to Mr. Tomline, who caught 
at it instantly... . My joy at having so gratified an author—not always 
too easy to please—was considerably discounted by a suspicion, almost 
amounting to a certainty, that from the first it had been his intention 
to dress his characters in a guise I thought I had sprung on him. 0 

Righton also went on the describe Gilbert's usual fanatic attention to details of 
acting, costume, and scenery, reinforcing the assignment of authorship. 

Opportunist Gilbert surely was, for he lampooned the current vogue in 
political economy, the glaring defects of Popular Government, and the most 
annoying traits of Gladstone, Lowe, and Ayrton. He cut so close to the 
quick that the play was banned briefly by the Lord Chamberlain, an event 
which added to the play's popularity. But the artist was present as well, 
poking fun at weaknesses in his previous work. Gilbert began to play with 
a witty parody of The Wicked World, as his fairies revealed themselves to 
be paragons of virtue—untested. 

Our little feet we never show, 
We've never heard of Rotten Row. 

D'you think we care, 
To live in Eaton Square ? 

Oh, we're such sweet and simple girls, 
We never set our caps at Earls, 

We never wear 
Our own—our own—back hair! 

Here too Gilbert jibed at the previous paradox in which his fairies knew 
what they didn't know, exaggerating their ridiculous innocence. Princess 
Zayda, watching her brothers below, says: 

They appear to be dancing on an Oriental platform, illuminated 
by ten thousand additional lamps. They are expressing their detesta­
tion of the wickedness of the world in a Parisian quadrille. 

With the return of the brothers, he struck at yet another feature of the 
earlier play. To Lutin's lyric complaint on fairyland's boredom, Phyllon 
retorts: "Oh, drop it!" 

Lutin: Drop what? 
Phyllon: Blank verse. During my spell on earth I learnt to speak 

prose, and I prefer it. 
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With true artistic judgment, Gilbert reserved his new material until the 
play was well begun, and then thrust at contemporary politics. 

Zayda: But what is our monarch doing in England ? 
Phyllon: He's studying political economy; they're famous for it in 

England. He's a guest of royalty. 
Dar: As a guest of royalty! And which—oh which, of the royal 

palaces is placed at his disposal ? 
Phyllon: It's called Claridge's Hotel. 
Selene: Do they put up their royal guests at an hotel ? 
Lutin: Invariably; it's found to be the most politically economical 

course they can adopt. 
Dar: But it must be rather an expensive process in the end. Isn't 

political economy the same thing as social economy? 
Lutin: Quite the reverse. Social economy means spending a penny 

to save a pound. Political economy is spending a pound to 
save a penny. 

The satiric attack continued, as Gilbert brought the three unpopular govern­
ment figures into fairyland and revealed their worst traits. Gladstone's 
"There are three courses open to us," Ayrton's abominable taste as Minister 
of Public Works, and Lowe's poor budgeting, together with their policy of 
appeasement in foreign affairs, were paraded in a rousing trio, with a "little 
break-down step at the end of each verse." The opportunist was occasionally 
shouldered aside by the reformer here, as Gilbert led his characters through 
the development of a Popular Government in which each post was given 
to the least suitable fairy. Yet the artist was not totally submerged, for in 
the midst of the rollicking satire he took a final fling at his earlier work, 
showing up its over-dramatic qualities as Zayda flamboyantly parodied its 
closing speech. The original had read: 

No! no! Thou shalt not go, thou shalt not go! 
My hope—my shattered hope; but still my hope! 
My love—my blighted love; but still my love! 
My life—my ruined life; but still my life! 
Forgive me, Ethias: thou hast withdrawn 
The very core and substance of thy love. 

Now it became: 

No, no! thou shalt not go! thou shalt not go. 
My chief, my trimming chief—but still my chief; 
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My guide, short-sighted guide—but still my guide. 
Forgive me, Mr. G., thou hast withdrawn. 
The very core and substance of my sense. 

Thus all three facets of Gilbert's character could be seen in this, the most 
successful of his five dalliances with the fallen fairies. But the fascination 
was now to remain submerged for twenty years, while he collaborated with 
Sullivan in the Savoy Operas. It was only when he seemed to be grasping 
at straws, attempting to patch up their disastrous quarrel of die 1890's, that 
Gilbert returned to these symbols of earlier success. Utopia, Limited, pro­
duced in 1893, was intended to win back the flagging popularity of the 
Savoy Operas. It was in form, purposes, and tone, if not in spirit, the 
image of its predecessors. The opportunist most surely was in charge, yet 
it is striking that Gilbert seized upon the insistent theme and discarded 
his delightful creatures. 

The fairy cloud now became an island in the South Seas, peopled by a 
Utopian but disappointingly mortal race. There were now twin princesses, 
trained to absolute virtue by an English governess, and the older Princess 
Zara, fresh from England with a Girton degree and all the improvements 
fostered by that exalted country. The three English ministers became six 
Flowers of Progress who formed a corporation, Utopia, Limited, with the 
King as president. The reformer might have entered here, but the trappings 
of the Savoyard muffled him. A king in love with a governess, a handsome 
Captain of the Life Guards, a timorous Chief Protector, a chorus of flighty 
maidens and stout guards, these fit the proper mold and effectively muted 
the old, biting, satiric wit. Even then, it should be noted, his placement of 
characters in a row of chairs like Christy Minstrels was interpreted as a 
fling at Royalty. 

The crisis passed, but in the final analysis Gilbert could not stifle the 
reformer in his nature. Near the close of his career, against the judgment of 
Sullivan and many of his friends, he returned to moral satire. As Gold­
berg notes: 

Nothing daunted by the refusal of Sullivan to set the libretto he 
had made from The Wicked World . . . Gilbert had peddled his 
manuscript to about a half dozen composers.10 

In 1909, long after Sullivan's death, he finally revived the fallen fairies in an 
opera by that name, scored by Edward German. It met with bare success. 

Superficially, the old Gilbert had returned. Plot and characters were 
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virtually the same as those of the early Wicked World. But where the 
artist had joyfully attacked his own weaknesses in The Happy Land, the 
ageing reformer could only reproduce his original, even using the very 
speeches which he had parodied as over-dramatic. True, he overcame some 
errors, removing misleading and offending passages, and the lyrics were 
smooth and craftsmanlike. Now, however, they lacked life, as if the em­
phasis upon moral statement had pressed the juice of healthy laughter from 
his work. At this low point in his career he could begin The Fallen Fairies 
with the following incredible lines. 

Oh, world below! 
Oh, wicked world, 
Where sin and woe 
Lie all unfurled! 
Oh, world of shame, 
Of guilt and greed, 
Where joy in name 
Is woe indeed! 
May angel's tears be shed on thee, 
Thou wicked world of misery. 

So, in the end, the reformer had his pyrrhic triumph over the artist and op­
portunist. Nevertheless, as Gilbert spent his final sojourn with the fallen 
fairies, his fascination with them revealed most starkly the truth of his life. 
He was a man not confused but complex, impelled strongly by one or an­
other of these facets of his personality throughout his career, as he jousted 
vigorously with the wicked world. 
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The Artistry and Authenticity 
of the Savoy Overtures 
By ROGER HARRIS 
Auckland, New Zealand 

"Perfunctory pot-pourris," snorted Sir Donald Tovey, majestically dis­
missing die overtures to the Savoy operas in his article on music for the 
Encyclopaedia Britannica. Similar criticism of die overtures has frequently 
been levelled by Sullivan's detractors. But such judgments display a re­
markable lack of musical perception and are, in fact, wholly misleading. 

Sullivan raised the artistic merit of the overtures far above the level of 
mere "pot-pourris" by two significant means—the organization of his themes 
into regular sonata form and a frequent use of thematic transformation, 
whereby many of the tunes are not simply wrenched bodily from the operas 
and dumped into the overtures but are reshaped melodically or harmonically 
for better orchestral effect. 

It is true that the development sections of the overtures are very per­
functory or even non-existent. But Sullivan apparently took the view that 
in an avowedly comic work such a serious, learned affair as a full-scale de­
velopment was out of place. And in this he could claim the support of such 
distinguished composers as Mozart (The Marriage of Figaro), Beethoven 
(The Creatures of Prometheus), Schubert (Rosamunde) and Rossini (in 
practically every overture he wrote). 

The standard type of Savoy overture is found in H.M.S. Pinafore, The 
Pirates of Penzance, Patience, lolanthe, The Mikado and The Grand Duke— 
for all of which Sullivan was wholly or partly responsible. The typical form 
of these overtures is: 

Long introduction in two parts (fast-slow). The one exception to this 
pattern is Patience, where the introduction is in the same tempo throughout 
(moderato) and is rather shorter than usual. Sullivan characteristically 
favoured the oboe to carry the melody of the slow sections. These extended 
two-part introductions, followed by a sonata-form section in a fast tempo, 
give the overtures an overall similarity to the tripartite 18th-century Italian 
overtures (fast-slow-fast). 

Exposition. The two subject groups are regularly presented in tonic-
dominant relationship. In Pinafore, for instance, the first subject ( E flat) 
is "Never mind the why and wherefore" and the second subject (B flat) is 
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"Let the air with joy be laden." (This is the only instance in all the over­
tures of both the main subjects being drawn from the same number in the 
opera.) A phrase from the first-act finale ("His eyes should flash") forms 
the closing section. The Grand Duke is unusual in that the second subject 
("But when compared with other crimes") appears in the mediant key ( E 
major) instead of in the customary dominant. 

Development. Perhaps pseudo-development would be a better term for 
this section, which is generally only a few bars long. Sometimes it is no 
more than a bridge-passage into the recapitulation—a four-bar scale in 
Pinafore, 18 bars over a pedal-point drawn from the first-act finale in 
Pirates (perhaps meant to emulate a Rossini crescendo but failing because 
of the extreme poverty of the material). But sometimes it refers briefly to 
an earlier theme—for example, Iolanthe, which recalls the second subject 
(letter T—"Oh, am'rous dove!"). Patience develops the rhydim of the first 
subject ("Sing 'Hey to you' ") for six bars. 

However, it must be pointed out that several of the overtures contain 
interesting thematic development in either the exposition or the recapitula­
tion. Patience is again an example, cleverly developing the rhythm of the 
first subject for eight bars in the exposition (starting eight bars after letter 
B ) . The recapitulation of Pirates most effectively presents the "paradox" 
theme in contrapuntal combination with an entirely new tune—"How 
beautifully blue the sky." 

The recapitulation is always entirely regular, with both subjects reappear­
ing in the tonic, although it is usually considerably shorter than the exposi­
tion. In Pirates, for instance, the exposition fills 82 bars but the recapitulation 
is only 54 bars long. In Patience the relative proportions are even more 
striking—74 to 28. 

The coda is frequently in a faster tempo than the main section of the 
overture. It sometimes draws on themes heard earlier (Pirates, Patience) 
but just as often introduces quite new material (Pinafore, Iolanthe). 

Sullivan's deft handling of thematic transformation in the overtures 
throws a fascinating light on his technique of composition and shows a 
scrupulous attention to detail. His changes are usually quite slight, but they 
have considerable significance in reshaping the themes to suit their transi­
tion from vocal to purely instrumental colours. 

Two early examples can be found in Pinafore. The second part of the 
introduction (andante, A flat) presents "I'd laugh my rank to scorn" in a 
form much altered from that which appears later in the opera. It begins with 
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an expressive upward leap of a sixth instead of with a simple repeated note 
and the second phrase provides an interesting variant in place of a mere 
repetition. The first subject of the sonata section ("Never mind the why and 
wherefore") is also transformed—it avoids the rather forced turn to the 
dominant that occurs in the vocal trio, ending instead in the mediant minor. 
(It appears in its trio form in the recapitulation, however.) 

Other small touches worth noting are the pert syncopated transformation 
of a single bar in Patience (bar 53, repeated in bar 55) and the poignant 
harmonic transformation of the tiny "Iolanthe" motif which lends such 
haunting charm to the opening bars of that overture. 

Two of the overtures employ yet another means which moves them 
further from the realm of "pot-pourris"—the introduction of original ma­
terial found nowhere else in the operas. The opening of Patience is original, 
and obviously intended to characterize the contrasting natures of the male 
and female choruses—four martial bars (the Dragoons) followed by eight 
droopily modulating bars (the Rapturous Maidens). Further new material 
forms the eight-bar tutti before letter C which leads into the second subject. 

In Iolanthe the mysterious modal string scale which sets the magical 
mood of the whole is original, as are the tutti at letter N (whose rhythm 
pervades the short development) and the sprightly passage for woodwind 
and strings at letter Q which later forms a counterpoint to the second subject 
proper ("Oh, am'rous dove!"). 

Of the overtures which were not classified as "typical" in the list given 
above, three—The Sorcerer, Ruddigore and Utopia Limited—were not writ­
ten by Sullivan, who can scarcely be blamed for their obvious shortcomings. 
Two others attributable to him—Princess Ida and The Gondoliers—are 
labelled not as "overtures" but as "introductions"—a significant indication 
that Sullivan himself recognized only full-scale sonata-form movements as 
genuine overtures. The Gondoliers is a sheer pot-pourri. But Princess Ida 
is a different case. It is a mere torso—a typical two-part introduction which 
would undoubtedly have been completed with a sonata-form section if 
Sullivan had not been stricken with his serious illness just before the first 
performance of the opera. 

The Yeomen of the Guard is quite unique and undoubtedly Sullivan's 
finest overture in the Savoy series. It is a compact sonata movement com­
bining unusual thematic wealth and development with striking originality 
and dramatic power. 

Dispensing with an introduction, an arresting woodwind trill leads 
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straight into a first subject group which has no less than three main themes: 
(a) the "Tower" motif—brass; (b) "The screw may twist"—also brass with 
triplet string figuration; (c) "When a wooer goes a-wooing"—clarinet. 
Two of these are transformed—(b) rhythmically and (c) into a poignant 
chromadc line. A characteristic modulation (it also occurs in Patience) leads 
into a second subject group with two themes: (d) "Were I thy bride"—oboe 
—and the closing section (e) "All frenzied with despair." This latter theme 
makes an unexpected first appearance (pianissimo brass) in the mediant 
( G major), followed by (c) in diminution on the strings, before blazing 
out with full orchestra in the more regular dominant key. 

A genuine development section follows, with plaintive phrases for 
clarinet and oboe soaring above the pianissimo strings, which busily develop 
(e) through various keys. Suddenly, startlingly, the recapitulation breaks 
in—not with (a) however but, most unusually, with (b) . Theme (c) 
follows to a more tranquil accompaniment then—again unexpectedly—an 
entirely new theme is introduced by the clarinet: ( f ) "Oh! a private buffoon 
is a light-hearted loon." Perhaps no theme in any of the overtures has been 
so dramatically transformed as this one. In the opera it is a rollicking 6/8 
patter-song; here is a strangely melancholy little tune in 2/2. 

More surprises: the development breaks in again, with (e) in the 
strings and a tiny rising motif which has an expectant, heraldic note sound­
ing successively on the oboe and clarinet, cornet, and flute and oboe. The 
woodwinds announce the first phrase of (d) against a counterpoint of (e ) , 
then (d) is recapitulated properly in the tonic by the horn amid a bustling 
string figure which gradually and excitingly builds up into the triumphant 
and long-awaited recapitulation of (a ) . A joyful coda, referring briefly to 
a new theme from the second-act finale ("With happiness their souls are 
cloyed") but based mainly on (f)—now more buffo-like—brings the over­
ture to a grand close. 

But what is the meaning of this most unusual treatment of regular sonata 
form? Gervase Hughes (The Music of Arthur Sullivan, London, 1960, 
p. 139) says: "Such an unconventional procedure might have been successful 
in a movement of larger proportions but here it merely emphasises the lack 
of formal organization." But this judgment is surely mistaken. Sullivan 
knew exactly what he was up to. All the surprising things that happen in 
this overture are deliberately planned to heighten the tension, whet the 
expectation and increase the excitement which reaches its climax in the 
glorious moment when the mighty "Tower" motif at last re-appears, 
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thundered out by the full orchestra. Everything is geared to intensify the 
ultimate effect of the long-delayed recapitulation of this theme—and in this 
aim Sullivan judged his effects perfectly and succeeded splendidly. The 
overture to The Yeomen of the Guard is the work of a master craftsman. 

There is still a great deal of confusion over the authorship of the over­
tures. All the available evidence is summarized below, although in a few 
cases I have been unable to inspect the original manuscripts and my con­
clusions must remain provisional. 

Thespis: The score is, of course, lost but the overture was certainly Sul­
livan's own. In 1871 he could not afford the luxury of a musical assistant. 
The review in The Standard of 30 December, 1871, described the overture 
as "the least satisfactory portion of the work" with a main subject reminiscent 
of "Mr. Molloy's popular song 'Thaddy O'Flynn.'" 

Trial by Jury: No overture. 
The Sorcerer: According to die review in Figaro, the overture played 

at the premiere on 17 November, 1877, was borrowed from Sullivan's in­
cidental music to Henry VIII. Hughes (op. cit., p. 131) offers a convincing 
theory that the overture now associated with the opera was written by 
Alfred Cellier. The manuscript score is certainly not in Sullivan's hand— 
although a number of alterations to it are by Sullivan. He was clearly dis­
satisfied with Cellier's conclusion, rewriting bars 233 to 236 and the whole 
of the last 37 bars. 

H.M.S Pinafore: I have been unable to study the manuscript but have 
been advised it is partly in the hand of Sullivan and partly in that of Hamil­
ton Clarke. 

The Pirates of Penzance: Sullivan and Alfred Cellier. Sullivan's diary 
for 30 December, 1879: " . . . Came home with Cellier, Clay & Gilbert; all set 
to work at the Overture. Gilbert and Clay knocked off at 3 a.m. Cellier & 
I wrote till 5 [on the morning of 31 December, the day of the premiere] 
and finished it." 

Patience: Sullivan. The manuscript is in his hand and his diary for 
April 20, 1881, records: ". . . Came home late. Scored Tenor song and 
sketched out Overture. To bed 5:30 a.m." [on 21 April]. He finished the 
overture the next morning. 

Iolanthe: Sullivan. His diary records that he began to "recompose" the 
overture on 21 November, 1882, after earlier attempts had dissatisfied him. 
He finished it between midnight and 7 a.m. on 23 November—two days 
before the premiere. 

Princess Ida: Sullivan. The manuscript is in his hand. 
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The Mi\ado: Hamilton Clarke, following Sullivan's detailed instruc­
tions. The manuscript is in Clarke's hand and has at the end: "Overture 
designed and scored within 30 hours. H.C." In an interview recorded by 
Home News in 1889 Sullivan said: "Do you remember the Mikado overture? 
He [Hamilton Clarke] did that for me. I just arranged the order of the 
piece—the 'Mikado's March,' then 'The sun whose rays,' first for the oboe 
and then for violins and 'cellos, two octaves apart, and finally the allegro. 
He wrote the whole thing in a few hours: in fact he made it almost too 
elaborate, for I had to cut it down a little." The manuscript shows that 
Sullivan cut eight bars from the development, 46 bars from the recapitulation 
and eight bars leading into the coda. 

Ruddigore: Hamilton Clarke. Sullivan's diary states that the overture 
was left to him. (The overture currently used by the D'Oyly Carte Company 
was written by Geoffrey Toye for the 1921 revival.) 

The Yeomen of the Guard: Sullivan. The manuscript is in his hand. 
His diary for 1888—23 September: "Began sketching Overture." 24 Sep­
tember: "Began scoring Overture." 25 September: ". . . Went on with 
score of Overture—finished it at 3:30 a.m." [on 26 September]. 

The Gondoliers: Sullivan. The manuscript is in his hand and his diary 
for 2 December, 1889, records: " . . . After dinner wrote, arranged and scored 
the Overture, finishing at 3 a.m." [on 3 December—four days before the 
premiere]. 

Utopia Limited: There is no overture in the vocal score, although one 
was performed during the original run of the opera (Hughes, op. cit., p. 140). 
I have been unable to trace the original manuscript. A manuscript copy in 
Boston has an overture consisting of the Drawing Room Music, introduced 
by a few bars of brass fanfares. This undistinguished effort can scarcely 
have been Sullivan's. 

The Grand Duke: Sullivan. The manuscript is in his hand. 



Rank and Value in the Plays of W. S. Gilbert 
By T H O M A S G. H E A D 
Stanford University 

In The Disappearance of God: Five Nineteenth-Century Writers, J . Hillis 
Miller asserts that "most of the great works of nineteenth-century literature 
have at their centers a character who is in doubt about his own identity and 
asks, 'How can I find something outside myself which will tell me who I 
am, and give me a place in society and in the universe?' " 1 Concern about 
personal identity is not, of course, peculiar to the literature of the nineteenth 
century. In the Middle Ages, the symbol of perfect orientation was the anni­
hilation of the self by means of mystical union with God. In the Renaissance, 
Spenser's Redcrosse Knight finds his identity both as a spiritual and as a 
social being in die service of Gloriana, the Fairy Queen. In such a novel as 
Tom Jones, says Miller, "the hero is initially in doubt about his identity, but it 
usually turns out in the end that there is a place waiting for him in a stable 
society. In eighteendi-century England the stability of the social order, 
sustained by divine Providence, is a guarantee of the stability of self-hood. . . . 
God is still immanent in society."2 In the nineteenth-century, die old cer­
tainties begin to collapse. New discoveries in geology and biology make it 
harder to place oneself in the cosmos. Industrialism and the political reforms 
which followed it make social definition more difficult. W. S. Gilbert was 
aware diat his age offered little of substance to identify with, and, further, 
that changes in interests and needs were likely to make any identification 
only temporarily satisfying. His characters reach out after any system— 
political, social, military, aesthetic—which promises stability, then find the 
demands of die system oppressive. 

Gilbert, who began his theatrical career with burlesques of the popular 
operas of his time, was intrigued by one of the principal elements of such 
operas, the foundling who miraculously finds out his true identity and is 
restored to his birthright. Gilbert was aware of this situation as a dramatic 
cliche, but a cliche which appeals to the universal need to fantasize one's 
origins, to think of oneself as a changeling. In La Vivandiere (1867), Gil­
bert's parody of Donizetti's La Figlia del Reggimento, Maria, the Daughter 
of the Regiment, is found to be the daughter of the Marchioness of Berken-
feld. In The Merry Zingara (1867), a burlesque of Balfe's The Bohemian 
Girl, Arline, the daughter of Count Arnheim, is stolen away by gypsies. 
Many years later the Count tries a young woman for theft and recognizes 
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the wound which a wild boar had inflicted on his daughter shortly before 
she was kidnapped. 

In 1870, two years later, Gilbert used a lost baby in Our Island Home, 
one of the five pieces he wrote for Mr. and Mrs. German Reed's Gallery of 
Illustration between 1869 and 1872." Captain Bang is the earliest example 
of a familiar Gilbertian character—the young man who attempts to compen­
sate for his unknown origins by committing himself totally to a single 
moral principle. In the name of duty Captain Bang feels compelled as a 
pirate to kill his parents and with them any chance he might have of finding 
out who he is. But in Gilbert's plays the solutions to such conflicts are usually 
easy. Captain Bang is quite capable of shifting his allegiance from one set 
of absolutes to another. When he discovers that his birth on the other side 
of the International Date Line means he has been released from his inden­
tures some minutes before, the inexorability of duty gives way to the in-
escapability of time. The conflict resolved, Captain Bang can avow that "the 
pirate's conscience is satisfied." He is released from his articles and he 
"proposes from this moment to atone for his involuntary misdeeds by an 
immaculate life" (pp. 128-29).4 

Given Gilbert's fondness for Dickens and his fascination for melodramas 
and contemporary fairy tales, it is not surprising that he should have drama­
tized Great Expectations. Gilbert sees in Dickens' Pip, who epitomizes the 
aspirations and uncertainties of his age, a revelation of what a Times Literary 
Supplement reviewer has called "the mind of his fellow men as revealed in 
. . . their dreams." 5 It is only in part because of the nature of the Victorian 
dieater that Gilbert reduced the plot of Great Expectations to its melodra­
matic essentials: a crazy spinster driven insane by a faithless lover raises 
her beautiful niece to revenge her upon the world; an orphan boy who has 
been raised by his sister and her blacksmith husband finds himself with a 
mysterious benefactor and learns his way about in the great world; the 
beautiful niece and the orphan boy fall in love and it proves to be their 
mutual salvation. Such a fable does not necessarily question society's moral 
assumptions. Miss Havisham's decay, for example, never comes to symbol­
ize, as in Dickens, the rottenness of society. 

In the play Miss Havisham's function is diat of a traditional comic figure, 
the guardian whom it is necessary for the hero and heroine to trick before 
they can get married. She is more an obstacle than symbol. Estella's indif­
ference to her fate and her willingness to carry out her aunt's intentions, 
even though she knows they are mad, has some of the ludicrousness of Cap-
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tain Bang's determination to stick to the letter of his articles of indenture, 
even though it means killing his parents. Miss Havisham has made her a 
mere snob. Gilbert's social criticism never goes beyond Dicken's attitude to, 
say, Mrs. Pocket, a social climber who is conscious of nothing so much as 
position. When Gilbert's Estella finds out about her parentage and realizes 
that she had loved Pip all along, even while trying to carry out Miss Havi-
sham's intentions, she exclaims "Pip, our grief is terrible—but we will bear 
it together. Pip, we will lighten each other's load of sorrow, to the end of 
l ife." 8 And that sorrow seems to be more closely connected to the shame 
of being related to Magwitch than to anything else. 

As the final scene approaches, then, we may have some doubts about why 
Pip and Estella are so eager to get Magwitch out of the country, but the 
excitement and sentiment soon make us forget them. On the evening that 
Magwitch is to be put aboard a ship, Pip receives a mysterious note telling 
him to come to the lime kiln for information about Provis. As he enters, 
he is captured and bound by Orlick, who is eventually killed by Magwitch. 
Later, Pip tells the dying Magwitch that Estella is his daughter: 

She lived, and found powerful friends—she is living now. She is a 
lady, and very beautiful. She is to be my wife. (Magwitch makes a 
violent effort to embrace Estella. He kisses her, places her hand in 
Pip's, and dies.) 

The fable is complete. The proud Estella is humbled by the knowledge of 
her origins and Pip finds his salvation and identity through the love of a 
good woman. 

It is certainly true that the exigencies of writing for die theater in 1871 
had much to do with both the form and method of Gilbert's Great Ex­
pectations. Even with his attention to contemporary tastes one critic com­
plained that "Too much of the sensational is admitted to suit exactly the 
local atmosphere." 7 But certainly there is another important reason why 
Gilbert approached the dramatization of the novel as he did. He always 
sought solutions to social problems in terms of individual human beings. 
Society does not change much. Men will always be selfish and avaricious. 
The danger Pip faces is not of losing his identity but of identifying with a 
corrupt social system. 

The explicit social themes of the novel make it easier to speak with 
certainty about Gilbert's social attitudes in Great Expectations. But when a 
satirical play has as its antecedent an entire dramatic tradition with its own 
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social implications, it is difficult to tell how much of the air of social com­
mentary reflects Gilbert's own view and how much is merely inherent in 
the genre. This consideration is important to H.M.S. Pinafore (1878), 
which asks whether love can overcome social inequalities. It is hard to tell 
whether Gilbert agrees with Dick Deadeye that "captains' daughters don't 
marry foremast hands" (p. 104), 8 or with Sir Joseph, the Captain, and 
Josephine that "Love can level ranks" (p. 126). The Captain's daughter 
does marry a foremast hand, but the marriage is made possible only by 
rather complex changes in rank. It is necessary to look at the play's an­
cestry to determine the significance of the changes. 

Maurice Willson Disher has called the Jolly Jack Tar figure "the English 
equivalent of Figaro, born of the free will of a people." 9 Sir Joseph in 
Pinafore insists that "a British sailor is any man's equal, excepting mine" 
(p. 113), and Gilbert turns the conflict between this popular egalitarianism 
and the Navy's rigid caste system to satiric use. T. W. Robertson's Caste, 
showing that the Hon. George d'Alroy, a military man from a long line of 
military men, could live happily with so debased a creature as an actress, 
had been produced eleven years earlier, in 1867. George speaks what is ob­
viously the play's "moral": 

Caste is a good thing if it's not carried too far. It shuts the door on 
the pretentious and the vulgar; but it should open the door very wide 
for exceptional merit. Let brains break through its barriers, and what 
brains cannot break through love may leap over.10 

When Captain Corcoran tries to explain to his daughter why she should 
not marry a common sailor, he says: -

I attach but little value to rank or wealth, but die line must be drawn 
somewhere. A man in that station may be brave and worthy, but at 
every step he would commit solecisms that society would never par­
don, (p.108) 

After is is discovered that Ralph is really the Captain and the Captain is 
really Ralph, Sir Joseph is faced with the prospect of marrying even further 
beneath him than he had anticipated and announces to Corcoran: 

Well, I need not tell you that after this change in your condition, a 
marriage with your daughter will be out of the question. 

Capt. Don't say that, your honour—love levels all ranks. 



RANK A N D V A L U E IN T H E PLAYS OF W . S. G I L B E R T 81 

Sir Joseph. It does to a considerable extent, but it does not level 
them as much as that. (p. 136) 

We have seen earlier that Sir Joseph's egalitarian talk to the sailors does not 
go so far as to affect his own position: "a British sailor is any man's equal, 
excepting mine" (p. 113). We see now that neither does it apply in affairs 
of the heart, especially when his own self-interest is involved.11 

The satire of H.M.S. Pinafore is not directed against the egalitarian ideals 
held by Sir Joseph and the sailors. In the end, Ralph, who was the loudest 
exponent of the equality of a British sailor to anyone, anywhere, wins Jose­
phine, just as he had wanted to. Sir Joseph, whose egalitarianism has been 
shown to be motivated by self-interest, is stuck with his cousin Hebe. But 
the Captain, who has maintained a common-sense, middle-of-the-road point 
of view, is demoted to the rank of a common seaman, which makes it possible 
for him to marry Buttercup, as he wanted to. The ending seems an unalloyed 
blessing only for Ralph and Josephine. 

Gilbert recognized the conventions he was working with for what they 
were—popular forms of wish-fulfillment. The Jolly Jack Tar assured the 
theatre-going public that even the lowest social class which could be identi­
fied as British within the strict maritime caste system was brave and plucky 
and ingenious and could become the equal of even the peerage by a simple 
twist of fate. The egalitarianism of the "realistic drama" served the double 
purpose of vicarious wish-fulfillment for those held down by the system 
and smug assurance for those on top of it that anyone possessed of intelli­
gence and honesty could also make his way to the top. Gilbert pokes only 
occasional fun at those who are socially ambitious, for by and large, like 
Sir Joseph, they realize they are. Gilbert sees that mistaken ideas of worth 
and social position are ever-present dangers and that the need to seek identity 
and self-importance in something larger than oneself is universal. Gilbert's 
satire is directed at the forms which pander to those very human needs and 
often disguise their dangers. His audience was familiar with these popular 
myths as they had come to the stage in other plays, and Gilbert's satire 
would not be lost on them as on most modern audiences. H.M.S. Pinafore, 
when viewed in the light of its antecedents, becomes not just a play with a 
stereotyped plot, but a play about the dangers of attempting to live by the 
popular myths of one's age. 

In The Gondoliers, too, Gilbert uses the device of exchanged babies to 
investigate the effects of egalitarian sentiments on a rigidly structured social 
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system. Giuseppe, upon meeting Don Alhambra, affirms the republican 
sympathies of the brothers: 

We are jolly gondoliers, the sons of Baptisto Palmieri, who led the 
last revolution. Republicans, heart and soul, we hold all men to be 
equal. As we abhor oppression, we abhor kings: as we detest vain­
glory, we detest rank: as we despise effeminacy, we despise wealth. 
We are Venetian gondoliers—your equals in everything except our 
calling, in that at once your masters and your servants, (pp. 543-44) 

When told that one of them is King of Barataria, however, they concede 
that it may be possible to conceive of an unobjectionable king and agree to 
reign jointly until it is determined which of them is the true monarch. The 
satire here is reminiscent of that to which Sir Joseph is subjected in Pinafore 
—equality is fine until it begins to impinge on one's personal privileges. 
Marco and Giuseppe devise a plan to reconcile their republican sympathies 
with their new position as king—everyone shall be given a title and everyone 
shall be equal—Lord High Bishop, Lord High Coachman, Lord High 
Vagabond. The new style of the monarchy is an interesting idea, a variation 
on one Gilbert had used several times before, but it is never mentioned 
again. The monarchs perform unkingly acts—polishing the plate, running 
errands, standing sentry—but the audience is never shown that this lack of 
decorum has serious consequences, or, indeed, any consequences at all. The 
only function of the episode seems to be either the humor of betraying the 
audience's expectations of how a king should act or providing an opportunity 
for a moral tag. 

But even while affirming that the social order should be preserved, Gilbert 
acknowledges that social position can be abused. The Duke of Plaza-Toro 
is so poor that he has organized himself into a corporation called the "Duke 
of Plaza-Toro, Limited" (p. 531). Gilbert elsewhere uses the corporate 
liability laws to stand for an abdication of personal responsibility, and he 
here uses them to signify a loss of humanity as well. Casilda is horrified at 
the prospect of being obliged "at any time to witness her honoured sire in 
process of liquidation" (p. 531). The Duke abandons his position within 
the social system as he discards his individual identity for that of a corporate 
body. The Duke and Duchess are in the business of selling their position, 
their name, their prestige, for money. Their customers are those who would 
use the prestige which knowing a Duke confers in order to climb in society. 
The Duke and Duchess sing: 
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In short, if you'd kindle 
The spark of a swindle, 

Lure simpletons into your clutches— 
Yes; into your clutches. 

Or hoodwink a debtor, 
You cannot do better 

Duck. 
Du{e. 

Than trot out a Duke or a Duchess— 
A Duke or a Duchess! (p. 575) 

Though Gilbert duly affirms the need for some system of social organiza­
tion, even that which the Duke and Duchess represent, he is aware of its 
dangers. Nineteenth-century England tried to uphold an hereditary aris­
tocracy and at the same time allow for upward social mobility. In a work 
like The Gondoliers Gilbert both confirms and denies the standards of mere 
class. On the one hand, Gilbert's Pip feels the need to find a place for him­
self in society; on the other, he feels continually threatened by his knowledge 
of standards that transcend social rank, that are, in a word, moral. Complete 
commitment to the social structure inevitably implies, as it does in the case 
of Estella or Captain Bang, moral blindness. Disregard of class, however, 
leads to the political anarchy which Don Alhambra warns against in The 
Gondoliers, or to the social anarchy which would result from the marriage 
of a captain's daughter to a foremast hand. Gilbert finds a point of equilib­
rium by acknowledging the need for both social stability and individual 
moral standards. When Captain Bang's allegiance to duty requires that he 
kill his parents, he is shown that there is a larger allegiance. His new com­
mitment to time is as arbitrary, however, as his former commitment to duty, 
but it now enables him to act in accordance with his feelings as a son. When 
class restrictions stand in the way of marriage, Buttercup suddenly admits 
that the babies had been exchanged in infancy, and the class lines are 
promptly redrawn to suit the lovers. Gilbert's plays assert that man never 
achieves valid identity within the social system: he merely makes whatever 
identifications are convenient. Gilbert's comedy shows we continually dis­
solve the social structure in favor of our more permanent desires. 

1. J. Hillis Miller, The Disappearance oj God: Five Nineteenth-Century Writers. (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Belknap Press, 1963), pp. 8-9. 

2. Ibid., p. 9. 
3. Eyes and No Eyes (1875) was written for the Reeds after the Gallery had moved to St. 

George's Hall. 

NOTES 
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The pages are not numbered. 
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"Bab" and Punch: Gilbert's Contributions 
Identified 
By JOHN BUSH JONES 
University of Kansas 

That William Schwenck Gilbert contributed to Punch has long been a 
well-established fact. But exactly what and how much he contributed has 
remained until now a matter for considerable speculation and conjecture. 
The only observable evidence of Gilbert's association with Punch, based on 
examination of the magazine itself, is that between June and December, 
1865, a scattering of drawings appeared bearing his "Bab" signature. The 
only certainty properly to be deduced from the appearance of these signa­
tures is that Gilbert was for a time an illustrator for Punch. And yet, with 
customary reliance on insufficient evidence, the over-enthusiastic Gilbert 
biographers and bibliographers of the 1920's and '30's assigned to him not 
just the illustrations themselves, but any verse or prose pieces printed in 
conjunction with the drawings. It is true that Gilbert generally illustrated 
his own work, but the Proprietor's Copy of Fun contains ample proof that 
he also provided sketches to accompany the writings of other contributors 
to that magazine.1 Indeed, basing conclusions of authorship on "Bab"-signed 
illustrations alone led Townley Searle wrongly to include as Gilbert's the 
verse "Croquet: An Anticipation" (Fun, 4 May, 1867) in his Lost Bab 
Ballads of 1932. It may then be justly argued that if Gilbert sometimes 
illustrated others' work in Fun, why could he not have done the same in 
Punch as well ? He could have, and indeed he did, as will shortly be seen. 

In addition to raising questions of authorship of work found in conjunc­
tion with acknowledged Gilbert drawings, the "Bab" signatures in Punch 
led to some conjectures as to whether there was any unillustrated, and, hence, 
entirely anonymous verse or prose by Gilbert hidden in the pages of that 
journal. Mercifully, no one undertook to make attributions of supposed 
Gilbert work in Punch on the basis of internal stylistic evidence, as J . M. 
Bulloch attempted for Fun, with decidedly erroneous results.2 It is ironic 
that Bulloch did what he did, knowing full well of the existence of the 
Proprietor's Copy of Fun, a search through which would have yielded com­
plete and accurate attributions. It is equally ironic that for so many years 
people have speculated over Gilbert's work for Punch, assuming that there 
was no extant record of contributions to Punch as there is for Fun. The fact 



86 GILBERT A N D S U L L I V A N SYMPOSIUM 

of the matter is that ledgers of contributions to Punch do exist, and, while 
they are not as full as the Proprietor's Copy of Fun—listing only "articles" 
to the exclusion of artwork, they nevertheless provide a fairly thorough and 
accurate means of identifying the majority of anonymous verse and prose 
contributions for most of the nineteenth century.8 

The ledger volume recording all of Gilbert's written contributions to 
Punch is inscribed on the front cover "List of Articles in Punch, Punch Copy 
1862-1869." Each page gives the number and date of an issue of die magazine, 
followed by a list of contributors and the titles—sometimes in shortened 
form—of their writings accepted for, though not necessarily printed in, that 
given issue. Three columns at the right-hand side of each page are titled 
"Inserted," "Over," and "Total"; here is recorded for each title the length 
of the piece in terms of columns of type and fractions thereof, and the place­
ment of the figure in the appropriate category indicates whether the item 
was to be printed in the issue corresponding to the date on the page or to be 
held over for a future issue. Alongside the final entry for each contributor, 
the "Total" column records the combined length of all his contributions 
accepted that week. This system of recording written contributions clearly 
indicates that Punch paid its writers according to the length of their verse 
or prose in terms of the double-column type format of the magazine. Since 
the shortest length recorded is one-fourth of a column, it would appear that 
the minimum payment a writer could receive would be the amount for a 
piece of that length even though his actual contribution was briefer yet. 
There is, however, one instance in which two short pieces by Gilbert are 
grouped together in the ledger to total one-fourth column of work. 

An examination of the ledgers reveals them to be quite thorough in re­
cording the written contributions to Punch, although there are numerous 
discrepancies between the wording of titles here and as they actually appear 
in print. Also, the ledgers are often inaccurate in recording a work as 
"Inserted" or "Over"; usually it is a work held over that has been wrongly 
entered as inserted, rarely the other way round. Also, when a work is listed 
as "Over" there is no notation as to when it was actually printed, and one 
must rely on the indexes to Punch, or, for very short anecdotes, on the 
tedious process of thumbing through issue after issue, to locate it. 

Before presenting a listing of Gilbert's total contributions to Punch, I 
would call attention to the form of his first appearance in the ledger. On the 
page for 22 April, 1865, the first five items in the list below follow the author 
entry "Anonymous"; the "Anonymous," however, is circled, a caret is in-
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serted, and "Mr. Gilbert" written in above. Precisely what the form of this 
entry implies is open to conjecture, but one envisions the editor casually 
writing off some material not coming from one of the regular contributors, 
Gilbert demanding payment for his work, and the Punch bookkeeper mak­
ing the proper amends and correction of the ledger. 

The following list of Gilbert's contributions to Punch derives from two 
sources, the magazine itself for "Bab"-signed illustrations, cartoons, and 
engravings, and the List of Articles in Punch for unillustrated prose and 
verse. Footnotes to the entries in the list record discrepancies between the 
ledger and the actual printing of the pieces. 

Volume Date Page Title 

48 22 Apr '65 158 Extraordinary Instance of Rapid Recovery from Disease* 
160 Is the University Boat Race a Myth? 
161 Ballad Minstrelsy 
165 Soundings 

48 29 Apr '65 172 New Poem by a Young Lady 6 

48 17 Jun '65 247 The Royal Academy Exhibition 0 

49 29 Jul '65 35 The Recent Hideous Case of Hydrophobia 7 

49 14 Oct '65 151 To My Absent Husband 8 

49 21 Oct '65 153 The Return 9 

49 16 Dec '65 236 Illustration for A Wonderful Shillingsworth 1 0 

Chief among the contributions to our knowledge of the Gilbert canon 
provided by the Punch ledgers are the confirmation of Gilbert's authorship 
of "To My Absent Husband," the rejection of "A Wonderful Shillingsworth" 
as his, and the discovery of a hitherto "lost" poem, reprinted here for the 
first time since its initial appearance in Punch. 

T H E RETURN 

From My Berth 

The big Channel steamer is rolling exceedingly, 
Frenchmen around me are bilious and fat, 

And prone on the floor are behaving unheedingly, 
It's a "sick transit," but never mind that! 

There's pleasure in feeling so coldly and clammily, 
Joy in the needles and pins in my leg; 

Pleasure in watching that foreigner's family 
Eating stick chocolate mixed with hard egg. 
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There's joy in the berthing that's managed so scurvily, 
Pleasure in each individual lurch; 

Joy in the pitching about topsy-turvily, 
Fun in the custom-house officer's search! 

For I'm tired of long table-d' hote-mg formalities, 
Sick of my costly devotion to "red;" 

I'm weary of fathoming gambling fatalities, 
Long for a night in a big British bed! 

For whenever I visit the bad Baden rookery, 
Dreams that I dream have a single key-note; 

That I'm fastened, in fetters of cast-iron cookery 
Down to a complex roulette-table-d'hotel 

I grieve for my tub and its naked simplicity, 
(Grief that they ask me to drown in a "bowl"!) 

This is ascribed to inborn eccentricity— 
"Tiens done ces Anglais! mats comme Us sont droles!' 

Tired am I of the sea-bathing merman-y, 
Tired am I of the sabot and blouse, 

Tired am I of the natives of Germany, 
Tired am I of the noisy Mossoos! 

After for weeks of my presence bereaving you, 
London, to rush to your bosom I yearn. 

You remember the jokes that I uttered on leaving you ? 
Twice as delighted, my boy, to return. 

It would appear from the printing of "The Return" that Gilbert was at­
tempting to drain every ounce of humor from the situation of an English 
traveler's disenchantment with the Continent, since on 7 October, 1865—only 
two weeks earlier—Fun had printed Gilbert's "Back Again," a verse dealing 
with precisely the same subject in very much the same manner. 

It is hoped that these brief remarks will not only help to further our 
knowledge of Gilbert's career as a comic journalist, but also, by calling atten­
tion to the existence of the Punch ledgers, inspire some diligent and careful 
bibliographer to compile a much needed author index to the anonymous 
verse and prose of perhaps the greatest of the Victorian comic weeklies. 
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NOTES 

1. The Proprietor's Copy of Fun, now in the Huntington Library, contains marginal notations 
by the editors identifying all contributors of both written material and illustrations. For a full list of 
Gilbert's contributions, including his illustrations for others' writings, see my "W. S. Gilbert's Contribu­
tions to Fun, 1865-1874," Bulletin oj the New York, Public Library, LXXIII (1969) , 253-266. 

2. "The Bab Ballads by Titles," N&Q, CLXXIl (May 22, 1937), 362-367. None of Bulloch's 
"new attributions" match up with Gilbert's actual work as revealed by the marginalia of the Pro­
prietor's Copy of Fun. 

3. I would like to express my sincere gratitude to the Directors of Punch Publications, Ltd., and 
to Marilyn Lawcs, the Punch Librarian for giving me access to the ledgers and for permission to cite 
material from them for scholarly purposes. 

4. Entered in the ledger as "Extraordinary Recovery from Disease." 
5. Entered as "Inserted" on 22 April under the title "Handbook for Young Ladies" and grouped 

with "Is the University Boat Race a Myth?" to equal one-fourth column. "New Poem by a Young 
Lady" is a one-line joke and would appear to be the same item as the entered "Handbook." 

6. Entered in the ledger for 20 May, 1865, as "Over," under the title "The Royal Academy." 
The piece contains "Bab"-signed illustrations. 

7. This large cartoon is signed "Bab" and contains very little text; hence, it was apparently con­
sidered artwork and not entered in the ledger of "articles." 

8. This poem includes a single "Bab"-signed illustration, on the strength of which the verse was 
first attributed to Gilbert by Isaac Goldberg, who reprinted it on page 530 of his The Story oj 
Gilbert and Sullivan. (New York, 1928.) 

9. Entered in the ledger as "Inserted" on 14 October, 1865. 
10. The drawing is signed "Bab." The ledger entry for 9 December, 1865, records "A Wonderful 

Shillingsworth" as "Over" and identifies its author as F. C. Burnand. 



Meilhac and Halevy—and Gilbert: 
Comic Converses 
By GEORGE MCELROY 
Indiana University Northwest 

Almost everyone knows that the other group of still-lively 19th-century 
operettas is by Offenbach; many know that Trial by Jury was commissioned 
as an afterpiece for an English production of his La Perichole. But some 
need to be reminded that the Gilbert for Offenbach's most successful works 
was two Frenchmen, Meilhac and Halevy. More exactly, Ludovic Halevy, 
alone, wrote Ba-ta-clan; he and Hector Cremieux did Orphee aux Enfers, 
but Halevy and Henri Meilhac wrote the other so-called Offenbachiades: 
La Belle Helene, Barbe-Bleu, La Vie Parisienne, La Grande Duchesse de 
Gerolstein, La Perichole, and Les Brigands? (Since I believe diat the con­
trolling point of view was, throughout, that of Halevy, I feel justified in 
treating all the Offenbachiades as a group.) They also wrote the libretto 
of Carmen, as well as numerous non-musical plays, including Le Reveillon, 
basis of Fledermaus.2 

Meilhac and Halevy were a challenge and a source for Gilbert; three of 
the four French works he adapted were theirs,8 and many of his other works 
have Meilhac-Halevy parallels. But, as I shall try to show, his comic method 
and theirs were in some ways antithetical. 

For one thing, Gilbert's plots are generally burlesque melodramas in 
their premises and denouements, while the plot-lines themselves often turn 
on some revolutionizing idea or discovery (Frederick's birthday; Strephon's 
power over Parliament) and the logical consequences thereof, on the gen­
eral model of Aristophanes' plots. But the plots of Meilhac and Halevy are 
expanded farces, more in die tradition of Greek new comedy: plots of in­
trigue, in which worldly characters pursue a few standard, relatively light­
weight objectives—sex, money, pleasure—and try to avoid unpleasant conse­
quences, seldom being involved in matters of life and death, or even of 
passionate love. These characters lay schemes which never quite succeed; 
each failure sets up a new problem, evoking a new scheme, and so on until 
equilibrium (not necessarily triumph) is reached at the curtain. It is the 
formula which from Menander and Plautus has descended via Moliere 
and Beaumarchais. . 
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Another aspect of the difference between Gilbert and his French prede­
cessors is that, where a Savoy opera presents a meticulously "realistic" set­
ting and peoples it with out-of-this-world characters, an Offenbachiade com­
monly has a fantastic setting, lightly based on myth or legend (Olympus 
and Hades; Old Peru; Bluebeard's Castle), inhabited by characters very 
much of this world—the world of the Parisian Boulevardes. Since, there­
fore, neither the plot-problems nor the characters of a Meilhac-Halevy li­
bretto are very novel, an illusion of variety is furnished by ingenious 
embroideries. Characters reappear looking and acting different because 
they are drunk, or in disguise, or adopting some pretense. A first act nor­
mally ends with a rousing departure-chorus; in the second, all hands re­
appear in a new setting, with new costumes, and often with new status. 
Moods vary rapidly, from the frenzied gaiety of a bacchanale to the reflec­
tive pathos of someone writing or reading a letter, as in La Perichole's 
touching (if temporary) farewell to her lover. People get into strange en­
vironments: the Viceroy of Peru goes, incognito, to a cafe; street singers 
go to court, and then to prison. 

The characters' very lack of individuality is comic when, in parallel 
situations, similar causes, acting on different people, produce remarkably 
similar effects. Thus, in La ?6richole, the Viceroy demands that a girl, a 
boy, and the notaries all be persuaded to go through with a dubious mar­
riage. From an inn, repeated applications of sherry, malaga, and similar 
persuasives are rushed in turn to the three houses in which the respective 
parties are being softened up, until all agree—and stagger—to the wedding.4 

This kaleidoscope of appearances is given form not only by a straight­
forward, relatively simple plot (an operetta has about the amount of in­
trigue Meilhac and Halevy would put into a one-act farce), but by a clear-
cut point of view. This was epitomized as early as the one-act Ba-ta-clan 
(1855). Halevy wrote it when he and Offenbach were learning their trade 
at the tiny Bouffes Parisiens, where their license limited them to four char­
acters (a training-ground which served them much as German Reed's 
Gallery of Illustration later served both Gilbert and Sullivan)." Ba-ta-clan 
is a chinoiserie set in an oriental "empire" of 27 inhabitants, lately reduced 
from 32 because the emperor, meaning to honour five inhabitants, mis-spoke 
himself and instead ordered them impaled. His imperfect command of the 
language results—it turns out—from his being a transplanted Frenchman; 
so, it seems, are not only his two chief courtiers but the chief conspirator and 
captain of the guard, the sinister Ko-ko-ri-ko.fi 
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These exiled Parisians nostalgically recall 

. . . une vie 
Qui suivait gaiment 

La folie. . . . 

pursuing those pleasures with which Paris "A brille, brille, et toujours 
brillera." I can, sings the soprano, love you whether you are rich or poor, 

Mais point de tristesse en vos yeux, 
fe vous bannis de mon empire! 
Toujours chanter et toujours rire, 
C'est la loi de nos amoureux! 

Essentially, most later Offenbachiades tell similar stories of frivolous, 
frank, unsentimental Boulevardiers transported to other strange climes— 
they appear as Greek gods in Orphee aux Enfers, as Greek heroes in La 
Belle Helene, and as figures of medieval legend in Barbe-bleu. The only 
difference is that, now, their transplantation is merely implicit. These un­
mistakable Parisians claim to be natives of their putative societies, and in­
stead of sighing for the gaiety of Paris, they bring it with them. The 
discrepancy between their portentous roles and their shallow selves simul­
taneously satirizes both role and self. But when, in La Vic Parisienne, they 
finally appear frankly as themselves, they take on an added dimension of 
self-knowledge. Paris is shown producing pleasure, but selling it at high 
rates, both to foreigners and to natives. A Brazilian happily expects to be 
plundered of his third fortune in a few months—but to get his money's 
worth in the meantime. A Parisian admits diat one cannot have both love 
and women; he has chosen women. 

This is not mindless debauchery; it is the Epicureanism of those who 
know the price and will pay it, who know a bleak dawn is coming and 
mean to enjoy the night. It is that cult of Bacchus to which, in Orphee aux 
Enfers, Eurydice devoted herself at last, impudently re-making mythology. 
In La Vie Parisienne a courtesan sings sardonically of the brutal and ex­
pensive bacchanale that roars nightly in the fashionable Cafe Anglais until 
the exhausted revelers order tea—that last surrender of the bon vivant— 
and stagger home, pallid in the dawn, "drunk with champagne and pre­
tended love." Just the same, when all the sex intrigues of the plot come to 
nodiing (except for the Brazilian's frank purchase of the Glove-Seller's 
virtue), the party whirls on; the fun is in the chase, not in the kill. The 
soprano sings, 
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Drames et comedies 
Allant tant bien que mal 
Puis apres ces folies 
Un pardon general! 

To which die chorus answers, 

Et pif, et paf, et pif, et paf! 
Oui, voila la vie Parisienne 
Du plaisir a perdre l'haleine 
Oui voila la vie Parisienne. 

A mood quite the reverse of Gilbert's, 

Make up your mind that grief 'twill bring 
If you've two beaux to every string! 

For Meilhac and Halevy, real love, which is a serious thing, seems a 
perquisite of the lower classes, which the upper-class bacchantes rather 
respect when they see it. Thus, in La Perichole and in La Grande Duchesse 
de Gerolstein, a triangle is formed when a ruler, playing at love, comes 
between two lower-class lovers, and it can be plausibly resolved when the 
ruler wididraws, returning matters to approximately their original state. 
Meilhac-Halevy plots often end in such much-ado-about-nothing fashion, 
quite the reverse of Gilbert's denouements of discovery and transformation.7 

The comedy of Meilhac and Halevy is, thus, based on premises and con­
structed on plots very unlike Gilbert's. But their work does resemble his 
in one very important respect: life is viewed through sharp lenses, which 
may have small depdi of focus but which—unlike those of the perpetrators 
of so many saccharine musical "comedies," then and since—are unclouded 
by sentimentality. 

Thus, in 1871, it was natural for Boosey and Co., English publishers of 
Offenbach, to commission Gilbert to write an English version of Les Bri­
gands, last of the Offenbachiades (each new one having, as a matter of 
course, been promptly done into English since the 1865 success of Orpheus 
in the Hay market, Planche's adaptation of Orphte aux Enfers). 

In Les Brigands, a band who can't make brigandage pay undertake a 
fantastically complex scheme to rob the court of Mantua (which, at one 
point, involves them in disguising themselves to entrap a travelling Princess, 
much as the bandit-gang in Gilbert's The Mountebanks were to plan to 
trap a travelling Duke and Dutchess). The Brigands fail because, in a 


