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Presidential peripateticisms – “While this magnetic”
This, my 12th Newsletter – and a bumper edition it is too – also
marks the end of three years as your President. Unless there is an
outcry from some of you, I am happy to continue and so will be
seeking re-election at the next AGM (see later).
This Newsletter also marks the end of the Society’s year and
so, perhaps, it is not a bad time to take stock: provisional figures
(invoices from the Summer Spectacular are outstanding) indicate that we continue to be
financially sound and indeed have made a profit over the year. Although this has naturally been
at your cost, I hope that we have provided value for money in what has been, for the Committee,
singers and helpers alike, a very busy year. Here too the AGM provides the forum for you to
voice your opinion. Incidentally, members, if they had attended everything that the Society has
offered, would have saved more than their membership in comparison to non-members;
equally, if they had taken advantage of the Early Bird rates, where offered, and which the
Society encourages to guage attendance, their membership would have been fully ‘reimbursed’.
The number of financial transactions during the past twelve months reflects the number of
events: an introductory ‘sing-in’ evening, five (!) workshops – including two specifically aimed
at and for the Summer Spectacular, but where participants were also charged – a talk, the
traditional Yule Apéro, the biennial Burns Supper and the Summer Spectacular. It will, I think,
be difficult to repeat, let alone top, this in 2018/19!
Finally, in this short rundown of the Society’s situation, the number of members has
increased quite substantially, from 48 twelve months ago to 62 at present. It is our aim that,
especially, the Summer Spectacular and the forthcoming September Showcase (more below)
will have convinced or will convince attending guests to join, and my personal target would be
to have 80 members by the AGM! Ambitious, certainly, but not, I believe, with your combined
help and mouth-to-mouth propaganda, impossible.
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In the last issue, I mentioned the remaining founding members, in order of their
registration. This, although correct, was slightly confusing for at least two of them, namely
Barbara Laurie and Bernard MacCabe, as they were two of the four original governing board
(the others were Susan Mouton-Liger and Angela Robinson), as reported in the original Bylaws
of 22 April 2004 (of which I now have a copy). My apologies.
Why do I mention this? Because two, equally long-serving founder members, have decided
that it is time to leave the Board. Corinna Balfour was, from Day 1, the Society’s Auditor –
her first report approved the accounts of assets totalling CHF 907.40. At its first AGM on
15 September 2005, Corinna was elected to the Board (replacing Angela). She has, in various
positions, latterly as Treasurer, been there since.
The original Bylaws allowed for “non-elected members [to be] appointed to the governing
board,” and the Board’s Minutes a few months later record three new members (who were ex
post elected at the next AGM), Joanna Lonergan, Ann McClymont and Alison Metzger. This
was almost pro forma as all three had already been assisting the Society, like Corinna, since
Day 1. Also like Corinna, Joanna has held various posts since and, equally so, has decided that
it is time for someone else to take her position on the Board.
It is therefore with regret and thanks that the Board bids adieu to them, but hopes that it
can still count on their support and, yes, assistance from time to time for many years. Their
departure is, however, an opportunity for others to come forward and actively support and guide
the Society in the coming years: why not YOU? Should you be interested or would like more
information, don’t hesitate to contact me (stephan.v.arthur@icloud.com or 061 931 27 07).
While you’re mulling that over, the rest of the Newsletter is there to distract you with its
‘usual suspects’ of forthcoming and recent events, part 2 of my talk last April, and other flotsam.
Although there is no Spotlight this time, I must confess to having used the space to celebrate
the birthday of a ‘distant relative’ (sic) and a true Savoyard (more another time). In today’s
parlance, enjoy!

Call to renew membership (or become a member)
Members will know that membership runs for twelve months starting on 1 July. As this year’s
AGM is being held a little later than usual (in order to allot time for our September Showcase!),
you are hereby ‘invited’ to renew your membership at your convenience, but by end-September
at the latest. A reminder will be sent out with the invitation to the AGM.
Standard membership is unchanged at CHF 40 and that for ‘young persons’ (under 26) at
CHF 20. Although we would prefer a bank transfer to our PostFinance account (details at
the end of this Newsletter), please let us know if you would prefer an ‘Einzahlungsschein’,
which we’ll gladly post you. In either case, we would appreciate a simple explanatory text
(e.g. Membership 2018/19) together with the member’s name if different or not in the same
household as the payee.
In the knowledge that the majority receiving this Newsletter are not members, this is also
a call inviting them to join our humble Society. If you were at the Summer Spectacular, you
will have seen and heard what we do, and hopefully enjoyed the evening. If you couldn’t make
it, then you have opportunity to sign up for the reprise in September (see below). If you join
beforehand, you can benefit from the favourable member rate!

Not only, but also …
… don’t forget to bookmark our website (www.savoyards.ch/) for the latest news and updates!
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Board decisions – “That we will well and
truly try”
The Board has met twice since the last Newsletter, and,
although much of the time was devoted to the Summer
Spectacular (and aftermath) and its September reprise,
other administrative matters were discussed and agreed.
Although one of these matters may seem obvious, we
have neither insisted nor even asked you – as far as I’m
aware – to provide an explanatory text on any payment
that you are making. Many of you do so as a matter of
course, for which many thanks (especially from our book-keeper), but in future we will suggest
an accompanying text (e.g. ‘Yule Apéro 2018’) on either your payment slip or bank transfer.
We will also encourage the use of the latter, since there is a charge by Postfinance for each
payment with a slip.
Another set of (internal, i.e. for the Board) guidelines that has been signed off regulates the
system of charges for workshops; however, they leave a great deal of flexibility, something that
may well become more important as the Society and its singing and acting capabilities – as we
hope – grow.
Finally, there have been preliminary discussions on a subject with which, in recent months,
you have all been confronted: the EU General Data Protection Regulation. For the time being,
residents in Switzerland are not affected when dealing with a Swiss company or association
(like the Gilbert & Sullivan Society), but the Society has asked those members living in the
EU to grant us permission to continue storing and using their personal data at its discretion.
No-one has refused. I am sure that this theme will raise its ugly head within Switzerland in the
not too distant future, so you have been warned that you will hear from us again on the subject!

Forthcoming Society events –
“Then no longer let us linger”

Saturday, 22nd September:
September Showcase!
The flyer notes the salient points
and recipients of this newsletter
have
already
been
sent
invitations.
Although we’re hoping for a
good turnout, please (also) tell –
and bring – your families and
friends to what we’re sure will be
an evening not to be missed!
And, if this is an e-document,
you can register directly under:
https://goo.gl/forms/HkheS6GovcEyEmZk2 or write to savoyardsbasel@gmail.com.
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Thursday, 18th October: The Society’s AGM
As last year, in the “Kochnische” in the Markthalle. Although the Board hopes that the AGM
will not be dry and boring, drinks and nibbles will be provided, and afterwards there’s the
chance to eat something in one of the many food stalls there. More information and formal
invitations to members during the summer.

Friday, 7th December: The Yule Apéro
The Silberbergsaal has already been booked and the format will differ slightly (something we
try to do each year): the theme will be “Carols through the ages” and they will neither be limited
to English carols nor even to the English language! After everything that Sarah has done for
the Society during the course of the year, it’s time to give her, in large part, a break so that she
can also enjoy herself and relax, and I’m delighted to announce that Tiffany has offered to
accompany us. Another evening not to be missed and which winds up 2018: reserve the date!

Review of recent Society events –
“Singing so merrily, ‘Trial la law’ ”

Musical Workshop for the Summer Spectacular – 22nd April 2018
My singing teacher Beverley Worboys has been very keen on getting me to explore my voice
a bit further; I trained in Musical Theatre and neglected my classical singing whilst training.
Beverley then told me about The Gilbert & Sullivan Society a while back and thought it would
be a great opportunity for me to become part of their next project, the Summer Spectacular, for
which she’s the Musical Director. Not only would I get the motivation to practise, I would also
get to show my new abilities (well, I still hope they will turn out to be exactly that!) together
with other singers. Only a little while later, I found myself at the Pantokeller in Basel,
surrounded by new faces and new sounds.
The workshop was led by Beverley and Sarah. I can only imagine how much time they
spent organising the different time slots we got for the afternoon; each of us got to work with
Beverley, Sarah and Tiffany. It was great fun to be able to listen to others and also sing in small
groups. However, the Pantokeller was not the perfect space for it as there were no separate
rooms.
We then very quickly met Eleanor Lowen, the Theatrical Director of this year’s Summer
Spectacular, sung through the finale “There’s a little group of isles” and were released from the
cellar into the sunshine.
It was a successful workshop, demanding but also rewarding. I am looking forward to the
rehearsals to come.

The Gilbert & Sullivan Summer Spectacular takes the audience by storm! –
23rd June 2018
The richly varied world of the Savoy Operas came vividly to life on 23 June at the summer
event of The Gilbert & Sullivan Society. The Silberbergsaal was packed to its limits ‒ not only
were there more and new enthusiastic faces in the audience but also a considerable number of
new voices and new talent on the stage.
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The Silberberg “stage” is simply a corner of the Saal, defined on one side by the piano, on
which Tiffany Butt worked another miracle of perfect accompaniment. On the other side, a
long rack of colourful costumes and props drew the audience straight into the scene, creating
expectancy, and giving the ensemble the opportunity to make intriguing changes. The lightning
transition from Little Buttercup (H.M.S. Pinafore) to Peep-Bo (The Mikado) must have broken
several records.
The wide variety of musical and spoken scenes and the swift on-stage changes of costume
weren’t the only innovations thought up by drama director Eleanor Lowen and musical director
Beverley Worboys: they also created a dramatic frame for the sequence of songs and dialogue
scenes, which were given continuity by Jack Point, the melancholic jester from The Yeomen of
the Guard. Sixteen-year-old Cameron Gough compered the show with bravado and dynamic
stage presence, turning into characters from other Savoy Operas whose fates are connected,
alas, by blighted affection. Cameron’s running commentary thus provided a thread through the
–5–
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evening and together with the selected spoken scenes helped any newcomers to Gilbert and
Sullivan to enter the world of their operas.
The ladies’ chorus started the show with a rousing and beautifully harmonious rendition of
the seaside scene from The Pirates of Penzance, setting the tone for the following excerpts from
Patience, H.M.S. Pinafore and The Mikado. A ballet of fairies then introduced the magical
realm of Iolanthe, where politics meets fairyland. This hilarious and exquisitely light-footed
extravaganza caused much merriment amongst the audience. After two more scenes from this
opera, the audience and the ensemble, both in high spirits, enjoyed the well-earned interval and
indulged in the delicious and plentiful refreshments.
–6–
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Part two opened with the
sprightly arrival of the Plaza Toro
family in the Venice of The
Gondoliers, followed by scenes from
Utopia, Limited, Princess Ida,
Ruddigore and The Yeomen of the
Guard and ending with the chorus
from Utopia, Limited – Gilbert and
Sullivan’s cheeky celebration of the
“little island” that is Britain.
The rich variety of the works
produced by the inspired duo was
reflected in the choice of solos, duets,
and group and chorus pieces. The
selection included lesser known
pieces that have now become part of
the impressive musical portfolio of
The Gilbert & Sullivan Society.
This portfolio has grown not
only in quantity but also in quality.
Regular attendees of the Society’s
concerts will have noticed great
improvements in the performance of
all of the singers, combined with
growing confidence – thanks to both
musical director Beverley and also to
the dedication and commitment of
Sarah Ebner. With great skill, they
consistently found the perfect match
between the chosen pieces and the
voices and characters of the
performers.
Huge strides have also been made on the acting level. The dialogue workshops – notably
the last given by Barbara Laurie – offered by the Society have clearly proven effective and the
unique wit of William S. Gilbert now also comes into its own. There was much laughter at his
creative jokes, many of which were cleverly incorporated into Cameron’s commentary. For
this interweaving of the text we have Eleanor to thank and we can only hope that we shall
experience more of her talents.
Just as the Savoy Operas were the superb result of committed teamwork, so was the
Summer Spectacular of 2018. Besides the highly creative directors and the gifted accompanist,
the singers and actors also deserve individual mention for their performance and the hard work
that went into it: Danielle Abi-Saad, Charles Bond, Marina Emmel, Gaby Felix, Patrick Frei,
Cameron und Norval Gough, Johanna Honegger, Alicia Kerbrat, Ann McClymont, Claire
McDonack, Lea Oxley, Lili Schultheiss, Eva Sternküker, Tatjana Stoecklin, Matthias
Stuhrmann and Lesley Veal all gave of their best.
If you missed this lively and entertaining show – or would like to see it again (with some
interesting changes) – there will be another performance on 22 September.
[All photographs by Bernie MacCabe with thanks to Claire McDonack for the use of her
camera. Rumours that the parrot squawked “Get stuffed!” are unfounded. Ed.]
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Other items of interest
The Wit of Mr W. S. Gilbert (part 2), by Stephan Arthur (talk given on 13th April)1
The Sorcerer: Always fascinated by ‘magical’ themes, and, as we’ve seen and shall see again
and again, Gilbert was quite happy to call upon his earlier works – at least as a basis – to send
to Sullivan for his opinion and, hopefully, approval. This was still early days in their
partnership, so Sullivan swallowed, figuratively speaking, the potion.
Gilbert had, for the Christmas Annual of The Graphic magazine, only a few months earlier,
written a short story, “The Elixir of Love”. Let me read you a short passage from it.
Ten years ago (the date of my story) the firm of Baylis and Culpepper stood at
the very head of the London family magicians. They did what is known as a
pushing trade, but although they advertised largely, and never neglected a
chance, it was admitted even by their rivals, that the goods they supplied could
be relied on as sound useful articles. They had a special reputation for a class
of serviceable family nativity, and they did a very large and increasing business
in love philtres, ‘The Patent Oxy-Hydrogen Love-at-First-Sight Draught’ in
bottles at 1s and 2s. (“our leading article,” as Baylis called it) was strong
enough in itself to keep the firm going, had all its other resources failed them.
But the establishment in St. Martin’s Lane was also a ‘Noted House for Amulets’,
and if you wanted a neat, well-finished divining-rod, I don’t know any place to
which I would sooner recommend you. Their Curses at a shilling per dozen were
the cheapest things in the trade, and they sold thousands of them in the course
of the year. Their Blessings — also very cheap indeed, and quite effective —
were not much asked for. “We always keep a few on hand as curiosities and for
completeness, but we don’t sell two in the twelvemonth,” said Mr. Baylis.
Familiar? I thought so. The Sorcerer also really introduced the patter song for which,
arguably, Gilbert would become best known. “My name is John Wellington Wells” is, equally
arguably, the most difficult to recite – with the text in front of you – let alone sing – without
same – at the required speed (the other contender would be the “Nightmare Song” from
Iolanthe).
My name is John Wellington Wells
I’m a dealer in magic and spells
In blessings and curses
And ever-filled purses
In prophecies
Witches
And knells
If you want a proud foe to make tracks
If you’d melt a rich uncle in wax
You’ve but to look in
On our resident djinn
Number seventy, Simmery Axe
We’ve a first-rate assortment of magic
And for raising a posthumous shade
With effects either comic or tragic
There’s no cheaper house in the trade
Love philter we’ve quantities of it
1

For part 1, see Newsletter No. 54, Spring 2018.
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We’re keeping a very small prophet
A prophet
Who brings us unbounded returns
For he can prophesy
With a wink of his eye
Peep with security
Into futurity
Sum up your history
Clear up a mystery
Humour proclivity
For a nativity
For a nativity
He has answers oracular
Bogeys spectacular
Tetrapods tragical
Mirrors so magical
Facts astronomical
Solemn or comical
And if you want it he makes a reduction on taking a quantity Oh!
If anyone anything lacks
He’ll find it already in stacks
If he’d only look in
On the resident djinn
Number seventy, Simmery Axe!
He can raise you hosts of ghosts
And that without reflectors
And creepy things with wings
And gaunt and grisly spectres
He can fill you crowds of shrouds
And horrify you vastly
He can wrack your brains with chains
And gibberings grim and ghastly
Then if you plan it he
Changes organity
With an urbanity
Full of satanity
Vexes humanity
With an inanity
Fatal to vanity
Driving your foes
To the verge of insanity
Barring tautology
In demonology
’lectrobiology
Mystic nosology
Spirit philology
High-class astrology
Such is his knowledge he isn’t the man to require an apology Oh!
–9–
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My name is John Wellington Wells
I’m a dealer in magic and spells
In blessings and curses
And ever-filled purses
In prophecies
Witches
And knells
And if anyone anything lacks
He’ll find it already in stacks
If he’d only look in
On the resident djinn
Number seventy, Simmery Axe!
But, just before we leave Mr Wells to his fate: remember the 2½ guineas paid to Gilbert by
Fun? For The Sorcerer, Gilbert and Sullivan received 100 guineas apiece as a guaranteed prepayment, and then, for each performance, 3 guineas each, but only once the 100 guineas had
been paid off, as it were. The Sorcerer ran for 178 performances, which meant that each of
them pocketed just on £543: they were in the money and ready to make more!
H.M.S. Pinafore; or The Lass that loved a Sailor: Before I embark on its origins – because it
is important to remember that it was always an initial idea from Gilbert that prompted Sullivan
to remain in or return to the partnership – I’d like to return to a member of the cast who now
entered and would become one of the best-known in her day: Jessie Bond.
The key male members of the troupe were already established: George Grossmith, Rutland
Barrington and Richard Temple (Sullivan’s brother, Frederic, had died before The Sorcerer
opened; “The Lost Chord” is dedicated to him). The mezzo soprano they had was considered
insufficient, in voice by Sullivan, in looks by Gilbert; enter Jessie. Her autobiography casts an
interesting light on her time at the Opéra Comique and, later, the Savoy Theatre.
My entrance into that company was a great experience for me, and a wonderful
training in more ways than one. At my first contact with the stage to be brought
under the influence of three such artists as Gilbert and Sullivan and D’Oyly Carte
was invaluable. Their operas were an entirely new manifestation in the world of
music and drama. To begin with they were thoroughly English. There had been
nothing of the sort since the days of “The Beggar’s Opera,” and Sullivan’s
graceful tunes, so English in character, were worthy descendants of the old folk
and national songs of Britain. The delicate music was linked to words as
delicate, each word, as well as each note, must be given its full value. No striving
for individual effect was allowed to interfere with the ensemble, no horse-play
was permitted to vulgarize or disturb the action. Nothing must interfere with the
balance of the whole, and its presentation according to the perfect principles of
art. It is this austerity of interpretation, loyally adhered to still, though its
creators can no longer enforce it, which, I venture to think, has kept the Gilbert
and Sullivan operas as fresh and crisp and charming as when they first delighted
London.
Our stage discipline was strict and unbending. Gilbert’s word was law; he
thoroughly worked out in his own mind every bit of action, by-play and
grouping, and allowed no deviation from his plan. He took endless trouble over
every detail, and in order that the setting of “H.M.S. Pinafore” should be
absolutely correct he and Sullivan went to Portsmouth and visited Nelson’s
flagship, the “Victory.” Gilbert made drawings and took measurements with the
– 10 –
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minutest care, and the sailors’ costumes were made in naval workshops. He had
unlimited fertility of invention in comic business, and would allow no gag, no
clowning, no departure from his own definite conception.
Ms Bond’s observations are of interest for several reasons: she gives the impression that
neither Gilbert nor Sullivan felt subservient to the other, but were, and their respective areas of
expertise to be treated as, on equal footing. At the same time, Gilbert, aside acting as a coach
for the dialogue, provided the ideas and drawings for the sets and costumes, directed and
managed. Throughout his life, he never suffered fools easily and – somewhat unusual for the
Victorian stage – demanded and exercised strict discipline; no swanning off to Society
gatherings, no trips to the casinos, and no illnesses were going to divert him from the goal! Ms
Bond also recounts how he conceived a list of fines for various misdemeanours, and they were
not light.
H.M.S. Pinafore is probably the G&S opera that leans the most heavily on the Bab Ballads:
no fewer than seven can be identified providing material for Gilbert’s libretto. “The Bumboat
Woman’s Story” is of course Little Buttercup’s; for example:
Whenever I went on board he would beckon me down below,
“Come down, Little Buttercup, come” (for he loved to call me so,
And he’d tell of the fights at sea in which he’d taken a part
And so Lieutenant Belaye won poor Poll Pineapple’s heart!
“Captain Reece” starts:
Of all the ships upon the blue,
No ship contained a better crew
Than that of worthy Captain Reece,
Commanding of The Mantelpiece.
He was adored by all his men,
For worthy Captain Reece, R.N.,
Did all that lay within him to
Promote the comfort of his crew.
… and ends:
The sisters, cousins, aunts, and niece,
And widowed Ma of Captain Reece
Attended there as they were bid;
It was their duty, and they did.
“The Baby’s Vengeance” is an exchange of two babies, but slightly different from either
that in Pinafore or, later, The Gondoliers: here it’s the ignored child of the foster mother who
swaps himself with the pandered foster child without her ever noticing (being presumably either
half-witted or blinded by the “gold and silver regularly sent to her”). Etc, etc. Incidentally, the
end of this particular Babs Ballad is biting, caustic, and completely without any moral uplifting.
It would not have amused, I feel, a Victorian audience in the way Pinafore would.
If The Sorcerer was a success, with 178 performances, then H.M.S. Pinafore would wildly
exceed all expectations: 571 performances, touring companies in Britain and the United States,
and a myriad of pirated versions in the absence of any copyright agreement between the two
countries. D’Oyly Carte even set up a children’s troupe, which caused some consternation
when it came to “And I never use the big, big, D”. The tunes were on everyone’s lips (at least
in and around London), to the extent that Gilbert could laugh at himself – and get the same from
the audience – in The Pirates of Penzance, when the Major-General exclaims “And whistle all
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The Gilbert & Sullivan Society Newsletter

Summer 2018

the airs from that infernal nonsense Pinafore.” The libretti even found their way onto a leaflet
advertising Sapolio, a cleaning agent.
At this stage you may well be thinking: “He’s been going on now for almost an hour, and
we’ve still got 10 operas to go!” Let me reassure you that these will not be dealt with in
anything like the same depth, as the basis for the rest has been both laid and explained in these
earlier works: Gilbert’s re-use of material, his attention to detail which gave the whole the
serious element he needed for his wit to shine through, and his extraordinary understanding of
language to which Sullivan would occasionally be hard-pressed to fit to music.
In fact, I’d like to use the rest of the time by turning to some aspects of the wit in only some
of the other operas, rather than the origins thereof.
The Pirates of Penzance; or The Slave of Duty: Again we have “a stupid nursery-maid” who
makes an error “through being hard of hearing”. We have, as so often, people who are not what
they seem – this time pirates, albeit unsuccessful ones, are “all noblemen who have gone
wrong!” And Gilbert of course has a patter song ready: the Major-General’s song is perhaps
his best known. But Gilbert has more for us: he can present us 19th century poetry (shades of
Tennyson or Byron) with:
Climbing over rocky mountain,
Skipping rivulet and fountain,
Passing where the weeping willows quiver
Passing where the willows quiver,
By the ever-rolling river,
Swollen with the summer rain,
The summer rain.
Threading long and leafy mazes
Dotted with unnumbered daisies,
… or with indisputable, complex, but comical, logic:
For some ridiculous reason, to which, however, I’ve no desire to be disloyal,
Some person in authority, I don’t know who, very likely the Astronomer Royal,
Has decided that, although for such a beastly month as February, twenty-eight
days as a rule are plenty,
One year in every four his days shall be reckoned as nine and twenty.
Through some singular coincidence – I shouldn’t be surprised if it were owing
to the agency of an ill-natured fairy –
You are the victim of this clumsy arrangement, having been born in leap-year,
on the twenty-ninth of February;
And so, by a simple arithmetical process, you’ll easily discover,
That though you’ve lived twenty-one years, yet, if we go by birthdays, you’re
only five and a little bit over!
… or with simple wit based on the play on words (please excuse the necessary plum-inthe-mouth intonation – recall that the players are all noble):
Tell me, have you ever known what it is to be an orphan?
Oh, dash it all!
Here we are again!
I ask you, have you ever known what it is to be an orphan?
Often!
Yes, orphan. Have you ever known what it is to be one?
– 12 –
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I say, often.
Often, often, often.
I don’t think we quite understand one another. I ask you, have you ever known
what it is to be an orphan, and you say “orphan”. As I understand you, you are
merely repeating the word “orphan” to show that you understand me.
I didn’t repeat the word often.
Pardon me, you did indeed.
I only repeated it once.
True, but you repeated it.
But not often.
Stop! I think I see where we are getting confused. When you said “orphan”,
did you mean “orphan” – a person who has lost his parents, or “often”,
frequently?
Ah! I beg pardon – I see what you mean – frequently.
Ah! you said “often”, frequently.
No, only once.
Exactly – you said “often”, frequently, only once.
Patience; or Bunthorne’s Bride: This talk is, and has been, almost exclusively about Gilbert,
but we shouldn’t forget the part played by another in the success of the Savoy Opera. Patience
is a good example. While Gilbert and Sullivan were busy with their operas, Richard D’Oyly
Carte was clearing and paving the way to guarantee – as far as possible – their success.
He formed his own company towards the end of Pinafore, bought a site on the Strand and,
during Pirates and the early days of Patience, built a state-of-the-art theatre and hotel, the
Savoy, which would henceforth give its name to all future – and past – G&S productions.
To ensure success in America, not then much aware of ‘aetheticism’, D’Oyly Carte sent
someone ‘across the Pond’ who was also under his management: Oscar Wilde. Patience was a
roaring success on both sides of the Atlantic.
But back to Gilbert. Here the wit is visual: on the one hand, weeping, swooning maidens
and men in “stained-glass attitudes” who “walk down Piccadilly with a poppy or a lily in your
medieval hand” – something that Oscar Wilde did. On the other hand, the Heavy Dragoons,
resplendent “soldiers of our Queen”. Their opulent, red uniforms – the Boer War had not yet
disastrously taught the British Army the advantages of camouflage – contrasted with the floral
“dirty greens” of the opposition. Military uniforms, in fact uniforms of any kind, was another
of Gilbert’s foibles, witness the Dragoons here, the Peers and the brigade of Guards in Iolanthe,
the yeomen in Yeomen of the Guard. But it was this opulence, this attention to detail, that was
new to London and which served as a colourful yet serious backdrop to the operas themselves:
frivolity, yes, frivolous costumes, no.
This juxtaposition is naturally mirrored in the text. Compare the entrance of the Heavy
Dragoons:
The soldiers of our Queen
Are linked in friendly tether;
Upon the battle scene
They fight the foe together.
There ev’ry mother’s son
Prepared to fight and fall is;
The enemy of one
The enemy of all is!
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… with that of Bunthorne:
What time the poet hath hymned
The writhing maid, lithe-limbed,
Quivering on amaranthine asphodel,
How can he paint her woes,
Knowing, as well he knows,
That all can be set right with calomel?
Iolanthe; or The Peer and the Peri: The opera’s second title is of interest – and little used –
as most people today would not know what a peri is or are. Do any of you?
I thought not. Well, in Persian mythology, a peri is a winged fairy-like spirit ranking
between angels and evil spirits. Peris sometimes visit the realm of mortals – and this is precisely
what, to excess, Strephon is commanded to do. You must bear in mind that many Victorians
believed in fairies (the Cottingley Fairies of Conan Doyle is a good example), so this precept
would have come across then better than it perhaps does today.
But the belief of and in honest politicians was little different then as today, that is, not
much. It is this dismal fact that makes, inter alia, Gilbert and Sullivan so appealing and
enduring. With just a single change of a party’s name, the following could still be said to apply:
When in that House M.P.’s divide,
If they’ve a brain and cerebellum, too,
They’ve got to leave that brain outside,
And vote just as their leaders tell ’em to.
But then the prospect of a lot
Of dull M. P.’s in close proximity,
All thinking for themselves, is what
No man can face with equanimity.
Then let’s rejoice with loud Fal la – Fal la la!
That Nature always does contrive – Fal lal la la!
That every boy and every gal
That’s born into the world alive
Is either a little Liberal
Or else a little Conservative!
Fal lal la!
And does this remind you of someone in Washington?
Strephon’s a Member of Parliament!
Running a-muck of all abuses.
His unqualified assent
Somehow nobody now refuses.
Whigs and Tories
Dim their glories,
Giving an ear to all his stories
Carrying every Bill he may wish:
Here’s a pretty kettle of fish!
Kettle of fish!
Kettle of fish!
Here’s a pretty kettle of fish!
Fortunately, the Queen of the Fairies comes to her senses and relents. And in November
2020?
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Princess Ida; or Castle Adamant: Written and produced under inauspicious circumstances –
Sullivan had been knighted, Gilbert not, Sullivan collapsed with his liver complaint during
rehearsals – it didn’t meet with the same success that the other Savoy Operas had enjoyed.
Perhaps it was due to the fact that everything was in blank verse; perhaps the frivolity of men
dressed and acting as women was a frivolity that audiences neither expected nor wanted from
the Savoyards; perhaps it was simply too long – three acts instead of the usual two. Whatever
the reason, it ran for much less than Iolanthe, and would be followed by that which would not
only run the longest but would be the most successful of them all, The Mikado.
The Mikado; or The Town of Titipu: As usual, Gilbert got everything right: the costumes, the
movements, even the language were pure Japanese. However, the audience were not fooled,
and were all the more grateful for it: Gilbert was poking fun at very British customs and
institutions. The only person who was fooled was the Lord Chamberlain: in 1907, at one of its
revivals, and worried that the opera might cause offense to a visiting Japanese prince,
performances were banned for six weeks. This backfired when the same prince complained
that he had hoped to see The Mikado during his stay.
There is so much in The Mikado to enjoy that it is difficult to know where to start. It is
arguably the opera with the most finely drawn set of characters and character development (for
me the individual who beats them all is Jack Point in Yeomen); it handles torture and death in a
manner which is allowed to culminate in light relief (again, in contrast to Yeomen); and it is
very, very British – giggling schoolgirls, the amassing of positions, subservience to the same.
And Gilbert is at his best; whether it be a lilting ballad – “A wandering minstrel I” – a
tongue-in-cheek serenade – “On a tree by a river a little tom-tit” – portents of evil – “A more
humane Mikado never did in Japan exist” – or witty repartee on potentially a life-threatening
situation:
Dear, dear, dear! this is very tiresome. My poor fellow, in your anxiety to carry
out my wishes you have beheaded the heir to the throne of Japan!
I beg to offer an unqualified apology.
I desire to associate myself with that expression of regret.
We really hadn’t the least notion –
Of course you hadn’t. How could you? Come, come, my good fellow, don’t
distress yourself – it was no fault of yours. If a man of exalted rank chooses to
disguise himself as a Second Trombone, he must take the consequences. It really
distresses me to see you take on so. I’ve no doubt he thoroughly deserved all he
got.
We are infinitely obliged to your Majesty –
Much obliged, your Majesty.
Very much obliged your Majesty.
Obliged? not a bit. Don’t mention it. How could you tell?
No, of course we couldn’t tell who the gentleman really was.
It wasn’t written on his forehead, you know.
It might have been on his pocket-handkerchief, but Japanese don’t use pockethandkerchiefs! Ha! ha! ha!
Ha! ha! ha! I forget the punishment for compassing the death of the Heir
Apparent.
Punishment?
Yes. Something lingering, with boiling oil in it, I fancy. Something of that sort.
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I think boiling oil occurs in it, but I’m not sure. I know it’s something humorous,
but lingering, with either boiling oil or melted lead. Come, come, don’t fret –
I’m not a bit angry.
If your Majesty will accept our assurance, we had no idea –
Of course –
I knew nothing about it.
I wasn’t there.
That’s the pathetic part of it. Unfortunately, the fool of an Act says ‘compassing
the death of the Heir Apparent.’ There’s not a word about a mistake –
No!
Or not knowing –
No!
Or having no notion –
No!
Or not being there –
No!
There should be, of course –
Yes!
But there isn’t.
Oh!
That’s the slovenly way in which these Acts are always drawn. However, cheer
up, it’ll be all right. I’ll have it altered next session. Now, let’s see about your
execution – will after luncheon suit you? Can you wait till then?
Oh, yes – we can wait till then!
Then we’ll make it after luncheon.
We have now reached two points in this talk: the one is what I would consider to be Gilbert
and Sullivan’s apogee. Yes, they were to go on and write similarly successful operas – The
Yeomen of the Guard, The Gondoliers and, to some extent, Ruddigore – and to close with two
which were far less so – Utopia, Limited and The Grand Duke – but they would all have sources,
themes, jokes and camouflaged settings which I’ve already covered, and I’ve tried your patience
long enough. Also, The Mikado was the pinnacle of their joint success, where music married
libretto, even if, musically, many would argue, probably correctly, that Sullivan’s ‘finest hour’
would be with Yeomen. However, we’ve been looking at the Savoy Operas through Gilbert’s
eyes. Consequently, I hope that the aforegoing has given you a good idea of Gilbert’s wit.
To cite Jessie Bond one more time:
I am sure it must have disappointed and pained Gilbert to experience the
distinctions that were made between him and Sullivan. To begin with: Sullivan
was knighted years before him; and that, so far as the honour was conferred on
the composer of the operas, was certainly unfair. In my opinion Gilbert was the
greater man, for he was the originator and inspirer. He always had a picture of
the whole play clear in his mind before ever it came to rehearsal, he was
indefatigable, no detail was too small for his attention; he knew exactly what he
wanted, and laboured untiringly to make all of us, including Sir Arthur, conform
to his idea. He rounded us up like the taskmaster he was, and there was no escape
until he was satisfied. Perhaps this grim determination to impose his own
conception was galling to Sullivan; but Gilbert was the worker, the driving force,
and his energy carried all before it.
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It was his idea that often gave birth to Sullivan’s music; he did not know one
note from another himself, but always he could tell how a tune ought to go, the
character, the rhythm of it.
So, in conclusion, perhaps it’s not so surprising that, apart from Lerner and Loewe
(Brigadoon, My Fair Lady, Camelot, Gigi), I can’t think of any other musical duo where the
lyricist preceded, in common culture, the composer. In fact, I can’t think of too many lyricists
being accorded the honour of being mentioned in the same breath as the composer. I hope that
now you may have an inkling as to why that is the case for Gilbert and Sullivan.
But the final word must come from Gilbert himself:
I’ve jibe and joke,
And quip and crank,
For lowly folk
And men of rank.
I ply my craft
And know no fear.
But aim my shaft
At prince or peer.
When they’re offered to the world in merry guise,
Unpleasant truths are swallowed with a will,
For he who’d make his fellow, fellow, fellow creatures wise
Should always gild the philosophic pill!
Thank you for your attention; I’ve some illustrations which may interest you and which
I’m happy to pass around.
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Birthday greetings!
I make no apologies to include this news item, as it
is still relatively unusual that someone can celebrate
his 100th birthday! I write ‘his’ as there are far more
female centenarians (and I know of at least one
person reading this whose mother is in this fortunate
position). Although more boys are born than girls
(around 5%), the number of women start to outstrip
their male counterparts at around the age of 35, and
outlive them, at least in the EU, by around 6 years.
So it was with great pleasure that I and my
family, and around 70 of his (younger!) friends
celebrated my father’s birthday on 25th June –
which was of course the reason that I missed the
Summer Spectacular. It is largely thanks to my
father that I am your President, as he passed on his
love of G&S first to my mother (a Czech weaned on German opera, Austrian and Hungarian
operetta and Czech folk music – a true ‘KuK’ upbringing) and then, at a very early age, myself:
we even had our own box in the local theatre! More another time, together with a short article
on the more than 150 G&S productions he has seen since the 1920s.
The other reason for inclusion here is that I’d like to share with you the Queen’s card he
received, which I thought might interest you; I don’t imagine that too many of you have seen
one! Incidentally, the photograph above is of my father saluting the flag which was raised in
our village in his honour; the lady behind him to his right is his wife, and it’s not difficult to
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see why he’s kept so young and healthy. May this Savoyard’s good fortune continue for many
a season.
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