
Class 1:  The Beginnings of British Musicals (Brief Overview);  
The Operettas of Gilbert & Sullivan    

OLLI at Duke Fall Term 2024 • Alan Teasley, Instructor

British Musicals  
on Broadway

Today’s Opening Number

[2:00]

https://youtu.be/tnYBTRHILE0?si=dPxibWBz30UZcvyq


Goals of the Course: You Will . . . 
Be familiar with: 

Some influential musicals of British composers & lyricists 
that played on Broadway from the 1880s to the 1960s  
The so-called “British Invasion” of Broadway in the 1980s, 
including the musicals of composer Andrew Lloyd Webber 
and . . . 
Several international blockbuster musicals. 

Speculate on: 
The enduring appeal of these musicals and which ones 
“cross over” to become mainstays of American  

Appreciate: 
How New York’s Broadway and London’s West End have 
continued to expand the range of works labeled “musicals” 

Today’s Focus
You will have: 

An introduction to the format of the course 

You will know: 
The various types of musical theater in 19th century London: 
ballad opera, comic opera, pantomime, burlesque, 
extravaganza, and operetta 
The librettos and scores of the operettas of Gilbert and 
Sullivan, particularly: H.M.S. Pinafore, The Pirates of 
Penzance, and The Mikado 

You will understand: 
The subsequent (and ongoing) impact of Gilbert & Sullivan on 
American musical theater  

You will marvel at:  
 Gilbert’s clever lyrics and Sullivan’s memorable tunes



A Useful Reference

Ethan Mordden. 


Pick a Pocket or Two: 
A History of British 
Musical Theatre.

(Oxford University 
Press, 2021)

British Musical Theatre Genres  
in the 19th Century* 

*Source: Ethan Mordden, Pick a Pocket or Two (Oxford University Press, 2021)

• Ballad Opera: Used existing folk and popular tunes with 
new lyrics to fit an original libretto—usually satirical. Ex: 
John Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera, 1728 

• Comic Opera: Styled after French & German models. 
Included more spoken dialogue than grand opera 

• Extravaganza: “A fantastical show with elaborate 
scenery and technical effects, with dialogue in rhymed 
couplets, and references to names and topics of the day.” 
Ex: Carl Maria von Weber’s Oberon, 1826



British Musical Theatre Genres  
in the 19th Century* 

*Source: Ethan Mordden, Pick a Pocket or Two (Oxford University Press, 2021)

• Pantomime: The one genre from the “old days” that is 
still in operation. An entertainment of about an hour, 
focused on physical comedy, mime, and noisy props. Roots 
in Italian commedia dell’arte. 

• Burlesque: A spoof of mythology or a literary or work. 
Lightly risqué—a man’s entertainment. Loose narrative 
structure that could accommodate whatever song or dance 
that would go over. 

• Musical Commedietta: A term used to describe No 
Cards, a Gilbert one-act from 1869—more sophisticated—
“character-consistent music theatre.”

Sir W. S. Gilbert (1836-1911)
 EARLY LIFE & EDUCATION: 
• Born in London: William Schwenck Gilbert 
• Father was briefly a naval surgeon, but later 

turned to writing novels and short stories, some 
of which Gilbert illustrated 

• Parents were distant and stern, quarreling 
frequently, separating in 1876 

• Educated in France from the age of 7, then at the 
Great Ealing School in London 

• Wrote plays for school performances 
• Attended King’s College London, graduating 1856 
• Joined the Civil Service 
• Served in a volunteer militia, reaching rank of 

captain 
• Had a brief, unsuccessful career as a barrister1880



Sir W. S. Gilbert (1836-1911)
CAREER  
• From 1861 on, supplemented his income by 

writing stories, theatre reviews, comic rants, and 
poems 

• Sent to France in 1870 as a war correspondent for 
The Observer 

• Married Lucy Agnes Turner (“Kitty”) in 1867, with 
whom he hosted and attended numerous dinner 
parties 

• Began writing for the stage: pantomimes, opera 
burlesques, and farces—which were quite 
successful 

• In early 1870s joined with composer German 
Reed to create a series of respectable musical 
entertainments 

• Met Arthur Sullivan in 1869Gilbert & Kitty, 1867

Sir W. S. Gilbert (1836-1911)
LEGACY  
• Even in his pre-Sullivan works, Gilbert was 

known for his sharp wit and clever plotting 
• Perfected the “Topsy-Turvy” structure—set up a 

ridiculous premise and work out its logical, but 
absurd, consequences 

• Mike Leigh: “His genius is to fuse opposites with 
an imperceptible slight of hand, to blend the 
surreal with the real, and the caricatures with the 
natural. In other words, to tell a perfectly 
outrageous story in a completely deadpan way.” 

• Once established as a writer, Gilbert also directed 
his plays and operas 

• Insisted on realism in acting, settings, costumes, 
and movement—even with the absurd plots 

• Knighted in 1907c. 1900



 EARLY LIFE & EDUCATION: 
• Born in London 
• Father was a military bandmaster at the Royal 

Military College, Sandhurst, and taught music 
privately 

• Young Arthur became proficient with many of the 
instruments and composed an anthem at the age 
of eight 

• Father discouraged him from pursuing a music 
career, but allowed him to join the choir of the 
Chapel Royal, becoming “head boy” at age 14 

• Continued his study at the Royal Academy of 
Music, earning the first Mendelssohn Scholarship  

c. 1855 (age 13)

Sir Arthur Sullivan (1842-1900)

Sir Arthur Sullivan (1842-1900)
 EDUCATION & EARLY CAREER: 
• Studied composition in Germany 
• Gained reputation as England’s most promising 

young composer 
• Worked as a church organist and music teacher 

to support himself 
• Wrote several pieces for royalty on the occasion 

of the 1863 wedding of the Prince of Wales 
• Works of the 1860s include a ballet, a symphony, 

a cello concerto, and various overtures 
• First surviving opera: Cox and Box (1866) with 

librettist F. C. Burnand 
• Most popular hymn: “Onward, Christian Soldiers”  

(1871, lyrics by Sabine Baring-Gould) 
• In 1875, Richard D’Oyly Carte engages Sullivan to 

set Gilbert’s one-act play Trial By Jury1858 



LEGACY 
• 24 operas, 11 major orchestral works, 10 choral 

works, 2 ballets, incidental music to several plays 
• Hymns & songs include “Onward, Christian 

Soldiers” and “The Lost Chord” 
• Musical style was nfluenced by Mendelssohn, 

Schubert and Schumann 
• Method of composing the opera scores—didn’t 

wait for inspiration but would “dig for it . . . I 
decide on the [rhythm] before . . . the melody.” 

• He would write out the vocal lines and give them 
to the actors, then work out a piano 
accompaniment during early rehearsals, leaving 
the orchestrations until he saw what Gilbert’s 
stage business would be. 

• Knighted in 18831888

Sir Arthur Sullivan (1842-1900)

1914

Richard D’Oyly Carte (1844-1901)

THE GLUE: 
• English talent agent 
• Theatrical impresario 
• Built two theaters (the Savoy and 

the Palace Theatre) 
• Hotelier  (Savoy Hotel) 
• Established an opera company 

that ran continuously for more 
than a hundred years 

• Brought together Gilbert and 
Sullivan and negotiated 



1871 Thespis; or, The Gods Grown Old (“lost”) 

1875 Trial by Jury (one-act) 

1877 The Sorcerer 

1878 H.M.S. Pinafore; or, The Lass That Loved a Sailor 

1879 The Pirates Of Penzance; or, The Slave of Duty 

1881 Patience; or, Bunthorne’s Bride 

1882 Iolanthe; or, The Peer and the Peri 

1884 Princess Ida; or, Castle Adamant 

1885 The Mikado; or, The Town Of Titipu

Gilbert & Sullivan Collaborations 1871-1896

1887 Ruddigore; or, The Witch’s Curse 

1888 The Yeomen Of the Guard; or, The Merryman and                   
a      His Maid 

1889 The Gondoliers; or, The King of Barataria 

Seldom Performed: 

1893 Utopia Limited; or, The Flowers Of Progress 

1896 The Grand Duke; or, The Statutory Duel

Gilbert & Sullivan Collaborations 1871-1896



Artistic Development of the G&S Shows

By the time of Iolanthe and The 
Mikado, Sullivan’s scores were 
becoming more inventive, and 
Gilbert’s librettos were becoming 
less “topsy-turvy” and more 
grounded in human motivations. 

“Thus Sullivan pulled Gilbert out of 
burlesque and extravaganza into 
music theatre of emotional power.”*

*Source: Ethan Mordden, Pick a Pocket or Two (Oxford University Press, 2021)

Characteristics of the G & S Shows

• Superb craftsmanship combined with fresh material 
• Music and lyrics developed together—always 

appropriate to the characters and plot 
• Music original, tailored to each story and its unique 

characters 
• More spoken dialogue than in grand opera 
• Used extended act finales with plot and music knit 

together

*Source: Ethan Mordden, Pick a Pocket or Two (Oxford University Press, 2021)



Characteristics of the G & S Shows

• Featured a lead comic—older male, more actor than 
singer—which became the patter role, for example: 
Sir Joseph Porter, Major General Stanley, Ko-Ko 

• Treatment of the characters was satirical—often of 
recognizable, real people—but it was never mean 

• Though the shows might be set in exotic places, they 
were always about England—particularly its 
government and class system.

*Source: Ethan Mordden, Pick a Pocket or Two (Oxford University Press, 2021)

Topsy-Turvy (1990)

Written & Directed by Mike Leigh• 1999

https://youtu.be/DPZ3fPjgV8E?si=KSecIPbM8TXbb9YF


Gilbert & Sullivan On Broadway*

* London Debut New York Debut Broadway Productions (most recent) 
source: Internet Broadway Database

H.M.S. Pinafore (May 1878, January 1879)  

23 productions (1976) 

The Pirates Of Penzance (Dec 30 1879, Dec 31 1879)  

24 productions (2025) 
The Mikado (March 1885, August 1885)  

27 productions (1987)



H.M.S. Pinafore (1878)

H.M.S. Pinafore: Plot

The Company • English National Opera • 2021



H.M.S. Pinafore: Plot

Captain Corcoran, Little Buttercup & Sir Joseph Porter• English National Opera • 2021

H.M.S. Pinafore: Plot

Josephine & Ralph Rackstraw • English National Opera • 2021



ACT 1: 
• Overture 
• “We Sail the Ocean Blue” 
• “I’m Called Little Buttercup” 
• “The Nightingale”  
• “A Maiden Fair to See” 
• “I Am the Captain of the Pinafore” 
• “Sir, You Are Sad!” 
• “Sorry Her Lot Who Loves Too Well” 
• “Over the Bright Blue Sea”

• “Sir Joseph’s Barge Is Seen”  
• “Now Give Three Cheers . . . I Am 

the Monarch of the Sea” 
• “When I Was A Lad” 
• “For I Hold That on the Sea” 
• “A British Tar” (GLEE) 
• “Refrain, Audacious Tar” 
• “Can I Survive This Overbearing” 
• “Oh Joy, Oh Rapture Unforeseen”

H.M.S. Pinafore: Songs

ACT 2: 
• Entr’acte 
• “Fair Moon, To Thee I Sing” 
• “Things Are Seldom What They Seem” 
• “The Hours Creep on Apace” 
• “Never Mind the Why and Wherefore” 
• “Kind Captain, I’ve Important Information” 
• “Carefully on Tiptoe Stealing” 
• “He Is an Englishman” 
• “Farewell, My Own” 
• “A Many Years Ago” 
• “Oh Joy, Oh Rapture Unforeseen”

H.M.S. Pinafore: Songs



H.M.S. Pinafore’s Impact 
on American Musical Theatre

*Steven Ledbetter, “Liner Notes,”  
H.M.S. Pinafore Recording, 

Telarc, 1994 

• Because the US and UK had no mutual 
copyright agreement, as soon as the 
piano-vocal score was published in 
England, American publishers began 
mounting productions of Pinafore. 

• Pinafore was a different: kind of 
theatrical entertainment: “The language 
ws elegant, the jokes funny without 
vulgarity. The costumes, especially for the 
women, were refined. . . . No woman ever 
appeared in tights or male attire, which 
many audiences considered risqué.”*

H.M.S. Pinafore’s Impact 
on American Musical Theatre

*Steven Ledbetter, “Liner Notes,”  
H.M.S. Pinafore Recording, 

Telarc, 1994 

• Pinafore was making so much money in 
the US in 1879 that G&S came over to New 
York—only to discover 6 productions 
running in New York City already, some of 
which appalled them. 

• One production they liked was performed 
by the Philadelphia Church Choir 
Company, whose young music director ws 
John Philip Sousa. 

• Another company from Boston produced 
works by American composers like Victor 
Herbert along with the G&S operettas.



H.M.S. Pinafore’s Impact 
on American Musical Theatre

*Steven Ledbetter, “Liner Notes,”  
H.M.S. Pinafore Recording, 

Telarc, 1994 

“Thus, more than any 
other single work, H.M.S 

Pinafore played a vital 
role as the godfather of 

American musical 
theater.”*

W. S. Gilbert’s Further Impact 
on American Musical Theatre

Gilbert’s lyrics inspired a generation of Broadway lyricists:

Ira Gershwin, E. Y. (Yip) Harburg & Cole Porter 
all cited Gilbert as an influence.



The Pirates of Penzance (1879)

The Pirates of Penzance: Plot

Rex Smith (Frederic), Linda Ronstadt (Mabel) & Kevin Kline (Pirate King) 
 • NY Shakespeare Festival • 1980



ACT 1: 
• Overture 
• “Pour, Oh Pour the Pirate Sherry” 
• “When Fred’ric Was a Little Lad” 
• “Oh, Better Far to Live and Die” 
• “Oh! False One. You Have Deceived 

Me” 
• “Climbing Over Rocky Mountain” 
• “Oh, Is There Not One Maiden 

Breast?”

• “Poor Wand’ring One” 
• “What Ought We To Do?” 
• “How Beautifully Blue the Sky 
• “Stay, We Must Not Lose Our           

Senses” 
• “Hold, Monsters” 
• “I Am the Very Model of a 

Modern Major-General” 
• “Finale, Act 1”

The Pirates of Penzance: Songs

ACT 2: 
• “Oh, Dry the Glist’ning Tear” 
• “When the Foeman Bares His Steel” 
• “Now For the Pirates’ Lair!” 
• “When You Had Left Our Pirate Fold” 
• “Away, Away! My Heart’s On Fire!” 
• “All Is Prepared! Your Gallant Crew 

Await You!” 
• “Stay, Fred’ric, Stay!” 
• “No, I’ll Be Brave! Oh Family Descent”

• “When A Felon’s Not Engaged in 
His Employment” 

• “A Rollicking Band of Pirates We” 
• “With Cat-like Tread, Upon Our 

Prey We Steal!” 
• “Hush! Hush! Not a Word” 
• “Sighing Softly to the River” 
• Finale, Act 2

The Pirates of Penzance: Songs



The Mikado (1885)

The Mikado: Plot

The Company • New York Gilbert & Sullivan Players



ACT 1: 
• Overture 
• “If You Want to Know Who We Are” 
• “A Wand’ring Minstrel, I” 
• “Our Great Mikado, Virtuous Man” 
• “Young Man, Despair, Likewise Go To” 
• “And Have I Journey’d for a Month?” 
• “Behold the Lord High Executioner” 
• “As Some Day It May Happen”

• “Comes a Train of Little Ladies” 
• “Three Little Maids from School” 
• “So Please You, Sir, We Much 

Regret” 
• “Were You Not to Ko-Ko Plighted” 
• “I Am So Proud” 
• Finale, Act 1

The Mikado: Songs

ACT 2: 
• “Braid the Raven Hair” 
• “The Sun, Whose Rays Are All Ablaze” 
• “Brightly Dawns Our Wedding Day” 
• “Here’s A How-De-Do!” 
• “Mi-ya Sa-ma, Mi-ya Sa-ma” 
• “A More Humane Mikado Never Did In 

Japan Exist” 
• “The Criminal Cried As He Dropped 

Him Down”

• “See How the Fates Their Gifts 
Allot” 

• “The Flowers That Bloom in the 
Spring” 

• “Alone, and Yet Alive” 
• “On a Tree By a River” 
• “There Is Beauty In the Bellow of 

the Blast” 
• Finale, Act 2

The Mikado: Songs



Preview of Class 2:
Noël Coward

Links to lyrics and playlists will be on the course website by Friday evening.

What worked for you as a learner? 
What would make it even better?

Use the Chat feature to share your 
feedback on today’s class

https://www.musicals-101.com

