James Brooks Kuykendall
Structures and Textures of Savoy Recitative

Sullivan bediente sich der unterschiedlichsten Formen des Rezitativs. Bei ihm fin-
den sich sowobl das , recitativo obbligato, das ,,recitativo semplice®, der Ariso- als
auch der Parlante-Stil. Seine Behandlung des Rezitativs ist nicht bemerkenswert,
weil er grundlegend Neues entwickelte, sondern allein wegen der stilistischen Viel-
falt. Sullivans Partituren zeichnen sich durch ein kosmopolitisches Spektrum aus

und eine Fiille musikalischer Elemente, die charakteristisch sind fiir die Oper des
19. Jahrhunderts.

The use of recitative in the Savoy Operas is a stylistic marker that separates
Sullivan’s works from the contemporaneous European operetta traditions on
the one hand and the subsequent genre of musical comedy that developed in
the 1890s.! Offenbach and J. Strauss used recitative only sparingly, and even
then mainly in the midst of internal finales as linking material rather than a
dramatic catalyst. For Sullivan — and, as will be seen below, for Gilbert as well
— turning to recitative was a means of underscoring the dramatic significance
of the moment. To achieve this effect, the composer drew on a wide variety of
recitative textures that had developed in continental opera during the nine-
teenth century. Even so, Sullivan’s dramatic works represent the last stage of a
continuous tradition of recitative — a tradition that, once it had died a natural
death, could then be resurrected in new, stylized forms by (to take only a few
examples) Weill, Britten, Stravinsky, and Weir.

Italianate versification

The opening of 7he Sorcerer offers a tantalizing glimpse at what sort of new
genre W. S. Gilbert might have thought he was embarking on with his col-
league when they signed the contract with the Comedy Opera Company on
4 July 1877 for a new two act work. Immediately following the opening
chorus is a continuous thread of verse (not prose) dialogue linking the chorus
to the next two musical numbers — Constance’s song “When he is here” and
Dr. Daly’s ballad “Time was when Love and I were well acquainted.” Still

! This article is a condensation and continuation of my “Recitative in the Savoy Operas,” in
Mousical Quarterly 95 (2012), 549-612.
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more intriguing — and what must have been an effort to make his librettos for
Sullivan more “operatic” — is that up to Dr. Daly’s recitative this extended
opening section is cast in verse that can only be described as endecasillabi sci-
olti. This particular Italianate versification seems to be completely idiosyn-
cratic in English verse of the period,? but is clear in the early works with Sulli-
van. It may be concisely illustrated with two quatrains of recitative from Act I
of The Pirates of Penzance. (For each line of verse, the final accent is here
marked by a bold underline and preceded by a vertical stroke. On the right
the number of syllables in the line is tallied.)
Recitative — FREDERIC.
What shall I do? Before these gentle |maidens 11

I dare not show in this alarming |costume. 11
No, no, I must remain in close con|cealment 11
Until I can appear in decent |clothing! 11

[...]

Recitative — MABEL.
Hold, monsters! Ere your pirate cara|vanserai 12 (= sdrucciolo)
Proceed, against our will, to wed us |all, 10 (= tronco)
Just bear in mind that we are wards in |Chancery, 12

And father is a Major-Generlal! 10

The meter of Italian verse is determined by the placement of the last accent of
the line, but in Italian the default pattern concludes with an unaccented syl-
lable — a duple (or feminine) ending. A line in which the last accent comes on
the tenth syllable will usually have an additional syllable beyond that, and is
therefore classified as an endecasillabo. (The same holds for lines of any length;
the setenario, for example has a final accent on the sixth syllable.) Frederic’s
quatrain above consists of default (piano) endecasillabo lines — eleven syllables
with the final accent on the penultimate syllable. Although this is the stand-
ard, the Italian line length may be altered in either of two ways: the line may
be truncated (tromco), terminating on the accented tenth syllable (although

2 See Yopie Prins, “Victorian Meters,” in The Cambridge Companion to Victorian Poetry, ed.
Joseph Bristow (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 89-113; also Derek Attridge,
“Classical Meters in Modern Languages” in 7he New Princeton Encylopedia of Poetry and Poe-
tics, 4th ed., ed. Alex Preminger and T. V. E Brogan (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1993), 202-04.
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