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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still reckoned as endecasillabo), or a further unaccented syllable may be appen-
ded to the end, yielding a twelve-syllable endecasillabo sdrucciolo (“slippery”).
Mabel’s quatrain illustrates both of these types. Significantly, the lines of Ma-
bel's quatrain are rthymed.> When Gilbert uses sdrucciolo (triple ending) lines,
he invariably rhymes them. Here Gilbert departs from the Italian model,
where such rhyme is rare. In English, prosodist Derek Attridge argues that
this ending with two unstressed syllables tends to be rhymed, but even so is
“very rare and is most often done for comic effect.” Indeed this sort of thing
seems to have appealed to Gilbert’s impish sense of humor.’

For most of the nineteenth century, and for more than a century before, recit-
ative text in Italian libretti was cast in versi sciolti: unrhymed lines freely mix-
ing endecasillabi and settenari (i.e., lines reckoned as seven syllables). It would
be more accurate to term Gilberts practice endecasillabi sciolti, as he does not
usually mix lines of different lengths in the manner of the Italian operatic lib-
rettist. This difference associates Gilbert’s practice not with opera (as he per-
haps had intended) but with Italian epic verse generally. Rhymed or un-
rhymed, Dante argued that the endecasillabo was the meter of high style, and
so it remained.®

Blank verse was the nearest English equivalent to endecasillabi sciolti; indeed
scholars have argued that blank verse and endecasillabi sciolti are vernacular
equivalents of the classical “heroic verse” prototype.” Unaccented endings

3 It is the rhyme — which Gilbert invariably begins with the last accented syllable — that esta-
blishes that Gilbert is regarding “General” in Mabel’s last line to have its prosodaic accent on
the final syllable; if he had meant “|Gen-er-al” (as set by Sullivan), the corresponding rhyme
would have had to account for the entire word.

@ Derek Attridge, Poetic rhythm: an introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1995), 103.

> For Gilbert’s most extreme triple rhymes, see “Something like Nonsense Verses” (1865), in
Ellis, ed., 7he Bab Ballads, 55; and for a Gilbertian recitative consisting entirely of rhymed en-
decasillabi sdruccioli couplets, see “O luck unequalled” in 7he Mountebanks (1892, with music
by Alfred Cellier).

¢ For a useful summary of operatic prosody, see Julian Budden, 7he Operas of Verdi, vol. 2
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), 17-19; for broader treatments, see Christopher
Kleinhenz, “Italian Prosody” in Preminger and Brogan, eds., 7he New Princeton Encylopedia of
Poetry and Poetics, 651-54; and Giuseppe Sangirardi and Francesco de Rosa, Breve guida all
metrica Italiana (Milan: Sansoni, 2002), particularly 6-13, 45-48, and 146-49.

7T. V. E Brogan and Edward R. Weismiller, “Blank Verse” in 7he New Princeton Encylopedia of
Poetry and Poetics, 1371,
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abound in Italian vocabulary; there are markedly fewer in English, so that the
default in blank verse is a true ten syllables — five iambs, thus ending with an
accent. Extra syllables causing duple endings are certainly found in blank
verse (e.g., “To be, or not to be, that is the |question”). These are exceptions,
however — rare in Marlowe, a special effect in Shakespeare, Wordsworth, the
Brownings, virtually unknown in Milton. Indeed, it is exceedingly rare in
Gilbert’s own blank verse: in Princess Ida (the dialogue of which is entirely in
blank verse) only seven lines terminate with an extra unaccented syllable. In
his recitative, however, eleven-syllable (duple-ending) lines are extremely
common — and in 7he Sorcerer, H.M.S. Pinafore, and The Pirates of Penzance
they may even be regarded as his default meter. It seems more accurate to
align Gilbert’s recitative with Italian models (even if he seems not to have
shown any interest in the usual patterns of accents within an endecasillabo
line) than to argue that he was perversely pushing against the blank-verse
norm. It is clear that Gilbert did not conceive of his unrhymed recitatives as
blank verse.

Before his collaboration with Sullivan, Gilbert’s recitatives are conventional,
in that they are invariably rhymed, as illustrated in Robert the Devil and Ages
Ago. The same is true even in Thespis and (except for a few stray single lines)
Trial by Jury as well. After that, however, there is a marked change in Gilbert's
conception of recitative. Here is Gilbert’s libretto for 7he Sorcerer starting just
after the opening chorus (annotated to indicate prosody):

At the end of the chorus, exeunt the men into house.
Enter Mgs. PARTLET, meeting CONSTANCE, her daughter.
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RECITATIVE.

MRs. PARTLET. Constance, my daughter, why this strange de|pression? 11
The village rings with seasonable |joy, 10
Because the young and amiable A|lexis, 11
Heir to the great Sir Marmaduke Point|dextre, 11
Is plighted to Aline, the only |daughter 11
Of Annabella, Lady Sanga|zure. 10
You, you alone are sad and out of |spirits; 11
What is the reason? Speak, my daughter, |speak! 10
CONSTANCE. Oh, mother, do not ask! If my com|plexion 11
From red to white should change in quick suc|cession — 11
And then from white to red, oh, take no |notice! 11
If my poor limbs should tremble with e|motion, 11
Pay no attention, mother — it is [nothing! 11
If long and deep-drawn sighs I chance to |utter, 11
Oh, heed them not — their cause must ne’er be |known! 10
MRS. PARTLET My child, be candid — think not to de|ceive 10
The eagle-eyed pew-opener — . You |love! 10
COoNsTANCE (aside). How guessed she that, my heart’s most cherished |secret? 11
(Aloud). I do love — fondly — madly — hopeless|ly! 108

ARIA [sic] — CONSTANCE.
[“When he is here,” two stanzas (omitted here)]

At the end of the song, MRs. PARTLET silently motions to women
to leave them together. Exeunt chorus.

MRs. PARTLET Come, tell me all about it! Do not |fear — 10
I, too, have loved; but that was long a|go! 10
Who is the object of your young af|fections? 11
CONSTANCE Hush, mother! He is here!
Enter DR. Dawy. He is pensive and does not see them.
MRs. PARTLET Our reverend |vicar! 11
CONSTANCE Oh, pity me, my heart is almost |broken! 11
MRs. PARTLET My child, be comforted. To such an |union 11
I shall not offer any oppolsition. 11
Take him — he’s yours! May you and he be |happy! 11
CONSTANCE But, mother dear, he is not yours to |give! 10
MRs. PARTLET That’s true, indeed!
CONSTANCE He might object!
MRs. PARTLET He |might. 10

8 Without rthyme, it is impossible to prove that this is not a nonario sdrucciolo line (“|hope-less-
ly”). Gilbert’s strict adherence to the line lengths for the rest of the passage makes a single no-
nario unlikely.
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But come — take heart — ’ll probe him on the |subject. 11
Be comforted — leave this affair to |me. 10

REcITATIVE — DR. DALY.

The air is charged with amatory [numbers — 11

Soft madrigals, and dreamy lovers’ |lays. 10

Peace, peace, old heart! Why waken from its |slumbers 11

The aching memory of the old, old |days? 10
BALLAD.

[“Time was, when Love and I were well acquainted,” two stanzas (omitted here)]

At some point the four lines immediately before Constance’s song were cut,
so that the recitative ends with the line “their cause must ne’er be known.”
(This cut makes nonsense of Constance’s words: she then immediately di-
vulges the cause without provocation. In the cut lines, her mother indicates
that she has divined the cause already.) The dialogue after Constance’s song is
not labeled “recitative” (or, to be more precise, is not so labeled in any known
source), but it continues as endecasillibi sciolti — right up to Dr. Daly’s (labeled)
recitative, which continues in rhymed endecasillibi. Why this section was not
set as recitative will be considered below; for now it is sufficient to remark on
Gilbert’s apparent effort to accommodate a more “operatic” approach by his
distinguished colleague. Certainly even as Gilbert sketched works he en-
croached on Sullivan’s territory, making provisional musical decisions. An ex-
ample from the earliest known draft of Patience (c. early 1880, and containing
only a portion of Act I) reveals Gilbert making a conscious distinction
between prose dialogue and recitative at a very early stage of his work.? Rather
than spoofing the aesthetic in movement (as the work would eventually do),
in this draft the characters are more closely connected to his 1867 ‘Bab’ bal-
lad “The Rival Curates.”* In the draft, the opening scene is described thus:
Scene. Exterior of country Vicarage. Ladies discovered seated on
lawn in despairing attitudes, headed by Angela, Ella & Saphir.
They are waiting to congratulate Rev.! Lawn Tennison on his
birthday, & give him slippers, comforters, braces & which they

are working upon

9 British Library Add. MS 49304, ff. 48-69. This source is transcribed and analyzed in Sted-
man, “The Genesis of Patience”, in Modern Philology 66 (1968), 48-58.
10 Ellis, ed., 7he Bab Ballads, 120-21, 333-34.
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Gilbert then sketched out the lyrics for the opening chorus of “love-sick mai-
dens,” which is remarkably close to the finished version . He then made notes
about the dialogue which follows:
-
Approach of Patience who alone of all the village maidens is insensi-
ble to the charms of Rev? L. T. In point of fact Patience has never
loved — does not know what it is,
Her entrance to recitative.
She is pained to see the gitls so unhappy —
She is aware that it is owing to their love for Rev. L. Tennison
Still that conveys no idea to her mind, as she cannot realize what love
is.
Recit
Angela. See — hither comes the village school-mistress
Poor Patience — who alone of womankind
Remains insensate to his calm attractions!

Saphir Unhappy girl — her heart has ne’er known love
Ella Benighted creature!
Angela Miserable maid!

Patience appears on rock. [L(eft).]
Patience Your pardon ladies — I intrude upon you — (going)
Angela Come hither, Patience — tell us — is it true
That you have never loved?
Patience (coming down) Most true indeed!
Sopranos ~ Most marvelous!
Contraltos And most deplorable!

There follows Patience’s song “I cannot tell what this love may be,” which sur-
vived with minimal changes in the version set by Sullivan.

Not only has Gilbert decided where the recitative should start (“Her entrance
to recitative”), he has even made the musical decision that the last two lines
should be split between the upper and lower voices. It is clear Gilbert was
thinking musically, and at a very early stage allotting specific moments to re-
citative. One might imagine a different method, with the composer reviewing
draft libretto and deciding what portions needed musical treatment — but
that was clearly not how this partnership operated. Gilbert showed himself

95



willing to write and rewrite for the composer, sometimes preemptively offer-
ing alternative texts for the same song in different meters, but he made a sig-
nificant number of decisions bearing on the musical construction of the work
on his own."

Differences between the collaborative relationship
In a letter to Sullivan that touched off the feud that almost ended their part-
nership after Princess Ida, Gilbert remarks: “[d]uring your absence I have
busied myself with constructing a libretto; I have even gone so far as to write
some of the numbers and to sketch out portions of the dialogue.”'? By “even
gone so far,” Gilbert seems to mean merely that he has gone beyond working
out the plot into musical elements that would be subject to the composer’s
approval. A few weeks into this same feud, Gilbert made his views clear on
the respective authority of the two partners:
The plot of the piece, for which you must remember I alone am re-
sponsible to the public, 1 take to be a matter in which I am entitled to a
casting vote: the subjects of the lyrics — questions of metre and rhythm
— construction of duets, trios, and concerted music, and, in short, all
points bearing on the musical requirements of the pieces are matters in
which I hold that your decision is final."

In the same letter, he reminded Sullivan that the partners were not free
agents, but were bound by their contract with Carte to produce a work at six

Il See, for example, the two options for the trio “How say you maiden” from 7he Yeomen of the
Guard reproduced in Leslie Bailey, 7he Gilbert & Sullivan Book (London: Cassell & Co.,
1952), 288. Moreover, although the letter reproduced there includes the text that Sullivan set,
the text of the first-night libretto provides a third version; see Allen, 7he First-Night Gilbert
and Sullivan, 322. This shows Gilbert at his most compliant. If Sullivan had his share of frus-
trations working with Gilbert, his 1898 collaboration with Arthur Pinero and J. Comyns Carr,
The Beauty Stone, proved to be the most difficult working experience. Sullivan wrote: “Both Pi-
nero and Carr, gifted and brilliant men, with no experience in writing for music, and yet obsti-
nately declining to accept any suggestion from me, as to form and construction. Told them
that the musical construction of the piece is capable of great improvement, but they declined
to alter. ‘Quod scripsi, scripsi, they both say”; quoted in Herbert Sullivan and Newman
Flower, Sir Arthur Sullivan: His Life, Letters, and Diaries (London: Cassell, 1927), 245.

12 Gilbert to Sullivan, 30 March 1884; printed in Arthur Jacobs, Arthur Sullivan: A Victorian
Mousician (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1992), 194.

13 Gilbert to Sullivan, 5 May 1884; printed in ibid., 197.
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months’ notice; moreover, Gilbert wrote, Sullivan was not in the position of a
“grand opera” composer, remarking on “the subordinate position which the
librettist of such an opera must necessarily occupy.”'* The implication is that
such a position would require the “subordinate” librettist to provide the com-
poser with a complete libretto before composition began, and the decisions
thereafter would be wholly the composer’s.
The consequence of this significant difference between the collaborative rela-
tionship that produced the Savoy Operas and those of many other operatic
composers is an inconsistency in the tone of the pieces.!® Increasingly in these
pieces, there is a marked difference between the character of the lyrics (i.e.,
the portion of the libretto that the composer saw as began his work) and the
dialogue (i.e., that which the composer heard only in the final stages of the
rehearsal process). Earlier in this 1884 feud, Sullivan had asked “to set a story
of human interest and probability, where the humourous words would come
in a humourous (not serious) situation, and where, if the situation were a
tender or dramatic one, the words would be of a similar character.”'® With
rare exceptions, Gilberts solution was to move the burlesque into the dia-
logue, leaving Sullivan unaware of the total effect until a late stage in the pro-
cess. In the middle of the first act of 7he Gondoliers, for example, Gilbert re-
veals the surprise love-interest between Casilda and Luiz. Hitherto, her inter-
actions with him have been contemptuous. When the parents depart, Luiz
and Casilda (or Carlotta, as she was originally) reveal their true feelings. An
early version sent to Sullivan is preserved in BL Add. Ms. 49298 (f. 56):
RECITATIVE

Luiz. Star of my soul! My loved one — my adored —

Sweet girl that makest life one golden song,

We are once more alone!
Carlotta. O my beloved!

Prince of my life — sole fount of earthly joy

Pardon, oh pardon for the cruel disdain

That at the call of prudence I have heaped

" In ibid., 198.

'> On librettist/composer relationships in Italian opera in the nineteenth century (and the tex-
tual consequences thereof), see Philip Gossett, Divas and Scholars: Performing Italian Opera
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), esp. 33-48.

"Sullivan to Gilbert, 1 April 1884, printed in Jacobs, Arthur Sullivan, 194f.
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Luiz.

98

Upon thy noble soul.

Hush, hush, my own!

I can bear all and more for thy sweet sake.

Each word of scorn that hisses from thy lips

Is but another bandage on the eyes

Of thy most haughty but most hoodwinked parents.

BaLLAD — Luiz.

Thy wintry scorn I dearly prize,
Thy mocking pride I bless;
Thy scorn is love in deep disguise,
Thy pride is lowliness.

Thy cold disdain,

It gives no pain —

"Tis mercy, played
In masquerade.

Thine angry frown
Is but a gown
That serves to dress
Thy gentleness!

If angry frown and deep disdain
Be love in masked array,

So much the bitterer their arraign,
So much the sweeter they!
With mocking smile
My love beguile;

With idle jest
Appease my breast;

With angry voice
My soul rejoice;

Beguile with scorn
My heart forlorn!

Oh happy he who is content to gain

Thy scorn, thine angry frown, thy deep disdain!



The recitative was apparently never set; Gilbert recognized that at such a mo-
ment, an outburst by both characters (“O rapture!”) would be more believ-
able than a dialogue between them." Luiz’s rather prosaic ballad was retained
at least until the premiere, but soon replaced by a more concise duet which
reuses many phrases of the original lyrics. The musical substance of the duet
was probably entirely new, but the original song was removed from Sullivan’s
autograph and is lost.’ Preserved in the autograph, however, is the ending to
the recitative as performed at the premiere (Ex. 1), which continued in com-
mon time, ending with a half-cadence (i.e., on the dominant) followed by a

caesura before Luiz’s ballad (BL Add 53799 (f. 532).
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Ex. 1: The G'ona'olzers (1889): no. 4, bb. 19-[24].
Source: holograph full score, BL Add. 53779, f. 53v.

Sullivan recomposed this in 6/8 as a transition into the new “Ah, well-be-
loved” duet. Even though Sullivan’s setting of “Thy wintry scorn” is no longer
extant, the change here can be judged an improvement, as it softens the edges
of the tender scene that would otherwise be marked by the rhetorical demarc-
ation caused by Gilbert’s quatrains. Gilbert regularly employs such a rhymed

'7 'This change is preserved in a undated letter in the Gilbert papers at the British Library:
“Dear S. — I think it would be a good idea to substitute these lines for the long recitative dia-
logue between Carlotta & Luiz, after exit of Duke & Duchess in Act 1. Don’t you?” BL Mss.
Add. 49333 (£.63). The second quatrain (“Necessity, Invention’s mother”) is there given to
both Luiz and Carlotta; it seems to have been Sullivan who decided to allot it to Carlotta

alone.
'8 The Gondboliers, ed. David Lloyd-Jones (London: Eulenburg, 1984), xii, xxviii.
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quatrain (very often 11.10.11.10 with rhyme scheme @bab) as a signal of
some significant but dramatically static musical number to follow. The effect
is like a preface, calling for attention to the ensuing piece. As such, Gilbert
achieves an operatic effect that was once the domain of the composer — as in
eighteenth-century opera, a significant aria would be preceded by a recitativo
accompagnato (involving the orchestra rather than just the continuo in the re-
citative accompaniment). The switch from recitativo secco to accompagnato
would not be apparent in the verse structure of the libretto: generally, the re-
citative text would continue in versi sciolti — although perhaps a dramatic
change might be apt because of the departure of all but one character from
the stage. A possible final rhyming couplet notwithstanding, the choice to
change to accompagnato was principally in the composer’s domain. As a libret-
tist, Gilbert’s tendency was to venture into the composer’s territory, whether
or not the composer would adopt his suggestions.

Cosmopolitan range

Sullivan’s recitative settings are remarkable not for any new ground that they
break, but from the breadth of the styles that seem to have worked upon him.
Little is known about the extent of his work as co-editor of Boosey’s “Royal
Edition of Operas”; the position may have been mainly nominal. His own
scores, however, reveal a cosmopolitan range of influence, and the network of
related musical textures Sullivan uses for moments that Gilbert identified as
“recitative” (shown in Figure 1) is representative of mid-nineteenth-century
European opera generally.
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recitativo semplice o
no strict tempo v.

o singer has melody,
sparse chordal accompaniment ™, "

in strict tempo
" with fuller accompaniment

“a 5
recitativo obbligato
orchestra develops its own motivic material
A

\ 4

parlante
the principal musical continuily is in orchestra, in strict tempo,
with snatches of quasi-speech-like dialogue superimposed

Fig 1: Typology of transitional textures.

All of these textures may be regarded as “transitional,” as they lead from dia-
logue or other music to some other substantial set piece. On the top left of
the schema, the musical content is subordinated to a fairly straightforward
delivery of the text. This is orchestral recitativo semplice, which from the early
nineteenth century had replaced continuo recitativo secco as the least elaborate
recitative texture. On the top right, arioso, the singer declaims the text to a
distinct melody. Here the musical substance, while not the dominant factor,
might entail repetitions of a few text phrases, and the rate of delivery depends
on the coherent flow of the melody. At the bottom is a texture in which the
principal musical continuity is given to the orchestra, whose material is self-
sufficient. Snatches of quasi-speech-like sung dialogue is superimposed par-
lante, a term which could be used to describe the texture as a whole.'® At the
center is recitativo obbligato, which puts the text-delivery and musical integ-
rity in the most complex relationship. The sung lines generally have a semplice
character, but the accompaniment develops its own motivic material (often as

9 An outstanding example in the Savoy operas is in the Act I finale of 7he Yeomen of the Guard.
The twenty lines of endecasillabi sciolti beginning “Leonard! / I beg your pardon? / Don’t you
know me?” is parlante throughout. An outstanding example in the Savoy operas is in the Act I
finale of 7he Yeomen of the Guard. On parlante as a texture, see Joseph Kerman, Opera as Dra-
ma (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1956), 136-39.
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interludes between sung phrases). These types of transitional texture are not
rigid, but allow great flexibility: two or even three may be linked in quick suc-
cession in the course of just a few lines of text. Generally speaking, however,
for Sullivan these textures characterize the dramatic moment. He tends to use
obbligato and arioso to explore a character’s emotions; the other two seem
more impersonal and matter-of-fact, and Sullivan employs them to call atten-
tion to a significant dramatic change. Coming as a marked change after
spoken dialogue or in the midst of a longer number, recitativo semplice is an
effective device for attracting the audience’s attention. Sullivan uses it as an
indicator that something is about to happen, and thus it serves as his ana-
logue to Gilbert’s thyming quatrains, although the two collaborators’ tech-
niques do not always coincide. Most of the examples of recitative in H.M.S.
Pinafore are of this very simple type (with “My gallant crew, good morning”
as a splendid example).?

Varieties of recitative structures and textures

Gilbert had conceded to Sullivan the final judgment regarding “all points
bearing on the musical requirements of the pieces.” The large majority of Gil-
bert’s lyrics are in regular stanzas, accommodating strophic settings. For songs
with no particular emotional interest (and particularly for the “patter songs’)
Sullivan tends to treat the lyrics strophically. In most numbers in which there
is any emotional element in the lyrics, the composer would depart at least
partially from a strophic norm. Gervase Hughes has perceptively discussed
the remarkable differences between the two stanzas of “Now, Marco dear, /
My wishes hear” from 7he Gondoliers, and many such examples could be
cited.?! In these through-composed settings, Sullivan typically writes an en-
tirely new melody for the second or third stanza, generally setting it in a new
key (particularly if it is allotted to another character with a different vocal
range). In some cases, Gilbert anticipated this,” but in others the degree of

20'The longer version of this article considers two complicated instances of interchanging recita-
tive for spoken dialogue or vice-versa in H.M.S. Pinafore; see Kuykendall, “Recitative in the
Savoy Operas,” 585-88.

2 Gervase Hughes, The Music of Arthur Sullivan (London: Macmillan, 1959), 32f.

2 See Jacobs, Arthur Sullivan, 203 regarding the contrapuntal trio “T am so proud” in 7he Mi-
kado; and Michael Ainger, Gilbert and Sullivan: A Dual Biography (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2002), 297ff concerning Gilbert’s adjustments to “In a contemplative fashion” in
The Gondoliers.
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freedom the composer took in interpreting the text may well have surprised
the librettist. Of particular interest are moments when recitative is introduced
in a text which has no corresponding metrical change in the lyrics. The
strategy is rhetorically effective, as it gives particular emphasis to the words set
apart from the prevailing musical scheme.
Perhaps the most effective example comes near the beginning of Ruddigore.
Dame Hannah recounts the legend of the Baronets of Ruddigore, doomed by
a witch’s curse either to commit a crime every day or to die. Gilbert settled on
a lyric of four stanzas unusual only by the asymmetrical entrances by the
chorus (i.e., after only the first and fourth stanzas). The first stanza introduces
the character of Sir Rupert Murgatroyd and his pastime of persecuting
witches. The second stanza recounts a particular incident:
Once, on the village green,
A palsied hag he roasted,
And what took place, I ween,
Shook his composure boasted,
For, as the torture grim
Seized on each whithered limb,
The writhing dame,
’Mid fire and flame
Yelled forth this curse on him!

Gilbert clearly recognized that any choral refrain here would delay the curse
itself; but Sullivan savors the dramatic moment with a fermata on a high E
(Hannah’s highest note in the opera) on the word “curse.” Otherwise the
music of the first two stanzas is identical. The third stanza, which consists of a
direct quotation of the witch’s curse, is set in the parallel major, to an entirely
new melody. The fourth stanza, however, is Sullivan’s masterstroke. Gilbert’s
lyric is laid out in exactly the same metrical scheme as the rest of the song:
The prophecy came true:
Each heir who held the title
Had, every day, to do
Some crime of import vital;
Until with guilt o’erplied,
“I'll sin no more!” he cried,

And on the day
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He said that say
In agony he died!

Sullivan begins the stanza with a return of the music of the first two — sug-
gesting an AABA pattern, with the curse quotation as the bridge — but then
makes a sharp break from the predictable form. He recognized the important
change in the character of the narration at the word “until,” where the over-
whelming guilt of each baronet compels them to death. Here, for Sullivan,
the human element is introduced. As twice before, the melody has wandered
to the relative major (G), but here he interrupts its progress with an abrupt
Neapolitan chord. With a striking chromatic gambit, the accompaniment
slithering stepwise into a prolonged and intensified home dominant, Hannah
switches to recitativo semplice to relate the consequences of the curse (Ex. 2).
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Ex. 2: Ruddigore (1887): no. 2, bb. 69-95. Source: vocal score, Chappell & Co.
Sullivan’s setting here is so different from the rest of the song that it is only by

looking at the lyrics that one can perceive that Gilbert’s versification remains
unchanged in all four stanzas. (Incidentally, the chromaticism of this number
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