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Preface

Gilbert and Sullivan: Gender, Genre, Parody describes William S. Gilbert and Arthur Sullivan’s formation of an innovative genre, English comic opera, which they created through parodies of older works, genres, and traditions, both British and Continental. Indeed, as we will see, the parodies sometimes refer to a specific work, but more often they allude to an entire theatrical or literary genre.

The Gilbert and Sullivan operas “recollect” these older genres within their novel, and characteristically late Victorian, parodic form. In the chapters to come, I pay special attention to the parodies of extravaganza and melodrama, but I’m also concerned with grand opera, opéra bouffe, the minstrel show, and the music hall.

We can see Gilbert and Sullivan’s formula for English comic opera emerge in their third collaboration, The Sorcerer (1877), and their new genre was fully formed by the time of The Mikado (1885), the ninth of their fourteen collaborations. But the operas after The Mikado continued to develop genre parodies and to investigate familiar themes and parodies of social types, behaviors, lines of thought, and institutions. Common stereotypes—such as “the angel in the house,” “the strong-minded woman,” “the aesthete,” and “the separate spheres”—are good examples of such cultural formations, which may be regarded as forms of typecasting in the theater of popular culture.

In other words, in addition to genre parody, Gilbert and Sullivan is concerned with various figures and forms of social parody. In both genre parody and social parody, the practice of twisting and playing with convention is central. The conventions of a genre, like the conventions of social life, may be seen as signs of its historical formation—and this is one reason that genre is such a powerful analytic lens, because through it we can consider both literary or theatrical form and cultural formations simultaneously. I don’t attempt to prove the existence of common conventions and stereotypes, nor do I dwell on current critical discussions of them (many of which debate the extent to which they operated in fact and the extent to which they must be regarded as ideological constructs). Instead, I assume that my readers will grant their existence in discourse, so I treat conventions as given and proceed to analyze the way Gilbert and Sullivan used them for parodic purposes.

Obviously, parody keeps cultural stereotypes in circulation even while holding them up for ridicule or critique. This is so because the imitative and critical functions of parody are always closely intertwined. We should think of parody involving a spectrum of attitudes on the part of its creators and its audiences. At one extreme of the spectrum lies critique, but at the other lies a kind of homage. In any particular instance, these attitudes can be mixed, and thus a parody can make fun of its object, humorously indicating that it is old-fashioned or long past, while affectionately, ruefully—or with any other attitude—preserving its memory. The fragmentary preservation of old-hat, easily recognizable things, within a new aesthetic and historical context, can create quite preposterous effects, which this book enjoys recounting. Indeed, by parodying older genres, the Savoy operas effectively push them even more securely into the past while recollecting them in the present. Through this aesthetic dynamic, these characteristically late-nineteenth-century artifacts trenchantly and humorously comment on the century-long preoccupation with historical, literary, and art-historical revival.

We are accustomed to the Savoy operas’ treatment of class and nationality, but questions of gender have been given short shrift in the commentary tradition. Gilbert and Sullivan redresses that imbalance by examining the importance of gender in each of the Savoy operas. Indeed, gender is structurally fundamental to the form of the operas from Trial by Jury (1875) to The Yeomen of the Guard (1888), for these operas rely on a Chorus that is graphically divided into masculine and feminine cohorts, stereotypically conceived as oppositional. After Yeomen, when the divided Chorus is no longer central to the representation of gender stereotypes, gender often remains a central thematic concern nonetheless.

Ian Bradley once remarked that “Gilbert and Sullivan is very much a male taste.” If this has ever been the case, it certainly need not be, and I hope that my book will show why. I regard the treatment of gender in Gilbert and Sullivan’s operas from a feminist point of view, and, indeed, I frequently find that the operas themselves advance a feminist argument. In this respect, I hope to offer a particularly refreshing contribution to ongoing discussions of the work. The misogyny that is sometimes attributed to aspects of these operas is often parodic and critical; in any case, “misogyny” is too blunt an instrument with which to approach them. For one thing, misogyny comes in many forms and flavors; for another, in these works it is often turned against itself.

A further aim of this book is to embed the Savoy operas in the milieu of late Victorian culture. Such a treatment can never be exhaustive, since the sheer number of cultural contexts that could be usefully adduced would far exceed the range of any one book. I have chosen some that I hope will be surprising and illuminating. This book is not only about Gilbert and Sullivan, in other words. When I discuss other works of literature, theater, or art, however, I do so for one of two reasons: (1) to illustrate the conventions of a genre or a figure in the opera under discussion, or (2) to establish a wider cultural context in which to place the works of Gilbert and Sullivan, in order better to understand their significance in the late Victorian period.

I see the operas as falling into three phases, indicated by this book’s three parts: (1) the formation of the genre of English comic opera through parodies of older genres; (2) the consideration of gender and parodies of it; and (3) the examination of cross-cultural and autoethnographic thinking and parodies of it. I want to say, here at the beginning, that these phases are not mutually exclusive; their concerns overlap, and most of the operas treat all three concerns. This division is useful, nevertheless, as a matter of emphasis, proportion, or degree, and I hope, using these three phases, to show a rational development in the unfolding of the Savoy canon. Therefore, I have followed the chronological order of the operas. So although this book does pursue a sequential argument, I’ve written a separate chapter on each opera, with the hope that readers who may not want to read the entire book might still enjoy reading chapters on single works.

But there are two important points at which my discussion is devoted to features that are crucially important throughout the Savoy canon: the section on the patter song, which appears in chapter 3 (on The Sorcerer), and the section on the Dame figure, which appears in chapter 7 (on Iolanthe [1882]).

One last word. Although Gilbert and Sullivan is not a musicological study, I do explain, in the last section of the introduction, how Sullivan’s music is relevant to my arguments about gender, genre, and parody. In the fourteen chapters that follow, I discuss the music incidentally from time to time.
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Introduction

Between 1871 and 1896, William Schwenck Gilbert (1836–1911) and Arthur Sullivan (1842–1900) wrote and composed fourteen important works of musical theater. By the time they staged The Sorcerer (1877), they had developed a novel genre, English comic opera, with the invaluable leadership of Richard D’Oyly Carte (1844–1901), who succeeded in his dream of establishing a school of native English comic opera by bringing Gilbert and Sullivan together and keeping them together, in an almost unbroken contractual relation.1 The Savoy operas—as they are called, after the theater that Carte built to house them—span the last quarter of the nineteenth century (1871–1896) and are important documents of late Victorian culture.

Because this book focuses on the Savoy operas, with incidental examinations of other works by Gilbert and Sullivan, it is important to note, at the outset, that the accomplishments of the librettist and the composer were by no means limited to their collaborations with each other. Before, during, and after their partnership, Gilbert and Sullivan were highly acclaimed for work in their separate fields. Their careers were consolidated in the 1860s, and when they came together, each was already at the top of his game.

For more than a decade before he began his collaboration with Gilbert, Sullivan was regarded as the foremost English composer of his age, the personification of hope for an English national music. Sullivan’s genius showed itself early. In 1856, the Royal Academy of Music awarded him the Mendelssohn Scholarship and then extended the award for an unprecedented second and third year, so Sullivan could continue his studies in Leipzig, where he mastered the full range of European musical styles, past and present. His incidental music for The Tempest, originally written as a graduation piece, was performed at the Crystal Palace in 1862 and immediately made Sullivan’s name. He presented major orchestral works, large choral pieces, and oratorios throughout the 1860s and 1870s. Most of his composition of hymns and parlor songs took place during this period as well, including “Onward Christian Soldiers,” his best-known hymn (1872, with text by Sabine Baring-Gould), and “The Lost Chord,” his best-known song (1877, with text by Adelaide Procter). Most important for our purposes, in the 1860s, Sullivan also began to write music for the theater, most notably his first opera, The Sapphire Necklace (1863–1864), which has largely been lost, and the ever-popular Cox and Box (1866, with a libretto by F. C. Burnand), an adaptation of Box and Cox (1847), a farce by John Maddison Morton.

During his collaboration with Gilbert, Sullivan continued to write incidental music for the theater (Henry VIII [1877] and Macbeth [1888]). Apart from the Savoy operas, however, his most significant achievements during those years were two large-scale choral works, The Martyr of Antioch (1880, with a libretto partly adapted by Gilbert) and The Golden Legend (1886, based on Longfellow’s poem). After Sullivan was knighted in 1883, he was frequently needled in the press for not devoting himself entirely to serious music. Perhaps this public criticism contributed to his increasing feeling, from the mid-1880s on, that his partnership with Gilbert was somehow holding him back. Nevertheless, he continued to compose comic operas, and the music for The Mikado (1885) and The Yeomen of the Guard (1888) is among his best in any genre. During a hiatus in his collaboration with Gilbert, Sullivan composed his only grand opera, Ivanhoe (1891), significantly English in theme and story. After his association with Gilbert ended in 1896, he continued to write both light and serious music until his death in 1900.2

Before his long collaboration with Sullivan, Gilbert was a well-known comic journalist, poet, and playwright. After a couple of careers that came to nothing (nonprofessional military service, training in the law), Gilbert began in 1861 to contribute to Fun, an eclectic comic periodical that was, for a while, the chief competitor to Punch (plate 1). From 1865 to 1871, he published “parodistic playlets” almost weekly. Both “trenchant and hilarious,” these one-page illustrated reviews commented on specific dramatic productions, but also took off on various conventional forms and figures of drama.3 For Fun, Gilbert wrote under several psueudonyms—the Comic Physiognomist, the Comic Mythologist, A. Dapter, Desiderius Erasmus, A Trembling Widow, R. Ditty, A. Pittite, Animal Carraccio, R. Chimedes, and Snarler—but his most famous and lasting signature was Bab, short for Babby (that is, baby), his infant nickname.4 Over this signature, Gilbert wrote the so-called Bab Ballads, accompanying them with his own whimsical drawings, and it was with these illustrations that Bab was first chiefly associated.5 The Bab Ballads are, by turns, grisly and grotesque, hyperlogical, sentimental, satirical, and parodic. Their humor is quirky and light; the versification is impressive. They prefigure the Savoy operas in two ways, for Gilbert later mined the Bab Ballads for ideas and story lines, and in their variety we can observe the early development of the lyricist. First published in book form in 1869, the Bab Ballads are still in print.

In the 1860s, Gilbert also embarked on his career as a dramatist, with humor and parody uppermost in mind. His first play, a comedietta called Uncle Baby, was produced as a curtain-raiser at the Lyceum in 1863. From 1866 to 1869, he wrote opera burlesques on well-known operas from the 1830s and 1840s, beginning with Dulcamara! or, The Little Duck and the Great Quack (1866), a parody of Gaetano Donizetti’s L’elisir d’amore (The Elixir of Love, 1832). Four other opera burlesques followed. Notably less vapid than the usual midcentury burlesque, “they reveal how a playwright may begin by making burlesque of opera and end by making opera of burlesque.”6 Gilbert’s only pantomime was produced in 1867, and the excesses of its title show his sense of genre parody well at work: Harlequin Cock Robin and Jenny Wren! or, Fortunatus and The Water of Life, The Three Bears, The Three Gifts, The Three Wishes, and the Little Man Who Woo’d the Little Maid (plate 2). Starting in 1868, Gilbert wrote dramatic entertainments for the German Reeds’ Royal Gallery of Illustration, a small theater so named in order to evade antitheatrical prejudice with titular claims to be educational and artistic.7 These entertainments include a genre parody of supernatural melodrama, Ages Ago (1869), in which the paintings in a family portrait gallery come to life; a genre parody on nautical themes, Our Island Home (1870), which involves a pirate apprentice; and a genre parody of sensation fiction, A Sensation Novel: In Three Volumes (1871). Gilbert’s first serious comedy appeared in 1869, but further humorous and parodic works followed in 1870: a burlesque of Tennyson’s The Princess; a supernatural tale of identity, The Gentleman in Black (with music by Frederic Clay); and his first fairy comedy, The Palace of Truth, based very loosely on Madame de Genlis’s novel Le palais de la vérité, a good example of the so-called lozenge plot, in which transformation is wrought by a magical agent.

By the time of his first collaboration with Sullivan in 1871, Gilbert was already a successful playwright, and he continued rapidly to establish himself during the 1870s, with two more fairy comedies, Pygmalion and Galatea (1871) and The Wicked World (1873); the social-problem plays Charity (1874) and Ought We to Visit Her? (1874); and the comedy Sweethearts (1874). He published the first volume of Original Plays in 1875,8 the year in which his first collaboration with Sullivan and Carte, Trial by Jury, was produced. His greatest play, Engaged, a parody of comedy and a satire on mercenary motivations for marriage that are supported by absurd conventions of courtship, was produced in 1877.9 Gilbert is widely regarded as the best comic dramatist between Richard Brinsley Sheridan and Oscar Wilde or George Bernard Shaw; he is the most notable English playwright of any sort between T. W. Robertson and the late-nineteenth-century renaissance of English drama wrought by Arthur Wing Pinero, Wilde, and Shaw. Gilbert was knighted in 1907, and he continued to write until his death in 1911.

The Formation of Genre

English comic opera—the genre created by Gilbert, Sullivan, and Carte—was formed through parody of older theatrical genres. Because of the emphasis on genre parody in the Savoy operas, their representations of social conventions must never be taken “straight.” Continental genres like Italian and French grand opera, French opéra bouffe and Italian opera buffa, and German supernatural melodrama were one resource for Savoy parody. But English precursors were also important to the creation of English comic opera: ballad opera, music hall, adaptations of the American minstrel show, melodrama, pantomime, and extravaganza. These “illegitimate” theatrical genres flourished in the first three-quarters of the nineteenth century in England and were ripe for parody by the time Gilbert and Sullivan came together. From this rich historical field, I focus mainly on two traditions that were most important to the development of Savoy parody: extravaganza and melodrama.

The representation of gender is treated differently in these two formative traditions, and the Savoy parodies of extravaganza and melodrama reflect that difference. While extravaganza trades in travesty, transgression, and fantasy, melodrama prefigures social realism, in part by representing and meditating on the gendered “separate spheres.” Indeed, along with the novel, melodrama played a significant role in constructing those polarized and separate spheres of social life. Much of the figural parody in the Savoy operas—parody of particular conventional figures like the Jolly Jack Tar from nautical melodrama, the Dame from pantomime, and the fairy from fairy extravaganza—carries a burden of both gender and genre. But the links between gender and genre are deeper and more pervasive than these stock figures could, on their own, convey.

Extravaganza and melodrama accomplish the resolutions of their plots in markedly different ways—and this is important, for the logic of their conventional plot resolutions helps to reveal the aims of the genres. Extravaganza ends with an elaborate “transformation scene,” in which the stage set slowly opens up and turns inside out, like a bloom unfolding, to reveal a formerly hidden world of enchantment. Melodrama, on the contrary, specializes in a sudden, purportedly realistic ending, in which a document is produced or a secret is confessed, revealing social identities and relations that have been hidden or unknown. Through the melodramatic happy ending, social justice and upward mobility are suddenly achieved. The world does not change—as it certainly does at the end of extravaganza—but the transformation in social relations changes everything within it. These quick and fortuitous melodramatic reversals are imitated and parodied in H.M.S. Pinafore (1878), The Pirates of Penzance (1879), and Ruddigore (1887), while the extravaganza transformation is parodied in Thespis (1871), Trial by Jury (1875), and Iolanthe (1882). Through Savoy opera genre parodies, both of these characteristic resolutions are shown to be absurd. In their intertwining of extravaganza and melodrama, and their parodies of each, Gilbert and Sullivan ground their humor in a profound sense of theater history.

Through parodies of English classical extravaganza, French opéra bouffe, seduction melodrama, and supernatural melodrama, Gilbert and Sullivan began the development of English comic opera in their first three collaborations. The Gilbert and Sullivan “formula” was fully achieved with their third opera, The Sorcerer (1877). With the addition of nautical melodrama to the foundational parodies, the genre continued to evolve steadily through the next six operas, the development of each turning on its genre parodies and its treatment of gender. After The Mikado (1885), however, the process of genre formation was essentially complete, and the remaining five Savoy operas ring the changes on the established formula. They continue to meditate on issues of genre, gender, and culture, especially devoting themselves to exploring cross-cultural thinking and parodies of it. After The Mikado, one might say that “Gilbert and Sullivan” itself became “generic” and subject to parody as a genre in its own right.

Genre formation is not only an aesthetic and historical, but also an economic, process, and genre was important to Gilbert and Sullivan’s effort to carve out their own market niche. They distinguished their productions from other theatrical fare through their genre parody and their particular treatments of gender. Their success at capital accumulation supported unusually high production values, which led, in turn, to further capital growth. Acknowledging the sine qua non of capital accumulation, in other words, does not reduce the aesthetic dimension of their success. The operas reflect an acute awareness of the conditions of their own production. For example, a meditation on the double meaning of “company”—both theatrical and financial—forms the scaffolding of the plot in Thespis. Likewise, The Pirates of Penzance suggests several senses of “piracy,” tacitly reflecting on theatrical piracy, especially in America. The Gondoliers (1889) and Utopia, Limited (1893), return to the philosophical and material paradoxes of incorporation and limited liability. But because the story of Gilbert and Sullivan has been told many times, I focus on only a very few nodal points in the material history of the D’Oyly Carte Opera Company, choosing only episodes that contribute to my analysis of gender or of genre formation.

Advancing an explicitly nationalistic agenda, English comic opera also explicitly makes fun of the English. This is a familiar hallmark of Gilbert and Sullivan’s humor, yet some critics still take the nationalism “straight,” as if the patriotic anthems were seriously patriotic, rather than parodic. Through their internalization, amalgamation, and parody of both European and English precursors, then, the Savoy operas lampoon English insularity, respectability, and national fervor. Savoy opera became a specifically English comic opera, in large part, by launching its critique of what it means to be English. Demonstrating Victorian fin-de-siècle attitudes avant la fin, the comic operas of Gilbert and Sullivan focus on the denaturalization of gender, the analysis of social class, and the critique of nation, empire, and global capitalism. This book explores this dimension of their work through the lens of their particular forms of genre parody, but it also argues that these generalized forms of culture are like genres, exhibiting their own histories of cultural formation. This book, then, considers two kinds of parody: parody of genres and parody of social types, behaviors, and institutions. Parody is always based on imitation, unlike satire, although its forms of imitation are exaggerated, twisted, and preposterous. Thus I choose the term “parody” rather than “satire” to emphasize the formal feature of the types, behaviors, and institutions that are represented.

Parody

This book advances an expansive view of parody—which, nevertheless, can be specified. Let us begin with a few general principles:


1.   Parody is both mimetic and critical. It comes in all tonalities, from affectionate to scathing, but it always looks (or sounds) like what it criticizes. Thus it can be easily mistaken for its object and taken for a “straight” representation. This feature of its form often causes it to be misrecognized and misinterpreted.

2.   Parody is both serious and comic—or, rather, its comedy ranges across a spectrum from entertaining silliness to serious reflection and critique.

3.   Parody blurs the distinctions between inside and outside—of the body, the nation, the theater, the parodic work itself—in order to make it clear that both aesthetic and historical formations can be treated as forms.

4.   Parody can be—and often simultaneously is—both conservative and progressive, since it preserves the memory of past forms while turning away from them into its own, more highly valued, present. Parody takes a knowing, present-day perspective on past forms of art and social life, which are, from the parodic point of view, seen to be old and outworn.



Another good way to look at parody in the Savoy operas is to think of the parodic dynamic moving in three directions. Parody turns things upside down, inside out, and backward. Parody inverts social hierarchies, perverts the representation of the world outside the theater (and the very idea of representation itself), and preposterously recollects older forms within its present moment. Most treatments of Gilbert and Sullivan have focused on the first, or “topsy-turvy,” aspect of parody, whereby social hierarchies are turned upside down, or on the “inside-out” perversions of reference in a no-longer-real, but often elaborately real-looking theatrical world. Indeed, I see the deadpan Gilbertian acting style as a generalized parody of high Victorian “natural acting.” Within this context, the Savoy operas seem not so much unrealistic as antirealistic. But for this study, the most important aspect of parody is its complex temporal dynamic, which includes its play of recollection, its knowing re-formation of past genres, and its dependence on preposterous logics.

An essay published in the Westminster Review in 1845 makes it clear that the ancient history of parody was a matter of interest to its mid-nineteenth-century readers.10 Arguing that parody “appears to have been the most ancient form of comicalities,” the anonymous reviewer takes a historical, cross-cultural, and ultimately autoethnographic point of view toward his subject. In order to characterize parody through the particularities of its historical emergence, he reminds his readers of the ancient Greek itinerant rhapsodist, who would travel from place to place reciting epic, followed by another sort of itinerant entertainer, who would imitate the high style of the rhapsodist with an “air of mock solemnity.” The reviewer names Hegemon of Thasos as the original parodist, speaking of his works with the tacit assumption that they would be familiar to readers of the Westminster Review. Parody literally follows—comes after and takes after—its model, in space, in time, and in tone.

The writer offers this history of parody merely as context, for under review were several nineteenth-century works that, he claims, might vie for a place in this history of parody: Punch, the Rejected Addresses (1812) of James and Horace Smith, and the Ballads (1845) of Bon Gaultier (the nom de plume of William Edmonstoune Aytoun and Sir Theodore Martin). In a remark particularly delicious for our purposes, he compares the ancient Hegemon with the contemporary Charles Mathews, surely thinking of his famous pattering show, Patter versus Clatter (1838), Mathews’s chief claim to fame. At another point, he compares the ancient parodies with afterpieces in the nineteenth-century theater, entertainments that allowed the audience to come down from the heights of serious drama. The writer appreciates the ephemerality, currency, and topicality of parody, comparing the function of ancient parody with the eclectic comic journalism of his own day. “Let us imagine,” he writes, “how well a volume of ‘Punch’ would be understood, in the fortieth century, by a future antiquary, in some distant land.” As part of this exercise, he points out the usefulness of parody for diagnosing social types; in his hypothetical fortieth-century culture, “the fine distinctions between the ‘snob,’ the ‘gent,’ and the ‘swell,’ would inevitably be lost.” Finally, the writer analyzes the mutually dependent relation between parody and journalism, pointing out that news of disasters in Sicily interrupted Hegemon’s performance of “The Battle of the Giants,” while, similarly, during “the first revolution in France,” people rushed out of the theaters to see victims pass on their way to the guillotine and then went back inside to forget the dark tragedy of outside events again.11

As this review makes clear, parody focuses on temporality by mobilizing the difference between a “now” and a “then.” Its play depends not only on something putatively outside itself, but on something before itself in time. The word “parody” ultimately derives from the Greek paroidia (para + oide), the name for the mock-epic and mock-rhapsodic songs themselves; Aristotle first uses the word paroidia (as a term for the mode of performance) with reference to Hegemon, a near contemporary of Aristophanes (Poetics 2); and the term was developed by the commentary tradition on Aristophanes “to cover all sorts of comic quotation and textual re-arrangement.”12 Most classical etymologists interested in this question have commented on the ambivalence of the prefix para-, which ranges across a full spectrum of meanings—“like, resembling, changing slightly, imitating, replacing, spurious”— through which similarity gradually shades into difference, likeness into substitution, and originality into spuriousness.13 In this ambivalence, we can detect all the familiar Platonic suspicions of imitation. For definitions of para-, the Oxford English Dictionary gives “by the side of,” “beside,” and “whence alongside of, by, past, beyond,” showing that para- implies both spatial juxtaposition and the temporal and critical consequences of that juxtaposition. In other words, the difference that is inextricably involved in imitation is also—and most especially—a matter of time.

Parody, then, is a rhetoric of temporality, projecting the difference between a “before” and an “after” as part of its structure.14 When a present is differentiated from a past, that relation can be specified or concretized in any way imaginable; in writing history or autobiography, for example, the past can be made to seem better or worse, happier or sadder, more or less admirable than the present. But when parody activates this structure of temporal difference, it tips the scales of value toward the present, for it always represents itself (whether implicitly or explicitly) as inhabiting the later, more knowing, more comprehensive, and more up-to-date perspective. Parody produces the sense of temporal difference that it then proceeds to turn on and play with. A parody “takes after” its model, succeeding and imitating it, but it is also a “takeoff” on its model, stripping and exposing its secrets, seeing it afresh in a new, present context.

Thus parody, although by no means a modern mode, is a powerfully modernizing one. In taking up its models, parody implicitly leaves them behind or, rather (to put the same point more actively), casts them back into the past, treating them as outmoded relics compared with itself. Parody turns on its models, but also internally turns against them and away from them, moving beyond them into the novelty of the present, recasting them as outworn and old-fashioned. Depending on the particular blend of imitation and critique, past forms may be regarded as dangerous, stupid, and mistaken or as simply old hat, exhausted, and passé. And yet, however much they are dismissed or put in their place, those former objects of critique and imitation also remain formative.

The modernizing effects of parody, therefore, are conservative as well as progressive, preserving the forms of the past even while mocking, overturning, twisting, or updating them. We must understand the terms “conservative” and “progressive” here in a strictly neutral or literal sense.15 Parody performs the conservative function of historical preservation, effectively creating repaired continuity while making a break from the past. In this way, parody becomes the negative moment of a historical dialectic in tradition building. For the late nineteenth century in particular, parody is the other side of the century’s historicist concern for revival. The Savoy operas act out an awareness that tradition cannot be understood simply as continuity, an awareness that the past does not “live” in the present except in ghostly, fragmentary form. In order to build on the past, the parodic present takes it apart and stands on its fragments. Parody inventively re-creates the past by projecting it into the background of its own present achievement, taking off on it and moving quickly beyond it, leaving it behind like a discarded costume turned inside out.16

Aristophanes—with whom Gilbert is often compared—provides a classic example of this point, for his comedy represents precisely such a modernizing genre, founded on its relentless parody of Euripides in particular and of tragedy in general. In the very effort to parody Euripides, Aristophanes inevitably preserves allusions to and fragments of Euripides’ plays in his own plays. This is not the point most often made in comparisons between Gilbert and Aristophanes. When Max Keith Sutton argues that the Savoy “parodies of melodrama and grand opera have a function that parallels Aristophanes’ continual ridicule of Euripides,” he means to call attention to the deflation of grand passion in comic opera, like the deflation of tragic grandeur in Aristophanic comedy. In other contexts, Aristophanes’ admiration for Euripides is often cited to make the point that parody does not necessarily (or not only) ridicule its model or target, but may also admire it.17

But my point here is different: Aristophanic parody preserves Euripides, making his principles and styles a matter of current perception even while turning away from them and treating them as if they were outmoded or outlandish. Aristophanic comedy constitutes itself—and becomes traditional—by engaging dialectically with a projected generic other. This point hits home especially when we realize that some of the lost plays of Euripides are now known only through fragmentary allusions and quotations in the comedies of Aristophanes.

It may seem a parodic deflation on my part to compare the relation between Aristophanes and Euripides with that between the Savoy operas and their various precursor genres. But the point is a theoretical one: what is remembered is often remembered in the mode of negation or critique. If, in any present time, parody defends against the overwhelming vastness or grandeur of the past, then, from a retrospective point of view, parody reviews past objects as they recede into invisibility. And thus parody serves a historical function, for often it is the best way to learn about something now estranged, invisible, or unrecognizable, one of those “now-disappeared performances” that might not otherwise be recalled.18 Genre parody serves the same function for whole genres of performance, and so we might say that Savoy opera helps us to remember a host of “now-disappeared genres.” These days, there is no better—and, indeed, there is practically no other—way to learn about the fairy extravaganza than to see a good production of Iolanthe. Likewise, there is no better way to learn about nautical melodrama than to see H.M.S. Pinafore or The Pirates of Penzance. In other words, parody’s modernizing negation serves a constructive historical function as well.19

The Savoy operas thematize this dynamic, evaluative relation between present and past, once again highlighting their own anthological, parodic, and dialectical form. Thespis initiates the joke with a metatheatrical jab at the censor, who is said to have “declined to license any play that is not in blank verse and three hundred years old.” And Ko-Ko’s “little list” of “society offenders who … never would be missed” includes “the idiot who praises, with enthusiastic tone, / All centuries but this, and every country but his own.” Bunthorne in Patience advises that an aesthete should “be eloquent in praise of the very dull old days which have long since passed away.” But because the opera is critical of the aesthete, we know that it privileges the everyday present, represented as “fresh and new.” Through their stereotypical characters, too, the Savoy operas conserve, in twisted and fragmentary form, what otherwise is passing out of fashion and memory. In this way, parody marks itself simultaneously as “late” and as “novel,” producing its relative newness with a backward glance at older genres, gathered up into a more compendious form.

This differential relation between present and past is mobilized to represent the individual, psychological subject as well. In the autobiographical songs, Gilbert and Sullivan love to show that retrospection is often a manner of self-fashioning, reinvention, impersonation, or downright lying. Present need always dominates the past in revisionary rationalization. From Wordsworth to Freud, the nineteenth century was engaged in trying to understand the novel premise that the past persists, distorted, in the present—that “the child is father to the man,” but that the route from child to adult is by no means direct. So it is that the great age of the biography, autobiography, and bildungsroman was also the great age of nonsense verse, boasting Lewis Carroll and Edward Lear as well as Gilbert. Regression is another form of preposterous, parodic temporality that turns back the clock, allowing the integrated authority of the adult to be temporarily overturned in favor of immaturity. Like Carroll’s parody of Wordsworth (“You are old father William”), parodic temporality poses the supposedly venerable—but actually ridiculous—old man standing on his head.

Gilbert takes this cluster of notions—the formative influence of childhood, the nonsensical extremes of rationality, the refreshment offered by regression, and the adult’s complacent pride in maturity—quite literally. His Bab eponym immortalizes his playful infantilism, as does the title of his first play, Uncle Baby; the frequency of infant betrothals in his libretti; and—as scores of people have pointed out—the Savoy flagship that takes its name from the costume of childhood, the Pinafore. Making fun of adult rationality through recourse to forms of reasoning more familiar during “childhood’s happy hour,” the Savoy operas expose adult competence as fabricated, theatrical nonsense. But these Bab regressions are not precisely nostalgic; indeed, they are minutely, rigorously critical and controlled.20

The capacity of the Savoy operas to entertain both children and adults, or both highly educated and relatively uneducated audience members, has often been remarked. Stephen Jay Gould could write appreciatively that his pleasure at Gilbert and Sullivan matured with time, as he matured. Hooked in childhood by the operas’ spectacle and fun, Gould remembers being refreshed again and again by their novelty as he learned more and more about what the words really mean, how the plots really work, and how the operas refract their historical milieu. His story of his own history of spectatorial pleasure speaks directly to my point.21 Parodic “re-creation” involves the serious, yet preposterous, reversion to the past—whether historical or personal—along with the bracing attempt to re-create that past for the purposes of the present.

Genre Parody

Parody is a mode, not a genre, and it can operate in any genre. Moreover, as we have seen, parody is a primary mode of genre formation, for new genres are never entirely new, but emerge from the assimilation and critique of older genres. That is why English comic opera must be regarded as a “novel” genre, not a “new” one. As Mikhail Bakhtin uses the term, “novelization” describes a modern shift in the organization of genres, which are no longer held to be ideal and prescriptive, but are understood as constantly mixing and re-forming. Bakhtin’s concept of “novelization” does not mean that modern genres are becoming like the novel, but that the process of modern genre formation is like the process that created the novel, a process of mixing, critically re-forming, and sublating many different precursor genres within a novel form. Parody plays a crucial role in this process, as George Levine, analyzing the dynamics of realism, points out when he emphasizes the crucial way in which parody is involved in the continuing genre formation of the nineteenth-century novel. Like Bakhtin, Levine clarifies the relative values of mimesis and parody in the modern understanding of genre.22 The result is not pure but mixed, not absolutely but only relatively new.23

What particular effects can be generated when the object of parody is not a particular work but a genre?24 Concentrating parody on the level of genre offers several critical advantages.

Some of the Savoy operas are parodies of particular works—as The Sorcerer is a parody of Donizetti’s L’elisir d’amore. But far more important for understanding the form of the operas is their use of genre parodies—as H.M.S. Pinafore is a parody of nautical melodrama and Iolanthe is a parody of the fairy extravaganza. Even when the Savoy operas include parodies of individual works, the specific parody is usually employed for its general value. While The Sorcerer can be regarded as a particular parody of L’elisir d’amore, its real humor lies in its more general parody of the conventional magic potion, here served in an English teapot by a professional sorcerer. It is very important for audiences to grasp the parody of the conventional love potion—so they can enjoy the funny English version of the elixir, served in a teapot—but it is not especially important that they recognize the specific reference to Donizetti’s opera. Every one of the Savoy operas offers examples of this sort. In Thespis, audiences might or might not recognize the parody of Jacques Offenbach’s Orphée aux enfers (Orpheus in the Underworld, 1858), but they must recognize the general parody of descent to an underworld and of topsy-turvy misrule. Similarly, The Pirates of Penzance may be regarded as a particular parody of Offenbach’s Les brigands (1869), but much more important is the way it engages the enormous general popularity of pirate operas, nautical melodramas, and burlesques of both.

Therefore, on the practical level, the first advantage of genre parody is that it allows for, encourages, and facilitates differential reception. Any individual spectator can be satisfied with simple amusement at the absurd situations, can go further to grasp topical references and allusions, or can go even further to enjoy the operas’ engagement with precursor traditions of music, literature, art, and theater. The operas’ invitation to different sorts of spectators works in their parodies of class and gender, too. Focusing their parody at the level of genre provides a democratic hospitality, an invitation to relax and enjoy the operas as superficial or profound—for they make both claims.

In the second place, their interest in genre parody shows that the Savoy operas are invested in the consideration of a modern and relative form of originality that acknowledges the claims of adaptation and partial derivation as legitimate forms of authorship.25 Focusing on genre allows the operas to play within their theatrical-historical situation in a singularly late Victorian way. If the claim to be “new and original” seems humorous when applied to Gilbert’s extravaganzas—each of which is a parody of a well-known opera—the same claim for the Savoy operas is utterly different and serious. They play with (and against) notions of originality, a vexed issue in the worlds of music and theater at the time. Both Gilbert and Sullivan were sensitive about their claims to it. Genre parody allowed them to recycle all sorts of conventions while creating original plots, original lyrics, and original music. There was no resetting of old tunes, as in burlesque and extravaganza, and no episodic feel of numbers being strung together by pattering filler, as in the music hall. And yet genre parody entertains deeply familiar character types, old jokes, and plot conventions whose very familiarity is a large part of the point. This is “re-creation” with a vengeance, involving the blatant re-creation of old elements in a novel, overarching whole.

The play of these recognition effects can be quite hilariously intoxicating. For example, take the old joke about recognition itself. A staple of melodrama, the recognition scene often features the sudden discovery of a legible sign on the body—a scar, for example, or a birthmark such as a “strawberry mark.” In La Vivandière; or, True to the Corps (1867), Gilbert’s “operatic extravaganza” on Donizetti’s La fille du régiment (The Daughter of the Regiment, 1840), Gilbert wreaks havoc with this convention. Sergeant Sulpizio says to Lord Margate:

Say, are you covered, pardon the allusion,

With strawberry marks in prodigal confusion?

Two on each shoulder, on your bosom four;

Twelve on your back, on each arm seven more;

Three on your left foot, nine upon each knee;

Five on your calves, upon each elbow three,

Just sixty-six in all …?



Lord Margate rapidly counts his strawberry marks and answers yes, “exactly so.” To which Sulpizio replies: “Then you are not the Earl of Margate! …No peer of Margate, young, old, short or tall, / Had any strawberry marks at all!” The peasant hero, Tonio, then exclaims: “I have no strawberry marks!” To which Sulpizio responds: “Ha! Then I see / The rightful Earl of Margate you must be!”

The humor of this scene depends first on the hyperbolic proliferation of strawberry marks, an apt reminder that this sort of recognition scene has been staged many, many times. But the logic of melodramatic recognition turns out to be a red herring, and the joke further inflates its hilarity with the illogical notion that recognition—and the inversion of social hierarchy that inevitably follows—could depend on the absence of legible markings. Furthermore, this is an example of a joke for which a specific allusion cannot be pinpointed with any certainty. Fredric Woodbridge Wilson has made the point that it is difficult or impossible to determine exactly what source Gilbert had in mind. Sullivan’s first comic opera, Cox and Box (written with F. C. Burnand), features the joke, when one of the “long-lost brothers” identifies the other by means of the absence of a strawberry mark on his arm, but Cox and Box was not performed until a few months after La Vivandière, so it cannot be considered as a source. The play on which Cox and Box was based, Box and Cox by John Maddison Morton, shows that the joke was already an “old staple.” But the joke was not original to Box and Cox either, as it had been adapted from Une chambre à deux lits (1846), a French farce by Charles Varin and Charles Lefèvre that also was probably not original.26

That neither an original source nor a specific model can be ascertained is precisely the point of genre parody.27 There is no immediate precursor available for recognition, but only the general aura of familiarity mediated by a long series of works, during which both forms and themes become recognizable in relation to one another. Again, this sort of humor offers something to a wide variety of audience members, from those who love the joke for its exaggerated silliness to those who appreciate it in a more intellectual frame of mind. The Westminster Review essay on parody dilates on precisely this range of interests, noting the appeal of parody for philosophical and historical scholarship, and making an elaborate joke about how parody can foster an absurdly pedantic antiquarianism.28 The best critical reception is the most comprehensive, of course, and this study strives to do justice to both silly and scholarly points of view.

The third critical advantage—perhaps the greatest advantage—of genre parody has to do with the way historical processes of generalization provide an argumentative link between the theater and social life outside the theater. Genre parody promotes an awareness of social forms of life precisely as formations that have been precipitated as general forms in historical time and are then recognizable as such.29 This is one reason that the social satire in the Savoy operas is so closely related to their parodies; the operas treat social formations as a variety of “preformed material,” available to parody insofar as they may be seen as forms already mediated by representation. Cultural stereotypes, conventional behaviors, and collective social groups may be seen in this light; even, as Caroline Levine has suggested, “separate spheres” may be seen as one such social formation that may be treated as a form.30 The Savoy operas, indeed, treat social conventions as if they were theatrical conventions, social roles as if they were theatrical roles, social group formations as if they were representations, and cultural stereotypes as if they were easily recognizable figures from theatrical tradition. Conventional behavior becomes conventional, after all, because processes of socialization teach their malleable subjects to act this way and no other. Conventional behavior makes for recognition, of course, whether inside or outside the theater. By the same token, as the late Savoy operas will show, the conventional behaviors of a “foreign” culture are so estranging as to seem absurd. This intertwining of metatheatrical and sociological critique lends the Savoy operas their distinctively late-nineteenth-century flavor.

One of the easiest ways to grasp this point is to remember that the Savoy operas are populated by two very different types of type. There are the ostentatiously conventional literary or theatrical types—Arcadian shepherds, for example, Olympian gods, court jesters—familiar from long traditions of representation. There are also cultural types, representatives of present-day social life: lawyers, judges, various specific sorts of military men, bureaucrats, aesthetes, “Sisters, Cousins, and Aunts,” a Major-General, and even a Lord Chancellor. When the Savoy operas juxtapose conventional literary or theatrical types with recognizable types of social life, they make the point that both these types of type are the result of historical formation. And as if to drive this point home, many of their typified characters fall somewhere between the social and the literary, representing “real” social figures from the historical past whose characterizations have already been thoroughly processed by theatrical representation—for example, the fairies, the pirates, or the true-blue Jolly Jack Tars.

To present social types within such a densely textured theatrical context forces attention not only on the “content” of the types (the particular characteristics of an aesthete, say, or a sailor) but also on their forms and on the principles of their formation, including the genres and discourses through which these types have been precipitated in social life (the popular journalistic discourse on aestheticism, say, or the genre of nautical melodrama). Both theatrical types and social types are “generic,” in other words, and like genres can be recognized by their generalized and conventional aspects in both form and content. On its most profound level, genre parody thus reflects on the process of historical generalization itself. This viewpoint makes the twisted stereotypes of Savoy opera much more critically interesting than they otherwise would be. Even the recognizable types of modern social life must be seen as aesthetic creations, while the conventional literary and theatrical types must be associated with their histories of formation. In this respect, Savoy opera—despite its refusal to be overtly argumentative, consistent, or sometimes even coherent about a political agenda—can be credited with provoking real cultural critique. Thinking through genre, the Savoy operas provoke their audiences to see that social formations are created and re-created through performative repetition, within a densely woven fabric of cultural recognition.

Genre parody therefore invites and sustains critical reflection. Not everyone will accept this invitation, of course. Savoy opera does not offer the explicitness of radical theater, but a more subtle indirection whose critical value should be taken seriously nevertheless. It aims to re-form the critical awareness of its audience, offering them serious recreation—in both senses of that word.

Gender and Genre: The Savoy Chorus

Gender roles, stereotypes, behaviors, and forms of socialization provide a prime example of this sort of historical generalization and recognition, through parody, of conventions that are both theatrical and cultural. Gilbert and Sullivan’s operas intensely inhabit and perform Victorian gender conventions and stereotypes in order to demonstrate their absurdity. Exactly how they do so is a central focus of this book. But let us begin with Gilbert’s use of the Chorus, for it will allow us to consider many aspects of their treatment of gender through a formal feature that was also definitive for the genre of English comic opera.

Gilbert’s greatest formal innovation, his treatment of the Chorus, is already germinating in Thespis, develops in Trial by Jury and The Sorcerer, and comes into full flower from H.M.S. Pinafore through The Yeomen of the Guard. From Pinafore to Yeomen, the divided Chorus supports the operas’ analysis of gender. Before establishing its central place in that analysis, however, Gilbert changed the role of the Chorus as a whole. As Sullivan later put it:

Until Gilbert took the matter in hand choruses were dummy concerns, and were practically nothing more than a part of the stage setting. It was in “Thespis” that Gilbert began to carry out his expressed determination to get the chorus to play its proper part in the performance. At this moment it seems difficult to realize that the idea of the chorus being anything more than a sort of stage audience was, at that time, a tremendous novelty.31



Indeed, as Sullivan points out, it is hard to appreciate precisely how “tremendous” this novelty was. But we must focus on it if we are to understand the way these operas contribute to the discussion of gender in late Victorian England.

No longer standing around like “extras” on the stage (as chorus members do in grand opera), the Savoy Chorus dances as well as sings, with strictly enforced precision far beyond the usual fare at the time.32 Most important, the Chorus takes part in the dramatic action, and it thereby performs a critical parody of the conventions of grand opera. Gilbert’s first opera burlesque, Dulcamara! or, The Little Duck and the Great Quack (1866), makes this intention clear, simultaneously lampooning both the hackneyed conventions of opera and the conventions of their burlesque parody, such as rhyming couplets and songs set to familiar music:

You’re in a village during harvest time,

Where all the humblest peasants talk in rhyme,

And sing about their pleasures and their cares

In parodies of all the well-known airs.

They earn their bread by going in a crowd,

To sing their humble sentiments aloud

In choruses of striking unanimity—

(aside) The only rhyme I know to that is dimity.

…

Their dresses of drawing rooms is emblematic,

Although their mode of life is upper-atic!33



This passage also calls attention to the musical parodies involved in burlesque and extravaganza. But my main point, for now, is that this joke about the “striking unanimity” of the operatic (upper-atic) chorus prefigures and announces Gilbert’s development of his refreshing alternative.

On another level, the Savoy Chorus parodies the Chorus of classical Greek drama, speaking and singing as representative groups, commenting on the action, and sometimes taking sides with this or that principal character. Often the Chorus is directly tied into the plot through secondary characters who are of its number.34 In these and other ways, the Savoy Chorus takes a fully characterized and dramatized part in the action—yet it also stands apart, fulfilling the ancient function of producing social commentary from the point of view of a particular group formation. (This dimension of the Savoy Chorus can be considered as an extension of the classical burlesque, which we will examine in connection with Thespis, for in that precursor genre, parodies of the classical Chorus are well known.)

Most important of all—although never before made the focus of critical analysis—is the formal subdivision and characterization of the Chorus according to gender. The separation of the Chorus into male and female Choruses cannot be overstressed, for it enables and embodies the Savoy operas’ analysis of gender. In other words, this structural principle, which has often seemed merely to reflect the most reductive gender stereotypes prevalent in the Victorian period, instead exposes their absurdity, revealing them to be the repetitive and parodic stereotypes they are. Through this device, stereotypical masculine and feminine social positions, behaviors, and points of view are structurally differentiated, opposed, related to one another, and made available for critique.

Offering a graphically heightened picture, this articulation of gender positions shows up visibly in the differentiated color blocks made by the costumes and sounds out audibly in the voice registers, blending harmoniously or agitating and opposing one another, as the situation might demand (plate 3). Operating in a representational realm somewhere between realism, caricature, and fantasy, this strategy of group typification allows social relations to be clarified schematically, unmasked, highlighted, seen, and heard as blandly self-evident. It offers both aesthetic and sociological commentary on group formation, particularly on the systematic assignment of functions within a gendered division of labor. But if these representations are taken as simple rather than complex, as straight rather than twisted through parody, their purpose will have been doomed to misinterpretation.

We can see the full importance of this innovation in Trial by Jury, where the male Chorus portrays members of the Jury, while the female Chorus of Bridesmaids sweeps into the courtroom to support the Plaintiff. Insofar as women in 1875 were not full subjects under the law (and did not serve on juries), the all-male composition of the Jury is realistic. Likewise, the Jury’s vacillations mimic the back-and-forth weighing of judgment required of a real jury. However, the sudden entrance of the Chorus of Bridesmaids, dressed entirely in wedding regalia, is completely fanciful—and registers the conventional assignment of fancy to the feminine. The particular blend of realism and fantasy in the opera, in other words, is parsed according to gender, with the male Chorus representing the real social world and the female Chorus representing a disempowered fancy (which, nevertheless, has its own shaping force in the real social world). Following Jane Stedman’s influential analysis of the importance of the “invasion motif” in Savoy opera,35 we can understand the Bridesmaids’ entrance as a penetration—by the feminine—of the precincts of masculine law. They “back up” the Plaintiff (both argumentatively and musically) with their display of gender solidarity. This structural setup is a recognizable version of that old favorite topos of parody, which mocks the structures of social authority by imagining that women are in a position to overturn, invade, or replace them. Trial by Jury acknowledges that this scenario is a culturally poignant fantasy, and that recognition is part of the point, for its parody of the case for breach of promise turns on the fact that women are definitively not “on top.”36

After Thespis, Gilbert and Sullivan famously outlawed cross-dressing in their productions—both female-to-male and male-to-female cross-dressing, two separate traditions in the nineteenth century.37 By this means, they distinguished their novel genre from extravaganza and pantomime, both of which offer a more overt appeal to sexual fantasy. On the practical side, this decision to emphasize the respectability of the Savoy operas was a canny attempt at niche marketing. However, it is more complex, not—or, at least, not merely—evidence of their capitulation to bourgeois respectability. On the contrary, the absence of cross-dressing in the operas, like the gendered organization of the Chorus, enables the examination of gender relations, roles, and types, for without the blurring occasioned by cross-dressing, conventional gender arrangements show up clearly and schematically. The overt representations of normative gender allow a critique very different from the titillating spectacle of gender-bending enabled by extravaganza cross-dressing. This may seem counterintuitive today, when cross-dressing is often understood as a radical attempt to escape from or transform conventional gender assignments. And fantasy can, in some Victorian extravaganzas, be seen to work toward a productive unhinging of gender norms.38 But in the Savoy operas, the critical reflection on gender becomes clear only after Gilbert and Sullivan rule out cross-dressing, for only then does their critique of gender as the systematic performance of social function pop clearly into view.

Thus their rejection of cross-dressing, which might seem at first to represent a reproduction of social norms, is nothing of the kind, but a critical choice that enables the Savoy operas simultaneously to imitate and to criticize the standards of bourgeois respectability, as they are expressed in the roles and rules of the separate spheres. In other words, this tactic is parodic as well as satiric. The formation of the Chorus shows that the Savoy operas treat social formations as if they were generalized, historically sedimented forms—analogous to genres in this respect. Gender is treated generically, as a conventional set of performances of social action and as a set of stereotypes that have been formulated in historical time and can now be easily recognized. Within the theatrical conventions of the day, Gilbert and Sullivan’s blend of realism and fantasy expresses the Savoy parody of both Robertsonian “natural acting” and extravaganza transformation.39 The realistic sets, along with Gilbert’s famously deadpan style of direction, enable the trick whereby the most absurd antics are presented as if they were absolutely realistic. At the same time, those antics can be taken seriously, when they are perceived to represent an ideological or a social reality that is, in fact, absurd. As if the nineteenth-century social-problem play had been turned inside out, the Savoy operas twist serious social problems into a graspable knot of absurdity, all the while acting as if everything were perfectly normal; they expose the absurdity inherent in ideological contradictions.

In their actual business relations with female members of the Savoy Chorus, Gilbert, Sullivan, and Carte could be said to represent a paternalistic, late-nineteenth-century feminism. They were protective, and they advanced the material interests of their female performers while holding them to strict rules of conventional feminine conduct. Gilbert especially was scrupulous—even avuncular and fussy—about correct middle-class feminine behavior, insisting that the female members of the Chorus not be thought coarse in any way. To some extent, this fastidious attention to correct feminine behavior was a business matter (and thus, again, a matter of genre), for the women of the Savoy Chorus were marketed as exceptionally beautiful, but chaste—to be looked at, but not to be approached. In this sense, they were meant ostentatiously to differ from the widespread image of women who worked on the stage. If actresses were thought to be sexually available, much more so were the dancing girls of pantomime, extravaganza, and opéra bouffe. Gilbert firmly forbade the women of the Chorus to engage in illicit relationships outside the theater. Inside the theater, he discouraged “admirers” by threatening to have them thrown out or by returning their letters of solicitation himself.40 But he was also sensitive to the economic plight of female performers and to the particular difficulties of their lives as working women. He therefore insisted on contractually steady work and good pay for Savoy Chorus members, knowing that only economic security could sustain feminine virtue.41

In other words, as a product on the market, the Savoy operas did claim respectable gender norms as an identifying feature of their genre. And this highly theatricalized appearance of respectability is as important to my argument as my assertion that these norms are often being parodied and challenged. Just as the active and gender-differentiated role of the Chorus distinguishes Savoy opera from grand opera, so the absence of cross-dressing distinguishes Savoy opera from pantomime, extravaganza, minstrelsy, and other forms of burlesque. These formal markers of differentiation, surely one dynamic way of carving out a novel genre, are never “merely formal.”

The structural division of the Savoy Chorus according to gender is also historically expressive, a cultural marker of its time and place, when the tacit acceptance of the separate spheres began to give way to a more outspoken critique of gender. On the face of things, the divided Chorus reproduces the separate spheres of Victorian domestic ideology; however, through hyperbolic mimicry of gender conventions, parody tips the balance from reproduction toward critique. Especially when the male and female Choruses are set up in graphic opposition to each other, the absurdities of gender’s systematic organization are clearly to be seen. Take, for example, the Sailors on board the Pinafore, paired against Sir Joseph’s Sisters, Cousins, and Aunts; the Pirates of Penzance paired against Major-General Stanley’s nubile Wards; or the incompetent Peers in Iolanthe paired against the powerful Fairies—in each of these operas, the setup of the divided Chorus is both a joke and a critical comment. In each of these operas, too, gender bears on the question of genre, as we shall see. By making the social divisions of gender highly theatrical, both visibly and audibly apparent, the Savoy operas align them with other mechanisms of social separation, bureaucratization, and classification—like social class and nationality, the two categories that will come up most frequently in this study.

Thus the operas of Gilbert and Sullivan belong with other late-nineteenth-century works that perform, encourage, or focus on the denaturalization of gender.42 They demonstrate the function of gender as a structuring principle of social life, making the sex/gender system available for analysis specifically as a system.43 In Trial by Jury, for example, one particular case in the ongoing battle of the sexes, both parties to the quarrel are lampooned for their conventionally gendered behavior. Not cross-dressed gender confusion, then, but the confusion that results from gender stereotypes is the point of the parody. Similarly, in Iolanthe, the Choruses of Peers and Fairies represent two systems of law and two forms of government, one incompetent and outworn, the other powerful enough to accomplish the extravaganza transformation to Fairyland at the end of the opera. With feminine and masculine thus coded as “high” and “low,” Iolanthe performs a successful parodic inversion. These are only two examples of the gendered Savoy Choruses at their best.

In musical terms, the most powerful use of the gendered Chorus can be heard in the double Choruses, when first one Chorus sings, then the other, and finally the two sing together, blending and superimposing the two radically different melodies. Gervase Hughes describes this device as the “simultaneous presentation of two or more distinct melodies previously heard independently.”44 The witty contrapuntal surprise provides a great deal of listening pleasure. Sometimes a similar effect can be achieved with solo voices weaving around one another and singing different melodies, as in “I am so proud” from The Mikado; sometimes a similar effect can be achieved with solo voices poised against a Chorus, as in The Pirates of Penzance, when Frederic and Mabel’s love duet poignantly soars above the chattering Chorus of girls in the background, who are acting out the need for respectable distraction from the scene of passion (“How beautifully blue the sky”).

But the tour de force of this contrapuntal technique occurs in the double Choruses that use the two melodies to represent two distinctly gendered perspectives. Two of the best examples occur in H.M.S. Pinafore and Patience. In Pinafore, the Chorus of Sailors sings out their anticipation of Sir Joseph’s barge, along with their anxious hope that Sir Joseph will find them “attentive to their duties.” After their bluff masculine expression of submission, the female relatives appear to the tune of “Gaily tripping,” a light feminine number (for “tripping” is as quintessentially feminine as “chatter” in musical characterization, as the Fairies’ “tripping” music in Iolanthe will later make clear). When these two melodies are superimposed, the musical humor has everything to do with gender, for it focuses on the Sailors’ polite welcome of the ladies, and the ladies’ correlative love of “shipping.” Their musical characterizations make a point of both their difference and their mutual attraction. In Patience, though, masculine and feminine groups are at odds with each other. Their strife is humorously characterized in the music, when the Chorus of Aesthetic Maidens sings their melancholy song of unrequited love (“Mystic poet, hear our prayer”) while the Dragoon Guards express their outrage (“Now is not this ridiculous—and is not this preposterous?”).

Even though this powerful device is merely residual in both Ruddigore and The Yeomen of the Guard, these operas still make use of the double Chorus. Near the beginning of act 2 of Yeomen, women taunt the Tower Warders while the Warders search for the missing prisoner “up and down, and in and out.” Ruddigore’s encounter between the Professional Bridesmaids and the Bucks and Blades, although brief and of no consequence in the plot, is one of the best of the double Choruses. The Bridesmaids sing first, welcoming the “gentry,” and then the Bucks and Blades announce their intention to dally with the village maidens. Their cross-class attraction, in other words, is staged as a particular sort of sexual encounter, conventional in seduction melodrama, in which rakish gentlemen irresponsibly engage with innocent, rural women. Thus, in this double Chorus, a point is made that speaks simultaneously to the opera’s concerns with gender and genre. The gendered Choruses show that these social groups fit together as two aspects of a conventional seduction plot, one the moth to the other’s flame. Singing and dancing together or against each other, the Savoy Choruses can embody gendered divisions of labor, the genders as warring factions, sexual attraction, or the genders interactively and systemically constructing each other—and many other relations as well.

Music and Parody

This introduction would not be complete without a discussion of Sullivan’s music and the way it figures in Savoy opera’s treatments of gender, genre, and parody. Sullivan was a great dramatic composer who excelled at characterization, thematic development, and musical plotting. His act 1 finales are tours de force of suspense, variety, momentum, and climax. Sullivan surpassed all his contemporaries in skill of orchestration and sheer melodic fecundity, as Herman Klein, the music critic for the Sunday Times, pointed out on the occasion of the première of Princess Ida. Praising the music in general, Klein also makes a point of mentioning Sullivan’s musical wit: “Humour is almost as strong a point with Sir Arthur Sullivan as with his clever collaborator.”45 Indeed, in Klein’s review, the musical humor was taken to be greater than the verbal.

Sullivan’s music often imitates a specific musical predecessor for comic purposes, and thus it is parodic in the strictest sense of that term. In Patience, for example, the Maidens’ plaintive “Twenty lovesick maidens we” recalls “Alas those chimes so sweetly stealing” from Vincent Wallace’s Maritana (1845). In The Pirates of Penzance, Mabel’s “Poor wandering one!” employs Gounod-style “barnyard effects,” as Sullivan called them, to suggest the excessive histrionics of the feminine reformer’s zeal.46 An old English air (“A Fine Old English Gentleman”) supplies the tune for “Behold the Lord High Executioner!” in The Mikado. Many more examples can be given, but Sullivan’s riff on the “Anvil Chorus” from Giuseppe Verdi’s Il trovatore (The Troubadour, 1852) in The Pirates of Penzance (“With catlike tread”) is perhaps the best known. The Verdian grand-opera celebration of hard work, good wine, and women turns to characterize Pirates in the process of deciding to pursue their lawlessness on land. The allusion recalls the unruly gypsies of Il trovatore while making fun of the Pirates:

Come, friends, who plough the sea,

Truce to navigation,

Take another station;

Let’s vary piracee

With a little burglaree!



This near-citation of the “Anvil Chorus” does not make fun of Verdi, but uses the higher operatic form to invest the Pirates with a sort of overweening boisterous boastfulness.

Similarly, Sullivan’s parodies of the music of Handel employ this mock-heroic strategy, most often exaggerating the grandeur of ridiculous characters, such as the humorously self-important, casually corrupt Learned Judge in Trial by Jury, who is introduced with Handelian pomp, or Ida’s brothers, whose song, “This helmet, I suppose,” makes fun of their inability to tolerate the conventionally masculine costume of the warrior. Commenting on “This helmet, I suppose,” Anthony Tommasini notes Sullivan’s mastery at “evoking diverse musical styles” and goes on to point out that this “humorously ominous” music is a reference to the “sturdy solo arias from Handel oratorios.”47 In other words, the musical humor alludes to genre as well as to a particular composer. Sometimes the mock-heroic dynamic works in the other direction, deflating the pretensions of highly serious music. When Iolanthe emerges from the bottom of the stream to a parody of Wagner, for example, the music simultaneously deflates Wagner’s grandiosity and inflates the mythic portentousness of Iolanthe’s recovery. Because of the context, this music might remind us of the Rhine Maidens, but Iolanthe’s entrance music, instead, directly quotes Tristan und Isolde (1859). In this case, Sullivan’s parody of recent developments in grand opera supports the light humor of this “fairy opera.” And, unlike Sullivan’s takes on Verdi and Handel, this music does have fun with Wagner.

Often Sullivan’s music is parodic in the broader sense in which not only individual works or composers, but also genres or musical styles are the objects of parody. Specific and general parodies are often linked together, for the imitation of a specific work or composer can carry generic implications; the representative case implies the genre. For example, the Fairy music in Iolanthe (“Tripping hither”) recalls the whole genre of nineteenth-century fairy music, although it also may be seen as a particular reference to Mendelssohn.48 Likewise, Sullivan’s spoofs of Italian opera might be called Offenbachian, though Sullivan does them even better than Offenbach. The quartet in Trial by Jury (“A nice dilemma we have here”) performs a wonderful parody of the early-nineteenth-century bel canto dilemma ensemble, although it also refers to Vincenzo Bellini in particular. The intricate involvement of voices in this number imitates several minds at work on the same legal problem, sometimes drifting toward, sometimes pulling away from one another—a musical situation, as well as a legal one, “that calls for all our wit.” But frequently the genre parodies in the music do not refer to specific works or composers. Sullivan is a genius at suggesting generic styles of Italian opera, French opéra bouffe, gothic and nautical melodrama, the minstrel show, and the music hall. In addition to their function as characterization, he uses the semiotics of these musical styles, modes, and genres self-consciously to achieve clever mixtures of various “high” and “low,” native and foreign, stylistic registers.

The temporal dimension of parody also works through the music, comprehending the past and claiming for itself the most up-to-date position in the present. In one sense, Sullivan’s music is a virtuosic recollection of European musical traditions, carrying the tacit assertion that the Savoy operas can comprehensively sum up the musical past from their knowing, contemporary moment. From this point of view, the music can seem neutrally allusive rather than parodic, and it is here that parody shades into pastiche (a term that must be understood in a positive sense, naming a quality of historical texture). The music situates itself historically by recollecting previous composers and musical traditions, as well as contemporary forms of musical theater, high and low, often engaging in jokes about music history. At the time of the original productions of the operas, reviewers noticed that “the composer is never more happy than when he reproduces the mannerisms of former musical epochs.”49

Sullivan’s gift for musical characterization relates directly to his tendency toward genre parody. Hughes argues that Sullivan “had a definite gift for characterization, but rarely fastened it on individuals,” instead focusing on “variegated groups.”50 In other words, Sullivan’s music attends to forms of historical generalization other than the genres of musical history. Social categories are frequently represented in the music: social classes, nationalities, and, of course, genders. When the villagers drink the potion in The Sorcerer, we hear their “Mummerset” accents while they fall into pairs during a country dance. When Josephine agonizes about her marriage choice in H.M.S. Pinafore, the parody of recitative conveys a critique of middle-class (and feminine) considerations in the marriage choice. National group characterization is even easier to hear. To set “A British Tar is a soaring soul” as a glee carries nationalistic implications. “He is an Englishman!” should be heard as a parody of patriotic anthems in the music halls, like “Macdermott’s War Song” (from which the term “jingoism” derives). And while Englishness is thematized in the earlier operas, it is musicalized in the later ones, where the madrigals of The Mikado, Ruddigore, and The Yeomen of the Guard may serve as a good marker of Sullivan’s citations of an “Early English” style. Other national styles are also featured, such as the Japanese music in The Mikado and the Viennese (or pan-European) flavor of The Grand Duke (1896). In sum, Sullivan’s musical characterizations of social groups testify to the historical formations through which such groups are recognized. Hughes even credits Sullivan with the “even more remarkable” ability to characterize historical forces themselves. He praises in particular the “impersonal” characterization of the Tower of London in The Yeomen of the Guard, which hovers over that opera like a brooding historical presence.51

Most important for the argument of this book, the generalized force of social categorization comes into play around conventional characterizations of gender. Musical parodies—both of individual composers and of genres—often support the operas’ analysis of gender. For example, the “Defendant’s Song” in Trial by Jury imitates a minstrel number in order to make fun of his masculine self-importance, his defense of men’s “natural” tendency toward faithlessness. Josephine’s histrionic scena and Ida’s brothers’ song (“This helmet, I suppose”) are also relevant in this context. But more powerful than these individual moments of musical wit are the aggregate musical characterizations of conventional masculine and feminine attitudes. As Hughes points out, “There is as much difference between Sullivan’s yokels and his gondoliers as there is between the Warwickshire Avon and the Grand Canal; the Fairies of Iolanthe bear no more resemblance to the girl graduates of Princess Ida than Arcadia does to the popular conception of Girton in the eighteen-eighties.”52 As I have suggested, the most important musical characterizations of gender occur in the divided Chorus, central to the operas’ organization from Trial by Jury through The Yeomen of the Guard.

The music also pursues the operas’ analysis of gender through its self-conscious wit about the conventional ensemble of voice registers. Sullivan often gives to the high soprano, the powerful contralto, or the tenor hero parts that exaggerate the role of gender in sound production. Jeffrey Shandler suggests that Savoy performance styles are meant as a subtle parody of the ensemble itself, each voice register teased into a slight exaggeration of itself from time to time. Anna Russell’s parody of Gilbert and Sullivan implies this point, too, making fun of “the British piercing type soprano that is always connected with these operations.”53 From time to time, the Savoy libretto makes this humor explicit—in Princess Ida, for example, when the cross-dressed men are recognized as men by their voices, which therefore represent that opera’s argument for the essential, natural grounding of sexual identity, taken to be telling even when visual gender cues are obscured by costume. In addition to participating in the opera’s conservative argument about gender, this moment in Princess Ida offers a self-conscious comment, akin to Ralph’s “I know the value of a kindly Chorus” in H.M.S. Pinafore, Mad Margaret’s accusation in Ruddigore that the villagers “are all mad—quite mad … they sing choruses in public,” and Captain Fitzbattleaxe’s “A tenor all singers above” in Utopia, Limited. In the last—a comic opera in which King Paramount has written a comic opera—the ostentatiously English name of the celebrated English tenor, “Mr. Wilkinson,” makes a joke about English singers affecting Italian pseudonyms in the Victorian theater, while “A tenor all singers above” dilates on the paradoxes of this particular role in the ensemble.

In all these ways, the music participates in the parody as much as the words do. But the music also interrupts the parody with moments of deep feeling that completely overthrow the humor. Even using an expansive definition of parody, in other words, we could never characterize the whole of Sullivan’s music as either parodic or generic. Every student and fan of the Savoy operas has noticed that “Sullivan’s music always tends to give ‘heart’ to Gilbert’s words,” as Andrew Crowther has put it.54 The music cuts across the grain of plot and situation, interrupting the parody (and even the humor) with moments of great emotional fervor, seriousness, idealism, piercing sentiment, and sheer beauty. Perhaps this three-way tug-of-war—among absurd premises, tenaciously pursued; a deadpan acting style that pretends these premises are nothing out of the ordinary; and the emotional depth and variety of the music—would be the best characterization of Savoy opera.

One example should suffice, although there are many more. Think of the moment in The Pirates of Penzance when Mabel and Frederic realize that they must part until 1940, while he works off an apprenticeship whose length is determined by the hyperlogical calculation of his age by leap years. The situation is preposterous, although meaningful, for it thematically emphasizes not only Frederic’s exaggerated devotion to “Duty’s Name,” but also the regression played out in this numerical logic chopping. The absurdity of the situation is interrupted and transcended, however, when they sing, each in turn, the two verses of the beautiful ballad “Ah, leave me not to pine / Alone and desolate.” Even in its nonsensical context, the ballad is impossible to hear without being moved. What moves the listener is not only the spectacle of the lovers parting, but the music itself, with its grieving, dignified simplicity—her passionate desire for his presence (“He loves thee—he is here”), answered by his dutiful determination that he must leave (“He loves thee—he is gone”). The music forcibly lifts us out of the context of the plot and into another realm altogether, a realm of fundamental affect. When the ballad is over, we have been moved to another place, from which the dialogue picks up again.

These moments do not always have to do with love, although they often do have to do with gender. Topsy-Turvy (1999), Mike Leigh’s film about the original production of The Mikado, makes a similar point in its conclusion, using “The sun whose rays are all ablaze / With ever-living glory” as its example. Yum-Yum introduces the song with her absurdly naïve self-centeredness:

Yes, I am indeed beautiful! Sometimes I sit and wonder, in my artless Japanese way, why it is that I am so much more attractive than anybody else in the whole world. Can this be vanity? No! Nature is lovely and rejoices in her loveliness. I am a child of Nature, and take after my mother.



The song then lifts itself entirely away from the gender parody implied in this introductory remark. Leigh ends his film with the singer alone on stage, dignified, ravishing, poignant, and sublime. Here, again, many examples might be adduced of music interrupting humor with feeling that is associated with the opera’s argument about gender. My favorite is Princess Ida’s lament following the disappointment of her feminist idealism: “I built upon a rock.” Even though the burlesque text makes fun of her feminist separatism, the passion of that song is unmistakably anti-ironic.

At moments like this, the music “subverts the very subversiveness of Gilbert’s libretti” with “an overflow of affect that must be taken straight.”55 The structure of English comic opera—like the ballad opera before it and “the musical” after it—lends itself particularly to these effects, for its generic signature is this strategic cutting between spoken dialogue and musical “numbers.” The serial interruption provides a specific sort of narrative and dramatic structure. In other words, the music does not always work along with the text. Sometimes it works off the text, and sometimes it works against the text. From this perspective, the Savoy operas might be characterized as parody interrupted by feeling. The lyrics carry the plot forward while their musical settings often interrupt its mood, lifting the opera into another register of feeling and then dropping it back to earth again. There, on the ground, the libretto will again pursue the momentum of an overarchingly parodic form. Until that time, music bears the burden of feeling that cannot sufficiently be put into words.



Part I. Genres
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1

Outmoding Classical Extravaganza,
Englishing Opéra Bouffe

Thespis

Thespis; or, The Gods Grown Old (1871), the first collaboration between Gilbert and Sullivan, makes it clear that the parodic intertwining of two genre traditions—English extravaganza and French opéra bouffe—was fundamental to the formation of English comic opera. In addition, each of these genre parodies highlights conventions of gender. But at the outset, an act of imagination is necessary to recover a sense of this piece, for the modern text is riddled with omissions. Worse still, Sullivan’s original music has been lost—or perhaps was intentionally destroyed. While these circumstances can explain why Thespis is so rarely discussed (and even more rarely performed), they cannot justify it. Thespis has never been given the attention it deserves.1 No one has fully explored its thematic and formal coherence or its rich cultural resonance. Indeed, some critics go out of their way to dismiss its importance entirely.2 Despite its anomalous status in the Savoy canon, however, Thespis clearly illuminates the process through which Gilbert and Sullivan’s novel genre came into being by incorporating, mixing, and parodically turning away from precursor genres.

In particular, Thespis should be understood as a parody of the classical extravaganza, an important subgenre whose conventions were extremely familiar in 1871, when Thespis was produced. At the same time, Thespis is an ostentatiously English appropriation of the discernibly risqué “French” humor of opéra bouffe, a genre most easily identified, then and now, with the works of Jacques Offenbach. Thespis turns on—and also overturns—these genre traditions with its own complex blend of homage and critique, as all good parody is wont to do. Genre parody always has a modernizing effect, valuing its own present moment while implying that its precursors are exhausted and old-fashioned. In Thespis, the exhaustion is embodied explicitly in “the gods grown old,” whereas the modernizing effect of genre parody is worked out through an explicit thematic concern with modernity in general, especially with characteristically contemporary organizations of work and play. After highlighting the boredom, exhaustion, and mismanagement that prevail in the working world, Thespis proposes itself as a perfect, although temporary, solution—a well-managed, up-to-the-minute holiday relief.

A Brief Introduction to Thespis

Since Thespis is so little known, a brief plot summary might be in order. Its subtitle, The Gods Grown Old, announces the opera’s main theme. Act 1 opens on the summit of Mount Olympus, in the ruined Temple of the Gods, where a spectacular Chorus of Stars emerges through a thick fog to sing the opening number. These Stars are characterized as workers coming off duty, exhausted from their nightly business of shining in the sky. The lunar Diana, “ an elderly goddess,” peels off her cloaks, shawls, and galoshes while complaining of the cold night air. Apollo does not feel much like shining, for (as he puts it) he is much more quickly fatigued than “when [he] was a younger sun.”3 Now “an elderly ‘buck’ with an air of assumed juvenility,” Apollo shirks his duty by sending a “fine, thick wholesome fog” to substitute for the blazing sun. Thus, in its opening, Thespis turns outward toward its London audience, humorously acclimatizing them to the play’s premise while offering a mock explanation of the weather.

All the play’s central themes—the decline of the Olympian gods, modern work and its management, and the logic of performative substitution—are deftly established in this opening scene and are reinforced when Mercury enters, also complaining of overwork. Mercury calls himself a “celestial drudge,” since he performs tasks for all the other gods while they get all the credit. His role as agent, substitute, and general go-between focuses the thematic joke about performance that links the theater to the workplace in this play. Returning from a fact-finding mission, Mercury dutifully reports to his boss, Jupiter, that the power of the Olympian gods is steadily diminishing on earth.

Suddenly, the gods are interrupted by a band of mortals. These humans turn out to be the members of a theatrical troupe, climbing Mount Olympus to attend a wedding picnic for two of their number: Sparkeion and Nicemis. Like the Olympian gods, these thespians bicker fretfully among themselves, arguing about their professional roles and working relations. The two groups decide to exchange places. For one year, the theatrical company, under the management of Thespis, will assume all the roles and functions of the gods, while the gods will travel down to earth, hoping to restore their waning reputations. Only Mercury is left behind, providing a point of exchange between high and low, heaven and earth, gods and humans.

Of course, everything goes terribly wrong. In the end, the gods return to Mount Olympus and hear about the absurd acts of mismanagement perpetrated by the humans during their absence. When the substitute (“acting”) gods are ousted and order is restored in the end, Thespis concludes by turning outward to its audience again, with the complimentary gesture that is conventional in extravaganza, praising them for coming to the play and letting them know that they are the truly important “gods” in the modern theater. Thus when the topsy-turvy inversion is set right again, the play turns itself inside out, acknowledging its own artifice and determination to entertain.

Outmoding the Classical Extravaganza

Thespis includes incidental riffs on pantomime and melodrama, but the central organizing force of the piece derives from burlesque and extravaganza, as many critics have pointed out.4 Commissioned by John Hollingshead, the manager of the Gaiety Theatre—who was thus the first manager to join Gilbert and Sullivan in collaboration—Thespis was written to feature several performers already well known on the burlesque and pantomime stage. J. L. Toole, who created the role of Thespis, was renowned as a “notorious gagger,” while Fred and Harry Payne, who played Stupidas and Preposteros, were the reigning Harlequin and Clown of their day.5

The most important star attraction, however, was Nellie Farren, who created the role of Mercury. Extravaganza specialized in female-to-male cross-dressing, and Farren was famous for her version of the arch, provocative, innocent yet “cheeky” performance style that characterized these roles. Hollingshead, appreciating her value, called her “my priceless burlesque boy” and praised her respectable styling of gender ambiguity, for “without the slightest tinge of offensive vulgarity, she was the brightest boy-girl or girl-boy that ever graced the stage.”6 Farren’s costume was a short skirt made of a flowing, clinging “quicksilver” material that deftly characterized Mercury while prominently displaying her famous legs, as these roles in extravaganza were designed to do (figure 1.1; plate 4). Since Gilbert and Sullivan would never again feature travesty roles, Thespis is notable for its use of this convention. As Hollingshead later commented, the form of burlesque that appeared “in short clothes at the Gaiety” was later re-dressed in “long clothes at the Savoy.”7
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FIGURE 1.1  Playing Mercury in Thespis, Nellie Farren (far right) wore a flowing skirt of “quicksilver” material. Illustration by D. H. Friston, in Illustrated London News, January 6, 1872. (Wikimedia Commons)

In this first work, Gilbert and Sullivan played along with genre conventions, performance styles, established stars, and production values that they would soon seek to transform. Even Hollingshead admitted that “neither Mr. J. L. Toole nor Miss Nelly Farren could be called ‘singers’ even in the most elastic English.”8 Thus we can imagine that Sullivan’s music was not particularly well supported in this first collaboration. Soon Gilbert and Sullivan would gather an ensemble skilled in both acting and singing; rule out cross-dressing of any kind; forbid clowning, gagging, broad and low humor, and all unscripted stage business; and emphasize the smooth working of the company as a whole over individual star turns. Both librettist and composer would insist on the most rigorously precise standards in rehearsal. In short, later collaborations were marvels of company management. The production arrangements for Thespis, though, were decidedly slipshod. By all accounts, the work was drastically under-rehearsed on opening night, and it ran much too long, although it did become a success after cutting, shaping, and further rehearsal.

Because of its featured stars, the season of its launch, and the particular house in which it was produced, audiences at the time would certainly have viewed Thespis as an extravaganza. For Thespis premièred at the Gaiety on Boxing Night, the traditional opening night for the Christmas pantomimes and extravaganzas staged all over town. The Gaiety was a relatively new theater, having opened its doors only three years before, in 1868, and was most famous for burlesque. Sexy yet free of “offensive vulgarity,” silly yet intelligent, raucous yet spectacularly beautiful, extravaganza was a relatively “high” form of burlesque, intended for an urbane adult audience.9

Advertising “extravaganza” while being associated with burlesque, the Gaiety represents the close relation of these genres at this time. Ever since the 1830s, when Madame Vestris employed James Robinson Planché to develop their signature form of “elegant burletta similar to French vaudeville” at the Olympic Theatre, extravaganza was taken to be “higher,” more delicate, and more dedicated to sheer gorgeousness than the usual burlesque.10 The two main subgenres of extravaganza—classical extravaganza and fairy extravaganza—specialized in a sophisticated mix of musical styles, elegant costumes (not the clown-like garb worn in burlesque), and spectacular special effects. Audiences especially loved the culminating “transformation scene,” which unfolded slowly, revealing wonder after wonder, as the stage set almost literally turned itself inside out, transforming the world of the story into another, even more fantastic world. Emphatically contemporary topical allusions peppered the text, but gave way, in the end, to a profound realm of fantasy. One might say that extravaganza’s most fundamental structure depended on this juxtaposition of the present-day metropolis with a world elsewhere—whether Fairyland or the mythical realms of classical story. In historical retrospect, then, extravaganza can be seen clearly to emphasize both modern urbanity and the escape from it.

The foundational work in the genre was Planché’s Olympic Revels (1831), a classical extravaganza starring Madame Vestris as Orpheus. Olympic Revels was quickly followed by Olympic Devils (Olympic, 1831) and then by many, many more. The Golden Fleece; or, Jason in Colchis and Medea in Corinth (Haymarket, 1845) was probably the most influential classical extravaganza written by Planché, for its parody turns not only on classical stories and characters, but also on the formal conventions of classical drama and stagecraft. Influenced by Edward Blanchard’s Antigone Travestie (Covent Garden, 1845), Planché used a raised stage to evoke the high style of classical tragedy. But surely his greatest stroke of parodic genius was to cast a single actor, Charles Mathews, as the Chorus. Mathews was known for his “monopolylogues,” a humorous style of pattering in which he successively took all the parts. In other words, Mathews’s individual history as a contemporary performer was part of the wit of having one person portray the quintessentially communal group of the classical Chorus.11 Twenty-five years after Blanchard’s Antigone Travestie and Planché’s Golden Fleece, Thespis depended on the profound familiarity with classical extravaganza that could be assumed on the part of the audience by 1871.12

Both the form and the content of classical extravaganza place it in the main line of modern burlesque poetry, which originated in and developed through parodies of the classics. English burlesque verse, influenced by the seventeenth-century French poets Scarron and Boileau, often took up the later, five-beat line, since it handily mocks the high seriousness of English blank-verse heroic drama, but the earlier, octosyllabic rhymed couplet also provides a rich vein of rhythmic humor. Mostly end-stopped in order to emphasize the rhyme, the lines of early-nineteenth-century theatrical burlesque were relished for their doggerel jogtrot. These lines of English burlesque developed many tricks of their own, exaggerating faux-classical stichomythia, for example, tossing the line back and forth among several characters without missing a beat, until someone would finally complete the anticipated rhyme. Ostentatious rhyming was allied to the other notorious feature of extravaganza: blatant and copious punning. Overdoing the use of puns can produce a rising sense of giddy, knowing hilarity to accompany the deflating pleasure of the wince. Like the rhymes, the puns operated as a form of punctuation, forming the points in a pointed style with its topsy-turvy dynamic of mock-heroic inflation and deflation. The puns were italicized in playbills, in lists of dramatis personae, and in extravaganza play texts, so that they would pop out visually and be easily grasped.

The music for extravaganza was derivative and allusive. Borrowed from opera arias and street ballads alike, familiar melodies were set with new lyrics. This comic refunctioning of the music enhanced the dynamic of mock-heroic elevation, deflation, and mismatching. Too, the ironic juxtaposition of high and low registers, operating between the music and the words, created a dynamic disjunction that was analogous to the oddly dislocated topical jokes on metropolitan current events, uttered within the context of Fairyland or classical antiquity. In another world, zany reminders of this world burst through. Needless to say, these musical conventions capitalized on recognition rather than originality. Sullivan’s original music turns this feature of the precursor genre on its head. On its own, the presence of original music raises Thespis from burlesque toward opera. Meyer Lutz, who took over as conductor of Thespis after Sullivan’s opening-night performance, believed that the music was too “ultra-classical” for its intended audience.13 Like Sullivan’s music, Gilbert’s libretto provides a coherent, overarching two-act dramatic plot, significantly less episodic than the usual extravaganza.

After Thespis, Gilbert and Sullivan would leave the formal conventions of the extravaganza behind, while also suggestively transforming—and therefore recollecting—them. For example, Gilbert brilliantly recast the function of the pun. Drastically reducing its blatancy and frequency, he nevertheless retained its logic; but instead of appearing as merely an incidental point, it serves a fundamental, structural purpose. Thus the pun becomes less—but also more—important, absorbed within the plot and thematic arguments of the play, rather than frequently punctuating the dialogue with diversionary linguistic wit. In Thespis, Gilbert orients the plot around the double meaning of “company,” linking the theatrical and economic senses of the word in order to engage in a critique of the functionalist segregation of roles demanded by an efficiently working capitalist enterprise. (The theme of company management is explored later in this chapter.)

Thus Thespis should be seen both as a late classical extravaganza and as a first step away from extravaganza toward comic opera. Thespis updates and, at the same time, outmodes this popular precursor genre. For in 1871, when Gilbert and Sullivan took it up, the classical extravaganza was quite a familiar old thing, rapidly receding into the past. Even the stage set for Mount Olympus—“Picturesque shattered columns, overgrown with ivy, etc.”—makes the point (in the “etc.”) that the ruins of the classical past have been humorously recycled and staged many times before. In the course of Thespis, all the familiar elements of classical extravaganza are trotted out: pseudo-Greek comic names like Tipseion, Preposteros, and Nicemis; young women in short skirts and tights impersonating Greek gods; jokes on Jupiter’s many love affairs; a recitation from Lemprière’s Classical Dictionary; anachronistic juxtapositions between the mythic past and the urban present; and other humorous engagements in mock erudition.14

In order to make sure that Thespis is understood as a genre parody, the central character, Thespis, makes the point quite explicitly. When consulted as “an expert judge of what the public likes,” Thespis pans Jupiter’s performance of his own role. “You don’t come up to my idea of the part,” he tells Jupiter, adding, “Bless you, I’ve played you often.” Thespis further suggests that the role itself is outmoded. “In fact,” he tells Jupiter, “we don’t use you much out of burlesque.” This is a metageneric point—a deflation of the classics, of course, but also an assertion that the classics are by now most familiarly preserved in burlesque. At one point, Thespis even mistakes Jupiter for an aspiring actor who would like to play Jupiter. “When we do our Christmas piece, I’ll let you know,” Thespis quips dismissively, thus cueing audience members to recognize the reflexive humor (since they themselves are sitting in a theater and watching an actor play Jupiter in a Christmas piece).

As a genre, extravaganza specializes in this sort of sophisticated reflection of the current moment, along with a running commentary on its own conventions. In one sense, then, Thespis simply extends these conventions. But they are reflexively developed ad absurdum. Thus Thespis pushes the extravaganza’s modernizing, sophisticating impulses to the point where they become parodic. In other words, the content of Thespis—its story about how the gods have grown old and have been replaced by human actors—offers an allegory of its own form of genre parody.

“The Gods Grown Old”

Why might a work that makes fun of classical extravaganza as an exhausted and outmoded genre be especially appealing in 1871? I suggest two answers: first, because many Victorians worried that their gods, too, had perhaps grown old; and, second, because a parody of the classics could appeal to audience members from diverse social classes.

The topsy-turvy parodic exchange of high and low in Thespis is scripted as the substitution of humans for gods and earth for heaven. The Olympian gods have fallen, come down in the world, been brought down to earth. Indeed, their loss of prestige derives from their having become too much like humans, with their aging, their internecine squabbling, and their complaints about overwork. When the thespians mistake the ruined Temple of the Gods for the dilapidated palace of a mighty king who must be hiding to avoid his creditors, this parodic secularization is clear. The gods, in turn, fail to recognize the thespians, wondering whether they represent a government survey, an Alpine club, or a “Cook’s Excursion.” Thus the meeting of gods and humans is overlaid with references to modern bureaucracy, tourism, and the decline of the aristocracy. Their mutual misrecognition emphasizes the cross-cultural foreignness of the two realms to each other while suggesting how very much alike they have already become.

The idea that the Olympian gods have grown old suggests the disturbing possibility that whole regimes of divinity can be superseded and displaced. Some informed audience members may have recalled the mythic displacement of the Titans, which had established the regime of the Olympian gods in the first place. But a great many late Victorians had pondered the later, historical displacement of the Olympians, who had been relegated to the status of mere “pagan” deities after the rise of Christianity. Examples of this troubling idea abound in the literature of the period, some taking up the notion that the Olympian gods survive in exile, cloaked and disguised in cold, northern European climates; some dilating on the incongruity of classical art among the artifacts of Victorian culture; and some focusing on the shocking historical impermanence of whole dispensations of faith.15 In the history of musical theater, Wagner’s “Twilight of the Gods” is the most memorable—and serious—evocation of this last idea, and to some extent Thespis can be seen as a parodic comment on the sort of high seriousness expressed in Götterdämmerung.16

Needless to say, Thespis takes a light view of these serious issues, but it does suggest them. If the Olympian gods can be reduced to tired, limping, cold, and disgruntled day laborers, then perhaps the same thing could happen to another deity. The idea that Christianity itself might be displaced—or the more radical idea that Christianity was, in the nineteenth century, already in the process of being displaced—seemed a disturbing possibility to many Victorians. Could a parody of the classical extravaganza suggest even this off-limits issue? I think so. When Thespis berates the gods for being out of date and “behind [the] age,” he suggests that all historical eras have their popular fashions, even in matters of religion. When Jupiter complains that “the sacrifices and votive offerings have fallen off terribly of late” and are now “dwindled down to preserved Australian beef,” he makes present-day, “down-under” Australia a sign of the world’s lowering, democratic, and secularizing tendencies.

The very idea that human actors could substitute for the gods suggests a dangerous absurdity, paradox, or contradiction in terms. Of course, that paradox happens to be precisely the principle on which ritual theater is founded. But it is also the particular paradox on which Christianity is founded, the notion that divinity can be not only represented in human form (as in theater, including Thespis), but also fully incarnated as human. In this sense, the Christian incarnation can be seen in the light of performative substitution, or even of parodic deflation, since the human God “comes down” to represent a prior, more distant, and sterner image of divinity. Theological argument through the ages, articulating the three persons (or roles) taken by the one God, attempts to analyze this paradox, treating it as a mystery rather than an absurdity. But the troubling effects of bringing God down to earth were reaching a critical level of explicitness in the nineteenth century.17 Of course, the church and its beliefs were beyond the reach of theatrical parody at this time.18 But this historical collapse of the firm distinction between God and human can be felt hovering behind the inversion of gods and humans in Thespis.

I am not the first to suggest that the waning reputation of the Olympian gods is recognizable as an analogy for (and a humorous displacement of) the Victorians’ own struggles with the loss of faith. Alan Fischler, for example, argues that the play suggests the necessity for a bracing, humanistic self-reliance. The moral of Thespis, Fischler suggests, is that humanity must face the fact that the gods have disappeared and thus must assume control.19 I think the implications of Thespis go further—and are funnier—than that. When absolute distinctions between high and low collapse—whether between gods and humans or between aristocrats and commoners—then the human world is securely fixed within the realm of theatrical substitution, where humans can act like gods or ordinary people can act up, playing whatever role they might like. Modern social mobility involves acting. That is Gilbert’s sharpest point, one shared by some sociologists, who recognize the importance of the idea of theatricality in the development of their discipline.20

This association of secularization with democratization suggests another answer to our pending question: Why might a parody of classical extravaganza have been especially appealing in the late nineteenth century? As Edith Hall argues, the attraction depended on the wide range of class-inflected attitudes toward classical education among those in the audience for classical extravaganza.21 Classically educated theatergoers could find relief from the memory of school discipline in the spoof, laughing at the easy simplicity of the jokes, while those not educated in the classics could enjoy the comic deflation of an elite tradition. As Hall points out, the major extravaganza writers were bohemians, elegant and educated, but rebellious, disaffected, and sometimes radical in their political sentiments.22 She further argues that the very popularity of classical burlesque (from its inception in 1831 until Thespis in 1871) shows that “working-class and lower middle-class theatergoers of both sexes must have been much more familiar” with the classics “than they have been given credit for hitherto.”23 At the same time, the classical references in extravaganza may have served a loose pedagogical purpose. Providing ready information in a journalistic, fragmentary, modern style, the classical extravaganza perhaps was a sort of primer, even though the information comes across in bits and pieces, like the form of modern journalistic information itself.

According to this interpretation, the topical references characteristic of extravaganza would have been received by audience members in multiple and complex ways, cutting across the audience and differentiating it from within, while binding it together in common enjoyment. Since their humorous mock erudition often turns on rudimentary problems of translation, classical extravaganzas worked across the difference between those who knew Greek and Latin and those who knew only English. At the same time, these mock-scholarly jokes provided enough clues for all sorts of audience members to follow.24 Greek and Latin tag phrases can be taken as evidence of both a carefree attitude toward the memory of classical education (which some audience members may have adopted) and the autodidactic, upwardly mobile attention to bits and pieces of classical learning (which other audience members may have brought to bear). This dynamic of differentiation may be seen, for example, in The Golden Fleece, where Charles Mathews’s opening speech as the Chorus concludes with the following joke:

At the end of each scene I shall sing you some history,

Or clear up whatever is in it of mystery,

But I can’t tell you why—unless English I speak,

For this very plain reason—there’s no Y in Greek.25


This conventionally italicized pun on the word “why” and the letter “Y” humorously presents a bit of classical trivia, while also humorously justifying the translation of the classical story into English. Within this framework, English insularity can simultaneously be parodied, justified, and enjoyed.

So, in other words, we could read Thespis as one symptom of the great democratizing shift in education during the second half of the nineteenth century, which saw not only the broader dissemination of classical learning among some women and working-class men, but also the rise of English studies (the vulgar tongue treated as a subject of higher education). Regarded from a certain balefully “high” point of view, this cultural development was regarded as the dilution, fragmentation, and even demise of real learning. Classical extravaganza always makes fun of that high point of view. In other words, the genre registers a gradual, general shift in the perceived value of classical education, which may have begun to seem a thing of the past, even at the same time that it was becoming a more widely owned common coin of present-day exchange. Owing to its implied critique of classical education, displayed before a cross-class audience, classical extravaganza adopts an implicitly subversive attitude in general, Edith Hall argues. Indeed, she claims that the genre posits a broad cultural opposition between classical education and popular theater, implicitly championing the latter.26 I agree. Within the dynamics of parody, cutting up the classics goes hand in hand with the gusto and power of democratic cultural appropriation. Thus for Thespis, as for all parody, in-crowd enjoyment may be felt both in tacit familiarity or recognition and in the excitement of “getting it” for the first time and “catching on.” The parody of classical extravaganza is a particularly trenchant cultural tool, excavating the past while clearing the way for more modern forms of cultural exchange and common coin. Intensifying the holiday commingling of high and low, Thespis deftly involves the classics with the social classes.

Englishing the Opéra Bouffe

If gods can be brought low, how might humans be elevated? Another genre parody takes up this other direction of parodic inversion in Thespis. If holiday extravaganza is purpose-built to elicit fantasy, evoke pleasure, and imagine the relaxation of rules, opéra bouffe offers an explicitly “French” set of conventions for relaxation, involving intoxication and risqué sexual explicitness, both of which Thespis turns to its advantage.

Offenbach had taken up these issues in Orphée aux enfers (Orpheus in the Underworld, 1858), perhaps the best-known work in the French tradition of opéra bouffe. Thespis is deeply indebted to Orphée aux enfers, and in its relation to the earlier work, Thespis processes risqué French content, converting it into a more respectable, acceptably English form of suggestiveness. Insofar as Thespis translates a decidedly French genre into pointedly English terms, it practices genre parody. Still current when Thespis was produced in 1871, Orphée parodies its own classical sources; in this respect, Thespis is a further parody of a parody, offering both homage to and critique of Offenbach in general and Orphée aux enfers in particular.

Several contemporary critics immediately recognized the fact that Thespis participates in this cross-channel cultural exchange, and they welcomed Sullivan’s original music as the English answer to Offenbach.27 Sullivan’s earlier Cox and Box (1866, with a libretto by F. C. Burnand) had been directly inspired by Offenbach’s Les deux aveugles (The Two Blind Men, 1855). Gilbert, too, was clearly involved in this particular genre parody, for Orphée aux enfers was his favorite Offenbach opera. He had reviewed Offenbach for Fun; had used several Offenbach melodies in his first (burlesque) version of Tennyson’s The Princess (1870); and had published his English translation of the libretto for Les brigands (1869) in 1871. Thus it is clear that when Gilbert wrote the libretto for Thespis, Offenbach was very much on his mind.28

Thespis preserves, but tones down, two risqué topics highlighted in Orphée aux enfers: intoxication and sexual transgression. In this assimilation and transformation of opéra bouffe, we can see an important element of the formation of English comic opera. In Orphée, drink is proposed as one cure for the exhaustion and boredom that gods and humans suffer alike. “This regime is boring!” the gods chant in their “Rebellion Chorus.” One reason for their descending into the underworld is its spicier diet, especially its replacement of nectar and ambrosia with wine and “fire-water.” Even the waters of Lethe become a vehicle for intoxication. “I drink to forget,” says John Styx, who has come down in the world. Here the inebriate’s conventional excuse becomes an explanation of his downward mobility, which itself is a metaphor for the deflating aspect of parodic inversion. In other words, intoxication is an explicit marker of parody, as the gods descend into the underworld. Orphée concludes down there, with Eurydice dressed as a bacchante, backed up by the “Infernal Chorus” of gods, all singing the praises of intoxication.

Thespis plays on this bouffe topic while turning it upside down. The lowly thespians get “high” by climbing Mount Olympus, for its thin mountain air is “intoxicating” and “elating,” but they are also drinking wine as they climb. As with the gods in Orphée, once the actors have achieved the heights, the regime becomes boring and routine. Thus Thespis alludes directly to Orphée when the thespians complain that ambrosia “cheers but don’t inebriate us.” As in Orphée, the conclusion of Thespis turns on the playful embrace of intoxication, but in Thespis that embrace is given an exaggeratedly English twist.

Tipseion, the thespian acting for Bacchus, turns out to have been a most inadequate substitute, for he has “taken the pledge.” No longer true to his name, Tipseion is self-divided by virtue of his role, and he must ask himself: Which is the higher duty, his professional duty as an actor to play Bacchus well or his personal pledge not to drink? “When the functions clash,” he says, everything must give way to “the pledge.” Terence Rees discerns in this a satire of the temperance movement, always at its height during the Christmas season.29 A tee-totaling fanatic in the role of Bacchus is funny in several respects: as a figure for an era of all-too-human misrule; as a figure for the inadequacy of dramatic substitution in general; but most especially as a figure for the particular English cultural resistance to a light-headed, bouffe encouragement of intoxication. Tipseion promotes the production of ginger beer instead of wine, a particularly English alternative. This dig at Victorian sobriety is also a critique of performative substitution. For one “moral” of the story is that “substitutes are nothing like the real thing,” and, of course, ginger beer is no more likely to replace nectar, ambrosia, or wine as an intoxicant than respectable bourgeois values are likely to produce the high, intoxicated feeling of temporarily being godlike.

Like those of intoxication, themes of sexual transgression express the commitment of the genre to press against the limits of Victorian propriety. Classical parody, in general, is associated with a literary form of infidelity. Thus the risqué treatment of sexual infidelity in Orphée aux enfers cleverly dovetails with the opera’s parodic infidelity to the classical version of the story, for Orpheus and Eurydice detest each other and are engaged in adulterous affairs. Offenbach’s Orpheus absolutely does not want to reclaim his Eurydice. Only the stern figure of Public Opinion can convince him to pretend devotion, “pour servir d’exemple à la postérité [in order to serve as an example to posterity].”30 This lack of respect for the classical story apparently shocked many of Offenbach’s contemporaries, including Flaubert—which may seem shocking in its own way to twenty-first-century readers, who will recall that Flaubert treated marital infidelity with his own commitment to an antibourgeois critique. The links between social conventions and genre conventions—especially those circulating around marriage— are always strong.

The parodic dalliance with themes of sexual transgression was shaped differently in England than in France, of course. Thespis exaggerates the English refusal to raise risky topics, while raising them all the same: loose behavior during courtship, marital infidelity, even incest. For example, the betrothed couple (Sparkeion and Nicemis) pursues a tedious argument about whether he might properly kiss her yet, since they are only partway through their marriage ceremony. Later, the thespians consult Lemprière’s Classical Dictionary, with pseudo-classical pedantry, about “the exact connubial relation of the different gods and goddesses.” Following the long list of women to whom Apollo was “married,” a tongue-in-cheek dispute breaks out among the thespians about whether he was actually married to them. This question is squelched with an exclamation of mock horror: “Sir! This is the Family Edition!” While ostentatiously identifying the work as English, this joke cuts against the notorious prudery of Victorian editors. Meanwhile, the suggestion of extramarital sexual relations provides a mild titillation, although remaining well within the limits of respectability.

While some critics have felt that Gilbert is squeamish about the sexual explicitness of opéra bouffe,31 it seems to me that the opposite must be the case. He imitates French suggestiveness as much as possible within the conventions of the English stage, while making fun of excessive English propriety. Comparing Gilbert’s libretto with French opéra bouffe, the reviewer for the Era said: “He ventures into fields where no previous dramatists have entered…. He says things which many of us may have thought, but which no one has dared to express.”32 Opéra bouffe might treat marital infidelity as routine, but Gilbert raises the issue with his own form of delectation. While Sparkeion and Nicemis jealously threaten each other with an infidelity they never enact, they keep the issue in the air. But a variety exemplum in act 2, the song about the “little maid of Arcadee,” provides a more pointedly immoral moral. This fable clearly argues that inconstancy and change of sexual partners is only natural, even for women. The little maid was happily engaged to Cousin Robin, but he “did as Robins do” and jilted her. After mourning him for a while, however, she happily settles afresh on Cousin Richard. Thus, sequestered within this little number, the question of sexual inconstancy is de-idealized, treated in bouffe fashion as perfectly to be expected, even likely to produce a happy outcome. This sort of implied argument against the prescriptions of Victorian gender ideology is not at all unusual in Savoy opera; my point is that we have to feel its dynamic being formed in response to extravaganza and opéra bouffe.

Thespis even jokes about incest. Pretteia, playing Venus, points out that the actor playing Mars is her father, while the one playing Vulcan is her grandfather. “I can’t throw myself into a part … when I have to make love to my father,” she protests. Along similar lines, when Daphne and Nicemis bicker about who is “really” married to Sparkeion, Daphne argues that Nicemis cannot be married to her own brother (since Nicemis is playing Diana and Sparkeion is playing Apollo). Daphne, playing Calliope, insists, instead, that she is married to Apollo: “By the rules of this fair spot / I’m his wife and you are not.” But Nicemis replies out of her role, in propria persona as Sparkeion’s betrothed: “By this golden wedding ring, / I’m his wife and you’re a ‘thing.’” This scene is all the more piquant since the character of Sparkeion is played en travesti, and thus all three parts in this bouffe erotic triangle are played by women (figure 1.2). Thus, again, extravaganza cross-dressing and fantasy assist in suggesting forms of transgression that are not explicitly being played out.

Raising the risqué topics of adultery and incest enables Thespis to satirize priggish, petit-bourgeois, respectable people who refuse to entertain such topics. During the discussion of whether Venus is married to Mars or Vulcan, Nicemis pipes up with: “If she isn’t married to Mars, she ought to be!” This gives rise to a pseudo-pedantic axiom that the “exact connubial relation of the different gods and goddesses is a point on which we must be extremely particular” (where “particular” means both “precise” and “euphemistic”). Nicemis is a prig. (Her name is “Nice-miss,” where “nice” means both “amiable” and “excessively precise.”) As she says, quite absurdly, given the fact that she is acting: “I hope the original Diana is no rule for me.” Because the “original Diana” goes out at night, Nicemis, playing Diana, must be unfaithful to the classical original in order to remain a respectable contemporary young lady.

All the female thespians worry about the relation of their “real,” personal characters to the parts they are playing; for each, “fidelity” and “convention” are concerns of both genre and gender. Here we see, too, that playing a role—whether in a play or in social life—precipitates self-division. When acting properly—or when acting properly—one is never oneself. Amusingly, and very much according to bouffe conventions, the issues of performance and self-division are raised for the female characters in Thespis around gender role-playing and sexual fidelity while, as we shall soon see, the same issues are raised for the male characters around professional role-playing. Thus the questions of gender, for women, and professional duty, for men, are signs of the much more pervasive problem of performance.

[image: images]

FIGURE 1.2  In the erotic triangle of Diana (Nicemis), Calliope (Daphne), and Apollo (Sparkeion)—clustered around Thespis—all three parts were played by women. Illustration by H. Woods. (Wikimedia Commons)


The extravaganza convention of female-to-male transvestism points up this difference in gender conventions by playfully confusing the genders. In this respect, the cross-dressed role of Mercury is particularly interesting. As the “brightest boy-girl or girl-boy” in John Hollingshead’s Gaiety pantheon, Nellie Farren played the point of exchange—the “junction” we might say—between high and low, divine and human, but also female and male bodies. Aptly, the traditional figure of Mercury depends on the paradoxical function of crossing, going-between, and posing as both-at-once, while Farren’s female body in male costume enacted these multiple transgressions. Certainly extravaganza transvestism suggests a play of homo- and hetero-erotic fantasy, in the audience at large and perhaps within any individual audience member, whether male or female.33 In Thespis, gender transgression both embodies (as a symbol) and represents (as a metaphor) other social problems, for Mercury is also the exemplary figure of the worker-subject, exhausted and conflicted, divided among multiple roles.

The god’s many “aspects” are wittily represented as modern, distracted multitasking. Thus the demands of modern social life—both the need to work and the self-division caused by work—are figured in Mercury’s complaint that he is a “celestial drudge” who must perform in place of all the other gods.34 Once again, Gilbert’s particular transformation of opéra bouffe demands attention. Whereas in Orphée aux enfers, the role of the funny factotum is divided between Mercury and John Styx (“mon domestyx,” as Jupiter fondly calls him), in Thespis, that role is united in Mercury, “the slave of the gods.” In Orphée, Mercury recites a long list of his roles and titles, quoting from Bouillet’s classical dictionary. He is facilitator of love affairs, master of eloquence, protector of commerce and thieves. Offenbach’s Mercury even predicts his instrumentalized modern role: in a barometer. Gilbert adopts all these jokes, turning each of them in a slightly new direction. “I’ve made thunder for Jupiter, odes for Apollo, battles for Mars, and love for Venus,” says Gilbert’s Mercury, employing an amusingly elaborate zeugma. He must “go down” every evening and “rise” in the morning, bringing back to Mount Olympus all the things he has stolen (“a set of false teeth and a box of Life Pills” for Jupiter, and so on). In short, Mercury is simultaneously a disgruntled worker and a personification of parodic inversion. Leaning on a rhyme with “futurity,” he sings in protest: “Though noodles are baroned and earled / There’s nothing for clever obscurity!” All the gods are workers, and none of them gets any respect; but because he works for all the other gods, Mercury represents the quintessence of the common, human worker.

Company Management

Critics have failed to see that the idea of company management—in both the capitalist and theatrical senses of the word “company”—provides the thematic coherence of Thespis. In this story of modern work and modern play, theatrical substitution and hierarchical inversion wreak havoc in every company—the company of Olympian gods, the company of actors, and a railway company whose ineffective management provides the humor in the central novelty song of Thespis. In this respect, Thespis creates relief and diversion by concentrating on bureaucratically divided functions, company management, and right relations between managers and workers.

The central variety number of act 1, about the North South East West Diddlesex junction, focuses these issues. The “Junction Song,” as it is often called, is the crux of Thespis. As if to nudge us into apprehending its crucial importance, the song is framed by a blazon of clues to its exemplary significance. In the scene from which the “Junction Song” emerges, Thespis bemoans the difficulties of his managerial role, crying, “Oh why did the gods make me a manager?” The troupe treats this question as if it were the proposition of a riddle. They repeat it again and again, emphasizing a different word each time, as in a juvenile guessing game: “Why did the gods make him a manager? … Why did the gods make him a manager? … Why did the gods make him a manager? … Why did the gods make him a manager?” This silly device has a serious purpose, for it allows the question to be repeated so many times that its thematic importance loudly sounds out and must sink in—before the song. Then, closing the frame on the “Junction Song” after it concludes, Thespis again suggests its thematic relevance to the plot of the whole, for it is then that he drives his bargain with the Olympian gods, to become the temporary “manager” of Olympus. Notably, the agreement is formulated in the language of company business, when Thespis says: “I’ve a very good company, used to take long parts on the shortest notice. Invest us with your powers and we’ll fill your places till you return.” Rees’s research shows that the original version also included an invitation from Jupiter to Thespis “to confer with a brother manager.”35

The “Junction Song” is also preceded by Thespis’s refusal to flirt with Nicemis, since (as he puts it) an association with her might impair his influence “before [his] company.” Here we should notice that sexual “association” is related to the unruly cross-class associations that will be detailed in the song. Thespis rejects her advances with an outburst: “Don’t you know the story of the gentleman who undermined his influence by associating with his inferiors?” Almost everybody replies, “Yes, yes,—we know it,” but of course it will be sung anyway. This emphasis on its familiarity suggests that it is meant as a commonplace (even though the song is original to Thespis). Variety numbers like this would become a staple device in Savoy plot construction, with their giddily displaced, yet exemplary condensation of a serious point. (Think of the fable of “The Magnet and the Churn” in Patience or the song about “Darwinian Man” in Princess Ida.) These songs, which seem to be distractions at the time of their presentation, are little fables twisting the moral of the story around themselves—tiny, crazy allegories of the larger plot within which they are situated. This diversionary tactic explicitly points out the thematic coherence of the piece without making it overly “heavy” or serious.

The “Junction Song” tells the story of a railway company’s Chairman of Directors, whose habit of “associating with his inferiors” makes him a very bad manager indeed:


I once knew a chap who discharged a function

On the North South East West Diddlesex junction,

He was conspicuous exceeding,

For his affable ways and his easy breeding.

Although a Chairman of Directors,

He was hand in glove with the ticket inspectors,

He tipped the guards with brand-new fivers,

And sang little songs to the engine drivers.



This managerial style backfires, of course, for his workers ignore their assigned functions and “[give] themselves up to a course of joking.” The trains start behaving quite absurdly, “stopp[ing] all night in the middle of a tunnel,” going to the wrong destination at the wrong time, and so forth. In the end, the results are disastrous. The company fails on the market, for “the general Public did not like” this rampant irregularity, and so “receipts fell, … [and] shares went down to a nominal figure.” In a final flurry of worldly absurdity, the “Junction Song” explains that the railway line is eventually sold to marine store dealers (a company precisely not well suited to manage a railway, and a lower-middle-class kind of trade, at that). All the shareholders end up in the workhouse, and the Chairman of Directors ends up on the street, selling “pipe-lights in the Regent Circus.” And the moral of the story?

These are the sad results proceeding

From his affable ways and his easy breeding!


Directly following the song, Thespis emphasizes the moral with his sympathetic commentary:


It’s very hard. As a man, I am naturally of an easy disposition. As a manager, I am compelled to hold myself aloof, that my influence may not be deteriorated. As a man, I am inclined to fraternize with the pauper—as a manager, I am compelled to walk about like this: Don’t know yah! Don’t know yah! Don’t know yah!


Like Trabb’s boy mocking Pip in Great Expectations, Thespis imitates the snubbing behavior of those who act better than their fellows. To be a proper manager, it seems that one has to “rise” to the occasion and “act” the part. Again, Thespis drives home the double point that social roles involve performance and that their performative pressure causes a painful self-division. A professional, it seems, is always an actor, while an actor is always a worker. With this knot of metatheatrical argument, the play equates social stratification with the bureaucratic assignment of separate functions in modern life. Thus the moral of the “Junction Song” points out the disciplined assignment of “function” in modern labor relations.36

As was so often the case in extravaganza (and will be the case in the Savoy operas), the “Junction Song” alludes to a topic in current circulation. The failed manager of the railway was supposedly intended as a reference to the Duke of Sutherland, the director of the London North Western Railway, who had a reputation for riding along on the footplates of his company’s engines.37 But the specific journalistic content of the reference is much less important than its form. Glancing, scattershot, and concretely related to the world outside the theater, such references attach the play’s realm of fantasy to the world of reality, as if each topical reference were a tack, a nail, or a pushpin. Audience members can pick up on the concrete reference or not, for the song’s humor will work either way.

The “Junction Song” also serves as a witty case of the medium being an apt vehicle for its message. The exuberant “musical onomatopoeia” of its railway orchestration included a station bell, a train whistle, and “some new instrument of music imitating the agreeable sound of a train in motion.”38 These sound effects were enormously popular with audiences. In the lyrics, an emphasis on the word “function” relentlessly sustains the railway onomatopoeia throughout the song, through the feminine rhymes of its chugging refrain (“compunction … unction … function … junction” and so on). While Thespis sang, the company was choreographed to imitate the motions of a railway train. The performers, “led by Mr. F. Payne [the famous Harlequin] whose arms represent[ed] a flying wheel,” conveyed the “tremulous energy of the locomotives that ‘rush and roar through all the shires.’” As the Era reported, this “screaming, whistling and shouting chorus fairly brings down the house.”39

The mechanical sounds of the “Junction Song” express the thematic crux of the play, imitating the properly functioning parts of a modern social machine. Many decades in advance of Meyerhold and other dramatic modernists dedicated to showing that the human body had become part of the mechanism of modern life, this novelty number expresses the hopeful notion that modern automatism and mechanization can be homeopathically alleviated with a dose of playful imitation. Like Charlie Chaplin caught in the machinery in Modern Times, this number both belabors and lightens the burden of modernity’s exaggerated discipline.

Again, the significance of the “Junction Song” depends on the multiple meanings of the word “company.” The association of an acting company with a capitalist company now comes clearly into focus. This is Gilbert’s first experiment in transforming the burlesque and extravaganza pun, raising a diversionary bit of verbal humor into an overarching principle of coherence. Although still tacit, an idea is forming—the idea that a pun can become a coherence-making engine, a thematic gear, a “junction” that links the parts of the working machine. The virtuosity of the coordinated performance also helps us see that producing a successful piece of theatrical relief is actually hard work, demanding the functional precision and capital consolidation of a modern machine.

Much has been made of the fact that Gilbert and Sullivan wrote Thespis for an “alien company” of actors who were neither trained as vocal artists nor disciplined to accept precise direction of the sort for which Savoy productions would become known. In fact, the performers in Thespis were not really a “company” at all, but a disparate group of individuals, brought together for this particular production. Since many were already famous for their own performance styles, they would have expected to create their parts themselves, relying on their signature styles of flirting, capering, clowning, mugging, or improvising business. Soon Gilbert and Sullivan would exercise their aesthetic control by prohibiting these unruly outbursts of individualistic grandstanding in favor of a coherent company style; pay relatively high salaries for performers’ labor, thus stabilizing the company; and enforce rigorous rehearsal procedures. Therefore, we can also see the theme of company management in Thespis as a symptom of Gilbert and Sullivan chafing within the conditions they would soon transform, working under production constraints they would soon seek to transcend. Thespis can be read, in other words, as a metatheatrical critique of contemporary production values, an expression of the desire for a well-managed company that could be precisely disciplined to form an ensemble of stars who would agree to shine in chorus, who would work together like a well-functioning machine.40

When, at the conclusion of Thespis, Jupiter dismisses the actors for their gross mismanagement, Thespis complains that his company has been unfairly treated. His closing number, a reprise of the “Junction Song,” brings back the wonderful clanging, puffing, and chugging of the railway music, while blaming Jupiter, who


… sends us home in a mood avengin’,

In double quick time, like a railroad engine.

   And this he does without compunction,

   Because I have discharged with unction

   A highly complicated function,

   Complying with his own injunction.


The “unction” Thespis claims is the sure sign of an underling, pleading that he has only followed the orders of his manager. However, although the moral of the story does seem to be about the bad management of the thespians, another cluster of inversions must be undone for the restoration of order. Take Tipseion’s substitution of ginger beer for wine as an example of mismanagement that must be set right. His sobriety has caused terrible problems in the world’s economy, driving all the wine merchants out of business. Thus the ginger beer must go, and the wine must return. In other words, even in the restitution of order, not sobriety but intoxication is affirmed, in a truly fitting, tipsy moral for a holiday play. In the end, too, the light genres are affirmed above the heavy, when Thespis turns itself inside out, with a sly version of the extravaganza “tag” that appeals to the audience for approval. Thespis plays with this convention, implying that the very presence of the audience self-evidently confirms that the theater’s management has expertly “discharged its function.” Jupiter makes this clear when he sends Thespis and his company packing:


Away to earth, contemptible comedians,

   And hear our curse, before we set you free;

You shall all be eminent tragedians,

   Whom no one ever goes to see!


Thus are the comedians validated and the hierarchies of genre overturned again. Thespis ends by confirming the good taste of its audience, for they did not attend a tragedy that “no one ever goes to see.” They chose, instead, to see Thespis, a spectacular example of the holiday entertainment that absolutely everyone goes to see.


2

Gender in the Breach

Trial by Jury

Trial by Jury (1875) is a satire on the law in general, but it is also a parody of one specific legal genre: the suit for breach of promise of marriage. The divided Savoy Chorus appears in this opera for the first time—the Chorus of Jurors backing up the Defendant, and the Chorus of Bridesmaids supporting the Plaintiff—as the scaffolding for an argument about gender. This short piece builds its critique of gender and the law on a set of brilliant genre parodies—of the cantata, the minstrel show, the seduction melodrama, the extravaganza transformation scene, and the case for breach of promise, which, by 1875, could certainly be understood as a genre in its own right.

Fred Sullivan, the older brother of the composer, created the role of the Learned Judge in the original production. Made up to resemble the Lord Chief Justice at the time, Sir Alexander Cockburn, Sullivan’s impersonation lent the frisson of illegitimacy to the production.1 Similarly, all the Jurymen appeared at the first dress rehearsal made up to resemble Dr. Edward Kenealy, Q.C., the counsel for the plaintiff in the famous case of the Tichborne Claimant, a lengthy and popular suit for imposture that had been tried before Lord Chief Justice Cockburn himself.2 Arthur Sullivan “used to go and sit on the Bench with [the Lord Chief Justice] … at the time of the trial of the Claimant,”3 and Sullivan reciprocated by taking him to a performance of Trial by Jury. The Lord Chief Justice was not amused. As he explained, “[T]he piece was calculated to bring the Bench into contempt.”4 His conventional personification of “the Bench” is itself funny, since it abstracts the judge’s function from the person who discharges it, and Trial by Jury satirizes precisely that: an individual takes on the role as a matter of imposture. This work makes it blatantly clear that a judge is merely a representative of the law, calls attention to the inevitable disparity between the law and its individual agents, and points to the theatrical nature of social roles. Within the range of social roles, the performative reiterations of gender are shown to be even more powerful than the law itself.

Trial by Jury was the first Gilbert and Sullivan collaboration to have been masterminded by Richard D’Oyly Carte, the impresario who launched the triumvirate and kept them working together from 1875 until 1896. It appeared as an afterpiece to a production of Jacques Offenbach’s La Périchole (1868) at the Royalty Theatre, where Carte was manager for Selina Dolaro. For years, Carte had been dreaming of creating a native English comic opera, and the huge success of Trial by Jury was the first real step toward realizing that goal.

Some journalists at the time worried that Trial by Jury might pale next to La Périchole, with its ultra-French, risqué representation of a tipsy heroine. However, the reviewer for the Times reported that “to judge by the unceasing and almost boisterous hilarity” of the audience, Trial by Jury suffered not at all in comparison with Offenbach, but, “on the contrary, it may fairly be said to have borne away the palm.”5 Also weighing the relative merits of the two works, the reviewer for the Era praised Gilbert’s new English style of outspokenness: “He ventures into fields where no previous dramatists have entered…. He says things which many of us may have thought, but which no one has dared to express.”6 Again, as in Thespis, attacking risky topics in a particularly English way, Trial by Jury raises issues of sexual boredom, greed, professional ambition, and gender-specific rationalizations for social action.

For the libretto, Gilbert revised and expanded a piece of his own comic journalism that had appeared in Fun, “Trial by Jury—An Operetta.”7 Its genre parody explicitly turns on the humorous equation of courtroom drama with operetta. Only with Sullivan’s music, then, is the full comic potential of Gilbert’s parody realized, for the music sets the lively, arch mood, mobilizing parodies of several genres of musical theater—light and heavy, low and high—to point up the absurdity of gender arrangements and the futile, ritual attempt of the law to process them in an orderly way. Unlike the two-and three-act comic operas to follow, Trial by Jury is perfectly compressed into one short act. Billed as a “Dramatic Cantata,” it has no spoken dialogue—unlike all the other Savoy operas—but was through-composed and is sung from start to finish of its short playing time (about half an hour).

Much more elaborate than the typical afterpiece, Trial by Jury featured original music and libretto, both male and female Choruses, and a stage set depicting the “SCENE—A Court of Justice.” Much has been made of this set, for it staked a claim for the high production values that would become one hallmark of the Savoy operas. The realism of the set created the sense that a real-life theater of social action—very different from the extravagant, fantastic setting of Thespis on Mount Olympus—could be the scene of zany and extravagant doings. Jane Stedman claims that these realistic sets “provide a right-side-up for topsy-turvydom.”8 But the situation is more complicated than that. These sets pretend that “real life” is stable and “right-side-up,” while showing that it is actually characterized by parodic inversion. Ordinary social life really is topsy-turvy and crazily perverse. The generic stability of rule-bound legal procedure fails entirely to rule out the passions, deceptions, and absurdities that make life outside the courtroom so unruly. It is a crazy court, and yet—like the courtroom scene in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, like Kafka’s The Trial—its madness is strangely familiar, perhaps peculiarly English.9 The fact that the Chorus of Bridesmaids sweeps into the courtroom is the most fantastic—that is to say, unrealistic—thing of all. In this case, the metatheatrical comparison of courtroom and theater implies that legal action is a cultural ritual, purporting to resolve ideological contradictions while actually reinstating them. Popular narratives of social engagement are stronger than the law, and they exert their own powerful shaping force on the legal proceedings. Chief among these is the familiar melodrama of the “broken flower,” the “cheated maid” who has been jilted by a “regular cad … a shocking young scamp of a rover.” She sues for breach of promise, hoping that the court will redress her loss with an award of monetary damages.

It is true enough that this familiar story refers to real social problems of seduction, abandonment, and gender inequity under the law, problems whose specific nineteenth-century forms were precipitated out of the long and wrenching shift from a traditional society to a modern, class-based one. Trial by Jury takes these social realities into account by making it absolutely clear that the Defendant is guilty—and so, too, are the Jury and the Judge. (In a serious sense, the plethora of guilty men seems to suggest that this script of seduction and abandonment is acted out all the time; but in a parodic sense, what we see is the hyperbolic multiplication of the already familiar.) Thus Trial by Jury exposes the network of male power relations that determines the endless repetition of gender inequities in the law.

In Trial by Jury—and in many of the later Gilbert and Sullivan collaborations—social action is regarded precisely in terms of its genres, the forms through which it is produced and reproduced in the repetitive performances of everyday life. Therefore, within the Savoy aesthetic, social actions and formations are every bit as susceptible to genre parody as any literary or theatrical genre might be. Furthermore, they are recognized and mediated through literary and theatrical genres that are also seen to be overly familiar, repetitive, and mechanical. If Trial by Jury pokes fun at the generic shaping force at work in all culture, it does so in a spirit of critical analysis. That analysis turns on the stereotypical performances of gender.

Masculine Will, Feminine Wiles

Keeping in mind that Trial by Jury is the first collaboration to feature a Chorus divided according to gender stereotypes, we should pay attention to the way the Chorus represents the polarized opposition of genders and interacts with individual characters. The humor of this piece turns on the social chaos that ensues when the genders clash and on the question of how that chaos may be processed, reorganized, and resolved. The suit for breach of promise is a brilliant choice for crystallizing this dramatic conflict around a point of law.

Edwin (the Defendant) and Angelina (the Plaintiff) are conventionally named, blatant stereotypes of the couple who have fallen out. James Ellis reminds us that this naming convention dates back at least to Oliver Goldsmith, but “Gilbert was more immediately thinking of a pair of newly-weds, Edwin and Angelina Brown, who had appeared in a long series in Fun entitled ‘Letters from a Young Married Lady.’”10 Thus the list of dramatis personae immediately forecasts the gendered conflict to come, while evoking a sense of critical detachment in the audience, since these roles refer to a joke both familiar and up-to-date.

Despite its lightness, Trial by Jury is ambitious in the scope of its critique. Portraying the social organization of gender specifically as a system, the piece demonstrates that masculine and feminine performances are constituted in relation to each other—like parts within a theatrical ensemble—and perpetuated, along with the inequities they represent, through cultural institutions, discourses, and genres.11 The ensemble stereotypes represent the pattern of social relations at its most schematic, and they tacitly suggest that both the gender-specific plot and the gender relations sketched in Trial by Jury have been repeated to the point of easy familiarity. Both Edwin and Angelina play up their roles, acting out a cultural narrative that has been rehearsed for decades in advance of this particular trial, in the melodramatic theater and the novel. The utter familiarity of the roles, in other words, is a large part of the joke.

Thus the metatheatrical humor is not merely analogical, for not only is the courtroom like a theater, but action in the courtroom is determined by the theater. Composed of recognizable roles, plots, and rationales, the trial for breach of promise is a ritualized cultural performance, thoroughly understood as such by all its participants. We see this when the Counsel for the Plaintiff introduces Angelina’s claim. He disingenuously pretends that this case is extraordinary, while revealing its humdrum familiarity:


…I never had a notion

That a man could be so base,

Or deceive a girl, confiding,

Vows, etcetera, deriding!



His “etcetera” blandly gestures to the formulaic nature of this narrative, which falls well within the audience’s horizon of expectations. Only this shorthand is needed to conjure the familiar story, which exerts its generic force so suddenly that the Usher and Jury immediately side with the Plaintiff. This is the central comic notion of Trial by Jury—that the narrative of seduction and the suit for breach of promise exert a conventional force so powerful that impartial judgment is simply impossible. This genre of trial will always be prejudged, for the story is already written. Instantly assuming the guilt of the Defendant, the Jury greets him, “shaking their fists” and threatening, “Monster, dread our damages!”

Edwin protests against this reaction, since the Jury has not yet heard his side of the story. They jovially agree to hear it now, and, gathering around the Defendant, they listen as he sings his autobiographical confession while strumming a prop guitar. The “Defendant’s Song” is a parody of a minstrel number, with a vocal refrain that employs nonsense syllables to suggest the plucking of guitar strings: “Tink-a-Tank, Tink-a-Tank, Tink-a-Tank!” During Edwin’s song, the Jury assumes the characteristic arc-like pose of the minstrel lineup, literally backing up the defendant physically and musically, to signify that they also back him up ideologically (plate 5, lower half).12 One promptbook for Trial by Jury confirms this intention in a telling annotation to the “Defendant’s Song”: “At ‘Tink-a-Tank’ the Jury affect to be playing a guitar. The man on the right affects to be playing a taborine [sic] & the one on the left to be playing the bones.”13 But even without recourse to this evidence, we can hear the minstrel parody in the rolling, tumbling musical figure in the woodwinds following each choral echo. The aura of condescending mimicry from the minstrel show transfers itself to the Defendant, exposing his absurd self-justifications as a parody of conventional masculinity. In other words, the comment on gender is conveyed through a genre parody, for minstrelsy is itself a genre of burlesque, and the courtroom is one of its favorite settings.14 Thus the “Defendant’s Song” is a genre parody of a broader and “lower” form of burlesque. Trial by Jury, therefore, blends the minstrel show into its generic mix, prefiguring English comic opera by positioning itself as higher than the minstrel show, yet lower than the cantata.

The Defendant blandly confesses that he did indeed jilt Angelina (“When first my old, old love I knew”). As he explains, when his passion cooled, she “became a bore intense,” at which point he “became / Another’s love-sick boy.” Later, in his second song (“Oh, gentlemen, listen, I pray”), he justifies his inconstancy by arguing that it is only natural to change partners (“Of nature the laws I obey, / For nature is constantly changing”). Some critics have called this self-justification “Rabelaisian,” emphasizing its appetitive gusto.15 But I see it as part of the critique of gender and the law. In the Defendant’s self-justification, in other words, “nature” is proposed as a system of law, while it has also been reduced to—and made the euphemism for—roving male sexual appetite.

That the Jurymen are swayed “as a body” in their opinion is indicated in performance by their swaying to the music, first to the Plaintiff’s and then to the Defendant’s. Although their vacillations can be rationalized as the usual back-and-forth vicissitudes of a Jury making up its mind, they also reveal the powerful force of convention, shaping collective judgment. While listening to the “Defendant’s Song,” for example, the Jury identifies with him, but then disavows that very identification; at first they relish the Defendant’s rakish bravado, conspiratorially murmuring (“Ah, sly dog!”) while fondly recalling their own wilder days, but then they affirm their grown-up respectability instead:


Oh! I was like that when a lad!

A shocking young scamp of a rover,

I behaved like a regular cad;

But that sort of thing is all over.

I’m now a respectable chap

And shine with a virtue resplendent

And, therefore, I haven’t a scrap

Of sympathy with the defendant!



Their recognition of their identification fuels their reaction against it. Here Trial by Jury cagily suggests that in a representative group of males (“a jury of his peers”), all will be implicated in the Defendant’s crime. At the same time, all will want to deny that implication in the name of respectability. When the Jury does its next about-face and returns to support the Plaintiff, in other words, they are motivated by the desire to purify themselves of their own past behavior, now ruled out of order. In this humorous staging of the swaying vicissitudes of sympathy and judgment, we can see a satire on the sexual double standard (and on Victorian respectability in general), characterized as the product of denial and disavowal. These arguments are theatrically embodied in the swaying of the male Chorus, their choral murmuring, and their conspiratorial “asides” to the audience.

The punch line of Trial by Jury comes early in the piece, when the Learned Judge reveals that he, too, is guilty of breach of promise. The dynamic of complicity and disavowal that we have observed in the Jury is writ large in the autobiographical confession of the Learned Judge (“When I, good friends, was called to the bar”). Like the Jury, but much more explicitly, he is guilty of the crime being tried; like the Defendant and the Jury, he glibly confesses. This parody of professional autobiographical confession would become a staple in Savoy opera. As one critic has aptly put it, the characters who sing these autobiographical lyrics confess to things usually kept under wraps, as if they were “under some compulsion to speak the truth.”16 Like the Jury’s confession, the “Judge’s Song” shows that the process of becoming a successful professional may be nothing more than the disavowal of past behavior—venal at best, criminal at worst, and definitely gender based.

The Judge enters to a musical parody of Handel, as the joined Choruses welcome him (“All hail great Judge!”). This sets the scene for the comic deflation that follows in the “Judge’s Song.” Elaborating on an imitation of English oratorio, the Choruses repeatedly beg him to tell the story of how he came to be a judge. Frustrated with their seemingly endless repetition of their request—which is part of the Handel parody—the Judge interrupts with a petulant demand: “Let me speak.” Then another great Handelian flourish is punctured by the humorously nonoperatic voice of the comic baritone. This is funny on the face of things—or in the ear of things—but its abstract point is more important. For the Judge, associated with greatness by the Handelian entrance music, is in fact small, unimpressive, and peculiar. This radical disparity between the embodied social actor and the role he is given to perform must be played to the hilt, for it conveys an important aspect of the political satire, whose mockery is not so much aimed at this particular Judge, but at the corruption of the profession, undermined from within by individuals falling short of their exalted roles. His characterization is, just as Lord Chief Justice Cockburn feared, “calculated to bring the Bench into contempt.”

Very much like Gilbert himself, who was a failed barrister before he became a comic journalist and playwright, this Judge was formerly “an impecunious party” who feared that he “should never hit on a chance / Of addressing a British Jury.” His eventual success demonstrates that pecuniary motives for romantic engagement belong to men as well as to women. He reports matter-of-factly on his stratagem for professional advancement: “So I fell in love with a rich attorney’s / Elderly, ugly daughter.”


The rich attorney, he jumped with joy,

And replied to my fond professions:

“You shall reap the reward of your pluck, my boy

At the Bailey and Middlesex Sessions.

You’ll soon get used to her looks,” said he,

“And a very nice girl you’ll find her!

She may very well pass for forty-three

In the dusk, with a light behind her!”

…

At length I became as rich as the Gurneys—

An incubus then I thought her,

So I threw over that rich attorney’s

Elderly, ugly daughter.

The rich attorney my character high

Tried vainly to disparage—

And now, if you please, I’m ready to try

This Breach of Promise of Marriage!



With a pun on “fond professions” (professions of love, profession in the law), the song emphasizes the illicit overlap of romantic engagement and professional advancement. “It was managed by a job,” he confesses pianissimo, to which the Chorus echoes, “And a good job, too!” For audiences in 1875, “a job” indicated the betrayal of public trust for individual gain. Rhyming “job” with “mob” and “nob,” Gilbert’s “Bab” humor continues its simplistic, bobbing rhythm. Finally, the “Judge’s Song” reaches the height of its mock-heroic grandeur when he boasts—with fatuous, childish, bravado—“now I am a Judge!” and the Chorus echoes, “And a good Judge too!”

Even the gross misogyny with respect to the “elderly, ugly daughter” must be understood as part of a critique that has a distinctly feminist edge. The misogyny belongs to the Judge’s voice, so the exposure of his self-serving character encompasses that misogyny in its critique. The Judge’s confession makes it plain that the middle-aged female figure has been ill-used by father and suitor alike, who seal a professional pact through the exchange of her hand.17 Drawing this comparison among the Defendant, the Jury, and the Judge, Trial by Jury argues for their collusion in an unspoken system of male power, arising from the masculine wish, or even will, to make personal inclination into law.

[image: images]

FIGURE 2.1  Angelina makes her feminine appeal to the Counsel for the Plaintiff in Trial by Jury, watched by the Chorus of Jurors on one side and the Chorus of Bridesmaids on the other. Engraving by D. H. Friston, in Illustrated Sporting and Dramatic News, May 1, 1875. (Collection of Fredric Woodbridge Wilson)

The mercenary motives of the male professional exceed those of the abandoned Plaintiff, in other words, which goes directly to the heart of the parody of the suit for breach of promise, as we shall see. But the feminine position is lampooned as well. For the Plaintiff is not without her own resources—beauty, a seductive dependence, and her impeccable performance of “the cheated maid,” a performance demanded in this genre. The stage directions emphasize her role-playing, as she appeals with flirtatious vulnerability first to one man and then to another. First she “falls sobbing on COUNSEL’S breast and remains there” (figure 2.1). Then, while she is being installed in the witness box, she “reels as if about to faint,” whereupon the foreman of the Jury offers her solace, and she “falls sobbing on to [his] breast.” “Kissing her,” the foreman of the Jury interprets his attraction as paternalistic (“Just like a father / I wish to be”). At this point, the Judge, “approaching her,” offers his own support (“Or, if you’d rather, / Recline on me!”). She quickly “jumps on to Bench, sits down by the JUDGE, and falls sobbing on his breast.”18 This feminine act is surely meant to be regarded as another form of special pleading, as humorous in its own way as the Defendant’s absurd self-justifications. An abandoned woman in search of a new protector creates a palpable sense of chaos, where there should be “order in the court.” Thus Trial by Jury provides a little allegory of the legal system attempting to process the systematic disorder of gender inequity, as male profligacy and female dependence are so clearly related.

Melodrama and the Breach of Promise

The suit for breach of promise represents—and purports to solve—a set of difficult social problems. As the double senses of “suit” and “courtship” suggest, love shades into law during the delicate period leading up to marriage. The promise is a telling example of performative language, but it performs only when specified consequences are subsequently enacted. In this sense, the performative “I do” of the marriage ceremony seals a pact that is prefigured by a previous promise, the engagement.19 In the suit for breach of promise, an award of monetary damages attempts to cover the breach that opens when another kind of suit is left unfulfilled.

The case for breach of promise both reveals and conceals the evidence of gender inequity at the heart of the law. Susie Steinbach has described this paradox: by interpreting the promise to marry as a contractual obligation, the law attempts to hide—while at the same time to redress—the severe disability engendered on the woman as a contracting party.20 In the nineteenth century, since a woman could not enter into a legal contract, she was never an active party to the pseudo-contract of the marriage promise, but only the passive recipient of it. If the promise was broken, the woman was without recourse under the provisions of contract law. In other words, the suit for breach of promise was a sort of nonce spin-off, deriving from an analogy with contract law. Without explicit acknowledgment of its function, the legal procedure for breach of promise negotiated a few ideological gaps, conceptualizing man and woman, individual and family, love and money in relation to one another in a newly modern way.

Breach of promise evolved in order to address inequities of gender at a time when gender itself was in transition, coming into the foreground that it would occupy in the mid-nineteenth century. Put very simply, the historical emergence of companionate marriage (marriage based on affection as opposed to family alliance) accompanied the rise of the middle classes (and, in the history of genres, the rise of the novel and melodrama). During this long transition, marriage became more individualized and romanticized, yet also rationalized as a market phenomenon. While the premium put on female chastity remained in force, individual women were gradually accorded more responsibility for their choice of a mate. This emergent freedom of choice for the woman was hardly free, however, insofar as it depended on residual forms of honor in the man (“honorable intentions”) that could not be enforced. As middle-class women passed from father to husband, they were particularly vulnerable. But women in the lower and working classes were more vulnerable still, to rape or seduction and abandonment. The nineteenth-century literary and discursive obsession with the figure of the “fallen woman” represents one long imaginative attempt to mediate this seemingly intractable social problem. The suit for breach of promise represents another.

In the background (both psychologically and historically) of the breach of promise suit lurked the possibility of the other, unmentionable, and more physical sort of breach. If a woman had actually been “seduced”—if her virginity had been breached, whether by rape or by her own willingness—she was from that time irrevocably “fallen.” However, if she had simply been jilted, she could recover her status. In other words, “seduction” and, to some extent, even “engagement” are euphemisms for sexual entanglement, and the breach of promise existed to cover a wide variety of these situations.21

In the early decades of the nineteenth century, melodramas of seduction and abandonment routinely depicted a rapacious male aristocrat and his unwilling female victim—a village girl, servant, ward, or wife of a commoner—any “helpless and unfriended” woman whose vulnerable femininity could stand in for the vulnerabilities of an outraged and rising working class.22 In these early days of the genre’s development, in other words, the melodramatic opposition between good and evil was highlighted as a graphic difference in class as well as gender. The sheer repetition of this melodramatic plot makes it clear that early melodrama existed in part to mediate the decline of the aristocracy and the rise of class consciousness through the representative figures of gender. In one respect, then, the history of melodrama is a history of considering, attempting to come to terms with, and actively constructing the modern cultural categories of class and gender (as well as nation, which we will consider in later chapters).

The helpless, victimized woman was often the epicenter of melodrama. By the mid-nineteenth century, when middle-class values clearly had come to dominate, melodrama tended to focus its politics around this center, and class yielded to gender as the central term of analysis. Similarly, seduction yielded to breach of promise as the dominant version of the story. However, the earlier, even more dangerous plots were still very palpably felt in the background.23 Thus the suit for breach of promise represents a link between class and gender disparities in the law. In Trial by Jury, the ideological contradictions inherent in this situation are suggested. When is a contract not a contract? When one of the principal parties is a woman. Can virginity be reconstructed and chastity restored? Yes, through certain forms of ritual (legal) theater. These absurdities are gathered up in Trial by Jury and generalized as an overarching contradiction between Love and Law, but actual, historical law is saddled with the task of rationalizing the irrational impulses of sexual attraction and the irrational absurdities of ideological contradiction.

Purportedly, the monetary damages sought in a breach of promise suit were meant to repair the damage to the woman’s reputation. Sullied by previous engagement and rejection, a jilted woman was “damaged goods” on the marriage market. She was “ruined,” and her chances for future marriage were nullified. According to this logic, the award of damages in court restored the virtuous victim to the ranks of the eligible, transforming her into a marriageable innocent again. Figuratively speaking, the monetary damages symbolically reversed the damage to her reputation—and, by implication, to her body. The monetary award healed the hymeneal breach and restored virginity after the fact. The attribution of virtue was granted retroactively, the result of a successful performance that unfolds in and through the legal proceeding itself.24 This uncanny ritual of restoration virtually turned back the clock—and was therefore literally preposterous—in order to endow the plaintiff with a new beginning.

In order to achieve this result, the woman had to present a persuasive performance of feminine virtue, signified conventionally through her heartbroken abjection. “Heartbreak,” in other words, was the guarantor of—and the euphemism for—her damaged virtue (itself a euphemism). The compensation for acting sincerely heartbroken was the “heart balm” of monetary damages. Thus in assessing its award of damages, the jury had to decide precisely how “heartbroken” the plaintiff was. To what extent had she been misled in her engagement? How irreparably wounded was she? How inconsolable? These factors had to be taken into account, along with the question of the defendant’s lost value—financial and relational—as a potential husband. Thus the conundrum of how to put a monetary value on romantic attachment clearly covered—and covered for—the issue of female economic dependence. This nineteenth-century notion of heartbreak and mental suffering was the romantic side of a coin whose obverse was a tough-minded focus on the financial value of the promise and its power (or lack of it) to seal a deal on the marriage market.

By 1875, when Trial by Jury was produced, its scenario was extremely familiar, “as close to contemporary life as the morning newspaper.”25 Indeed, upcoming trials for breach of promise were announced in local newspapers. These trials were so common that their outcome seems to have been determined in advance: the woman would win, especially if she was beautiful and charming, and she would be awarded monetary damages.26 The historical record clearly supports this contemporary assumption. As Steinbach’s research shows, the breach of promise suit “worked well for women for the first two-thirds of the nineteenth century.” Her data demonstrate that from 1780 to 1869, the cases that reached trial had a success rate of 87 percent.27 It is important to see that the utter familiarity of the suit bespeaks the generic, shaping pressure that this conventional story exerted on each individual case.

Steinbach shows that the success or failure of any breach of promise suit depended to a great extent on how close the performances in the courtroom conformed to roles familiar from the melodramatic theater. Furthermore, the participants in a breach of promise case fully recognized that they were engaged in staging a performance and following a conventional script. It was well understood that the outcome of the trial depended not so much on the facts of the case as on the skill with which counsels could manipulate their narratives of the courtship in order to approximate or refute the stock melodramatic plot of seduction and abandonment.28 Steinbach puts the point this way: “[T]he breach of contract suit worked structurally, independent of the particularities of a case. The suit encompassed contractual and romantic notions of marriage in ways that allowed women who seemed sincerely in love to triumph without being of perfect virginity or virtue.” In a profound sense, the theatrical appearance of virtue was much more important than the facts of the case.

The year 1869 marked a “turning point in the history of breach of promise,” as Steinbach’s research has shown.29 That year Parliament passed a law, the Evidence Further Amendment Act, which expanded the kinds of evidence allowable in court. Previously considered too interested to be eligible to give evidence, now the parties to a breach of promise suit could testify, as long as their evidence was “corroborated by some other material evidence.” This change in the law was explicitly designed to make it easier for plaintiffs to sue. And it accomplished that goal: “Around the country, newspapers report significantly more accounts of breach of promise cases, local and otherwise, in 1869 and 1870 than in previous years…. [S]uddenly breach of promise cases were much more in the public eye than they had been before.” But although the number of cases increased, the percentage of winning plaintiffs and the size of their awards decreased. Most important for my argument, there were widespread attacks on the principle of breach of promise itself, suggesting that the expansion of the law’s coverage had called forth a popular reaction against it. Steinbach’s analysis shows that the hostility to breach of promise from 1870 to 1900 went far beyond criticism of weak cases and was aimed at the action in general. Between 1879 and 1890, five bills were introduced to abolish breach of promise altogether. (It was finally abolished in 1970.)

Trial by Jury participated actively in this cultural conversation, and it is notable for engaging on the woman’s side of the debate. In Charity and Ought We to Visit Her? (both produced in 1874), the social-problem plays he wrote just before Trial by Jury, Gilbert vehemently attacked the sexual double standard. Soon, in his best comedy, Engaged (1877), he would expose romance as the flimsiest cover for financial and social competition and greed. As in Trial by Jury, the principal women in Engaged are conniving and mercenary. But also as in Trial by Jury, Engaged parodies the elaborate act demanded of women who strive for a middle-class future. Engaged does not single out the female part for critique, in other words, but coolly analyzes the entire, systematic sham of courtship. Similarly, Gilbert saw both sides of the case for breach of promise—its absurdly overdetermined, repetitive familiarity, as well as the inequities that enforced its seemingly endless reiteration. Gilbert was sympathetic to the woman’s position in actual cases of breach of promise and was known to have backed his Chorus members in suits of this kind.30

Of course, Gilbert was by no means the first writer to parody the suit for breach of promise. Charles Dickens vividly conjured the ever-present danger to his male characters, using the familiar joke about scheming women entangling innocent men in the suit for breach of promise. Most audience members at Trial by Jury would have recalled the humorously absurd characterization of Mr. Pickwick as a “ruthless destroyer” and the demand against him for “damages, gentlemen, … heavy damages!” In the case of Bardell v. Pickwick, the innocent Pickwick is required to pay £750 to Mrs. Bardell—a huge award.31 Although the suit depicted in The Pickwick Papers (1836–1837) is the best-known example of Dickens’s comic use of the breach of promise, it is by no means the only one.32

The focus of the absurdity in Trial by Jury is strikingly different from that in Dickens’s novels. I agree with Andrew Goodman, who argues emphatically that its treatment of breach of promise was more daring at the time than Gilbert has been given credit for.33 But it was not audacious because it was introducing a new topic. Indeed, its relentless focus on the utterly conventional familiarity of the case is a large part of what was daring about it. But more striking is its revision of the popular gender politics of the conventional suit. Dickens highlights the danger to men. His humor depends for its intelligibility on his comic inversion of the commonsense understanding—and, indeed, the social fact—that courtship is more dangerous for women than for men. Gilbert overturns Dickens’s satirical critique while preserving its logic. In Trial by Jury, he outdoes—or at least updates—Dickens by exposing the old-boys’ network of male power relations. In his characterizations of the Defendant, Judge, and Jury, Gilbert finds a less conventional and more contemporary villain than the rapacious melodramatic seducer of old or the innocent, victimized male of Dickens’s novels. He twists the plot of seduction and abandonment inside out to expose another sort of social problem in the systematic abuse of power within a network of men that cements their relations with one another through the exchange of women.

In other words, Trial by Jury is not the complacent representation it is sometimes taken to be, but an exposure of the force of generic conventions in theatrical and social life. The systematic relation of male characters, with their absurd rationalizations for their actions, is the comic villain of the piece. Caught within their network, the Plaintiff’s only weapons are her beauty and her willingness to play the hackneyed female role of the “broken flower,” the “cheated maid,” the “helpless and unfriended” melodramatic heroine. Her feminine act of solicitation and dependence, while also parodied, is comprehended as a necessary response of the weaker party to a nonbinding pseudo-contractual engagement. Furthermore, the law is lampooned for lubriciously covering male “nature”; after all, the “elderly, ugly daughter” is discarded as part of the back story, and the plot’s resolution is achieved with the Judge’s “rapture” as he claims the Plaintiff for his own. That these familiar facts of life cannot be seen for what they are highlights the daring of the piece, which insists on exposing what the law attempts to cover up. The Usher’s demand—“Silence in court!”—is a joke with a serious double meaning.

Thus Trial by Jury comes to its crisis in the legal bickering about the award of monetary damages. True to type, the Plaintiff argues that she is inconsolable:


I love him—I love him—with fervour unceasing

I worship and madly adore;

My blind adoration is always increasing,

My loss I shall ever deplore.

Oh, see what a blessing, what love and caressing

I’ve lost, and remember it, pray,

When you I’m addressing, are busy assessing

The damages Edwin must pay!



To these plaintive words, sung while “embracing him rapturously,” the Defendant offers his plea in abatement. While “repelling her furiously,” he argues that he would have been worthless as a husband:


I smoke like a furnace—I’m always in liquor,

A ruffian—a bully—a sot;

I’m sure I should thrash her, perhaps I should kick her,

I am such a very bad lot!

I’m not prepossessing, as you may be guessing,

She couldn’t endure me a day;

Recall my professing, when you are assessing

The damages Edwin must pay!



This song stresses the oddity of the modern attempt to equate love and money, taking it to its reductio ad absurdum. The Plaintiff’s loss of love is even humorously equated with her capital outlay during courtship, when it is discovered that the Defendant abandoned her quite late in the game:


Doubly criminal to do so,

For the maid had bought her trousseau!



The Jury, shaking their fists at the Defendant, promises “substantial damages, / Dam”—a truncated judgment, reduced to a curse, which the Usher interrupts with his characteristically repressive refrain: “Silence in Court!”

Grand Transformation Scene

A parodic justice does emerge in the end. Like most comic endings, the resolution of Trial by Jury turns on marriage, which in this case repairs the breach of promise. But the resolution is hilariously sudden, suggesting just how irrational it is. In the end, that very irrationality is wonderfully expressed in a parody of the extravaganza transformation scene.34

Rapidly winding up, Trial by Jury reels through a sequence of three different ways to resolve the legal issue, each of them absurd. (As in Thespis, the three-part crescendo of absurd suggestions both postpones and prepares for closure.) First, the Defendant offers to “marry this lady to-day / And … marry that lady to-morrow!” Counsel objects, citing legal precedent:


In the reign of James the Second,

It was generally reckoned

As a rather serious crime

To marry two wives at a time.



He hands a law book to the Judge, to prove this obvious point, while the female Chorus rapturously admires the “man of learning!” Second, the quartet (“A nice dilemma we have here”) enacts a parody of legal reasoning through its musical parody of the Italian operatic “dilemma” ensemble. The intricate involvement of voices in this number imitates several legal minds at work on the same complex problem. Of course, the content is itself absurd, as if breach and bigamy were two horns of a legal dilemma, but the form makes it all the funnier. Third, as we have seen, the Defendant argues that he would have been a drunken wife beater instead of a good husband. But the Judge takes it seriously as a legal argument, and proposes an experiment:


The question, gentlemen—is one of liquor;

You ask for guidance—this is my reply:

He says, when tipsy, he would thrash and kick her,

Let’s make him tipsy, gentlemen, and try!



Suddenly, Trial by Jury threatens to become an opéra bouffe, with this proposal of trial by intoxication. Not surprisingly, both the Plaintiff and her Counsel object. At this point, the Judge throws up his hands, both figuratively and literally. “Tossing his books and papers about,” he offers his resolution of the dilemma:


Put your briefs upon the shelf,

I will marry her myself!



He then lifts Angelina up to the high seat of authority on “the Bench.” Thus has Angelina managed her upward mobility into the protective bosom of the law.

In 1875, the audience would have recognized a parody of the extravaganza transformation scene in the visual humor of Trial by Jury’s conclusion. Suddenly, the courtroom set is transformed into a wedding cake, with the Plaintiff and the Learned Judge posing on top as the conventional figurines of bride and groom. A contemporary sheet-music cover gives us an idea of how this transformation was accomplished—simply by raising the Judge’s bench and festooning it with the Bridesmaids’ floral garlands (plate 5, upper half).35 The promptbook for Trial by Jury in the British Library confirms that this closing scene was meant as a parody, for a handwritten notation enthusiastically exclaims, “GRAND TRANSFORMATION SCENE!”36 The stage directions in the first-edition libretto elaborate:


JUDGE and PLAINTIFF dance back, hornpipe step, and get on to the Bench—the BRIDESMAIDS take eight garlands of roses from behind the JUDGE’S desk, and draw them across floor of Court, so that they radiate from the desk. Two plaster Cupids in bar wigs descend from flies. Red fire.



The “trick change to Fairyland” was even more elaborate in the two promptbooks that Ian Bradley examined from the D’Oyly Carte archives, which include further details of a wild mélange of genre parodies (the Bridesmaids “clap their hands à la Minstrels,” and the “Plaintiff gets on Judge’s back à la fairy”) as well as further special stage effects, using revolving pieces, fan pieces, a canopy, cloths coming down, and a rise coming up—all employed to transform the realistic courtroom into another realm altogether.37 Alluding to this transformation scene, the opening-night program pictures Gilbert and Sullivan as the tutelary cupids, in bar wigs, hovering around Selina Dolaro, “directress” of the Royalty Theatre, where Trial by Jury was performed (figure 2.2).

Parody is notoriously ambivalent, characterized always by both imitation and critique. And, indeed, this parody of the extravaganza transformation scene cuts both ways, simultaneously enchanting and disenchanting, inflating and deflating its object. As critique, this parody of an extravaganza transformation scene comments on the real world in all its lowly disenchantment, suggesting that love is nothing more than mercenary role-playing and that law is only a form of theater. As imitation of the extravaganza transformation, however, the same parody suggests that marriage is an effective form of ritual renewal and that the comic happy ending transforms the social world as if by magic. That the realistic courtroom of Trial by Jury could transform itself into a wedding cake suggests that marriage provides the only fairy-tale happy ending available in the real, modern world. Thus (within the logic of this parody) marriage replaces Fairyland, as the ensemble celebrates (“To castle moated / Away they go”). Indeed, when their love was new, Edwin and Angelina experienced its power to transform the real social world:

[image: images]

FIGURE 2.2  Gilbert (right) and Sullivan figure as cupids flanking Selina Dolaro, “directress” of the Royalty Theatre, an allusion to the finale transformation scene, when cupids hover over the Learned Judge’s bench, turned into a wedding cake (see plate 5). Detail from the first-run program for Trial by Jury (1875). (Collection of Fredric Woodbridge Wilson)



Camberwell became a bower,

Peckham an Arcadian Vale,

Breathing concentrated otto!—

An existence à la Watteau.



Now the realm of Law has been transformed into the realm of Love. Of course, this is not realistic; the ending depends on fantasy, like its generic precursor.

Through its parody of the transformation scene, Trial by Jury escapes from its own critical arguments into a realm of happy fantasy. No damages are awarded, but neither has the Plaintiff been damaged herself. She is explicitly defined as “designed for Capture,” and in the end she is willingly recaptured by male desire. The rhyming moral of that story is the Judge’s “one word—Rapture.” There is no longer any hint of rapacity in this “rapture,” for the Judge, too, has been transformed through the topsy-turvy inversion of realms. When the courtroom is transformed into a wedding cake, he is recast as another kind of judge—a judge of female beauty. These new, frivolous standards of judgment are visual, theatrical, and conventionally gendered, as the Usher points out when he sings:


It seems to me, sir,

Of such as she, sir,

A judge is he, sir,

   And a good judge too!



Once the standards of judgment themselves have been parodically inverted and transformed, the Judge really is a “good Judge, too.” In the end, sex appeal takes precedence over law as an organizing principle of social life, with an ethical shrug that is the essence of extravaganza:


Though homeward as you trudge,

You declare my law is fudge,

Yet of beauty I’m a judge.



At this point, the entire company agrees, with their triumphant, concluding reprise: “And a good Judge too!”
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