
FRANCISCO VASQUEZ DE

CORONADO

Mitchell Lane
PUBLISHERS

The Life and The Life and The Life and The Life and The Life and TTTTTimes ofimes ofimes ofimes ofimes of

Gilbert and Sullivan

by Jby Jby Jby Jby Jim im im im im WhitingWhitingWhitingWhitingWhiting

G
ilbert and Sullivan

M
itch

ell L
a

n
e

P
U

B
L

ISH
E

R
S

What is probably the most famous
pairing in musical history began
without fanfare in 1871 when writer
William S. Gilbert and composer
Arthur Sullivan teamed up to produce
a Christmas entertainment called
Thespis. The two men parted ways

soon afterward and it took a theatrical
promoter named Richard D’Oyly Carter to
reunite them four years later.
Their first big hit came in 1878 with their
operetta H.M.S. Pinafore. It reached the
United States the following year and created
the same excitement that we associate with
a major rock concert or blockbuster movie.
Despite some disagreements, the two men
combined for 11 other operettas before
going their separate ways. Today Gilbert
and Sullivan societies exist all over the
world. Audiences still enjoy their combina-
tion of clever, humorous lyrics and tuneful
melodies.
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Masters of

Music

Pirates and Pinafores
Soon after it began operating in 1999, Napster became the

hottest name in music. It was a computer program that allowed
its users to download music—even whole albums—from the
Internet. There were several reasons for Napster’s popularity. It
was easy to use. It offered a staggering variety of music from
which to choose. And it was free. With the cost of compact discs
approaching twenty dollars, that was probably its main attrac-
tion.

Not everyone was happy with Napster. Recording artists and
music companies opposed it. They claimed that it was cutting
into sales and violating copyright laws. Some of them called
Napster officials “thieves” and “pirates” and wanted to throw
them into prison.

This wasn’t the first time that pirates in music was an issue.
More than a century ago, in 1879, a highly successful London
light opera, or operetta, called H.M.S. Pinafore, came to the
United States. It was the first major success for the two men who
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collaborated on it. William S. Gilbert wrote the operetta’s li-
bretto, or its words, and Arthur Sullivan composed the music.

H.M.S. stands for “Her {or His} Majesty’s Ship.” Like USS (for
“United States Ship”) before the name of an American vessel, the
abbreviation was the mark of a warship in the Royal Navy. Many
Royal Navy ships bore bold names such as Conqueror, Courageous,
Thunderer, and Victory. Others were named after legendary war-
riors, such as Achilles, Agamemnon, and Hercules.

But a pinafore is a sleeveless garment similar to an apron,
usually worn by little girls over a dress. It’s hardly a name that
would inspire its crew members to feats of glory. So the title of
the play suggested that it was a comedy. People came to the
theater expecting to laugh. Humor wasn’t the only reason for
Pinafore’s popularity. Its songs had tuneful melodies. Many of
them became popular from the moment audiences first heard
them.

American travelers who had seen the show in London, where
it opened the previous summer, brought back enthusiastic re-
ports. Word quickly spread throughout the country. As a result,
H.M.S. Pinafore inspired the same sort of preopening buzz as
blockbuster films such as Harry Potter and Lord of the Rings do
today. (At that time, of course, there were no multiplex movie
theaters.) There were many people who wanted to see the show
when it opened early in 1879.

As David Eden explains, “It created a sensation comparable
only to the Beatles craze of more recent memory. At one time it
was played in nine theatres in New York simultaneously, and in
forty-two throughout the country, besides uncounted touring
companies. John Philip Sousa met his wife in one such company.
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The impetus thus given to operatic performance laid the founda-
tion of the American musical theatre.”1

Music writer Harold Schonberg comments, “In Chicago,
eleven companies staged Pinafore in 1879, some of them simulta-
neously. There were performances of Pinafore with all-black casts
and, for the German-speaking population in America, Pinafore in
German. . . . Some hundred-thousand barrel organs were built to
play Pinafore selections.”2

According to a contemporary report in Dwight’s Journal of
Music, “Hundreds of companies, professional and amateur, have
been acting and singing it. In the great cities, Pinafore has held
the stage in half a dozen theaters at once. . . . It has been served
up in every theater and hall; church choirs go around the country
singing it; every child sings and hums it; the tuneful images re-
peat themselves as in a multiplying mirror, from every wall,
through every street and valley.”3

Today, such an astounding success would mean millions of
dollars in royalties. Then it was a very different story.

“Neither Gilbert nor Sullivan could draw a cent from these
productions,” according to writer Arthur Jacobs. “Under United
States law, it was generally understood that the publication of a
theatrical work made it public property, freely usable. The free-
enterprise American promoters of Pinafore were exercising their
rights—as London theatrical managers had put on French plays
in translation without paying their authors. The promoters were
infringing no law, no international convention (there were no
international conventions on copyright in those days). It is usual
to refer to them as pirates but they were not so in any strict
sense.”4
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Near the end of 1879, Gilbert and Sullivan sailed for New
York, where they were given star treatment. They had more on
their minds than basking in the spotlight. They wanted to cash in
on their overwhelming success. They mounted a “copyright
performance” to establish their ownership of H.M.S. Pinafore.
That meant that from then on, they would be entitled to royal-
ties from Pinafore performances in the United States.

The two men probably realized that their “copyright perfor-
mance” was too little, too late. The show was already so well
established that it would be hard to stop every performance.
Another reason for their coming to New York may have been
that they had learned their lessons about copyright. They de-
cided that their next operetta would open on December 30 in
England and the following day in New York. That way they
would have simultaneous copyrights in both countries. In view of
what had happened with Pinafore, the title of that next operetta
seemed especially appropriate.

It was The Pirates of Penzance.

Chapter 1 - Pirates and Pinafores
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