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Sir Arthur Sullivan 
Our May meeting was devoted entirely to the music of Sir 
Arthur Sullivan (1842-1900).  

Arthur Sullivan’s parents were Thomas Sullivan and Mary 
Clementina Coghlan (born in Marlow in 1811, but moved to 
Sandhurst in infancy).  Thomas was bandmaster at Sandhurst 
and later became professor of clarinet at the newly founded 
Royal Military School of Music, Kneller Hall.  So the young 
Arthur soon became proficient on wind instruments.  He also 
learned the piano and began composing at the age of eight. 

He studied at the Royal Academy of Music (London) and the 
Leipzig Conservatory.  His Leipzig graduation piece was The 
Tempest, which won immediate acclaim and numerous 
performances in England.  Keith played extracts from three early works: Duo Concertante 
(1868), Cello Concerto (1866) and Symphony in E (1866).  Group members remarked 
about the beauty of the cello parts in the first two pieces.  Keith highlighted that the main 
theme of the Allegretto from the Symphony was used as the theme tune for Tom Brown’s 
Schooldays, a BBC production from the early 1970s.  All of these works demonstrate 
Sullivan’s immense promise at the time, and his ability to compose fine melodies. 

Sullivan also wrote many songs and hymns, the most famous of which include The Long 
Day Closes (1868), Onward Christian Soldiers (1871) and The Lost Chord (1877), which 
we heard at the end.  He also began to compose for musicals/operettas: Cox and Box 
(1866) and The Contrabandista (1867), both with F.C. Burnand as librettist, and Thespis 
(1871) with W.S. Gilbert, were Sullivan’s first forays into these genres.  Cox and Box was 
moderately successful, but the other two were not.  His breakthroughs in operetta with WS 
Gilbert came with the one-act Trial by Jury (1875) and with The Sorcerer (1877), which 
was the first full-length Gilbert and Sullivan operetta. 
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HMS Pinafore (1878), The Pirates of 
Penzance (1879) and Patience (1881) 
followed.  We heard two excerpts, 
including our own three tenors/baritones 
(Keith, Peter and Alan) with their 
rendition of the Policemen’s Chorus.  
Keith highlighted how Sullivan skilfully 
blended the Policemen’s theme with that 
of Mabel and the ladies’ chorus. 

Based on these continual  successes, 
Richard D’Oyly Carte built the Savoy 
Theatre, the first public building in the world to be lit by electric lights.  Iolanthe (1882) 
was Gilbert & Sullivan’s first new work for the Savoy (we heard Private Willis’s song, 
commenting on the shortcomings of Lords and MPs, and we saw a video of the end of 
Act 1).  Princess Ida (1884) was less successful than the previous four operettas: Gilbert’s 
satirical targets were somewhat out of date.  But Sullivan’s music sparkles as ever.  There 
are fine songs, and amusing characters such as King Gama, whose patter song we heard. 

Sullivan refused to set Gilbert’s next plot, because it relied once again on the supernatural 
and was too similar to The Sorcerer.  Sullivan wanted “a story of human interest and 
probability” including sections that were “tender” or “dramatic”.  Luckily, Gilbert came up 
with a new plot for The Mikado (1885).  Though billed as a Japanese opera, it is really 
England with a comic Japanese mask!  The Mikado gave Gilbert and Sullivan their longest 
run (672 performances).  It was also successful in the USA, Berlin, Vienna and Budapest. 

Sullivan was still keen to compose more serious classical 
works.  During the summer of 1886 he hid himself away 
to compose the secular cantata The Golden Legend (we 
heard three of the tracks from this double CD).  Sullivan 
also had major conducting commitments for the 
Philharmonic in London and for the Leeds Festival.  
Luckily, The Mikado was so successful that Sullivan was 
able to complete his cantata without jeopardising his 
contract with Carte and Gilbert, and the premiere was a 
resounding success.  During the Victorian era The Golden 
Legend was second only to Handel's Messiah in popularity 

and is regarded by Sullivan experts as his finest concert work.  However, Sullivan’s only 
serious opera Ivanhoe (1891) was less successful. 

After Ruddigore (1887), The Yeomen of the Guard (1888) was the nearest that G&S came 
to a serious opera with its plot of historical substance, emotion and pathos.  The 
Gondoliers (1889) was another big hit, from which we heard the famous tenor solo Take a 
Pair of Sparkling Eyes.  But Gilbert quarrelled with Carte over the expenditure for interior 
decoration at the Savoy in what became known as the ‘carpet quarrel’.  Given that Gilbert 
and Sullivan had each earned about £90,000 under Carte’s management by this time, 
Gilbert’s complaints about a £140 carpet caused an unnecessary rift.  Sullivan took Carte’s 
side in the ensuing, inconclusive legal battle.  
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The last decade of Sullivan’s life did not bring any further big successes.  After the 
disappointment of Ivanhoe, Sullivan did not attempt further major serious orchestral or 
operatic works.  A highlight was his light opera Haddon Hall, which was produced at the 
Savoy in 1892 with a libretto by Sydney Grundy.  Bernard Shaw thought Haddon Hall to 
be the very best of the Savoy Operas.  Eventually Sullivan was reunited with Gilbert, but 
their last operettas Utopia Limited (1893) and The Grand Duke (1896) were only 
moderately successful. 

Sir Arthur Sullivan died in 1900 and was buried in St. Paul’s Cathedral.  There is a 
memorial bust of him in the Embankment gardens in London. 

The Gilbert & Sullivan Formula 
During Part 1, Peter spoke about his love of Gilbert & Sullivan operettas, which stemmed 
from the enthusiasm of his mother and a teacher at Nottingham High School.  Peter has 
featured in seven of the G&S operettas. 

In Part 2, Keith introduced excerpts from Anna Russell’s G&S parody, in which she 
explains the basic formula to follow if you wish to write your own Gilbert & Sullivan 
operetta.  Her example is based in New York among “The Four Hundred” (as the New 
York upper crust members were once known). 

In a mad moment whilst attending a 
performance of Iolanthe, Keith and Peter 
decided to try this out.  So during Part 2, we 
heard the world premiere of the opening 
chorus from the as-yet-unnamed-and-
unfinished operetta by Llewellyn and 
Bartlett.  Many thanks to Wendy, Rachel, 
Liz and Alan for joining with Peter and 
Keith in this performance, and to our 
audience for their generous reception!  

In the history of classical music, it is 
surprising how many of the major works that we know today had inauspicious first 
performances.  So you never know!  Even now videos of this event are circulating around 
Marlow.  One day people may look back and say “Look, that is where it all began!”  
Or perhaps not!  There are a couple of things missing from L&B’s complete operetta at 
present – one of which is a plot!  So if any of you have any great ideas for a plot, then 
THINK TWICE before divulging them to Peter or Keith! 

Hear Anna Russell’s G&S formula at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yif-5xBbxd4  

Listen to “The Long Day Closes” at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7auORa69vAw  

Hear the theme from Sullivan’s Symphony introducing Tom Brown’s Schooldays at 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2vBkFjwkJRg 

“Arthur Sullivan: A Victorian Musician” by Arthur Jacobs is available from 
Buckinghamshire Libraries 
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Future Sessions  
Date Provisional Programme 

17 June “Debussy and the Impressionist Movement” , and  

“The less well-known Russian romantic composers and 
the Russian revolution” .  

15 July “The Birth of American Classical Music” .  This will 
probably include music by Gottschalk, Beach, MacDowell, 
Sousa, Ives and Joplin.  

and 

“Playing the Cello”  by a member of our Music appreciation 
group together with members of the Bracknell music group.   

(Note: no meeting in August) 

Please note the above dates in your diary.  We look forward to seeing you at (or soon 
after) 9.45am on 17 June. 

Our Waiting List 
Recent demand for places at our meetings has been strong, and so Brian is placing 
potential new group members on a waiting list.   

So that we can make full use of the capacity that is available at the Rowing Club, could 
regular members please let Brian know if you will be unable to attend any forthcoming 
meeting(s).  Either phone Brian directly (484099) or put a X in the appropriate box(es) on 
the list at the reception/coffee table at the next meeting.  Brian will then be able to contact 
those on the waiting list, if spare capacity is identified for a particular meeting. 

Concerts/Events 
Local events in the next few weeks include: 
�  St. John’s Chamber Orchestra – Mozart, Haydn, Elgar, 7.30pm on Sunday 6 June at Norden Farm. 

�  Sounds Baroque – Handel, JC Smith, Arne, JS Bach, Telemann – 8pm on Sunday 13th June at Jubilee 
Hall Seer Green. 

�  Midsummer Music Chamber Concerts at Latimer: artists include Elizabeth Watts, Paul Lewis, Martin 
Roscoe: 

o Schubert Songs, Schumann Piano Trio No. 3, Kurtag Cello Pieces, Beethoven Piano Sonata 
op.53 ‘Waldstein’  7.30pm on Friday 18th June 

o Brahms Sonatensatz, Schumann Piano Quartet op.47, Mozart Adagio K.540, Brahms Piano 
Quintet op.34, 6.30pm on Saturday 19th June 

o Schubert Notturno for Piano, Violin and Cello D. 897, Brahms Songs, Schumann Fantasie 
op.17, 10.00pm on Saturday 19th June 

o Liszt Vallee d'Obermann, Beethoven Spring Sonata op.24, Chausson Chanson Perpetuelle, 
Schumann Piano Quintet in E flat major op.44, 4.00pm on Sunday 20th June  

�  Stephen Kovacevitch (piano) – JS Bach, Takemitsu, Schumann, Schubert – 8pm on Sunday 27th June 
at Jubilee Hall Seer Green. 

�  The Development of Classical Music (featuring Bach, Mozart, Beethoven and Debussy).  Speakers 
include Jeremy Siepman and our own Brian Humphrey – 28th June at Rewley House, Oxford.  
See main Marlow U3A Newsletter for further details. 
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�  Music for clarinet, cello, piano and soprano – Beethoven, Schubert, Debussy, Ireland – 8pm on 
Sunday 11th July at Jubilee Hall Seer Green. 

�  Meng Yang Pan (piano) – Haydn, Poulenc, Liszt, Mussorgsky, 7.30pm on Thursday 29 July at 
Norden Farm. 

�  Laurie Holloway Trio (plus guests) – 7.30pm on Saturday 31 July at Norden Farm. 
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2010 Autumn Jazz Weekend  
22nd - 25th Oct 2010 at The Shanklin Hotel, Isle of Wight (www.shanklinhotel.co.uk).  
One of the Island's finest hotels presents 4 days of luxury with top class jazz each evening.  
Half board Friday dinner to Monday breakfast from £169 inc. car ferry and all jazz 
sessions. 

Each night towards the end of your splendid evening meal, you will be entertained by your 
hosts Denise and Tony Lawrence.  Following this Denise and Tony will introduce their 
special guest bands who will entertain you throughout the remainder of each evening. 

Friday - The Unity Stompers 

Saturday - The Savannah Jazz Band 

Sunday - The Denise Lawrence Band with Peter Allen 

Monday - guests depart after a leisurely breakfast 

Anybody interested, contact Ann Mary Ware in the Marlow U3A Holiday Group 
Tel: 01494 523231 or email annware@sky.com 

 
Happy listening! 
Brian (484099, brian.humphrey2@ntlworld.com) and Keith (891507, keithrachel@hotmail.com) 

P.S.  Don’t forget that you can view what we have done at previous sessions at our web site: 
http://www.marlowu3a.org.uk/id12.html  


