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PRINCESS IDA is unique among Gilbert & Sullivan
operas for several reasons. Firstly, it is the only one
in three acts,as against two (although it was originally
billed as being in a Prologue and two acts), and it is
the only one whose text is in blank verse throughout,
instead of prose. There is a very good reason for this.
The opera was based on a blank verse play of Gilbert's
called "The Princess'" which was in turn based on Tennyson's
poem of the same name. When preparing the opera, Gilbert
appears to have cut up the text of the play and transferred
chunks of it en bloc to the libretto, with songs inserted
in between; this unusual method of writing gives the
opera the style of a ballad opera rather than an operetta,
and superficially it appears to be a direct descendant of
the old English ballad operas of Wallace,Balfe and Benedict,
Wallace's "Maritana'" being a notable example. 'The Princess"
was described by Gilbert as a "respectful perversion" of
Tennyson's poem, but in spite of being styled a play, did
in fact contain some music, mostly songs set to popular
operatic tunes, one of the best being a song for King
Hildebrand to the tune of Rossini's "Largo al Factotum'.

The story of the opera and the play follows that
of Tennyon's poem fairly closely except that the plot is
tidied up and reduced (the poem is VERY long) to make it
a manageable length for an opera. The main difference
is the character of King Gama, whom Gilbert completely
transforms from the vague miled man of Tennyson to a
vicious, spiteful and thoroughly unpleasant little
cripple. Although he is on stage for comparatively
little of the action, he may be said to be the most
memorable character in the piece.

Princess Ida is one of the very few operas which
seems not to have been altered in any way after the
opening performance, and the present text is basically
as it was on the opening night. There does however,
exist Sullivan's original score in the Bodleian Library,
Oxford, which has one or two minor differences from the
published score. It is probable that these did not

appear in performance at any time.



Gilbert's jibes at Woman's emancipation do not have
quite the same effect now as they had then (Castle Adamant
is believed to be Girton College, Cambridge), and a great
deal of the text seems a trifle fey. Probably the opera
survives mainly because of Sullivan's beautifully lyrical
music. One eminent critic has pointed out that Ida's
greatest mistake lay in her trying to prove the equality
of women through the arts of warfare, for in that, and
probably in that alone, lies the unquestionable proof of
male supremacy.

MICHAEL WALTERS

FORTHCOMING ATTRACTIONS

Trial by Jury Thursday March 21st. Admission Free.
Details to be announced later.

H.M.S. Pinafore I.C.0.S. tour to Budleigh Salterton
22nd July - 3rd August, 1974
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