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Synopsis
Act |

Crew members of the HMS Pinafore are cleaning their ship as they welcome aboard Little
Buttercup, from a supply boat.

Ralph Rackstraw, a sailor, is in love with Josephine, daughter the Pinafore’s Captain
Corcoran. Josephine, likewise, is in love with Ralph. However, Sir Joseph Porter, First
Lord of the Admiralty, seeks to marry Josephine. She tells her father that she could never
love Sir Joseph and so will not marry him. But duty will also keep her from marrying Ralph,
a person of low birth.

Sir Joseph arrives on the Pinafore, entourage in tow. He describes to the crew his
ascension from office boy to leader of the navy and affirms the equality of all men. Ralph,
thus, is inspired to propose to Josephine. She rebukes him; the difference between their
social standings is too great. When Ralph puts a pistol to his head, however, Josephine
declares her love for him in front of the entire crew. They make plans to elope that evening,
despite a warning from Dick Deadeye, another seaman.

Act Il

Captain Corcoran is singing with his guitar when Buttercup visits him. She would like
to be more than a friend to him, but he says that his rank makes any other relationship
impossible. She suggests that the situation may change soon.

Sir Joseph complains to Captain Corcoran that Josephine has not accepted his proposal
of marriage. The Captain says that the problem may be the difference in social standing.
Sir Joseph then tries again with Josephine, saying that love can conquer any social barrier.
Josephine takes this advice to mean that she and Ralph have free rein.

Dick Deadeye has warned the Captain of the elopement plan, and the Captain steps in to
prevent it. He castigates Josephine for consorting with a person of low station, but Ralph
defends himself. The Captain utters a profanity, in front of Sir Joseph’s relatives, and
Sir Joseph sends the Captain to his cabin. When Sir Joseph discovers that Ralph and
Josephine are in love, he sends Ralph to the brig.

Buttercup reappears and reveals that Ralph and Captain Corcoran had been switched at
birth. Upon this news, the Captain becomes a mere sailor, and Ralph becomes the new
Captain. Sir Joseph now consents to the marriage of Ralph and Josephine.
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Notes on the Program

H.M.S. Pinafore was the first major success of the creative team of librettist W.S. Gilbert, composer
Arthur Sullivan and the impresario Richard D’Oyly Carte. It was to pave the way for a series of
masterpieces in the light opera genre named after the theater that D’Oyly Carte had built to house
them; the Savoy operas. In these popular works, wit, both literary and musical, meets social satire
so perceptive that it has survived the centuries. In H.M.S. Pinafore, it is social rank in the British
Navy that is so amusingly and mercilessly harpooned, and it contains many of Gilbert & Sullivan’s
most famous patter songs, sentimental ballads, patriotic tunes and comic ensembles. Despite the
success he had with his operettas, Sullivan always longed to write more “serious” music, and in the
finales of H.M.S. Pinafore and elsewhere, Gilbert provided him with the opportunity to compose in
a grand tradition which has become a trademark of the Savoy style.

Why Operetta?

After the French Revolution, a burgeoning middle class was emerging as an important political,
economic and cultural force all over Europe. Opera, so long the exclusive property of the elite
aristocracy, soon found new audiences. Before long, the demand for musical entertainment among
the middle class attained a life of its own. Operetta was born, characterized by elegant witty songs,
ensembles and choruses all connected by spoken dialogue, more accessible than traditionally
sung recitative. Operetta frequently contained affectionate parodies of its grander counterpart, and
subject matter revolved around the everyday romance and social satire familiar to the average
layperson. By the latter half of the nineteenth century, operetta had reached its golden era with the
masterworks of France’s Jacques Offenbach, Austria’s Franz Lehar and England’s W.S. Gilbert
and Arthur Sullivan. As usual, America followed Europe’s example, led by Sigmund Romberg and
Victor Herbert. Here, the medium was eventually abandoned for an even more theatrically and
lyrically sophisticated art form — the American musical.

Artistic Director Henry Janiec led the first opera production at Brevard Music Center in 1965, and
since then, operetta has been an important part of the annual summer fare. The tradition continues
as we include at least one work from the standard operetta repertoire each season. We believe
in presenting a wide range of musical and theatrical styles, both for the sake of our audience and
for the educational experience of the 40 young singers who comprise the Janiec Opera Company.
Operetta can be less taxing musically and vocally, but the demands in terms of acting, dancing,
elocution and comic timing are just as challenging to young performers as anything they may
encounter on the operatic stage. Preparing for Gilbert and Sullivan’s H.M.S. Pinafore required hard
work and great precision. We hope these rewards will be obvious in tonight’s performance and felt
on both sides of the footlights.
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