
 

 

The Peer and the Peri 
Gilbert & Sullivan 

January 5, 2018 
1:00 PM - Encore Theater 

Without Subtitles   

In case you’re wondering, the word ‘peri’ (rhymes with “cheery”) is defined as “a 
graceful and beautiful girl or woman”.  The show’s author and librettist, William 
Schwenk Gilbert, used it here since it’s almost a homonym for “peer” [meaning a 
member of the upper chamber of the British Parliament, The House of Lords].  
And since the show’s message is to spoof that legislative body, Gilbert let’s us 
know right off that we’re going to be watching a comedy.    

Iolanthe was the seventh collaboration of the partnership.  It premiered in 1882 
in the Savoy Theater – the then-new theater that Richard D’Oyly Carte, the 
impresario who put them together, had built with the profits from their earlier 
successes (starting with HMS Pinafore and The Pirates of Penzance.) The Savoy 
was built for the purpose of mounting all future G & S operettas, and the three 
men formed a partnership that made them all rich.  

In the earlier shows, Gilbert had poked fun at other institutions of British society; 
but in this "fairy opera," the House of Lords is lampooned more directly, 
characterizing its members as a bunch of privileged and dim-witted fools  who 
had all gained their positions through heredity.  Yet Gilbert’s sarcasm was 
presented with such amiable absurdities that its English audiences accepted it all 
as just great good fun.   

Many contemporary G&S fans considered it to be the most perfect of their 
collaborations.  I wouldn’t go that far, but in my view, it was head and shoulders 
above its predecessor shows, not only musically but and in terms of its stature 
as a work of the theater.  

Runtime: 138 minutes • Filmed at Stratford Festival, Canada  •  DVD released 2000 
  by CBC/Acorn Media  • MPAA not rated • ASIN: 1569383472 
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From the artistic standpoint, Iolanthe is far more complete, combining fantasy 
with human relationships with to produce an endearing plot that is filled with 
ambiguities and metaphysical metaphors.  (How else describe a world where 
pretty young female fairies interact romantically with a bunch of older single 
men, and yet real feelings and emotions abound?) It’s an altogether whimsical 
conception that grabs your empathy from the outset and stays with you through 
its many twists and turns.   

ACT ONE 
Twenty-five years before our opera begins, Iolanthe (a female fairy) [Katharina 
Megli] had sinned by marrying a mortal. Now the penalty for that indiscretion 
under Fairy Law is death.  Fortunately, the Fairy Queen [Maureen Forrester] has 
a soft heart and loved Iolanthe, so she had commuted the sentence to lifelong 
exile, on condition that Iolanthe leave her human husband without explanation 
and never communicate with him again. 

But Iolanthe was already pregnant at the time of her banishment and soon bore 
a son who is now 24.  And this young lad is -- naturally enough -- half mortal 
and half fairy.  His name is Strephon, [Paul Massel] an amiable lad who makes 
his living as a shepherd. He has a human fiancée named Phyllis [Marie Baron] 
to whom he has not yet divulged the mixed nature of his physical make-up. 

(There are some significant lapses in the logic of this plot.  For instance, since all 
the fairies appear to be seventeen, why is the queen older? And since no fairies 
appear to be younger than seventeen, are we to assume they are born like that? 
Where do new fairies come from?  What did Strephon’s mortal half look like 
when he was born?  What will that half look like when he's 200?  Etc.  But if logic 
is what you seek, G&S is the wrong place to look for it.) 

The Fairy Queen pardons Iolanthe so that she can go to her son’s wedding, but 
the plot thickens.  His fiancée Phyllis is a ward of the court, and under age, so 
she cannot marry without the prior approval of the Lord Chancellor, [Eric 
Donkin].  When the fairies leave, a procession from the House of Lords arrives to 
the strains of a distinctive Sullivan melody, followed by the Lord Chancellor 
himself.  They’re all here to decide which of them gets to marry Phyllis since two 
of the Lords are in love with the young lady.  

Strephon tells the Lord Chancellor that he intends to marry her himself.  The 
older man vetoes that at once, since he’s not going to allow his ward to marry a 
mere shepherd.  (And, he has another reason).  So Strephon does what any 
sensitive son would do: he turns to Mommy for consolation.  Unfortunately, he 
forgot that since fairies are immortal and never age, his mother appears to be 
seventeen, and no matter how hard he asserts that she is his mother. 
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Phyllis as well as the peers are skeptical.  In fact, Phyllis is so mad after seeing 
him kanoodling with an apparently young woman that she agrees to marry one 
or the other of two peers who love her: either Lord Tottollar [Douglas 
Chamberlain] or Lord Mountararat  [Stephen Beamish].  Well, Strephon isn't 
going to stand for this, so he calls in his aunts (the batch of lovely seventeen 
year old fairies) to explain what's going on.  Of course, they side with him at 
once, for they feel, not unreasonably, that they are being unreasonably looked 
down upon by those pompous mortals.  For their part, of course, the peers are 
equally offended, and tell the fairies to buzz off. Finally, and most importantly, 
the Fairy Queen is Not Amused.  (Remember, this opera premiered in England in 
1882, when Queen Victoria ruled.)   

So the Fairy Queen puts a hex on all the peers, and what a hex it is!  She 
announces that she will put Strephon into Parliament and will contrive to make 
the Lords pass every bill Strephon introduces.  Worst of all, one of his first 
proposed reforms will be to open up the House of Lords to people with brains 
who think for themselves.  This violates the central premise of that body: 
namely, thinking for themselves is almost a venal sin.  As Gilbert told us through 
the mouth of his character Admiral Sir Joseph Porter in HMS Pinafore, in England 
of that day, the key to serving successfully in high government positions was for 
one to never think for one’s self at all.  

ACT TWO 
After having watched the antics of government officials who are all nincompoops, 
we finally meet a Gilbert & Sullivan character with an I.Q. greater than that of an 
English sheepdog.  Naturally, he is without noble rank or title.  Instead, he is a 
military man who is dressed in a traditional Beefeater costume.  He is Private 
Willis, [Avo Kittask] of B Company, 1st Grenadier Guards. While spending many 
long nights on sentry duty, he has developed a deeply conceived political theory 
that goes: “every man who’s born alive is either a little liberal or else a little 
conserva-tive”.  (Rhymes with “alive”.) Perhaps Gilbert hoped his English 
audience could use that simple theory to understand their House of Lords.  

Private Willis is a real hunk, so the Fairy Queen falls for him at once.  But Fairy 
Law prohibits her from marrying him, so she works hard at denying her feelings.  
Phyllis, too, is miserable because now she's engaged to two truly Pompous Jerks, 
and doesn't like either of them.  Meantime, the two P.J.’s learn that their family 
traditions require that they fight a duel.  Being men of honor befitting their noble 
rank, they decide that their friendship is worth more to them than their love for 
Phyllis.  So they both give her up without a second thought.  

But wait!  We have a new wrinkle:  the Lord Chancellor yearns for Phyllis himself.   
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He is, in fact, having nightmares about his dilemma, and he tells us all about it in 
agonizing detail in one of G&S’s most inventive and longest patter songs. 
(Referred to by Savoyards as ‘the Nightmare Song’.)  Then, the two Pompous 
Jerks, seeing a way to get out of their duty to Phyllis, spout some tired cliches to 
the Lord Chancellor in order to convince him that he should ask himself for 
permission to marry Phyllis himself. 

Strephon becomes the leader of both parties, and master of Parliament, but he is 
totally miserable without Phyllis.  So, he breaks down and reveals to her that he 
is half fairy.  She, naturally enough, is immediately interested in determining 
which half is which, and is happy to learn that his bottom half is the mortal part.  
Thinking this arrangement is sort of kinky but sounds like fun, she admits she 
wanted to marry him all along. But they still need the Lord Chancellor's okay, so 
they call on Mommy (Iolanthe) to persuade him.  Since this would force Iolanthe 
to admit that the L.C. really is her husband, she agrees to talk to him as long as 
she doesn't have to tell him who she really is.   

Relying on the advice of Tottaler and Mountararat, the Lord Chancellor convinces 
himself, after long and labored arguments -with himself- that he should allow 
himself to marry Phyllis himself. And, Iolanthe finally decides that the only way 
she can convince him how stupid he is being would be to reveal who she herself 
is, and who he himself is: namely, Strephon’s father.  (Still with me?)  Learning 
that his long lost wife is alive (and looking 17) and that he was about to marry 
his future daughter-in-law, the old boy reconsiders his options as does the Fairy 
Queen.  She is about to bring the hammer down on Iolanthe when the other 
fairies save the day by announcing that they’ve married all the other peers!   

But Fairy Law forbidding fairies from marrying mortals still holds!  It’s now that 
the Lord Chancellor’s years of legal nitpicking comes into play: he finds a simple 
way to amend that law to make the marriages legal.  He inserts one word into it 
so that it now reads "All fairies must die who don't marry mortals."  Hooray!  All 
is now resolved and the Fairy Queen, free to marry Private Willis, also turns 
everyone else into fairies (presumably including Strephon's other half) so all the 
new couples can skip off to Fairyland.  And the curtain comes down on a typical 
G&S finale: the entire cast is on stage, all smiling and happy.     

NEXT WEEK  
My reason for creating this Riderwood Opera Theater is to share one of my 
greatest pleasures, opera, with you and all my Riderwood neighbors.  On 
January 12th, we will bring you another interpretation of Mozart’s Magic Flutes 
every bit as wonderful as the one we played recently. 
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Hello Opera Lovers, and my continuing wishes for a 
healthy, peaceful year for you and us all.  Of course, 
peace requires justice, so I hope the roiling to come in 
2018 is productive.  Okay, enough wishes for now. 

Tomorrow, January 6; in the Chapel [ NOT Encore ]. 
Tickets available at the door.  And, if $10.00 seems high 
to you, (What? For a whole opera with professional 
singers!!!  You gotta be joking.) remember that cantanti, or 
singers, gotta eat.  All proceeds go to support production. 
Bel Cantati is a professional Opera Company with public 
performances that I will tell you more about another time. 
Riderwood Opera Theater will bring you several more of 
their productions in 2018. 
Cendrillon is the opera Cinderella, with music written by the 
composer Pauline Viardot, whom F. Liszt declared a genus. 

Some things about these musings of mine are becoming clearer.  I intend this to 
be, in part, a report on opera or the opera we are showing, about how some 
critics saw it or how I see things, or how it got made or gets played, technically 
or artistically.  There is another part;  I’m not as clear about that. 

Whenever one departs from “the original” there is always the possible reward of 
being creative and the inevitable criticism of not having left a good thing alone.  
Certainly, one messes with G&S at one’s peril: [The following quotes are exactly 
as copied; I correct no one’s spelling, barely my own, as Steve will tell you.] 
There is a tendency for contempory productions of 'The Gilberts', to guild the lilly somewhat, in 
their haste to bring 'a breath of fresh air to these old warhorses'. Well and good and I have no 
objection to contempory, local references, intersperced in lyrics, where there is a clear 
anachronism, but to re-write two thirds of The Knightmare Song, is something of a liberty.

I am not clear why the trio of fairies has to be dressed in underwear; this must be some subtle 
Canadian reference... (I also wish they had better legs).

Lovely performance. I adore Gilbert and Sullivan, and this is a truly stunning production of Iolanthe. 
Very funny (of course) and the dancing is delightful. This may sound catty, but I was pleased that 
so many of the fairy ladies had chubby legs.

I am writing about the DVD and not necessarily the stage production of the Stratford "Iolanthe," not 
to be confused with Gilbert & Sullivan's operetta of the same name.   In Stratford, Gilbert is 
insulted; Sullivan in insulted; and the audience is insulted.

Excellent performance by all the cast. A wonderful portrayal of this very witty, lively Operetta. Stage 
settings artistically assembled. Thank you.

… people who are so upset that Gilbert's lyrics have been modified are surely ignoring the 
extraordinary care that's been taken to present the chorus of fairies as closely as possible to what 
a Victorian audience would have seen - decorous costumes and legs that would never be found in 
a centerfold in a men's magazine. 
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This is a very ideas driven production, mostly well sung and very well shot in 16:9 for Television/DVD.

Disappointing. After seeing their performance of The Gondoliers, which is the best I have ever seen 
on the stage or on the screen, this looked like a group trying to put people off Gilbert and Sullivan 
for ever. Only Maureen Forrester behaved like a professional intent on keeping her reputation in 
tact. I did not watch the whole thing.

See?  I always love the views of people who know all there is to know before 
they’ve finished knowing… 

See you at the opera 
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