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Composer’s notes 

Thespis was WS Gilbert and Arthur Sullivan’s “lost” opera.  First performed in December 

1871, it never enjoyed the popularity of the later Savoy Operas.  No vocal score was ever 

published and, with a couple of exceptions, the music has been lost.  The text and music 

of Climbing over rocky mountain made a re-appearance a few years later in Pirates of 
Penzance, and sheet music for Little maid of Arcadee surfaced some time afterwards.  

Whether Sullivan “recycled” the music from Thespis, as he once joked, is unknown.  Even 
if he did not do so explicitly, it would not be too surprising if there were not at least 

some echoes of the forgotten score in his later compositions. 

 

There have been various attempts to revive Thespis, sometimes using music from other 

G&S works, but none has been truly successful.  These three songs were part of a project 

to re-create a score in Sullivan’s early style.  Mostly it never got beyond the stage of 

sketches. 

 

The reality is that the libretto is not particularly strong: it tells of a theatrical company 

who wander up Mount Olympus and encounter the gods, agreeing to exchange roles so 

that the gods can visit earth while the thespians take on the responsibilities of the gods, 

responsibilities for which they are totally unsuited, and chaos ensues.  Apart from a 

largely incidental love triangle, that’s about all there is to it; no-one was ever going to be 

seriously interested, and like Gilbert and Sullivan themselves, I eventually lost interest in 

the project too.  These three songs had been fully-developed and hence survive, but the 

sketches for other songs have long since been consigned to the bin and Thespis seems 

destined to remain for me, as it has for so many others, no more than a passing historical 

curiosity. 

 

Performance notes 

Just think “early G&S”. 

 

Terms, Conditions, Copyright, Fees 

This music is copyright, but may be freely downloaded, copied and performed for 

personal use and in the context of any religious service or other non-profit-making 

activity.  For use in other situations, please enquire. 
It is expected that musicians will make suitable adjustments to vocal disposition and use 

of instruments to suit their own circumstances.  Any alteration which goes beyond such 

limits must be qualified as an "arrangement" by yourself. 

 

Feedback 

Comments on the music are welcomed.  It would also be good to hear of performances 

taking place and to receive copies of any recordings made. 

 

Contact and downloads 

email: hello@stuartpalmercomposer.scot 

website: www.stuartpalmercomposer.scot 
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