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Anmerkungen zur Sullivan-Rezeption 

 

Arthur Sullivan became Britain’s most important and prolific 19th century composer with his vocal 

music and his large output of stage and concert works. He influenced the musical life of his home 

country in many ways, especially with his popular operas with which he established the first 

permanent theatre for English opera. Although he mainly set English texts his cosmopolitan outlook 

provided for a classical pluralistic (European) style in his music. However the attitude that »a 

musical knight can hardly write shop ballads« and »must not dare to soil his hands with anything 

less than an anthem or a madrigal« had a detrimental effect on Sullivan’s future reputation. The 

academic movement of the so-called »English Musical Renaissance« mixed up moral standards and 

cultural politics and consequently assured that for the large majority of musicologists, Sullivan did 

not play a major role in British music history. Sullivan was shoved into the niche of an entertainer, a 

failed genius wasting his talents, unworthy of any serious consideration. This attitude seriously 

affected the reception in other countries. It was not until the 1970s that this attitude became 

increasingly questioned. Nowadays evidence has been provided to challenge the misconceptions 

about Sullivan’s achievements and his works. The conclusion is that Sullivan’s compositions are an 

integral part of (Britain’s) music history and that especially his concert works and operas (which are 

not merely plays with music) should be treated, analysed and performed as a part of musical world 

literature. 
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