
Libretto by John Dryden Music by Henry Purcell

King Arthur is a semi-opera, with a libretto (words) by John Dryden 
and music by Henry Purcell. It’s called a ‘semi-opera’ because there 
are sung parts – like an opera – and also spoken parts – like a play. In 
fact, the main characters don’t sing at all; the singing is mostly done by 
shepherds, spirits and the chorus. 

Many performances of King Arthur include only the music; so it’s 
helpful to know about the story and what happens in each act!

THE STORY
In the middle of a war, Oswald kidnaps Arthur’s true love Emmeline, 
who is unable to see. Naturally, King Arthur wants to rescue her, and he 

also wants to conquer Kent (which 
is under the rule of King Oswald 
and the Saxons). If King Arthur can 

defeat King Oswald, conquer Kent and rescue 
Emmeline, his kingdom will be complete. 
First, he’ll need to overcome a cascade of magic 
spells, a few mischievous spirits trying to mislead 
him and a battle or two.

King Oswald
(Does not sing)

King Arthur
(Does not sing)

Emmeline,
(Does not sing)
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MAIN CHARACTERS

Not THAT King Arthur!
If you’re expecting Camelot and Excalibur and all that, 
you’re in the wrong place! This is ‘King Arthur: Or A 
British Worthy’, the story of the battles between 
King Arthur and his nemesis King Oswald.

Philadel  
(Soprano)Grimbald 

(Bass)

Shepherd  
(Tenor)

Cupid  
(Soprano)

Cold Genius 
(Bass)

Osmond  
(Does not sing)

I wrote  
the music!

I wrote  
the words!

Henry PurcellJohn Dryden
SOPRANO

• Comes from Italian for ‘above’ (sopra)
• Sings the really high notes
• Typical roles: angel, princess, spirit

BASS
• Comes from Old French for ‘low’ (bas) 
• Sings the really low notes
• Typical roles: king, the baddie!

TENOR 
• Comes from Italian for ‘to hold’ (tenere)
• The tenor helps to hold the melody
• Typical roles: prince, romantic hero



ACT I
King Oswald prepares for battle by making sacrifices to the gods Woden, 
Thor and Freya. During the battle, Oswald kidnaps Emmeline, and the 
Saxons retreat back to Kent. King Arthur and his army follow them!

Listen Out For:
‘We Have Sacrificed’ – a song about the sacrifices to the gods 
The sound of trumpets – tells you the battle is taking place
‘Come if You Dare’ – a song about the battle 

ACT II
Grimbald and Philadel try to coax King Arthur to follow them. Grimbald 
points one way (leading to a cliff!), and Philadel points to another way.
Fortunately, King Arthur follows Philadel. Whew! Emmeline and her 
maid Matilda take a rest while shepherds sing to them. 

Listen Out For:
‘Hither This Way’ – Grimbald and Philadel try to coax Arthur 
A ritornello – instrumental music that follows after a song 
The sound of flutes – tells you that shepherds are nearby

ACT III
King Arthur finds Oswald’s fortress, which is protected by magic. His 
army retreats and he decides to conquer it after the spells wear off. In 

the meantime, Philadel cures Emmeline’s blindness, and she sees Arthur 
for the first time! For some reason – maybe to go back to Oswald’s 
fortress – Arthur leaves Emmeline with Matilda. Along comes Osmond, 
who is in love with Emmeline. She doesn’t love him back, so, in anger, he 
freezes the world! Brrr!  Cupid arrives and wakes up the Cold Genius, 
warming him and the whole world. Emmeline escapes from Osmond.

Listen Out For:
A tremolo – the voices & music sound as if they’re shivering!
A ritornello – instrumental music that follows after a song 
‘Tis Love That Has Warmed Us’ – a song about love 

ACT IV
Oswald’s magicians keep trying to trick King Arthur; they cast a spell 
which makes him see things that aren’t real. He sees two beautiful 
sirens in a river; they try to tempt him, but he resists. So other spirits 
try to tempt him! In frustration, King Arthur chops down a tree, which 
breaks all the magic – including the spells protecting Oswald’s fortress! 

Listen Out For:
‘Come, come’ – the sirens try to tempt Arthur

ACT V
King Arthur and his army go to Oswald’s fortress. Oswald wants to fight 
Arthur one-on-one. After a long fight, Arthur wins (yippee!) and sends 
Oswald back to Saxony. Arthur & Emmeline are reunited, and there is a 
celebration of Britain and peasant life, with singing and dancing. 

Listen Out For:
The sound of trumpets – tells you that King Arthur is victorious!
‘Serene and calm’ – a bit of calm after all the drama
‘Come, boys, come’ – peasants celebrate the simple life

Did You Know...?
When he wrote the music, Henry Purcell 

changed a few of John Dryden’s words – to 
words that sounded better. Naturally, this 
caused a bit of tension between them! 
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Sorry. 
Not sorry.


