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ROGER THOMPSONS DREAM

In October 1977, Roger Thompson had a curious dream. He dreamed that he was browsing round a dusty second-hand bookshop, and found the manuscript score of Thespis. To his surprise he found that no. 7 in the score was missing. When he recounted the dream to me a few days later, he admitted that he did not know what no. 7 ought to be but thought it might be "Climbing Over Rocky Mountain". However, a check with the libretto of the Rees reconstruction revealed that that famous chorus is no. 5 and that no. 7, if it existed, would have been Venus's Song, of which both the music and words have disappeared. A curious coincidence - or was it?

GILBERTIAN OCCULTISM

Would anybody like to draw any conclusions from the following list of facts?

     Gilbert was born in 1836

     Henry Lytton died in 1936

     Sullivan was born in 1842

     I was born in 1942

     Gilbert, Sullivan & Lytton were all knighted, the only 3 people connected with the operas to have been so.

     Sullivan was born in May and died in November

     Gilbert was born in November and died in May

     I was born in November 

     Gilbert was born on 18th of the month

    Sullivan was born on 13th of the month

     I was born on 5th of the month

     18 - 13 = 5, which is my date of birth

     13 - 5 = 8, which is my lucky number

    Enough of babble, come!

CUPS & SAUCERS or an early Tea for two?

The first Club Night of the London Gilbert & Sullivan Society for the current season took place on Thursday 20th October 1977.  It had been decided to give the proceedings a facelift in view of the consistent falling-off of attendance over the past few years. The chief attraction was a performance of George Grossmith's one-act duologue Cups and Saucers in a full performance by Deborah Kemp and Roger Woodward. Cups and Saucers was first performed in 1879 as a curtain raiser to H.M.S. Pinafore, when it was performed by Richard Temple and Emily Cross. Roger and Debbie performed it to perfection and it is hoped to record it at a future date. [It was not recorded. Ed.]. The evening also contained a sing through of Trial by Jury (unrehearsed) with Michael Withers conducting, and singing the Foreman, Victor Golding as the Judge, Tim Johnson as the Defendant, Delith Brook as the Plaintiff, Roger Thompson as the Usher, and the Editor as Counsel. There was a rather difficult quiz by Ron Giffin, and the first part of a serial sketch (designed to try and tempt audiences back to future meetings) performed by Alan Titchmarsh and Steve Bodle. A new member, David Rose, gallantly volunteered to sing "My boy, you may take it from me." It was a very enjoyable evening. MICHAEL WALTERS

ORPHEUS IN THE UNDERWORLD, Parish of Cheam A.O.S., October 1977. 

Viewing one's own operatic Society from the other side of the curtain is an interesting experience. I have just had the opportunity. The Park-Hanmer version used is serviceable, but the journey across the channel has coarsened the texture of the operetta. French “oo-la-la” can be successfully translated into English terms, as witness recent Feydeau productions, but has not fared well in this case. The agreeable romp remaining was perpetrated by the cast (in general) in suitable “don't believe a word of it” high spirits. Orpheus (Leo Hare) contrived to be self-centred and selfish, but still quite likeable - and funny. He also synchronised his violin bowing with his “ghost” with remarkable accuracy. He was well matched by the experienced Pluto (Paul Simmonds). Eurydice (Pat Thompson) looked and acted the part to perfection. Her singing is improving but is still liable to sudden tonal lapses (probably due to lack of breath). Ray Green played Jupiter in much the same style as his previous successful Menelaus, a neat personification of senility just becoming noticeable. Juno (Joan Edwards) was a good character study (if you can accept the Queen of Olympus as feather headed).  Calliope (Jean Caldwell) used an exaggerated form of her native Scots accent (to suggest a female Elder of the Kirk?) She was dressed rather oddly as a Voortrekker vrouw, except that the sunbonnet was replaced by a tiara. Diana (Valerie Tibble) appeared in nineteenth century huntin' outfit, which suited her admirably. Alas, she lost her battle with the orchestra, which was too loud in other places too. Venus (Diane Watson) sounded good, and looked very handsome, though I found her resemblance to Queen Anne a bit disconcerting. Cupid (Sue Kennett) did well in her first part, with a frothy exuberance. The chorus sang lustily with their usual excellent tone, and clearly enjoyed themselves, with the exception of the tenors, who were at less than half strength, and unable to produce enough volume for correct balance. The violin class was a convincing group of obstreperous juveniles. The orchestra was as usual composed of good players and was directed by David Harding with his customary expertise. He was unfortunately faced with certain brass players new to him, and their "joie-de-vivre" was at times overwhelming. Sometimes the result was unfortunate, but at others quite acceptable as when it smothered rather dreadfully banal words. The orchestration is also of the sort which is often unkind towards the projection of intelligible words. John Gilbert's production had the necessary pace, and also some felicitous touches.   Some of the audience were plainly not pleased to get a Galop (as indicated by score & libretto) rather than the hoped-for can-can to the tune. The costumes were colourful and looked very attractive under the imaginative and skilfully managed lighting. I wish I could say the same for some of the make-up. One final regret - both the balloon scene and the Fly Duet were omitted.   R.G. CRICK

AN ELDERLY UGLY EDITOR

Your Editor celebrated his 35th birthday recently (there now, the secret's out!) with a small party for a few close friends. Imperial College Operatic Society sent a delightful card in which they said "You may very well pass for 25 in the dusk with the light behind you.'' Thank you so much!

TRIAL AT THE ACADEMY

The Royal Academy of Music presented Trial by Jury in a triple bill to mark the opening of its new theatre on Wednesday 26th October 1977. The companion pieces were excerpts from Purcell's Fairy Queen and a new opera Tobermory by John Gardner. I was unable to go. Stanley Sadie reported in THE TIMES:- 

Steuart Bedford conducted confidently and sensitively … in Trial by Jury given in a newly authentic version by Arthur Jacobs and done in a modern setting, with a jury of both sexes, and a relaxed bejeaned, guitar-playing Defendant (Keith Hoare) standing out from the formal suited jurors. Anna Sweeney's production had plenty of life and made good use of the well-sized stage; and Richard Suart's Judge was distinguished for neat comic timing and dry delivery.

MICHAEL WALTERS

TRIAL BY JURY, Royal Academy of Music, The Sir Jack Lyons Theatre. 

I counted it a privilege to be present at one of the four presentations with which The Royal Academy inaugurated the Sir Jack Lyons Theatre, in the period 26th October – 1st November 1977. There were three works in each of the inaugural presentations - Act IV of the Fairy Queen (Purcell), Tobermory, a new work by John Gardner, and Trial by Jury as an afterpiece as it had been on its debut in 1875. This notice is mostly concerned with the performance of Trial by Jury in the new arena of the composer's alma mater. With 41 players, the orchestra was almost twice the size that Sullivan contemplated but their product was entirely satisfying in spite of the spatial restrictions of the new theatre. The tempi were more elastic than one had heard over the years: the 24-bar introduction was accorded a true allegro vivace but the conductor allowed the vocalists an appreciably easier pace on their entry. As for "A nice dilemma" I have never heard it better sung - appreciably slower than normal but entirely in compliance with the composer's marking, "Andante sostenuto". The conductor, Mr. Steuart Bedford, earns our sincere thanks for his achievements and for demonstrating that Sullivan's trickiest numbers are musical, truly singable and can be greatly rewarding for performers and audience alike. Of the dramatic presentation, I cannot speak so favourably. Producers who overthrow Gilbert's directions (e.g. "The Judge's desk, centre, with canopy overhead") do so at their peril. The Academy's producer went further, she contrived to transfer the civil action, Angelina v Edwin, to the criminal courts and had Edwin escorted by a (modern) policeman and policewoman to the dock! She allowed the Judge from time to time to forsake the bench and cavort clumsily in the well of the Court and both defendant (who left the dock untrammelled! for this purpose) and Counsel delivered their moving speeches to the Jurymen (and women) while those stalwarts could only gaze upon the backs of the two characters who were supposedly to be addressing them!   HUGH TIERNEY    [This report was abridged. Ed.]

 DOWN WITH GILBERT & SULLIVAN by Keith Parker (slightly abridged) [Article supplied by David  Rose, reprinted from a school magazine.]

It is essential that the comic singer in every G & S opera should have three qualities ... a loud voice, a slight paunch and the skin of a rhinoceros, and as a result I have been belting out those dismal choruses since I first started to moult ... I have polished up handles on big brass door [sic], let punishments fit crimes, voted either Liberal or Conservative, and insisted that constabulary duties must be done since I first learned to shout, all with the rictus of a grin on my face and a cold numb ache in the place where my heart used to be. How I hate those funny songs! Shove over, Pagliacci, and make room for a fellow sufferer! If you want to know how big hell is, just measure up the Savoy Theatre. The Savoy Operas are as ubiquitous as Enid Blyton and Coca-Cola. The child who completes an academic career never having been a policeman, pirate, gondolier, fairy or a Japanese courtier is made of sterner stuff than I am. [Or just plain unlucky - as I was. Ed.] Junior schools, comprehensive schools, public schools and universities work through the complete repertoire, and when they have finished they go back to the beginning and start again ... It is difficult to analyse what makes them so popular. The plots are fragile to say the least (there is really only one), and the language is trite and dated. The music, though tenacious, is hardly great, so where lies the appeal? It is undeniable that they do possess some unique magic and that the quarrel over the price of a carpet that brought the partnership of W.S. Gilbert & Sir Arthur Sullivan to an end, also began a very long barren period in the history of the British musical comedy. But a hundred years has brought other partnerships - Lionel Bart and Sean Kenney, Lerner & Lowe - and other musicals - but few of them have had much success in edging past the school monopoly maintained by Gilbert & Sullivan. So be brave. Give Gilbert & Sullivan a touch of the Lord High Executioner, pour encourager les autres, and, like me, swear never to take part in another Savoy Opera, until next year at least. 

[I anticipate howls of rage in response to this article, so please put your pens to paper and write authoritatively in language that I can print. I have not met Keith Parker, but no doubt David Rose can convey back to him any important comments I think worth printing in these pages. Ed. In fact there were none!]

CORRESPONDENCE

Sutton Coldfield, 26/11/1977. Dear Michael, I enjoyed the article on David Fisher (the actual last date he appeared with the Coy. was 15th May at Liverpool). According to notes I have, he toured in a musical comedy Lurette by Offenbach, between August & October 1883 with E.W. St. John's Company. Why not tackle a similar article on Richard Mansfield? One minor error in your article on Green Taylor (p.4) wherein you state that we gave 2 performances only of "Gondoliers" at Ashton, whereas I'm sure you will find that we gave 3! [Grovelling apologies. Ed.] Yours sincerely, CYRIL ROLLINS.

Horsham, 6 Dec. 1977. Dear Michael, ... I picked up an interesting 1907 programme last week, of a special 1 wk production of Utopia in Bournemouth, produced by Richard Temple (aged 50), who also played Paramount, and using the original costumes which were supplied by Symons. It is interesting to note that we had 4 of these costumes for the Horsham production, which you saw in 1971 - the men from Fox's had already told us this, and they did in fact have Symons name in them - 1st act Zara, twins, and Sophy (I think). My wife's Zara costume had a satin lining which was itself lined with pure silk! Although we have since seen Utopia dressed by Fox's several times, these have not re-appeared. With best wishes, JOHN CANNON.

CENTENARIES AND FAREWELLS

1977 is the centenary of the first performance of The Sorcerer. It is also a hundred years this year since Thomas Edison spoke the words "Mary had a little lamb" (which was not simply a lapse of literary taste on Edison's part, but the standard test-phrase at the Edison laboratory) into a piece of tinfoil, and so created the device known as the gramophone. Edison was a man of great vision and imagination, but the perfection which the sound recording has reached today, must have exceeded even his wildest dreams. By another of those curious little twists of fate, 1977 also saw the death, in an accident, on December 7th, of Dr. Peter Goldmark, the inventor of the microgroove record.   

QUOTATIONS

However thick the veneer of civilisation, man an animal who exists only to certain selfish desires of food, sex, money and power. Charles Hayter in a thesis on Gilbert.    

When you come to love the enigma variations, you know that your youth is over.   Harmian Grisewood.

Interpretation as demonstrated at this level is seen as fundamentally the same art as composition - the art of creating music. Frank Howes on Solomon.    

If, as Bernard Shaw writes, music is the brandy of the damned, we must all be bent on getting sloshed in hell. Adrian Foreman in the Middlesex Chronicle 25/11/1977.    

The art of comedy is in getting laughs for other people. Marie Tempest.
LES MESDAMES DE LA HALLE ("The Paris Market-Ladies"). Harrow Opera Workshop, 17 December 1977 at Hatch End School, Headstone Lane. 

This delightful but unassuming operetta was one of the hundred or so composed by Offenbach prior to his full-length masterpieces. This work was the first in which Offenbach was allowed to use an unlimited number of characters, and also a chorus. Although hampered by a small stage, Oliver Broome, the conductor as well as the Producer, came up with a very clever production. Three stalls took up a lot of the stage but gave atmosphere. The plot itself is not very funny, hinging on the love of the three "ladies" of the title (men in drag) for Croute-au-Port, a cook-boy, played in this production, and quite effectively, by a woman. Croute-au-Port is in love with Ciboulette the coloratura fruit-seller who has quite a nice song. They both have a duet in waltz-time (there are several waltzes in the score), with a more interesting fast section in a different rhythm. The diction all round could have been improved upon. I was sitting near the back and not all the words of the usually comprehensible translation were audible. In short, a very enjoyable production, and one looks forward to their next productions, Ten Girls but no Man by Suppé and  Die Beiden Padagogen by Mendlesohn, April 27-29, 1978.  (abridged.) RICHARD DUPLOYEN

THE D'OYLY CARTE'S "NEW" IOLANTHE Further points 

This production seems to me to be a series of blunders and missed opportunities. With so much silver I would have thought there were great opportunities to go to town on the lighting: every theatre they play in this country has first class lighting equipment. But they didn't. They split the first act into two scenes, which is logical, so the first view is of black and silver undergrowth and black and silver fairies, BUT they didn't look like fairies, they looked like witches. Now when the undergrowth is flown, I would have thought it should have revealed a more colourful world; but what was revealed was a massive expanse of dismal grey.  The most appalling blunder of all was when John Reed, looking as if he'd just got out of bed, appeared wearing the traditional costume of black and old gold. This was one of the few costumes which has neither been redesigned or renewed; the old gold was worn out and he looked as if he too was dressed in black and silver: which is wrong. In a production which is largely symbolic he should not be associated with the magical world until the scene in Act 2. The whole thing is badly thought out. I ought to say something about the second Act. The difference from Act 1 was that they had taken away most of the silver and added yet more grey. And I couldn't see where it was supposed to be. At the back there is Big Ben (though I doubt if it could be seen from anywhere but the stalls) on the right there was Private Willis, standing on the Embankment. On the left is a glass portico, which I believe could be seen in the eighteenth century, from inside the palace of Westminster. There is nowhere you could stand and see all three items. Taking the symbolism a stage further, this would be perfectly all right; but with Private Willis in his traditional costume, looking every inch a real live, unsymbolic human: the symbolism falls flat. I've only got one point to make about the singing; it's the only group of singers who would be improved by the addition of Florence Foster Jenkins.  ROGER THOMPSON

PRINCESS IDA, D'Oyly Carte O.C., 31st December 1977, Sadler’s Wells Theatre.

This was the first visit I managed to make to the Company this season. New Year's Eve is usually worth a special effort, if not for the performance at least for the friends one meets in the foyer and/or the auditorium. On this occasion I sat in the slips and found beside me a young enthusiast whom I had not met before, and with whom I was able to chat in the intervals (there were two, though the programme indicated that Acts 2 & 3 would follow without a break) and with whom I was able to join hands during Auld Lang Syne. After a very poor first Act, the performance picked up at the beginning of Act 2, into a very fine 2nd Act and a fairly good 3rd Act. Royston Nash whipped very fast through Act 1 seemingly with an air of "Right lads, let's got it over", the tempo only relaxed for "expressive glances". Even "Ida was a twelvemonth old" was taken impossibly fast, giving Meston Reid little chance. The main excitement of the evening was the restoration of "Come Mighty Must", which Patricia Leonard sang impeccably - she appeared to have been listening to the Bertha Lewis record and to have been copying her phraseology very carefully. A curious innovation was having the song, not after the speech, but in the middle of it, so that Blanche still exited to dialogue - allowing her two rounds of applause! Pat's Lady Blanche was a revelation - quite the most meaningful and impressive Lady Blanche I have ever seen. Michael Buchan was a good Arac, deep and strong of voice, and nodding his head in a half- witted way. I was also seeing John Ayldon’s Florian for the first time (last year he had been ill, and I had seen Glyn Jones), dull perhaps in the first Act, but in the "drag" scene he was tremendous. Barbara Lilley is totally inadequate, both vocally and histrionically for the role of Ida (oh, please come back Jean Hindmarsh!) Geoffrey Shovelton was in good spirits as Cyril, his encore to the "Kissing Song" was a disgraceful piece of exhibitionism (one should not rewrite Sullivan) but it was done with such infectious good will that one had to love it. I have never liked this production of Princess Ida, having found the sets and costumes unnecessarily fussy, though I had to confess that after this performance I began to feel the costumes (though not the sets) beginning to grow on me. I suppose Time partially reconciles one to anything. It might be as well, though, to comment on the weakest point in the production, which is the point at which Ida falls into the stream. As currently done, it is just not clear what is happening, particularly as the applause for the Kissing Song is allowed to cover almost all the dialogue leading up to the incident.    Anyone unfamiliar with the plot would be quite baffled. This sort of thing would never be tolerated in an amateur company, so why is it tolerated by D'Oyly Carte?  MICHAEL WALTERS

TRIBUTE TO ISIDORE GODFREY

At a meeting of the Gilbert & Sullivan Society on 7th December 1977, it was decided to combine    celebration of the centenary of The Sorcerer, with a tribute to our late Vice President, by playing    excerpts from the first (abridged) Sorcerer recording, which was also Goddie's first recording. The    excerpts were:- Constance my daughter; Mrs. Partlet's recit (Anna Bethell); The air is charged (Leslie    Rands); My name is J. W. Wells (George Baker); Invocation (Baker, Derek Oldham & Muriel Dickson); Thou hast the Power (Oldham); I rejoice that its decided (Darrell Fancourt, Oldham, Dickson, Bethell and    Rands). This selection also includes the entire recorded repertory (two items) of the great Anna Bethell,    possibly the finest Mrs. Partlett in history.  MICHAEL WALTERS  

ANOTHER LOOK AT "ENGAGED"

 Over the past decade it has been possible to see both Gilbert's play, and the light opera made from it. I have never been happy with the opera, which to my mind sounds like exactly what it is, a play in which gaps have been torn in the dialogue and songs plonked in. The action stops for the song, and then resumes from where it left off. It leaves a slightly bitter taste in my mouth, and this in spite of the fact that I saw a good performance of it by Geoids AOS (1968). Recently thumbing through old copies of Opera given me by Roger Chesher I came upon two reviews of the opera, from which I quote extracts. The first is by Eric Walter White on the original Bristol Opera School Production 30 March 1962. 

The result is a clever pastiche of a Gilbert & Sullivan operetta, constructed according to the formula with genuine Gilbert & Sullivan material. All it lacks is the sense of being the fruit of a living artistic partnership, in which case one feels Sullivan would have been more critical of Gilbert's basic dramatic ideas and asked for various modifications to suit his needs as a composer and the resulting score would have had an all-over unity of purpose and style that the present arrangement seems to lack. Nevertheless, Engaged is a completely viable operetta, and for those who hanker after a new work by Gilbert Sullivan, this is as close as they will ever get to it. 

The second report is by Arthur Jacobs, describing the Guildhall School production of March 1964. 

First performed in Bristol on 27th March 1962, it was brought to London by the Grosvenor Light Opera Company at King George's Hall on 25 February 1964, soon followed by this Guildhall School production. The adapters were at their cleverest in seeing that the comically repeated Wedding Chorus of The Grand Duke fit their adaptation with yet more comic repetitive effect. Here they were able to use both Gilbert's words and Sullivan's music. More often the lyrics are Mr. Rowell's own, The music is mainly drawn from Sullivan's unfamiliar operettas to texts by Gilbert and others; the overture Di Ballo is also raided, and Mr. Mobbs has written some music of his own and used one number from Alfred Cellier's The Mountebanks, with Gilbert's original words. Mr. Mobbs's musical carpentering is stylishly Sullivan-like and Mr. Rowell's lyrics are amusing and to the point (though such a rhyme as "marries" and "Paris" would never have passed Gilbert). [NB. Mr. Jacobs has failed to do his homework here. The rhyme to which he refers comes from a song taken from His Excellency; the words are by Gilbert. Tut, tut. Ed.] I wish I could proceed to hail the whole work as "a completely viable operetta", as Eric Walter White did in our June 1962 issue. But it seems to me that, even apart from the lameness of much of Sullivan's music in the little-known works, the pace of the new operetta is dubious. We wait too long for things to happen. And the inclusion of a whole mock-funeral chorus (for someone who turns out not to be dead), while funny in itself, is a too-procrastinating replacement for one man's silent entry in the original play, taking only a few seconds. My doubts and criticisms might have been partly charmed away by a really sparkling production. This was anything but. Used as we are the days to college performances of real accomplishment, it was a shock to find here a standard which suggested not young professionals, but amateurs. The singing was at most tolerable, the acting hardly that. … The cast was under-rehearsed and lacked individual dramatic guidance.... 

So there were are. Although receiving a handful of performances in the 60s, the piece seems to have been largely neglected in the 70s. Probably justly! Having seen the play at the National Theatre, I came to the conclusion that Gilbert's play managed rather better without the help of Sullivan (and Cellier), and the efforts (well meaning though they undoubtedly were) of Messrs Rowell & Mobbs. MICHAEL WALTERS

MAX LOPPERT ON "IOLANTHE"

Still wading through Opera magazine, I came upon a review by Max Loppert of a revival of the ENO's    production on August 17th 1973, between the pages of which I had scribbled a reply, which I    apparently never finished or worked up. Loppert's review is quite a long one, I quote therefore only a    few brief extracts from it (it appears in the October 1973 issue of Opera), followed by my notes (unrewritten). 

LOPPERT:- "Coming to Gilbert & Sullivan from outside, as it were, poses an interesting problem ... one can write about Offenbach and not be French, Rossini and not be Italian but about Iolanthe and not be English? Well, here goes: Watching the revival of Frank Hauser's production at the Coliseum, I was struck by the different levels of musical inspiration. To summarise it crudely, the fairies have most of the musical interest, the humans least. ... It was instructive to read, in Arthur Jacobs's review of Ivanhoe in the August issue, the comment that "the restricted instrumental palette of the Savoy operettas gives no inkling of Sullivan's skilled use of a full-sized orchestra.” Certainly the impression I formed of the composer, on this admittedly short-term acquaintanceship, was of a distinctly fertile musical imagination tethered by the comedy framework of the libretto, and left very little room to expand." 

ME:- "Max Loppert's review of Iolanthe is fair perhaps over-generous to the performance, less than fair to the opera and to Sullivan, but if the exercise proved  anything it proved that the non-British (I use the term in preference to non-English)  do not understand G & S. To begin with, he fell into the obvious trap of trying to  consider Sullivan apart from Gilbert, and Sullivan is perhaps the only operatic composer whose work cannot be assessed apart from his librettist. It is interesting that Mr. Loppert makes no mention of Sullivan's primary virtue, his incredible ability to parody the styles of Grand opera composers, and the most memorable feature of this current series of performances was the skill with which Mr. Mackerras brought out the parody of Wagner in Sullivan’s score - I cannot recall ever having heard these brought out so well - or indeed, having heard Sullivan so well conducted. To have parodied the greatest opera composer of all time, and to have done it with such taste and refinement, must  surely set Iolanthe as one of the major light operas in the world's repertory." MICHAEL WALTERS

IAN ELLIS and "THE MIKADO"

[Ian Ellis, who now lives in the States, spun back for a brief visit to England in December, and so I dug out the report I wrote of that production back in 1969. It was at the party after that show that I first met Ian, and then began a remarkable friendship;- (Exeter University at the Northcott Theatre)].

A brilliantly thought-out production freed from the idle trammels of tradition and time-worn D'Oyly    Carte gags. For once the wit of Gilbert was allowed to speak for itself without being swamped by tedious and ill-advised comic business, and the characters were allowed to appear as real people and not as cardboard caricatures. This was one of the finest productions of G & S I have seen, showing what a brilliant piece Mikado is once the cobwebs have been swept away. It is a performance I shall always remember. The overture started a little stodgily, but it livened up in no time: the unusual technique of having the orchestra backstage was excellent from the point of view of balance of volume, but there were some difficult moments in regard to timing, as the singers couldn't see the conductor. The Mikado: A very competent performer, even though at times a little stiff and self-conscious, with the result that some lines were overplayed and others not given sufficient emphasis. A bit more "style" would have helped. Nanki-Poo: Not ideally cast, but he managed very well except that he sometimes sang flat. He did not sound like a tenor, and I gather he wasn't - so he deserves credit for a difficult task. Ko-Ko [IAN ELLIS] It is impossible to speak too highly of this performer. Though far from being a perfect performance (there is no such thing) it was without doubt the finest Ko-Ko I have ever seen (at the time of writing). For once Ko-Ko was allowed to be a real person and not played as though his name was spelled Coco. From the first entrance the whole conception of the part and the way it was put into effect was a joy. This loveable little man won our sympathy at once, and we were on his side throughout the ups and downs of his little career, laughed with him (not at him) and at appropriate moments wept with him also. There were moments when the performance rose (even if only briefly) to the highest possible level of amateur acting. I shall never forget the way he sang "Tit Willow" from the top of the rostrum while Katisha sat on the bottom step; absolutely dead pan, but between each verse peeping slyly over and rubbing his hands together with a twinkle of delight in his eye as he saw the effect he was having on her. He should guard against a strong tendency to over-act and occasionally to shout but more experience will cure this. There is a very fine actor here in embryo. Pooh-Bah: Very good indeed, in spite of obvious difficulties with diction (he was European) and a singularly ill-fitting wig. He played the part with great unction, and the timing of some of his lines was splendid. Pish-Tush: Although he seemed nervous, this was a beautiful character, haughty and yet alive. This part is so often underplayed that it is a relief to find somebody who makes something of it. Yum-Yum: Not ideal vocally, she had a curious steely tone in her voice, but she showed incredible ingenuity in surmounting this handicap and her exuberant acting more than made up for any vocal defects. It was a performance that one warmed to as the evening wore on. Katisha: Another truly dazzling performance, with a sense of style and almost balletic feeling for movement which is very rare, and in her scenes with Ko-Ko they acted together excellently. In the Act I finale she seemed a bit underpowered in the catty bits - there was not quite enough rage and “bite”, but her Act 2 appearances were first rate, and she has a beautiful voice too. I left with a feeling of elation wishing I could see it all again. The scenery was very fitting for the type of production - a bare stage with two beautiful dragon panels framing the proscenium, and a three tiered rostrum centre-back, which had a gong in Act 1 & a throne for the Mikado in Act 2. A particularly brilliant stroke was the sounding of the gong at the beginning creating the illusion of a picture coming to life as in a fairytale.

POSTSCRIPTUM. Sadly that -was the last occasion on which Ian Ellis has (to date) appeared on any stage. Some day, perhaps, if Life is very kind to me, I may see him act again. The performance was taped, but neither Ian nor I know where the tape went, or if it still exists. MICHAEL WALTERS

BRIAN PARSONS DOES HIS OWN THING IN MOZART "THE IMPRESARIO" (Mozart) Rock Garden Theatre, Covent Garden, 30 November 1977.

Mozart’s opera written in 1786 has never been a great "hit" although it does contain some extremely nice music; one of its problems seems to have been its libretto. Based as a skit on the life and difficulties of a theatre manager in the eighteenth century it hasn't had much success in the twentieth; the Impresario Company decided that it would be ideal for presentation as a lunchtime cabaret opera in the basement of a restaurant in the Pizza, Covent Garden. "Hello, I'm Brian Parsons and I'm a writer", the fair-haired, brown jacketed individual said to the proprietor as he entered the restaurant. I must admit that it did take me a couple of minutes to realise that the opera had begun and was actually cast in this format all the way through: "But you can't stop us now, we have just played the Overture! "..."What do you mean this is the opera? Where's the plot? Where are the characters?  Am I in it?" asks the proprietor at one point "Yes, you are the impresario." As a format for an informal opera, this idea worked very, very well, and was admirably carried off by the participants. Brian Parsons, glib tongued and flashing eyed, presented us with an entrepreneur not easily put off by a blank refusal, he had already cast his opera and was going to perform it whether the proprietor wished or no. He moved easily round the small acting area and the adjacent tables while trying to persuade the rather solid and unmoving impresario of Blanche Marvin that his singers really were good and that she really did want to perform opera at the Rock Garden.    Rosemary Ashe may not have been quite as vocally free as Mozart might have wished, but she certainly portrayed her character well; one of Mozart's original intentions in The Impresario was to poke fun at the rivalry which existed between the Primas of the eighteenth century opera houses. Brian Parsons found himself dealing with two sopranos both trying to be the "primas" of his affections, and both bitchily trying to outdo the other in singing and acting. Deborah Staiman, as the other soprano prima in the drama   showed herself to have a very nicely modulated, lyrical lower register but with a tendency to be inflexible at altitude. John Walsh was the able accompanist throughout, and was joined by Brian Parsons in the Overture. MICHAEL WITHERS

A BACKWARD GLANCE AT "UTOPIA LTD", Liverpool University, 26 Feb. 1972

[Over the past couple of years a fair amount has been written about Utopia, with the productions at    Imperial College and D'Oyly Carte. I have decided to print my old report of the first really successful    production of Utopia I ever saw, and particularly memorable for the truly remarkable performance of Scaphio by Andrew Gow.] 

It is a long time since I have seen a performance with such spirit and fire. Here was all the old Liverpudlian charm back again with all the carefree abandon, which I have not seen since the days of Alan Moss. One could not call it "traditional" but then I am no traditionalist in the narrow sense of the word; however some of the characters are so inconsistent, and the opera really so peculiar, that I wonder whether it is really possible to do it "trad". Inevitably there were some things that were overdone - for example Tarara's giant cracker at his Act 2 entry. It really was not funny, but the pulling of it to the discomfiture of Scaphio and Phantis at least gave a place for the traditional off-stage maroon which Liverpool introduce into all their shows on the last night. Some of the chorus work tended to be dull and unimaginative, and I think it was a great mistake to have the whole stage at ground level - were there no rostra available? In spite of my remarks on the various characters, there was no one who was really weak to the extent of letting the show down, and that, in such a huge cast, is no mean achievement. Not surprisingly, there were some references to the power crisis. Lines like “nobody can hold a candle to you, even if they can find one'' were great fun. I completely approve of such things on student last nights, if they are done tastefully, and are appropriate. On this occasion all of them were, this has not always been the case in the past. I also liked the interpolation "despite the lack of coal and coke, we never run a ship ashore". These are I feel, in the spirit of Gilbert, and I do not believe the old man would have disapproved. I was less happy with the envelope flung on to the stage in response to the question "A plot of superhuman subtlety, have you such a thing about you?" (Incidentally this line said in Russell Wakefield's thick lugubrious voice was irresistibly funny). The envelope, with PLOT writ large on its brow, was not funny, though Scaphio succeeded in redeeming the situation by examining the PLOT which appeared to be the script for an obscene play, and then remarking " But we can't do that, this is a family show." Musically the conductor Wally Walters [no relation] indicated that he cared about the opera, which he has not always done in the past. It was tight and well controlled, and really took wing in places; the "Knightsbridge nursemaids" and the Act 1 finale "Lets seal this mercantile pact" were quite electric. I liked all the tempi. KING PARAMOUNT (Ray de Winter) A very fine performance, which came as quite a surprise to me; although he has only played Guron (or was it Scynthius?) before, and you can't judge a chap on that! He impressed me above all with his dignity, one could believe he was a king - I just wish that he had been a little more imaginative with his hands - they tended to stay in the same place all the time. Vocally good. In future, however, he might consider letting the character develop a bit more. SCAPHIO (Andrew Gow) Whew! Yes-well! Well, of course there was no doubt that this was THE performance of the evening. In this role Andie turned in another of his whimsical, vital and irrepressible (I am tempted to say irresponsible) performances. It was a performance rich (almost too rich) in ever-changing shades of colour, (he told me himself he is never the same two nights running.) He has one of the most winning stage personalities I have encountered, brimming with mirth and as Phantis might have said, teeming with quiet fun. He has learned to use his smile to advantage by confining it to places where it is appropriate. I could see it just beginning to appear in one or two places where it shouldn't, but he kept it under control, He also managed to introduce another side to Scaphio's character - the man of authority, menacing, sinister (and all the more sinister for being small) a man with a "sneer of cold command". We were left in no doubt as to who was the dominant partner - one felt it would have boded ill for Phantis if he had tried to double-cross his pint-sized companion. There is something repulsive in the idea of a 66 year old man loving madly, and Andie brought this out, with the curled down mouth and protruding bottom lip, he succeeded in being suitably repellent. I will add the compliment of saying that until this production I was unaware just how much there was in the character of Scaphio. He was not always in character, but this was partly Gilbert’s fault; that absurd dance in “Let all your doubts take wing” for example, but even if it was out of character it was excruciatingly funny. When he was "madly in love" was he authentic? Who am I to say how a 66 year old man would behave if placed in such an impossible situation as Scaphio is? No, no, I bow to the wisdom of one who has  "thought it out cooly" and done the best he can with the material. One of the most successful alterations to the text was when the King was made to say “written by me at your request” and Scaphio corrects him by saying “Command” with just the right sort of unpleasant leer that gave him the air of a cross between a Chinese tong and a leader of  the Gestapo. Here indeed was the power behind the throne. Vocally very good, it is a better voice than I used to think. A dynamic force to be reckoned with is our Andie.

     "Excitement bubbled, naught was still 

     When Andie came, to work his will

     Upon the Stanley's hallowed stage     

     An effervescence, shorn of age

     And timeless, as but Life can be,

     Which caused my anxious fears to flee.

     For when youth's callow feet take wing,

     Beholding, is a joyous thing. ''

PHANTIS (Russell Wakefield) This was a very pleasing, lugubrious performance with an engaging    "dimness" of character. (The Society have nicknamed him the "Gentle Giant"). His "teems with quiet fun" was quite superb. This performance was quite an eye-opener for me, I wouldn't have thought he had it in him. He was the perfect foil for Andie, and the latter seemed to bring out the best in him. It was very interesting and an excellent idea to have the two contrasted and not played as mirror images. TARARA (Peter Kane) Pleasing, but Scaphio and Phantis were so strongly delineated in character that he seemed rather pale by comparison. The part has so much potential which wasn't really exploited. CALYNX (John Pollock) He certainly made a desperate attempt to do something with the part but it didn't really come off. There doesn't seem to be any real reason for Calynx to be goofy, and his dialogue was much too slow, his opening scene with Tarara dragged. LORD DRAMALEIGH (Leslie Royle) This was a beautifully timed and characterised performance. Only one of Leslie's experience could have given a performance like that. Always charming, always authoritative, and just that little bit-that 0.1% underplayed which is so "fraightfully" English. The supreme moment was his sotto-voce "Hear hear." CAPT. FITZBATTLEAXE    (Simon Gowdy) First rate. His brusque, uncompromising manner was just right for this part; and it is good big voice when he blasts forth in uninhibited manner; perhaps a trifle unyielding and hard in the top register, but certainly not unpleasant. I should like to hear him do Alexis sometime, he would be just right for it. CORCORAN (Chris Hepher) Competent, but no more. GOLDBURY (John Barrow) He sang competently, and gave an acceptable performance, but he didn't DO much with the performance. Goldbury is a salesman and must sell himself. This Goldbury tended to take things for granted.   SIR BAILEY BARRE (Stewart Hilland) Vocally weak, but he looked splendid and his antics with  the triangle in the Christy minstrel song were rather good. He had a rather nice "ineffectual'' air about him. BLUSHINGTON (Trevor Marshall) I liked this performance very much. He was not in the least like a County Councillor, but he was very adept at playing on the pair of spoons in the Christy minstrel song.  ZARA (Carol Harding) Ah! yes, delightful. She combined charm with austerity in a most engaging way. A very sensible girl was this, showing her true stature in the scene with her father; stern when she felt he needed reprimanding, and yet revealing at once a daughter's and a woman's heart, when he breaks down and she realises that she must comfort him. A lovely voice, she did all she had to do beautifully, but Zara really has not got all that much to do and it made one wish that the music for her deleted song had survived.     SOPHY (Diane Hiscoe) I am tempted to claim that this is the best contralto voice that the Society has ever had, and I've heard them all, either on stage or on tape. She combined her beautiful singing with a regal dignity and poise which was a joy to see. All in all, most enjoyable and most original. The actual reading out of the debutante's names (by Les Royle as Ld. Dramaleigh with one of his typically unctious Les Royle smiles) was good, and names like Miss Helen Damnation, Miss Virginia Creeper, Miss Rhoda Dendron and so on, were just calculated to win the audience over (especially as the ladies all behaved appropriately to their respective names) the scene could have been very tedious otherwise. There can be no doubt, however, that the Christy minstrel song (with St.James-St.James.Hall altered to Royal Court - Royal Court Theatre) was the spot of the evening. And the six or seven encores (I lost count) with the altered words were a scream. I forget all of them, but "An Earl of Graham Greene and p'rhaps a Duke of Beverley Nicholls" and “Our encores we've remodelled on a never-ending basis" linger in the memory. MICHAEL WALTERS 

It is rather invidious for a critic to include comments on his own stage work, and in eight editions of GG I have so far resisted any temptation to do so, it may be modesty, or again, it may not. However, as some of you may know, I have also been in Utopia Ltd., and so I cannot resist quoting a letter from Malcolm Ward, one of the very few of my friends who actually made the effort to come to see it. This was with Geoids in 1972, Malcolm's letter is dated 15th November.

As to your performance in particular, quite frankly I thought you were wasted. Your performance had far greater economy, and displayed more stage presence than most of the other male leads. If I had been casting, you would have been either Scaphio, Phantis or perhaps Paramount (the only reason I say "perhaps" is that I'm not sure if your stature would affect the part - perhaps the King should be a robustly-built man). Your singing was all right, although there wasn't really much opportunity in that field for Tarara, but your speaking of the lines was very good indeed. Your voice carries well (I would like to see you in a full comedy role) and you had so much more idea of delivery than the others. In particular, I liked your Utopian lapses - often these bits are recited woodenly, but your explosions sounded as though you really were letting fly in your native tongue, as though they actually meant something. My only other criticism would be that I thought there could have been more comedy in the business with the crackers. I think a faster pace in those scenes would have had the desired effect... Paramount was quite good; Scaphio and Phantis were unimpressive, they moved about too much and seemed generally a bit amateurish; the Flowers of Progress I liked very much. They were well distinguished, and made the most of "Society has quite forsaken." I particularly liked the camp Lord Dramaleigh, Mr. Goldbury & Mr. Blushington. Fitzbattleaxe was quite good, but he threw away "Oh Zara, my beloved one'' and didn't always make the most of his lines. Princess Zara was quite nice also. She looked very pretty and sang well, but seemed a bit self-conscious at times. Lady Sophy was very good; what she lacked in characteristic she made up for in charm, and it was most refreshing to see one of Gilbert's old ladies sung with such clear diction."

H.M.S. PINAFORE, University of London Opera Group. U.L. Union, 8 Dec. 1977

This was musically adequate, but about the most inane production I have ever seen. I have not been to a ULU production before, but I have heard terrible stories of them. This one confirmed all I had ever heard. The programme note (uncredited) was riddled with errors. It stated, among other things that Pinafore was G & S's fourth comic opera - wrong since Thespis was a pantomime not a comic opera. The notes also state that immediately the authentic version of Pinafore opened in New York, all the pirate productions folded up.   The writer also implies that it was the success of the pirate versions in the States which prompted the success, after initial apathy, of the opera in London, and that this happened before Sullivan played his orchestral pot-pourri at the Prom concert at Covent Garden. Enough of that. The opera started twelve minutes late because one of the trumpets had failed to arrive on time. There was some mellow sound in the Overture, but the conductor took it at a pedestrian and lethargic pace. There was an air of lack-lustre about it, and about the style of the conductor (Michael Burbidge). An inexplicably long pause occurred before the final tune of the Overture ("Never mind the why & wherefore"). The curtains were opened during the overture and the stage picture was quite effective, the artificial sun which was hoisted up the sky when the lights were brought up was Offenbachian. The sailors wore blue jeans for no reason I could see (John Barratt told me that he had offered to make sailor trousers and hats available, but the producer did not want them.) One sailor was camp, with a beauty spot painted on his face, and at one point he came forward, said “Yes I'm free” [This was a catch phrase from a TV show of the time. Ed.] and kissed Sir Joseph. Buttercup's opening recit was sung offstage, which seemed unnecessary. There was also a very distracting piece of business during Buttercup's song in which a jar of pink peppermint drops was passed round from sailor to sailor in an attempt to unscrew the lid. Buttercup (Janet Wiener) was young, making no attempt to age herself in appearance or manner, her voice was weak and she spoke with a Welsh accent. Ralph (Adam Skinner) had a pleasing voice but no style. Captain Corcoran (Glenn Wilson) had a beautiful voice, and sang with great style and intelligence. The antics he was required to do and the indignity of his first entrance  (buttoning his coat) were at variance with the way he obviously wanted to do it. The chorus were made to do an eyes-front every time they sang, and entrances and exits should have been arranged so that they did not have to queue up to get offstage. This betrays a horrible amateurism in the worst sense of the word. Hebe (Marion Beet) was a horrible St. Trinian's child, who carried a lollipop, and arrived chaperoned by her mother. Sir Joseph (Peter Crockford) was an absurd caricature, with cascades of totally unnecessary and meaningless gesticulations. He had a very good singing voice which was wasted in the role as he didn't make use of it. His acting was hammy in the extreme - it was the worst piece of misdirected overacting I have seen for a long time. "For I hold that on the seas" was omitted, for no reason I could see. The lines for the B'osun  were split between the B'osun and the Carpenter's mate: both players were equally useless. To introduce "funny" business into "A British Tar" to the extent that it completely distracted one's attention from the music, as was here done, showed an incredible lack of taste and sensitivity on the  part of the Producer (Sue Kingston). This was typical of the production. The best scenes in the piece were the dialogue scenes between two people where there was no chorus to interfere, and the principals were left to get on with it, and behave naturally and intelligently. The Ralph/Josephine duet was inexplicably staged with the two of them standing on the cramped poop-deck, holding hands! The whole point of the sentiments of the song is that the two are emotionally far apart at this point, not close together. Obviously the Producer simply did not understand the opera. Josephine behaved quite lovingly, giving Ralph no possible reason to want to blow his brains out. They sang it well, but Ralph got out of time at one point. My main reason for coming had been to see John Barratt as Deadeye. He confessed beforehand that he was not happy with the part, or with the production. I didn't feel that Deadeye was truly his part. I was not really happy with his acting, but when he opened his mouth and started to sing, I could have forgiven anything, and I knew that it had been worth while coming for that alone (and truly there was nothing else that was worth coming for, except the catty delight in pulling it to bits.) He dodged one or two difficult low notes, but it was all so beautiful, I don't think I have ever heard "He thinks he's won his Josephine" sung so exquisitely. Captain Corcoran developed a horrid gravely vibrato in "Fair Moon" - evidently he is unsuited to legato passages. The inanities of "Things are seldom" were appreciated by the audience (perhaps the Producer was cleverer than I have given her credit for being; she may have known the abysmal standard of her potential audience, and given them exactly what she knew they wanted. Miaow!). The two of them sang it well, but the conductor took it at a leaden pace. "The hours creep on" was quite good, but the lady sang flat in a couple of places. The conductor was doing some very curious things with the music, including a curious slowing just before the final phrase, robbing it completely of its climax. He was no more than competent, and sometimes less than that - he allowed "With muffled oar" to collapse into a complete shambles. The music started off reasonably, but gradually got limper and looser as the evening wore on. Nobody seemed to treat the piece seriously, or think of it as anything other than a pantomime - except John, who admitted afterwards over a drink, that he felt embarrassed by the whole thing. MICHAEL WALTERS

CORRESPONDENCE

Los Angeles, 6 January 1978. Dear Michael, I hope you spent a pleasant Christmas holiday. I meant to    look you up when I was in London but when I got there I found I'd left your address here. I enjoyed    London tremendously, particularly since I was able to see the D'Oyly Carte in the Sadler's Wells. It was a    great joy to see Princess Ida. I've never seen it before. I like Patricia Leonard in the contralto roles even though she is a mezzo. She is such a tremendous actress. Her Lady Blanche is absolutely wonderful. I was there on opening night, the first time she sang "Come Mighty Must". I'd never heard it other than on that old recording by Bertha Lewis. I rather like the new production of Iolanthe, with the possible exception of the silver lace left in the corners during Act 2, I’m afraid that only reminded me of cobwebs. I also think I could have done with less grey and silver.     Sincerely, JANIS TURNER

Cheshire 6 January 1978

Dear Michael, …  No doubt you will be sorry to see that D'Oyly Carte have ignored The Sorcerer centenary completely. Their "excuse" is that they do not have the money. However, considering that they already have the sets and costumes from the revival, and that £20,000 was spent on the set of Iolanthe alone, I cannot see how more expensive Sorcerer would be than any of the other operas in the present repertoire. Perhaps the money spent on the Silver Jubilee production of Iolanthe would have been better spent on the centenary of The Sorcerer. Do you feel it would be a tragedy if D'Oyly Carte were forced to close? Personally, I think that if the Arts Council do not help to finance the Company, they will show themselves to be phillistine in the extreme. I cannot see the point of state aid going to experimental fringe theatre groups when a much more important part of our culture and heritage is forced to go to the wall. When I saw the press reports in November I had hoped that there would be at least some sort of public debate on the issue. The lack of debate possibly reflects the amount of apathy towards G & S & D'Oyly Carte. I am sure that if the RSC were forced to close there would be a massive public outcry. In my view G & S is as much a part of our heritage as Shakespeare. … Best wishes, DAVID SKELLY.

Ontario, Canada 7th January 1978

Dear Michael, … During the year, 1 managed to do two other fairly interesting things (1) write theatrical reviews for the Calgary Albertan (the morning paper), for which I was paid 15 dollars a shot (2) direct a local amateur production of Pinafore which went up in February. … I did Pinafore in quite a traditional way, except for the entrance of the ladies' chorus, which I had enter through the auditorium, bobbing and    rocking as if they were in a boat and singing lustily. This proved very successful. The audience loved being the sea. ... There have been a number of G & S activities in Canada lately - an Edmonton opera Mikado, for example, and the National Arts Centre is doing a show in May called Sir William Schwenck and Sir Arthur Who? - mostly biographical. We ourselves may be in England in May - if so hope to see you then.     Best wishes and happy New Year, CHARLES HAYTER.

Washington D.C. 26 Jan. 1978

Dear Michael,  … There has been a great dearth of G & S here. Only one show in the last 4 months, and that was a mediocre Mikado done by the Prince George County Opera Society. Philadelphia however, has been hopping with G & S. The G & S Players just completed a very respectable performance run of Ruddigore, which included to my delight both the second verse of “I once was as meek” and the complete second act finale including patter song. Nice touches. The Rose Valley Chorus put on a rather poor Ida about the same time, complete with sour orchestra, total lack of choreography, and women who looked more military than the men despite the fact that the average female's age on stage must have exceeded 50 (even in the dusk with a light behind them.)      Warm regards, ROLAND FRYE.

Cheshire 29 Jan 1978

Dear Michael,  If my [Christmas] card had an Aberdeen postmark, it means the Post Office really are up the creek! .... I am delighted to tell you that I managed to get a ticket for the D'Oyly Carte last night on February 18th. I also plan to go to Mikado in the afternoon. Looking forward to seeing Pat Leonard. Do you know that Caroline Baker is with the Welsh National Opera now? I saw her recently in a production of Britten's ''Let’s make an Opera''. I enjoyed it tremendously. While you were enjoying yourself at Princess Ida on New Years Eve, I was busy recovering from an operation when I had my four wisdom teeth extracted. (Now I have an excuse for failing my exams in the summer). I had bled so much that I was not allowed out of hospital until Jan 2nd. I've been having a lot of trouble with my wisdom teeth, especially the bottom right, in fact, a fortnight after I saw you an abscess developed.  Best wishes, DAVID SKELLY.

VIOLATION OF THE COPYRIGHT LAWS. Bill Whitebread, the London Councillor for N.O.D.A., told me the following (true) story which is too good to be lost:-

A Roman Catholic Church Society somewhere in Ireland, put on "Jesus Christ. Superstar" without asking permission from the copyright holders, or paying any Royalties. As it may be expected, the owners of the show were furious, and wrote a stinging letter, saying "You had no authority to perform this work without our permission." The Parish Priest shrugged and replied "We had permission from a higher authority.''

WE ARE A WONDERFUL PEOPLE

Morris Bloom wrote in GASBAG, November 1977 (the magazine of Univ. of Michigan G & S. Soc)    "The English are known for their off-beat hobbies and avocations. They organise ghost hunts. They travel to the remotest parts of the British Isles to take rubbings at old churches. They talk and spell peculiarly: a simple Anglo-Saxon name like ''Chol-O-Mon-Delay" is pronounced "Chumley" They drive on the wrong side of the road & drink warm beer. I like them.''

MORE ON GROUCHO MARX

Contributed by Ralph MacPhail, Jr.

The late Groucho Marx was indeed an avid fan of the Savoy Operas. According to his son Groucho had all of the recordings at home and often travelled with an edition of the libretti. Unfortunately, Mrs. Marx did not share his enthusiasm. While Groucho was in rehearsal for the Bell Telephone-sponsored Mikado in 1960, the following appeared in Life magazine (May 2, p. 87): 

For years Groucho Marx has been busting out at the seams to play Gilbert & Sullivan. At private parties he sings from their famous operettas, and on his TV quiz shows he often breaks into a line or two from a G&S ditty. … In an imposing cast Helen Traubel will sing Ko-Ko's hatchet-faced sweetheart, Katisha; Dennis King will be the Mikado; and Stanley Holloway from My Fair Lady will act the slippery Pooh-Bah. The whole show will be supervised by a renowned G&S expert, Martyn Green. Speaking of G & S, Groucho remarks, "Those guy's‘ll be glad they are dead when they hear me". But he is having so much fun that he is planning to play in a TV Pirates of Penzance. [this production never materialised].

NEWSWEEK (May 2, p 80) reported:

Groucho, who first saw The Mikado in New York when critic Alexander Woolcott took him to a performance in the long ago, has been entranced by G & S ever since. "Actually, this has been an ambition of mine for years," he confided. "But don't say that. Say I'm doing it for money." An aide, sitting nearby, looked disconcerted. "It's going to unearth a previously unseen talent in Groucho," he said hopefully. "He's going to gain a million new fans." "And lose the 10 million I've now got," shot back Groucho, who has been piloting a comic NBC-TV quiz for the past 10 seasons. "Actually I won't make any money out of it. I'll give it all to the Government. I'd like to find some way to defraud the Government. … I feel anyone who doesn't try to defraud the government is just plain un-American." While in rehearsal, Groucho wrote to Norman Krasna: "I don't think I've told you that I'm screwing up The Mikado April 29th for the Bell Telephone Company. This is my revenge for the lousy phone service they've given me over the years. My daughter Melinda is playing one of the Three Little Maids from School (Peep-Bo). At a moment's notice she will sing you all the parts - Pooh-Bah’s, Yum-Yum’s, Nanki-Poo's & Ko-Ko' s. I only wish I knew my part as well as she does".

THE GROUCHO LETTERS (New York, 1968), p 203:

A letter from Mr. Krasna summed up the critical opinion of Groucho's performance: "The further reviews of your performance (in The Mikado) are quite good, and indicate that you could easily have been more Groucho without being sacriligeous. I consider myself a genuine Savoyard and am one of the original booers when the Aborn Company interpolated up-to-date lyrics for 'I've got them on my list' (sic) however, I would think your own patent leer was made to order for Ko-Ko, and the lines and stage directions allow for it.'' (Ibid. p.204). Many critics thought Ko-Ko too much Green and not enough Marx. A recording was made (and Groucho's Brooklyn-Jewish accent make it a delight to listen to!) Goddard Lieberson, head of Columbia Records, sent Groucho a dozen copies and received the following thank-you note:    "Dear God, I never thought I'd be communicating with the Almighty. Thanks for the Albums. I agree with you whatever chance Columbia records had of making any money on the Mikado recording, the free gift of a dozen records certainly knocked it into a cocked hat. Actually, there hasn't been a cocked hat around since the revolutionaries fought King George and his Hessians for their freedom, but all my friends say 'Cocked hat' and who am I to duck the obvious?'' (Ibid. p 157) Groucho Marx provided his own obituary (of sorts) at, of all places, the Savoy Hotel. According to Stanley Jackson in The Savoy: The Romance of a Great Hotel (London 1964, pp. 266-7): Groucho ''needed no script-writer. When a reception clerk asked how long he intended to stay, he snapped back, 'till it stops raining'." As he exercised his trademark walk into The Gondoliers Room, roaring "Take a Pair of Sparkling Eyes," for a Press Conference, a reporter asked, "What would you like to be if you were not Groucho Marx?'. 'Dead', was the reply."

FURTHER CORRESPONDENCE

Kew, 6 Feb. 1978.  Dear Michael, … Do you think you could ever so kindly lend me the tape of the Glebe Thespis performance which I've stupidly lost? It's the Thespis I value most of all as it was the best one I've seen. … Sincerely, C.R.BOYD [Mr. Boyd has probably seen more productions of Thespis than anybody else in this country. As I was in the chorus of the Glebe production (1969) it's nice to know he thought it was the best one. Ed.].

QUOTATION

One mounts the podium and either one knows how to conduct or one will never learn it. Hans Richter.

DO YOU THINK YOU'VE GOT AN UNUSUAL NAME?

Then have a look at the list below, what could Gilbert not have done with this lot? When I was in Somerset House, many moons ago, I made a collection of some of the more unbelievable names I came across. These are some of the better ones:-

Hortensia Erminia Maria Guissepina CASTAGNINO                                               Ascension ALVAREZ

Boy Betty BOBANIE-BROWN                                                                               Eulalee MUSSINGTON

Evelyn April REGISTER                                                                           Lovelane Baltimore CAMERON

Juliana Gifty AMOO-GOTTFRIED                                                                                           Dawn LARK

Hecate Esmeralda Delphinia Lindsay McCULLOCH                  Encarnacion MAKINSON

Jeanine Lucienne Haline Chislaine Suzanna LOGAN                                                             Pearl FISHER

Moble Turmotis DAVIS                                                                                     Esther Violanthe CORDON

Peter Fidelis FUCTER                                                                                                       Merrie CHRISTIE

Sidsel WOXEN                                                                                                  Clarice Christabel DRACAS

Ailsa CRAIG                                                                                     Daffodil Marjorie Jasmine JENNINGS

Nathaniel HAMBERGER                                                             Angel Dionisio GOMEZ (this was a man)

Russian HOLDER                                                                                            June Camelia MOORCROFT

Hetty PETTY                                                Idris PINK                                        Victorine Alexandra PIPE

Melvina Rose RASPBERRY                                                                                               Delphine POTTS

Conception BULGIN                                                                                                      Edelgard BENNING

Petal HENBEST                           Georgina Cherry BERRY                                  Kleopatra Doreen BUTT

Vilja Walpugis Seiglinde ZUCHT                                           Argentina Mafaeda Pasquina GREENLAND

Marie Louise Pelagic MARINUS                                                              Melbourne Sydney SYLVESTER

Then there was the delightful divorce case of Robin versus Marion Freda HOOD.

I swear with my hand on a copy of the Savoy Operas that the above are absolutely genuine.

IOLANTHE, The Operatic Society of the Polytechnic of North London, November 1977.

Iolanthe is one of those perennial favourites which maiden aunts and grandmothers will always flock to see; one of its endearing qualities is that it can usually make an enjoyable evening even in the absence of an adequate production. The production which Philippe Perrottet prepared for the North London Poly was adequate if somewhat uninspired. In the Polytechnic theatre, Perrottet was blessed with a relatively large stage and a small chorus - a situation which many producers would give their right arms to be in [To some producers, this is a serious problem, not a blessing .Ed.] - but he did not seem to make adequate use of the two. I wonder why the second act was re-sited away from the houses of Parliament; the absence of a sentry-box left the well-sung and relatively powerful Private Willis of Harold Barker stranded in the middle of the stage with very little excuse for existence. The traditional choice for the Lord Chancellor is an actor who is capable of projecting words of a song even if he is not the possessor of a fine singing voice; Kevin Yell certainly fitted the bill for this part although he must be careful of his projection of words during patter-songs. John Pearse and Cyril Foley as the Earls Tolloller and Mountararat made a mild but fairly amusing pair. Perhaps the high spot of the evening was the opening duet of Phyllis (Bethan Howells) and Strephon (Stuart Haycock). Both Stuart and Bethan hope to make singing their careers and their voices appear to have the required qualities; Stuart has a pleasant tenor voice and a good 'presence' on stage but must learn to speak his lines a little slower at times, Bethan possesses a well-balanced mezzo-soprano voice which was well-projected in both songs and dialogue [It strikes me as unusual to cast a mezzo as Phyllis, but as I didn't see the production, I cannot really comment. MPW] Doris March made an adequate Queen of the Fairies, she has a pleasant lower register but lacks control in higher registers.  Iolanthe (Jane Compton) is a fairly good actress who possesses a pleasant voice though  it tends to be quiet. The chorus was small and mostly adequate although the Peers chorus would have been more effective with a larger number of peers (tenors particularly). David Thompson coped well with the orchestra, and, on the whole, adopted satisfactory tempi; he should, however, concentrate on picking up cues more quickly.  ANN ALDERSON 

[Bethan Howells and Ann Alderson are both members of Imperial College Operatic Society, the latter being Michael Withers "other half". Ed.]
THE SORCERER, The Lamplighters, San Francisco, October 1977.

Before my visit to San Francisco I knew nothing of The Lamplighters, but, of course, jumped at the chance of seeing Sorcerer so far from my usual haunts. What a delightful experience it was - undoubtedly the finest production I have seen of Sorcerer, and that includes D'Oyly Carte's. During the opening chorus Sir Marmaduke & Alexis were at the door of the mansion, raised & approached by a double flight of stairs. A little girl (about 4) gave them a bouquet of flowers. This was a charming touch. After the chorus left I thought "Ah, ha" that blank space between the steps conceals a trick door for J.W.Wells to disappear through at the end". But no. At his first entrance there was a flash of smoke and there was our sorcerer centre stage. He did a lot of magic besides. For the incantation his powers even swung the mansion round to the sides in two parts leaving a dark background where the sprites appeared instead of the usual back-stage singing. I was much impressed with the singing of principals and chorus. From the back row I could  hear all the words clearly & distinctly. Only very rarely did a little American intrude in the dialogue.    Otherwise the setting was an English village. It was perhaps wise that no attempt was made at dialect in the Act II opening chorus work. Costumes, made by the company I think, were colourful, and they blended well. The Lamplighters put on a dozen performances in a five week performance. They are lucky to have a duplicate cast of principals. A tradition of this society is to partake of coffee afterwards so that actors and audience can meet. This gave me a chance to thank some of the cast individually. Just one contact with an amateur society is better than any amount of reading of them at a distance. They are alive! The Lamplighters are 25 years old - not a record for G & S amateur societies but one well worth celebrating in this case. And they did it by producing a lavish and well illustrated history. We in Britain can rarely afford to put down our memories in such an attractive book. Long live the Lamplighters who have given so much G & S delight to San Francisco & neighbourhood.  TED WOOD. 

THE GONDOLIERS, Hinchley Manor Operatic Society, Surbiton Assembly Rooms, 19 Oct. 1977.

I am always surprised at the popularity of The Gondoliers and the frequency with which it is performed by amateur groups; for it is far from being the best of the G&S operas. Nor is it an easy one to perform. It is a sprawling, ragged piece built round a somewhat intermittent plot; with a sprawling, ragged set of unconvincing characters; and on this occasion it received a sprawling and rather ragged performance. The orchestra produced a rather fuzzy sound - the conductor (Norman Redston) did not seem to be able to make them hit the same notes simultaneously. The chorus tended to be flat, and some members seemed not to know the music very well, and were singing intermittently. The moves were slack, people tended to wander round the stage rather vaguely without any obvious reason or meaning - though it is to the credit of the producer (Joyce Tatlow) that some dances, such as the cachucha, were made into "spots" with only a couple of dancers actually dancing. Marco (Christopher Boa) had a rather thin voice, with a nasal sound, and was inaudible most of the time when singing with Giuseppe. (He was also inaudible when I heard him sometime later as Spoletta in Tosca at Richmond Theatre, with Gemini Opera.) He appeared to be saving himself for “Take a pair” which, when it came, was pleasantly sung, but I’m not sure it was worth waiting for. Giuseppe (John Bellamy) had a good attack and a very agreeable stage personality. I liked his voice very much. He was not sure of his lines, though one delicious laugh was provided when he referred to a king who was "absolutely unexceptionable". The way he blew his bandage up (it had been tied so that it covered his mouth as well as his eyes) on "All right-minded players" was a beautiful touch. Gianetta (Margaret Hall) seemed to be having trouble reaching the top notes; I suspect she was a mezzo singing above her range. She attacked all her notes from below and did not always manage to get there. Tessa (Dawn Rowland) had a beautiful voice and gave the most charming performance of the evening. There was a moment at the beginning of "When a merry maiden" when she seemed to be pulling her voice back into her throat, but this was only for a moment, and she soon recovered. The Duke (Graham Bennett) began very well, with a great deal of style, though it was a rather old-fashioned style. But before long he seemed to have become intoxicated by the effect he was making and started to overact. The gavotte (of which the encore was done as a piano solo) was goony and lacked dignity. He hideously overacted during most of Act 2. His antics during the Duchess's song were tasteless and unfunny. He was capable of some excellently subtle changes of tone and innuendo, but a lot of the time he degenerated into cheap music hall. He spoke in tune rather than sang - which is right for this Part - full marks. A delightful ad-lib was the reference to the 3-piece suite. The Duchess (Grace Redston) lacked voice or character. Casilda (Mary Bevan) had a sweet voice and her acting in the scene with Luiz was beautiful, but she became forced when she was required to put on the aristocratic act with her parents - these scenes were unconvincing. Luiz (Peter Brown) sang off-key in metronomic fashion, and lacked sufficient stage personality to make an effect. Don Alhambra (Peter Tatlow) sang and spoke totally without expression and gave one of the most boring performances I have seen for a long time. He seemed unable to reach either the top or bottom notes, or to stay in time with the orchestra. Inez (Jane Bellamy) sang her small part with her eyes glued on the conductor, who led her into every musical phrase. Antonio (Alan Forster) tried very hard, but couldn't conquer a tendency to sing flat. MICHAEL WALTERS

THE YEOMEN OF THE GUARD, Kingston O.S., Richmond Theatre, November 1977

The least said of this dreary effort the better - I left thankfully at the Interval, having seen what I came primarily to see - Roger Woodward's main scene as Leonard Meryll. For a baritone to tackle a role like that required courage, and Roger managed remarkably well - I came not expecting it to work, and was pleasantly surprised when it did. The best performances came from Phoebe and Shadbolt, whose scene together was really first-rate. The role of Phoebe, however, seemed to cramp the style of Barbara Kennedy, who had been so excellent in The Dubarry. Philip Otto was a gangling-legged, flat-voiced Fairfax, Liz Goodchild a hard-voiced Dame (this part convinced me that while Liz has considerable talent, she is not right for G & S.). Frank Bland and Laurence Cuckney underplayed Point & Meryll, respectively, to the point of non-existence. The scenery consisted of Georgian mullioned windows. The orchestra were brassy and raw. The performance crawled at snail's pace - it was a wonder I kept awake.  MICHAEL WALTERS

TRIAL and HMS PINAFORE, Grosvenor LOC, St.Pancras  Town Hall, Thursday 1 December 1977.

Truthfully this is the best thing I have ever seen Grosvenor do. Orchestra produced a beautiful sound for a amateur orchestra, conducted with great feeling by Philip Lee, a young conductor obviously of great talent. The percussion was the only blot on the orchestral sound, producing dull heavy thuds on the timps and an unsubtle triangle. Lee was doing really interesting things with the music and bringing it alive as few conductors of amateur productions seem able to do: He whipped through the piece with great crispness. Derek Collins' production was equally crisp. The chorus produced some magnificent sound, and skipped and scampered about with great aplomb, though one or two gentlemen got rather hilariously out of time during the head-wagging business (''He shall treat us with awe''). Bertram Bright was a pleasantly acceptable, if rather conventional Judge. Nicholas Clough was an acid-toned tetchy Usher with a splendid sense of comic timing. Stuart Dashwood as the Counsel had a very pleasing voice, though unfortunately his first bit was off-key. It was one of the most enjoyable Counsels I have seen for a long time, though the rococo-song was a bit ragged and lacked style. Pamela Munday was quite good as the Plaintiff. Richard Rayment was a rather dull Defendant, but it was probably the best thing I have seen him do. He perpetrated the unforgivable sin, however, of being very late for his first entrance and the production had to stop and wait for him. He also made a false musical entry at one point. Pinafore did not quite live up to the standard of Trial. The first act was good, but the second was rather dreary. I felt that after hearing "The hours creep on" there was little left worth hearing, nothing really happened that told me anything more about the performance than I already knew at the end of Act 1. This was probably because Act 2 relies heavily on Sir Joseph, Corcoran & Deadeye who were the weakest members of the    cast. Christopher Roberts made a dull Sir Joseph. This doesn't matter in Act I - for he is on so little that one doesn't notice it. Nicholas Clough evidently needs to be acting a character, as Corcoran he became dreary in the extreme. Bert Bright was quite inadequate as Deadeye.  There is, I suppose no reason why Rackstraw shouldn't be Scottish, and this worked, but the tenor would shout too much. The glory of the evening, however was Janet Crossman's Josephine. It would have been worth coming to it to hear that lovely voice alone, even if the rest had been terrible. MICHAEL WALTERS

FURTHER CORRESPONDENCE

Brooklyn, NY. 9 Jan. 1978. Dear Michael, … In one of your recent newsletters there were some interesting remarks about the Kalmus editions of the G & S orchestrations. I'm not sure which orchestrations your friends had used, but something should be cleared up regarding them. Kalmus has a reputation for mistakes in their orchestra parts, but when I did The Gondoliers back in 1971 I contacted them regarding an inexpensive orchestration listed in their catalogue. Mr. Lawrence Fallison informed me that this was a source of embarassment to them as it was very inaccurate and that some of the numbers were actually missing! He also informed me that they had just acquired the D'Oyly Carte orchestrations and they were going to print at that time - The Mikado to be done first. As I was in rather serious need of rehearsal materials for Gondoliers at that time he managed to rearrange their production schedule and had Gondoliers printed first. When the books arrived I found them neatly and securely bound, clearly printed, and, so far as I could tell error free. I recommend them without reservation to any American groups planning G & S. I also got a copy of their full score to The Mikado which I found very interesting. I was not aware of the full score of Pinafore, but if it measures up to their other work, I would be very interested in seeing it. … Yours, STANLEY GERMAN

16 Dec. 1977 Frankston, Victoria, AUSTRALIA. Dear Michael,  Last month I directed a centenary production of The Sorcerer. I have a feeling that you might not have approved had you seen it as I recall some of the comments you made about the Heyland production. My intent was to make it something "special" for the centenary and to smash the popular belief in the Society that Sorcerer is a dull boring show. This has been engendered because the productions over the past 10 years or so have been stultifyingly traditional and rather dull visually as far as sets and costumes were concerned. We had extreme difficulty getting a tenor (they have all been snapped up by a professional show) and when we finally cast Alexis the chap unfortunately proved to be a not very good actor, and to have a beard. I couldn't agree to a Guards officer being bearded, so we thought about making him a civilian and finally decided that uniforms would add to the visual appeal and he became a Lieutenant R.N. - a brother officer was in the chorus. I also took the liberty of exchanging the order of two scenes in the second act. After Aline's line "What a delightful prospect for him" Dr. Daly came on with “It is singular, very singular” and continued the scene to the end of the quintet. Then we reverted to the dialogue earlier omitted, "But one thing remains that my happiness may be complete" leading into the quarrel and Alexis's solo. I felt it made the act run smoother and more coherently. Before, it has always seemed a puzzle why Aline should suddenly capitulate and take the potion - with the lovers now  parting in anger (Alexis stormed into the house at the conclusion of his song and Aline followed to the door, turned and ran off crying) her motification is now definite. J. W. Wells was even less of a respectable tradesman than in Heyland's production. We cast a young, very good-looking chap and he played the part as a brash confident young spiv, almost a teddy-boy. One could imagine him gathering a crowd in Petticoat Lane. He carried a Gladstone bag and during his speech produced from it a number of magic tricks at what I thought were appropriate moments. In the incantation scene we introduced a number of special effects - lightning flashes etc. A "sprite" for each of the commands "appear" ran on to assist Mr. Wells and used a chemical phosphorus substance which scattered over the stage like little drops of fire. The second act disappearance was through a trap in a porch - similar to D'Oyly Carte, but whereas Reed appears to run down steps our Wells jumped facing front, amid red fire. … 

Your latest GG mentions the fact that the professional production of Pinafore currently on in Melbourne is using American orchestra parts. I wonder if that accounts for the extraordinary finale they use. Rule Brittania is added to the final chorus (not unusual in Australia) but this is annotated by "Britons never - what never? - well, hardly ever - will be slaves"! While the production is fast moving and enjoyable it is emphatically not a first-class professional show. For a start the costumes and sets (hired from the South Australian Opera Co.) bear no resemblance to anything ever seen in the Royal Navy and are definitely "cheap". The chorus are partly professional (very few) some semi-pro and the rest amateur. This would be OK if there had been enough rehearsal - but there wasn't. Dennis Olsen as Sir Joseph is superb, the tenor is good, June Bronhill does as well as any 48 year old heavyweight could be as Josephine. The rest of the principals are pathetic. Corcoran does not have the voice for the part and does nothing with the acting beyond standing and declaiming. Deadeye has no voice at all and plays a smiling ingratiating cripple. Buttercup is a light mezzo and does nothing with the part ...     Regards, DIANA BURLEIGH

Colwyn Bay 8 Feb. 1978. Dear Mr. Walters, Thank you very much for sending a copy of Gilbertian Gossip which I read with considerable interest. I am enclosing some comments on one or two items and also my impressions of some of the Company Members of 50-60 years ago. One of the troubles of living here is that I am completely cut off from D'Oyly Carte … and so I have no chance of assessing the merits of the present cast … In assessing the qualities of the voices in these old recordings & the different ideas of the singers concerned I suppose I have the edge over your correspondent in that I was able to hear them in person and therefore have a different approach to their methods. Yours sincerely, J. LESLIE HACKETT

Mr. HACKETT'S COMMENTS:-

ERIC CAMPBELL. The first suggestion that he and Leicester Tunks were one and the same person was made by a member of the G & S Society. This to me was so impossible that I replied to it, especially as the member in question had stated that he had played The Mikado. The idea was reaffirmed in a reply in the next issue. However, I carried out own some investigations on my own account and was able to contact the member in question one and for all. Eric Campbell was a northman by birth. He may have been a member of the Company but as Cyril Rollins states he was playing with Chaplin at the same time as Leicester Tunks was with D'Oyly Carte. When Leicester left the Company I believe he went into the army & after the war he went into agriculture & I believe opened a chicken farm in the SE of the country. The Mikado. In respect to Mr. Tillett's article I believe I am correct in stating that the conductor was indeed Harry Norris on this recording. [This has subsequently been confirmed. Ed.] Of course in those early days Norris had the advantage of an Orchestra of well over 30 members and was able to extract a lively full tone from it especially in the Overtures. On stage I had never heard Elsie Griffin sing flat, and her "Poor wandering one" was accomplished with fluent ease. With regard to Ann Drummond Grant, she changed from a very fine soprano to a contralto but I never thought she had the real depth of voice that Bertha Lewis had and the latter had better stage presence. FREDERIC HOBBS. My earliest recollections of him was about 1915 although I best remembered him as Sir Marmaduke in The Sorcerer in 1917 with Bertha Lewis as Lady S. He was a polished actor but I never really cared for his voice which I always thought to be slightly on the "rough" side. Curiously in concerted items his voice always seemed to blend well with the others. As you will agree you can have polished singers in say a quintette and yet the voices never seem to balance quite correctly one with the other. Yet Hobbs' voice blended really well and helped to achieve that effect in which all the voices appear to merge into a single unit. [Frederic Hobbs' voice is preserved only in the 1923 acoustic Pinafore in which he sings Deadeye's two lines in "Carefully on tiptoe", which is not really enough on which to judge any man's voice. Mr. Hackett's notes are therefore of particular interest. Ed.] NELLIE BRIERCLIFFE. There have been many fine mezzos in the Company over the years (the first I heard was Beatrice Boarer) including Catherine Ferguson, Eileen Sharp, Joyce Wright, Marjorie Eyre (graduated from a soprano) Beryl Dixon, Peggy Ann Jones and it would be difficult to pick out one from another. But for the older members like myself who saw them all in person there was nobody to come up to Nellie Briercliffe. In my opinion she had everything. Her stage presence was superb; dainty, petite and with a kind of fairy grace which you could never forget. Certainly there never has or will be another Iolanthe like her. Going back over the years I can still see her in the supplication song, standing in the dim light and that glorious voice full of the pathos which tended to bring tears to your eyes. It was indeed a splendid voice, lovely and mellow and you sometimes wondered where all the power came from her slight frame. And yet she also had an impish sense of humour when needed; as Tessa, as Melissa in Ida (the best I have ever seen). What humour she extracted from this part and also from Phoebe when needed. To those of us who can look back ever 60 years she was someone who will always live in our memory. As I have said this sense of humour was something which to me made her stand cut above the others, splendid as they were, and it was this that brought me up to the present-when I mentioned Peggy Ann Jones. PEGGY ANN JONES. The first time I heard her I was struck by the quality of her voice but also suddenly my mind flew back to Nellie Briercliffe & I saw in Peggy that impish sense of humour which I had missed over the years. It was no wonder that she became such a favourite with audiences and I well remember on their visit to Llandudno, the ovation she received with Kenneth Sandford at the end of Ruddigore. It was regretted that through health reasons she had to leave the Company. They lost a splendid singer and someone who become a commedienne in her own right. [She appeared in a small part in Liza of Lambeth at the Shaftsbury. Ed.] DEWEY GIBSON. The tenor with the ringing voice as I heard him described. There have been many splendid ones in the company over the years and I tend to separate them in respect to quality of voice. Dewey had that ringing tone with great power which made itself heard even above the full chorus. In this respect I can well remember him as the Duke in the finale of Act 1 of Patience and as Cyril in Ida. These gave his voice full scope and also the chance to imprint his own characteristics on the parts. The only tenor who approached his style of voice was John Dean. Gibson left the Company and after he returned a year or so later the lovely voice had disappeared and the slim figure had thickened cut. I heard him again in Patience and his top notes were flat. It was a great pity that such a lovely voice should have so deteriorated. I have mentioned what I call the lyrical tenors of which there have been many splendid ones. I wonder if any of your older members can remember one who was only with the Company a short time but whose beautiful tenor voice has always remained in my memory. I refer to Walter Glynne who was I believe well-known on the concert platform. It was with delight that I heard him again on a gramophone record on one of the ''100 best tunes'' sometime ago. [Walter Glynne was a quite prolific maker of Gramophone records for HMV, and I have many exquisite records made by him. Ed.]. HELEN GILLILAND. It was in the January issue of The Savoyard that an admirable article by Mr. R.F. Bourne dealt with Helen and I agree that she had a voice of  distinction. I first heard her in 1917 when she played Aline in The Sorcerer, and her "Oh happy young heart" still remains in my memory. Curiously enough some years later I saw her, together with Sir Henry Lytton in a pantomime at the old Prince of Wales Theatre in Birmingham. They both looked ''out of place" and Helen's lovely voice had disappeared. Her tragic loss at sea was very regrettable. JOE RUFF. Joe Ruff's portly figure was unmistakable as he led the Dragoon Guards on stage in Patience and he also played Guron in Ida and 2nd Yeoman in the 1916-7 season. He also understudied Billington as King Hildebrand in 1915 although I never saw him in this part. In Henry Lytton's Secrets of a Savoyard he relates that on a visit to the Opera by the then Prince Edward he asked to be introduced to Joe, a charming gesture to one who worked so hard in minor parts. GEORGE SINCLAIR was another very popular one of the understudies & he was certainly a very outstanding Usher in Trial By Jury from which part he always extracted a tremendous amount of humour. I saw him as Scynthius in Ida in 1914 and I may have seen him early in the 1913-4 when he played Private Willis. This was a period when we looked on the Company in some way as related to us and this applied not only to the Principals but also to the chorus many of whom we looked forward to seeing every season.

IMPERIAL COLLEGE OPERATIC SOCIETY THE GONDOLIERS 16 & 17 February 1978  Concert Hall, IC  Union. 

I attended 2 performances of this 6-performance run; which was very badly timed so that the last performance coincided with the last night of the D'Oyly Carte season. My opinion of The Gondoliers as an opera has been stated elsewhere in this issue. Suffice to say that I have always considered that the piece is unstageable - I cannot truthfully say that I have ever seen a production that completely worked before - in this production Michael Withers and Ian Gledhill achieved the impossible. On the first-night I was there the Overture began a bit pedantically, the fast bits were exciting, the slow bits a trifle lethargic (this did not apply on the second night, when lethargy became tranquillity). Towards the end of the oboe solo (the oboe had a bit of trouble starting off, on the second night), it all suddenly broadened out and became very majestic and expansive with some ravishing sound from the strings in the gavotte. My only criticism was the pause at the end; if played without the spurious Sargeant coda (as it was) the overture should run straight into the opening chorus without a break. Andy Potter's ''high rise'' set looked splendid, and had the practical effect of getting the chorus off the floor for a good deal of the action and prevented the usual cluttering up of that tiny stage. The cast and chorus coped remarkably in situations which would have given me acute Vertigo. Ian Gledhill had divided the acts into 6 scenes - which is not original, it was suggested once by a correspondent in either the G & S Journal or The Savoyard, but this may well have been the first time that the idea was staged. The various minor Gondolieri and Contadine always pose a problem, but here Ian was fortunate in having as Antonio and Vittoria two people of very determined personalities in the persons of Ellis Pike & Cathy Fetherston, who shone as I have never seen these parts do before. The latter was played as a prostitute who solicited from her window above the Piazza - of that more anon. Michael Withers guided the orchestra through a kaleidoscope of ever-changing moods and emotions which left me gasping with admiration, as I never imagined it was possible to get so much out of the score of Gondoliers. Some of his tempi were surprisingly unorthodox, but in all cases when I pondered them I realised how right and appropriate they always were - as for example the excessively slow tempo of "When others claimed" enabled the Duchess to sound touchingly maternal to her daughter in a way that that section has never sounded before. Ellis Pike was a strong and determined Antonio with a firm clear voice that I want to hear a lot more of. The staging of the second verse of his song, on the high steps, raising his tankard to the "public lady" at the window was excellent. It is rare for an Antonio to shine, but this one did. He maintained a splendid dignity throughout, until, having entered Vittoria's bedroom for a "lie" at the end of his song, he was ultimately booted out, for having no money to pay the bill. If he had descended with his clothing partially undone to the jeers of his fellow gondolieri, this would have rounded off his discomfiture superbly. This final denouement occurred during the closing bars of "We're called gondolieri" and though funny was a little bit distracting of one's attention from the Principals. What a pity that after such a splendid build up he was allowed to fade into the background after his "bit" was over. Cathy Fetherston as a seductive, randy, blowsy Carmen-figure was quite superb; the way she made up to Giuseppe with a seductively fingered rose on "we tacitly ignore you" (which she tacitly wasn't doing) was a delight. Mike Tripp did about as much as one can do with such an impossible role as Giorgio, but I did feel that the way he was made to fold his arms behind his head, and lean back lazily and comfortably on ''nothing like work'' was a bit over-obvious. Jeff Jenkins spoke Annibale's lines with sense and no-nonsense intelligence. Jane Capper brought a lovely voice, but a certain amount of diffidence to the role of Fiametta, unfortunately she muddled her words badly on the first night I was there. Steve Bodle's Francesco did not exactly set the skies afire, and it was a pity he managed to crack on the second night. Poor Steve, my heart bled for him! (The best Francesco I have ever seen was Max Taylor in ICOS's last Gondoliers, which by all other criteria was pretty terrible.) Richard Wilson made a very brave try as Luiz. Can ever a man have tried so hard and so bravely at a part for which he was basically unsuited; it is to his credit that it almost came off. The two duets with Casilda were musically an almost impossible compromise as the tempo that was right for Sally was inevitably wrong for Richard, and vice versa. "O Rapture" which showed Sally off to perfection, did rather show Richard up. However, for a reason which I am at a a loss to explain, the second duet really did work, and was one of the most moving renderings of this duet I have heard. Richard got his dialogue into a right muddle on the Thursday night. Sally Heslop as Casilda had dignity and sweetness of voice, it was a truly lovely performance. Roger Woodward's Duke was a typically Roger Woodward performance, it didn't say anything new about the Duke but it was a model of style and control, and a series of facial expressions which were a joy to watch. He was not word-perfect. Debbie Johnson as the Duchess was equally stylish and imbued the part with a such a genuine middle-aged air as to be almost uncanny. John Barrett was a rather sombre and dead-pan Don Alhambra, but he knew how to get the laughs and he had an austere dignity with a sneer of cold command which was very nice. He had the air of a man who knew exactly how to manipulate everybody. Vocally it was mellow and warm, and is beginning to remind me of Benjamin Davis's voice. He seemed to be slightly off key on "Do not give way". Marco was safe in the hands of Tim Johnson whose voice is developing a sweetness it did not have before, and he succeeded in making that supremely boring song "Take a Pair of Sparkling eyes" sound interesting. He and Roger Nicholls made an excellent pair, similar height, and with similar sexy good looks, and while Tim led musically, Roger led histrionically - division of labour. I had been convinced that Roger Nicholls as Giuseppe would not work, how wrong one can be. I think there can be no-one (except perhaps George Grossmith) who could fall down on to the floor in such an irresistibly way - he did it in The Zoo, in The Trial of Mr. Wells, and here, at the and of "Rising early in the morning”. It is becoming a Nicholls trademark. Delith Brook was outstanding as Gianetta. It is not much of a part histrionically, but there were tears in my eyes at the end of “Kind sir”. Bethan Howells was a sweet but small-voiced Tessa; she must, however, learn not to throw away lines by not waiting until laughter for a previous line has subsided. Thus her line “There’s something in that” in reply to Don Alhambra, which was so funny on Thursday, was lost completely on Friday because she spoke through the laughter. Anne Otworowski (Giulia) and Alison Carter (Inez) were competent but unmemorable. I did not really think it was possible to do so much with The Gondoliers, without actually sending it up. In this production Ian Gledhill achieved a success which I think can only be equated with his first production (Sorcerer), and Michael Withers added a new dimension to his conducting, having added dignity and quiet emotion to vitality. The make-up of the chorus was a trifle perfunctory; that of some of the principals (such as the Duke and Duchess) was excellent. Somebody ought to tell John Barratt the techniques of a beard, and not to pull up his robe so much when descending steps.  MICHAEL WALTERS

PROGRAMME NOTES For ICOS'S GONDOLIERS by Michael Walters 

"On the first night of The Gondoliers I was in a whirl. I walked on, took one look at the audience, and gulped. Then I saw Sullivan's face beaming up at me from the Conductor's stand, and my confidence returned." Those words were written by Decima Moore, who made her stage debut in The Gondoliers, which opened at the Savoy Theatre on 7th December 1889. The opera was the last truly successful collaboration between Gilbert & Sullivan - an oasis of calculated calm in the midst of the disagreements that clouded their later years. Its style is different to that of the others, because the nature of their relationship was different when they wrote it. Gone is the biting sarcasm and satire which is a prominent feature of much of Gilbert's other work. Gondoliers is a gentle comedy, soft and refined - truly nearer to the style of English musical comedy than to light opera, and it may well be that The Gondoliers influenced the subsequent development of English musical comedy more than any other single work. Gilbert remarked of The Gondoliers: "It gives one the chance of shining right through the twentieth century with a reflected light." In that he was right, and the popularity of the piece has never waned. Gilbert fussed a great deal over the writing of The Gondoliers. He and Sullivan had just patched up one quarrel and were being almost neurotically careful not to upset or offend each other. The child of their union turned out to be somewhat coddled and delicate, without the robustness of some of their earlier pieces. Gilbert would submit several versions of various songs and scenes to Sullivan and ask his opinion as to which was best - a thing he would never have done before. Much of the unused material still exists, not only alternative songs, but also extra ones which were subsequently deleted, probably before Sullivan had set them to music. In fact, The Gondoliers is an object lesson on how to build a rich musical fabric of graceful melodies around a rather thin and inconsequential plot - the essence of musical comedy. The collaborators were determined to create a play with no star parts and so Gilbert made nearly all the main characters of equal size, even rewriting scenes originally allocated to one character and giving them to another, when he felt that one character had too much and another too little to do. This is good musical comedy, but not necessarily good drama. For instance the scene in which the Duke teaches Marco & Giuseppe to dance a gavotte was originally designed to be a scene in which Don Alhambra teaches them to dance a minuet. There was on hand to play the Duke a man (Frank Wyatt) who could not sing, but who was a good actor, so Sullivan arranged the music so that it could be spoken in tune, not sung. When the Duke has to sing in concerted numbers, Sullivan structured the music so that the essential harmony is contained in the other parts, and the Duke can be as off-key and as out of tune as he likes without doing any serious damage. It may have been the instance of Frank Wyatt which prompted the impresario George Edwards to cast Joseph Coyne, a fine actor who couldn't sing either, as Danilo in the first English production of The Merry Widow. It worked, but when the composer, Lehar, found out, he nearly had a heart attack. In spite of the difference in Gilbert's approach to the writing of The Gondoliers, he imbued it with all the familiar stock characters, and Sullivan characterised their music appropriately. In his early opera, The Sorcerer, there was little difference between the music of the village girl Constance and the young lady Aline. In The Gondoliers on the other hand, the simple melodies of Gianetta contrast with the more refined music of Casilda. Don Alhambra has suitably pompous music, the Duchess belligerently furious music, and so on. 

THE PALACE PEEPER This is the Journal of the New York G & S Society. I received a reprimand from the President of the said Society, Jesse Shereff, after the last GG, in which I omitted to mention this as one of the principal G & S magazines. It is primarily a house-journal of the Society, but contains articles of  considerable general G & S interest and is enlivened by delightful cartoons by Geoffrey Shovelton.    

THE LAST NIGHT OF THE D’OYLY CARTE SEASON, February 18th 1978. This is usually a night for meeting old friends, and on this occasion it proved to be a night for making some new ones as well. I had offered my "spare" ticket to James Skeggs, whom I had met at the New Year's Eve performance of Princess Ida, and who had been waiting for 5 years for a chance to be at a last night. He was not disappointed. Between the matinee and the evening performance I had an omelette with David Skelly, up for the day, at his first last night; and in the auditorium, to my astonishment, I bumped into one Ian Grundy, a clerk in my bank at Tring, whom I had no idea was a G & S addict. Apart from the usual G & S Society shower, there was also present Jerry March, who had failed the ballot but managed to get in on the door, to his great delight, as on a brief visit from New York this was the one & only London Last Night he would have a chance of attending; and Aidan Evans who got standing room only. It was a crazy but wonderful night, James and I were in helpless hysterics for most of it. Imperial College had timed Gondoliers very badly as their last night clashed, so none of them were able to be present for what was probably the most wonderful Last Night in living memory. The first third was Act I Pirates, with various characters in costumes from other operas, and an interpolated excerpt from The Zoo sung by Kenneth  Sandford and Jane Metcalfe. The second third was Cox and Box, comparatively straight but with a delightful scene in the middle in which Sandford and John Reed, both attired as very elderly bearded Grosvenor & Bunthorne respectively, did a scene which incorporated dialogue from all the operas in which Sandford & Reed have scenes together. The third opened with the girls singing the opening chorus to Act 3 Princess Ida, in Mikado costumes on the set of Act 2 Pirates, and instead of "I built upon a Rock" we had the scene between Patience and Grosvenor, with Barbara Lilley and Kenneth Sandford taking the micky out of very bad amateur productions. There are too many details to go into, but no doubt (or hopefully) a full report will appear in The Savoyard.

PEOPLE - DAVID CANTOR

In the autumn of 1973 a bombshell hit the London G & S scene with the exuberance and warm-hearted enthusiasm that perhaps only an American can radiate. The bombshell's name was David Cantor, over to study at drama school for a few months. He turned up at the G&S Society, and the resultant friendship which exploded over my head was exhausting but rewarding. When he left London in the spring of 1974, I wrote him the following poem:- TO AN AMERICAN G & S FRIEND

     T'was like a bolt from the blue,

     The way we were caused to meet,

     The exuberance that was you,

     Which whirled me off my feet;

     A friend dropped in from an unknown quarter,

     A handshake from across the water

     What I pray is that all will last,

     I'm not a Luiz to dwell in the past.

     What lies ahead vie can only guess,

     But perhaps the medium of G&S,

     Who made our orbits intersect,

    And to whose shrine we both have trekked,

    Will leave us aye the same, In friendship's name.

I only managed to see him perform once (though I have cherished tapes which he gave me of    productions in the States, which he has been in). This performance was as Major General Stanley with Chapel End Savoy Players at Lloyd Park Pavilion, 9th May 1974, memorable for David (but little else), the most remarkable thing about him was that though his normal speech was with a pronounced American accent, he had no trace of it when on stage.

MORE ON ERIC CAMPBELL. In the foyer on Saturday 18th Feb (DOC LAST NIGHT) Cyril Rollins handed me a piece of paper with a few details on Eric Campbell, who was born in Dunoon, Scotland, and died in a car accident in December 1917. That's all so far.

PAMELA FIELD is with John Hanson in Lilac Time at Wimbledon Theatre (Surrey Comet, 18 Feb.    1978).

CORRESPONDENCE

Preston, Lancs 18 Feb. 1978. Dear Michael, If I may be permitted to enter the "Heigh-ho" controversy, surely Gilbert's required pronunciation is beyond doubt. "Princess Ida" Act 1:- 0h, dainty triolet, oh fragrant violet, Oh gentle heigh-ho-let (Or little sigh). Surely "exigence of rhyme compels" it to be "hi-ho". Unless, of course, cultivated persons said "vayolet" when referring to the flower in Gilbert's day! As regards the cool reception accorded to the new production of "Iolanthe", one is compelled to wonder whether some of D'Oyly Carte's current financial trouble is not caused precisely because they have yielded to the temptation of straying from well proven paths in much of their latest work. That ghastly, gimmicky & wrongly-costumed Gondoliers production which they see fit to inflict upon the long-suffering public is a case in point. Yours sincerely, PETER J. MILLAR

