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Needless to say, the most important item to report in this number is the Centenary Season at the Savoy Theatre, during which I met a number of people with whom I had only previously corresponded or heard of by repute. Alas, I was obliged to miss the performances of UTOPIA and THE GRAND DUKE, because I had to go to an ornithological conference in Wexford, Ireland, on the final weekend; but such is life, and I received a couple of reports on the last two performances.

Tuesday 25th March 1975 was unquestionably an evening to remember. Not that the performance was anything remarkable by D'Oyly Carte standards, but it was not really an evening to worry about things like that. Curiously, there was no air of antiquity hovering over the proceedings ‑ one was very conscious of it all being "here" and "now". One never got the haunted feeling that it was W.S.G. and not Frederic Lloyd sitting in Miss D'Oyly Carte's box, or that Sullivan's halo was hovering over Royston Nash's head, or that John Reed was really George Grossmith in disguise. There was no magic, but I didn't look for magic, it was a get‑together of “US”, Geeandessers who had come from all parts of the British Isles, and from U.S.A. and Australia, to be together on this night to end all nights. And that was really all that mattered ‑ well, almost all that mattered. For me, it all began outside the G & S pub, where I had arranged to meet David Skelly, from Co. Meath, Ireland. We had never met before, but had been in correspondence. In the mellee outside the Savoy I saw many familiar, unfamiliar and partially familiar faces (people whom, no doubt, I have seen in the audience at performances). I cannot mention, or even remember, all that were there, but some of those I spoke to included the Benfords, Norman Beckett, Warren Colston, Diana Burleigh, Selwyn Tillett, Aidan Evans and his wife, Michael Tompkins, David Skelly and his mother, Dick Stockton(representing Imperial College), Richard Duployen, Bob Elledge, Peter Zavon, Ted Wood, Peter Barker‑Jones, Jack Day, Ron and Jeanne Giffin, Daisy Canning, Tony Jones, Tony Hawes, Bill Pearman (of Geoids), Colin Prestige, and other G & S Society members. Among the other notables whom I identified by sight but did not speak to were Peter Pratt, Donald Adams, Isidore & Mrs. Godfrey, Harold Wilson, Danny la Rue, Mander & Mitchinson, Peter Valentine, Leslie Weaver, Jennifer Toye, Alan Barrett, Mary Sansom and Sir Keith Falkner. The performance of TRIAL was not of the best. John Broad's Usher came over best, firm and mellow. Colin Wright seemed to have a sore throat but was obviously enjoying himself, and there was that cheeky grin on his face and the Colin Wright twinkle in his eye. James Conroy‑Ward (Foreman) was as usual over made​ up. It was a pity that John Reed (returning to the role of the Judge after a space of many years) did not know the score, and his performance was perfunctory. He appeared to be working on the premise that "an accepted wit has but to say 'Pass the mustard' and they roar their ribs out." Unfortunately he was right. Selwyn Tillett, (normally a Reed fan) admitted that he had been disappointed, and Dick Stockton, whom I spoke to during the supper interval, commented that it was the first time he had seen John Reed as the Judge and sincerely hoped it would be the last. Michael Rayner and Julia Goss (Counsel & Plaintiff respectiv​ely) were adequate. Colin Engel from Co. Durham, was also present, but I failed to find him in the crowd (not surprisingly, since we have never actually met), but he sent me his views on the performance:​

"The striking lack of gaiety, inventiveness and, most culpable of all, polish in the Chorus, I felt, could have been forgiven if there had been a sparkling array of principals. This was not the case. I was not happy with John Broad's Usher. I think I missed the pomposity of the actor when I last saw D'Oyly Carte do Trial way back in the 60's. I used to be a great admirer of John Reed and would attribute his musical and rhythmic lapses to the conjecture that he was always having a bad night whenever I attended. Now I am finding his constant threatening to bring the numbers into chaos a positive annoyance. It seemed that the strongest contributions came from Michael Rayner and Colin Wright."
SORCERER was a great deal better, in spite of one or two carps. Julia Goss looks and acts beautifully as Aline (particularly in Act 2 with that low‑cut dress) but vocally she does not seem to be suited to the role. Several of us wished we could have heard Pamela Field (the only principal who was not on) try it. Meston Reid was vocally excellent as Alexis, except that he had an unfortunate tendency to stop acting when he started singing. It is a   beautifully produced clear ringing voice, which, I hope will be with us for a long time yet. I am not sure that his interpretation has quite settled down yet, but it may well prove to "wear" better than the previous two. Ralph Mason, admirable at the premiere, grew tiresome on repeated hearings, and I suspect Malcolm Williams might have done so too, but I only heard him in the role once. John Reed's interpretation of Mr. Wells was self‑assured and dramatically convincing, if you accept the style and interpretation as correct. More than ever he talked instead of singing. The music, particularly in the Act 2 duet with Lady Sangazure went for nothing, all the satire was lost for cheap jokes. (Having recently studied the role, I know just how much fine and difficult music there really is in it.) Charles Haynes, whom I saw at the second interval, remarked that he felt it was a race between Reed and Nash to get to the end first. Beti Lloyd‑Jones was a splendid Mrs. P., though she had a tendency to overact. Barry Clark (not credited in the programme), was Hercules. John Broad, John Ayldon & Kenneth Sandford gave their usual excellent performances, particularly the latter, whose opening song almost brought the house down. Judi Merri has a magnificent range(hitting the top C at the end of Act 1) but it is still uncontrolled. Lyndsie Holland was satisfactory as Lady S.

The second night brought the worst performance of TRIAL I have ever heard, the only occasion in my life I have refused to applaud a D'Oyly Carte performance at all, even at the end. John Reed brought a copy of the libretto on with him and had it on the bench, but even that did not prevent him from being out of time more often than he was in time, or for completely failing to come in at "That she is reeling" ‑ so we we had some bars of pure orchestra till James Conroy‑Ward picked up with "Just like a father I wish to be". The rest of the performance was tatty, and there was no light on the front of the stage so that the singers were in darkness. PINAFORE, with Isidore Godfrey conducting, was better, though, as if to complete the night of disasters, someone blew a fuse during Act 2 and plunged the stage into total darkness (except for a couple of follow spots). On the third night I very nearly decided I couldn't bear to sit through TRIAL again, but I was glad I did, for on this occasion it really went rather well. John Reed had evidently learnt the score, though he still had his libretto on the bench. PIRATES, with Charles Mackerras conducting, had a sparkle which it does not always have. Peter Zavon and I spent the weekend at Rottingdean with Roger Chesher and his family. Roger had been unable to get to any of the performances. Peter and I came up for the matinee and evening performances on Saturday. The matinee performance of PATIENCE was rather dull, perhaps the cast were saving themselves for the evening. During the interval between the two shows, I went to a restaurant with Peter and Connie Thompson, where we had a somewhat more leisurely meal than we really intended, owing to the difficulty of catching the waiter's eye, but we did not really mind as it gave us a chance to talk. IOLANTHE brought a section of the Grenadier Guards band on stage, which was great fun and certainly gave the proceedings a lift.

PRINCESS IDA brought some of the Cotswold Savoyards down from Cheltenham (they are shortly to do the show). Outside, I ran into David and Pat Manifold, and a very pleasant surprise it was as it was ages since I had seen them. David and Johnnie Johnson were also there (former minus beard) and I had a chat with them all in the second inverval. I gather Tony Jones was there too but I did not see him.  Meston Reid was in the audience, and I kept wondering what he thought of it. It was grand to see some of the "old lags" again. Tom Lawlor and Ralph Mason were obviously determined to enjoy themselves, and by Jove they did ‑ and so did we. Colin Wright was obviously still suffering from a cold and his first act was poor, but by the second act he had picked up and completed a splendid trio. There can be no doubt, however, that the house's darling that night was Valerie Masterson, fresh from her triumphs at the E.N.O. Her two songs brought the house down. It was a stunningly fine performance, and I have always considered Ida to be Valerie's least good G & S role. It was interesting, though, that she reached her moment of greatest tonal beauty in the quartette, yet this number commanded much less applause than her two solos. Philip Bingham and someone else from Imperial College were in the audience, and Phyllis Karr arrived over from the States in time for this performance.

On Tuesday many of the American party and a few other friends went on a coach trip to Grim's Dyke where we had lunch and a wander round the grounds, It was on this trip that I made the acquaintance of Charles Hayter and learned about his Gilbert & Sullivan interests. (He is doing a thesis on Gilbert at Calgary University, Canada). After Grim's Dyke, we visited Gilbert's grave and the church adjacent to it, and got back to London at 4 o'clock. It was one of the few fine days during the season. When we returned Charles and I spent about an hour with Connie Thompson looking at photographs of her exhibition on G & S at Berkeley University, California. After that, Charles and I wandered down in the direction of the Savoy, and I shewed him the Tudor houses at Holborn and the Old Curiosity Shop. We then walked down to the embankment and he photographed the Gilbert memorial (which still had the sprays of green that someone had tied on at the beginning of the fortnight). We had a meal together and then a drink in the Wolf Room (which I think is much more interesting and atmospheric than the Gilbert and Sullivan pub), till it was time for the theatre. THE MIKADO (which was being broadcast), was on the whole a good performance. Philip Bingham was in the audience again, as was Steve Bodle (obviously having just done the opera had not sickened them). Selwyn Tillett attended this performance but I did not see him till afterwards. He had a friend from Cambridge with him, called Bob Osborne (with whom I once played croquet).

On Wednesday for the RUDDIGORE matinee, the fans again started to foregather early, and to my great surprise I met Andie Gow outside. It seemed like "twenty years since he and I have met" and I had a lot of his news to catch up on. That occupied the period before curtain‑up and the interval. He had to dash off as soon as it was over, I hung around for a while afterwards to introduce Harry Benford to Sarah Lenton, whom he had wanted to meet. Then Charles, Peter and I went for a meal to the Italian restaurant under the arch at Waterloo. They complained about the overfreezing of the ice‑cream! RUDDIGORE was a remarkably good performance for a matinee. Andie had come for the avowed intent of pillorying John Reed and found opportunity for doing so. He liked Meston Reid but disliked Judi Merri. I was sitting beside two girls who were John Reed fans and applauded vigorously on his entry, but in the event, it was for John Ayldon's Ghost Song that they (deservedly) gave the greatest applause, both at the end of the number, and at the final curtain. Kenneth Sandford was on top form and Judi Merri was good, if you accept that Mad Margaret ought to he played in that way. Afterwards George Applegate told me that he had not known the original finale to Act 2 had been put back, and he was absolutely delighted.

The Queen was supposed to have attended the performance of THE GONDOLIERS, but as it turned out she had a slight cold, though otherwise she was quite well, and she did not attend. Prince Philip and Prince Andrew were there however, and we gathered in Savoy Court afterwards to see them off. In one sense the evening was a sad one for me, as it was to be my last one of the season. I would be saying farewell to a number of new‑found friends whom I should not see again for many years [in some cases, never]. As I wended my way home over Waterloo Bridge my mind was occupied with many thoughts. The first century of G & S had come to an end and the second was about to begin. The old ship had ended her last voyage and the new one was about to be launched on unknown seas. How would she fare, and how would we, her passengers fare ?

ESSIE ACKLAND

The contralto Essie Ackland has died. She was the possessor or a wonderfully rich mellow, "old english"" style contralto voice. Her fine recording of "Love's Old Sweet Song" was used a few years ago by the BBC in its 75th anniversary recording. Her connection with G & S was slim; she recorded the role of the Duchess of Plaza Toro on the abridged recording of the Gondoliers issued about 1932.

REPORTS OF AMATEUR PRODUCTIONS. CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY G & S SOCIETY

PATIENCE.   March 1st 1975. 

As successful productions of "Pirates" and "Iolanthe" over the past two years had shown, and as a very well received week of performances of the former bore out at Minack in Cornwall last summer, [Minack Theatre is an open‑air theatre carved from the cliff face near Land's End. Ed.]. C.U.G.S.normally boasts one of the highest performing standards of any Cambridge dramatic Society. The audience for the last night of "Patience" on March 1st, therefore came expecting great things and were not disappointed. Perhaps some had been expecting the new producer, Taylor Downing, to adopt a modern flower‑power approach; instead he gave us an entirely gimmick free production, letting Gilbert speak for himself. The result was constant hilarity from a full house, and great warmth and friendliness radiating in both directions across the footlights, The new musical director, Stephen Harrison, proved by his fast tempt a great awareness of Sullivan's life and gaiety, but did not attempt to bring out his musical jokes as the previous conductors had done. Jonathan Townsend was a rather cautious Colonel, perhaps not entirely recovered from his laryngitis earlier in the week, and thus failed to match the high standards of his colleagues Anthony Little (Major) and John Hall (Duke), who were vocally and dramatically more convincing. It was a pity however that in the aesthetic Trio the Major was given so much "funny" business, as if to justify the part. John Hall was a delight, despite some harshness at the top of the range. His approach was in the Ralph Mason style, but fortunately he succeeded where that gentleman did not. Bunthorne, the experts tell us, is a compound of Whistler, Swinburne and Oscar Wilde; Jeremy Thomas gave us an hilarious mixture of Salvador Dali, Noel Coward & Kenneth Williams; precise, clipped diction, every word spat out in an acid waspish tone, with exaggerated facial reactions that just refrained from being "camp". For the "trim rigidity of limb" he appeared to have studied, not a marionette but a ballet dancer's book of exercises. Garth Morrell as Grosvenor was less successful, mooning through the piece in an idyllic haze, delivering all his lines in a calm, soft, rapturous sigh that formed the best possible contrast to Bunthorne but became intensely annoying after a while. He was also hampered by a curious maroon flannel costume that suggested a rugby substitute warming up off the pitch. Frances Kellett‑Bowman, Linda Garnham and Valerie Taylor as Angela, Saphir and Ella played these uninteresting parts in a suitably uninteresting way. Lack of characterization was also a regrettable characteristic of the Chorus, who were a well‑oiled machine rather than a set of individuals ‑ but this was a small price to pay for actually hearing all the words. Felicity Norman as Patience gave me a very good idea of what Winifred Lawson must have been like on stage. She had the same apparent fear of vocal projection ‑ and uncertainty on top ‑ but more than made up for it by her acting ability. To look young and innocent as she did was no small advantage, and "Love is a plaintive Song" made a magnificent contrast to the hilarity of the other items. Sarah Houghton as Lady Jane was without doubt the best of the cast, despite being young, slim and attractive. Vocally she was the most assured and the easiest to listen to: a soft gentle mezzo with perfect command of phrasing and tone. Perhaps some of the more matronly lines ought to have been cut ‑ but she was certainly a more thoughtful and rather sadder girl than the rest, with a quiet, resigned firmness just below the surface. The overwhelming impression of the production was of careful thought leading to a fresh presentation by a cast whose conviction was matched only by their ability to radiate enjoyment and lift the audience. With G & S like this we can take fresh guard for our second century with defiant confidence. SELWYN TILLETT.

G & S SOCIETY CENTENARY CONVENTION, MORLEY COLL. 10 MAY 1975

This marathon was fairly well attended by members from London and the branches, but there were a number of surprising absentees. The sports began, not with a wedding breakfast bee, but (fairly soon after breakfast) with a discussion on how the operas have faired since the removal of copyright. The discussion was very expertly chaired by Bill Slinn, but most of the comment from the floor was rather trivial. Colin Prestige gave a whimsically amusing lantern‑lecture on places in London remotely connected with G & S and the operas. After lunch, some went on a guided tour of G & S landmarks, but most stayed to look at a selection of items from the Society's archives, which included books of old press cuttings, programmes, albums of photos of original casts and casts from the turn of the century. There were many there that I had not seen. There was also a book of photos taken by Gilbert, the Victorian equivalent of tourist snaps. In the evening there was a G & S concert by Philip Potter and Jennifer Toye. The following numbers were sung:​ Prithee Pretty Maiden, If somebody there chanced to be, Kind sir, you cannot have the heart, Good morrow, good lover ‑ None shall part us, Is life a boon ?, Free from his fetters grim, If we're weak enough, I built upon a rock, When first my old old love, Poor wandring one, All is prepared‑ Ah leave me not, The Battle's Roar, Love feeds, A tenor all singers above, dialogue & Refrain audacious tar, Ida was a twelvemonth old, Kissing Song, T'is done, I am a bride, The sun whose rays, Take a pair of sparkling eyes, Were you not to Koko plighted.

It was rather sad to hear the bashing that Philip Potter's voice has taken over the years. Much of the sweet tone had gone, he had a habit of blasting on top notes and there was a perfect cascade of intrusive Hs. Nothing, however, could ever, one feels, damp the infectious charm which was always such a feature of his performances. Jennifer Toye seemed to have a bad cold, for she cracked badly in a number of places, her rendering of “Poor Wand'ring One”, in particular was a minor disaster. Both of them were in much better voice after the interval (which came before "The Battles Roar"), and Philip's rendering of "A tenor all singers above" was probably about the best I have ever heard. His "Kissing Song" more than made up for what it lacked in vocal virtuosity by sheer exuberance and witty nuance. I should have said that the second half of the afternoon consisted of the celebration of TRIAL'S centenary by an indifferent performance of the same preceeded by an interesting short talk about the opera by Leslie Weaver. It was a pity that the Conference was not up to the standard of the previous ones at Liverpool and Manchester.  MICHAEL WALTERS

PEOPLE.  No 2. PETER MILLS

[I have decided to begin a new feature in this issue called "How I got hooked on G & S", in which various correspondents will explain how it all began. In this way I hope readers will get to know more about the other readers whom they see referred to in these pages. The first contributor (by my request) is Peter Mills, comic baritone lead with Imperial College Operatic Society, and it seemed to me appropriate to make him no. 2. in the PEOPLE series. It will not necessarily be a standard policy to make the subject of these two series the same person in future issues. Ed.]

I first saw Peter as The Duke of Plaza Toro in one of the very few I.C. productions which is, on the whole, best forgotten. For me, Peter's performance was one of the things which made it worth while. It cannot have been easy for him to step into the shoes of the forceful and ostentatious Jon Bass (his predecessor in these roles) and to make an impact in a poor production. Indeed there was some criticism from those who were expecting another Jon Bass, but for me, though his Duke was far from perfect, it seemed to promise great things to come. Peter's next role was Mr. Wells in a production which proved to be musically the finest amateur G & S production I have ever heard; and Peter proved to be the finest Mr. Wells I have ever seen. Though it was played largely in the "cockney" John Reed style it somehow succeeded where John Reed failed. There is a quiet determination in all Peter's performances, and surprisingly (I mean surprisingly for an actor) off stage he is one of the most modest and retiring men I know. At least, that is my opinion, I hope, after you have read his own account, you will agree with me.
HOW I GOT HOOKED ON G & S, by Peter Mills.

My involvement with G & S dates really from one summer which Jan, my wife (then my girl friend) and I spent apart. I was in America for two and a half months, and she was in Budleigh Salterton for a fortnight [ Budleigh Salterton is a small town in Devon where I.C. do a G & S every summer. Ed.]. She and her flatmate were there to swell the numbers of the female chorus of PIRATES invited by Colin Davis of Imperial College Operatic Society. As I, three thousand miles away, followed Jan's progress with the show (and, even more pertinently, with the male chorus) I began to realise that ICOS and G&S were no mere sets of initials: together they spelt Grand Passion. That's why, the next February I was to be found in the blue and gold (yes, blue) under the command of Colonel Calverley in Patience, and I've been in the colours of ICOS ever since. I'd had a moderately G & S upbringing, being taken to see the D'Oyly Carte whenever it came within range. The "talking bits" had always interested me most ‑ the music not so much till later ‑ and the antics of the "funny man" Now, performing the pieces, I saw them in a completely different light. I admired the skill and coolness of the Principals in rehearsals, then, with the floodlights in my eyes, was thrilled by the knowledge of the live audience, and reacted for all I was worth on the end of the second line of dragoons. ICOS is an unlikely blend of enthusiasms and talents; the average age is low (about 20‑23), and the personnel always changing. So when I got the chance to do a principal part myself, as The Duke of Plaza Toro, I began to learn about what always fascinates me in performing G & S: the strange chemistry and infinite variety in the relationship between actor and audience. And once begun, I imagine the process of learning this mystery never ends. For me, the pleasure of doing G & S is, first of all, that of acting for an audience; the singing comes second to that (as anyone who's heard me perform will readily testify'), and so, in a way, does the expert "Savoyard" fun. G & S is also the means of enjoying the company of a lively group of friends in ICOS (old members never die ‑ they retire to the audience). And finally (and let No‑one underrate this aspect of G & S's appeal) ‑ it means that Jan and I spend our spare time, and our holidays, together.

MISCELLANEOUS

Joel Kasow, in the May edition of OPERA comments on the production of Donizetti's opera ""Torquato Tasso"" by Opera Rara at the Collegiate Theatre as follows: "An even greater obstacle was the production of William Chappell who refused to take the work seriously often giving the impression that he was staging amateur Gilbert & Sullivan."

For those who castigated Derek Hammond‑Stroud's performance as Jack Point (I did not see it so I cannot comment) Harold Rosenthal's comments on the production of RHINEGOLD may be of interest:

"Derek Hammond Stroud's Alberich is now world class. He may have stolen the gold, but when Wotan and Loge tricked him, one's sympathies were entirely with him; the curse was frightening in its intensity."

Rodney Milnes on the E.N.O's "Patience" said: "The ENO has certainly ended its not uneventful season with a bang, what with the superlative operetta revival and the remarkable RHINEGOLD. Common to both was Derek Hammond‑ Stroud. It was hard to credit that his mincing poseur of a Bunthorne and the cringing, hectoring, malevolent, ultimately sympathetic Alberich were the work of the same artist."

All these comments seem to bear out (among other things) the pertinent point made by Sarah Lenton that outside D'Oyly Carte no producer of professional G & S seems prepared to take Gilbert seriously.

STOP PRESS:  UTOPIA LTD. by D'Oyly Carte at Festival Hall Thursday to Saturday 17‑19 July.

