1
4

GILBERTIAN GOSSIP   No 6.   April 1977

Edited by Michael Walters

Apologies for the late appearance of this number. As I write I am not even sure when it will appear. The last one, I see was in June 1976, and a great deal has happened since then. These jottings will be in no particular order, just as they happen to come.

JOHN HEDDLE-NASH

John Heddle-Nash gave a delightful concert to the Gilbert & Sullivan Society on 6th October 1976. The following are among the items he sang. I scribbled them down on my knee as he announced them and I am not sure if I have got all correct: Lully - O sombre woods: Lane Wilson - Phyllis has such charming graces: Michael Diak (in style of Handel) -Sing a Song of Sixpence: Saint-Saens - Danse Macabre: Liszt - 3rd Contellation in D Flat (the accompanist's party piece): Granados - Andalucia: Warlock - The First Mercy: Kipling &? - A Smuggler's Song. O Menekai (?): Mozart - Serenade (Don Giovanni): Mozart - Women may swear they'll never desert you (The Goose of Cairo): Non piu andrai: Moment perpetuale (the accompanist's other party piece): If you give me your attention: Stanford - Trotting to the Fair: Belloc &? - Henry King: Shortning Bread: Stuttering Lovers: I’ve got a little List: Joshua fit the battle of Jericho (new setting by?).

TWO NIGHTS OF CHAOS (KAOS)

On Tuesday 22 February 1977, Kingsbury Amateur Operatic Society (KAOS) gave a concert to the G & S Society under the title "Let KAOS come again". In true Gilbertian fashion the opera being given that night by D'Oyly Carte at Sadlers Wells Theatre was Princess Ida from which the quote comes. The Society gave a very full programme of excerpts from every production they had done, which ran as follows:- The Mikado; Opening Chorus; So please you Sir (sung as Quintette); Braid the Raven Hair. Merrie England; Love is meant to make us glad; Waltz Song. The Zoo; Bun Quartette & Finale. The Chieftain; Dolly's Song, Trio (Grigg, Vasquez & Rita); Disguised Song (Act 2) Inez & Brigands; Sextette-We quite understand. Princess Ida; The world is but; To yield at once; Whene’er I spoke. Martha; The Last Rose of Summer; M'Appari. Trial by Jury; Comes the broken flower. Iolanthe; In vain to us you plead; Young Strephon is the kind of lout. Salad Days; Farewell. Patience; Duke's Song; Long years ago (both verses)! I hear the soft note. Free as Air; Let the Grass Grow under your Feet. La Vie Parisienne: Finale Act 2. The Sorcerer; Lady Sangazure's Song (setting by Peter Ward); I rejoice that its decided; Oh I have wrought, with following recit (also set by Peter Ward); Happy are we in our loving frivolity. Orpheus in the Underworld: Aristeus's Song; Laughing Chorus; Behold me alone and neglected; The King of the Beotians; Cherchez la femme. The Rose of Persia (forthcoming production) 'Neath my lattice; With measured gait (Finale Act 1); If you or I; Sultan's Song; Finale Act 2. Victor Golding introduced. 

The following night I went to see Princess Ida at the Wells; and it proved to be a night of chaos (not Kaos). At half past eight, just after Lady Blanche had said her line "It’s not, it’s right enough" the curtain fell, and we were informed that there had been a phone call reporting a bomb. We all left the theatre, cast and audience mingling and milling outside, and it was half past nine before we were allowed back. The performance resumed with the entrance of the three men, and their opening lines “Gently, gently, evidently, we are safe so far” inevitably brought a round of applause. I think this will be an anecdote to be quoted in G & S circles for many years to come, like Richard Walker’s famous doodlebug line.

DOUGLAS BLAKE on PRINCESS IDA The Stage, 24 Feb. 1977.

“… The opening tableau, with its exotic scenery, costumes & make-up, was remarkably like the spectacular finale of a Palladium finale, and much of what followed was along the same lines … the music has no particular character of its own, sounding rather as if it could be used for, or taken from, almost any other G & S work... it has no recognisable overall style to give it musical character .... Barbara Lilley has not quite the stature for the title role, but she sings prettily, and there is an interesting young tenor in Meston Reid, whose light, clear-toned voice is a desirable asset to the company”.

REPORTS OF AMATEUR PRODUCTIONS

GROSVENOR A.O.S.,  Patience, Thursday 24 February 1977.

I went in for my usual first act of this performance: I was not tempted to stay for the second, though I subsequently learned from Roger Thompson who attended the Friday performance, that Act 2 was a distinct improvement. The overture was very good, with a bright and exciting pulse and a Rossinian bounce. The curtain went up on an Act 1 set consisting of a backdrop of a formal garden, which seemed singularly inappropriate. The opening chorus was broad and expansive. Lady Angela (Eileen Marner) sang her opening solo unremarkably, later she acted with considerable charm. Lady Ella (Janet Crossman) was good; she had a clear, high voice, and looked like a Burne-Jones child, (or Botticellian?). The thrusting aside of the ladies clustering round her before bursting into song was good. She came over beautifully in "I hear the soft note" - but this number was a bit rushed. Lady Jane (Pauline Weiss) was melodramatic but without style. Patience (Anne Pooley) was acceptable; she sang some wrong notes in the recit. to her first song, and attempted the optional top D at the end, which she missed! The full repeat of "The soldiers of our Queen" (two identical verses) seemed pointless. The Colonel (Richard Doran) looked and sounded more like a farmer than a Colonel. He sang without personality, and muddled his words. The Duke's line "what is there to adulate in me" seemed to sum up this character’s performance: Richard Rayment was as dull as usual, but dullness was not too unsuitable for this part. Mercifully they did not restore the Duke's Song. Lady Saphir (Patricia Sorrell) seemed to have lost her voice - when she sang "Mystic poet" she was barely audible. Some other lines that she ought to have sung, she spoke. Bunthorne (Christopher Roberts) had a nice delivery and a pleasant voice, but his gestures were stock and unimaginative - they didn’t mean anything. His song seemed interminable and was getting very boring by the end. His acting was too unvarying. Grosvenor (Nicholas Clough) had a good voice and acted well. He spoke his lines with more intelligence than anybody else, and the play had an immediate lift when he made his entrance. He seemed to be good at just underplaying his lines. At the end of Act 1 he was got down onto the floor by a crowd of ladies who swarmed round, pawing over him so that he invisible to the audience, and then a pair of trousers went flying. This was an anomalous, and unnecessarily vulgar piece of business in a production that otherwise had none of it, and was inappropriate. MICHAEL WALTERS

LEWISHAM  O.S. The Pirates of Penzance, Thursday 10 March 1977.

I slipped down to Catford for the first Act of this production, realising that I had not seen the Society since 1972, when I saw Malcolm Ward give a magnificent performance as Jack Point. He has now left the Society. The production was fairly conventional. Much as I approve of the Queen, I do not approve of the National Anthem opening a light opera production. The Overture had to compete a very ill-behaved audience who talked all through it, but the Conductor (David Ward) maintained a respectable dignity throughout in his demeanour and his music. His style was taut and precise. Shelagh Lewis (Ruth) had a somewhat "upper-crust" voice, and looked and acted sometimes rather like a dowager-duchess, and sometimes like a Joan Sims-type waitress. She was better looking than Frederic. The Pirate King (Chris Arden) had a Terry Thomas moustache. He had quite a good bottom register, but nothing much on top and no idea how to act - but he threw himself into the part with gusto, and what he lacked in talent he made up for in exuberance. He was perpetually laughing (I suspect he may have been trying to act like Terry Thomas too).  He said “Its only half past 10, and you are one of us till the clock strikes 11.” - this was obviously not a deliberate alteration, for Fred did not pick it up, and said 12 o'clock. Sheila Caton (Edith) had a pretty voice but her top notes were alternately dry and sharp. Alice Grafton (Kate) was embarrassingly off-key. Ken Marks (Frederic) is no longer young, and his voice has lost its former creamy tone, but he still acts intelligently and sings with power and clarity of line, though on a couple of occasions it seemed to be taking a lot out of him. Margaret Collins (Mabel) had a rather constrained voice, which was strident on top; she made rather heavy weather of "Poor wandering One" - she did not attempt a cadenza. The chorus were ahead of the orchestra in "How beautifully blue..." Ken Brown (Major-Gen) made a laboured attempt at his patter song: he made great display of being decrepit on his entrance but failed to keep this up. He spoke his dialogue well. To my amazement the "often-orphan," joke (in full) worked; from the treatment it got, it oughtn't to have done. MICHAEL WALTERS

PATIENCE IN BRISTOL Spring 1976. Report by Peter Allanson

Patience went down very well last week. I'm not convinced by updating it, however I feel that part of the comic effect was of seeing people one knows so well in antithetical roles - yours truly looking like John Lennon, and doing a partial impression of Quentin Crisp to name but one! In that context, the Act 2 business where Grosvenor grabs Bunthorne's knees was that much funnier and a slight twist to "Oh its you" also! Of course, updating a production is not a carte-blanche excuse for chopping the libretto around - the temptation to change lines was strongly resisted, apart from the uniforms which were "Green & Khaki – military colours” and Bunthorne did not "care for dirty jeans." I felt Keith Warner's production was very neat with some excellent pieces of movement - the irresistible ''Leap-frogging" at the end of the Bunthorne-Jane duet never failed to "wow" the audience and surely one if the highlights of the show the Trio-Quintette sequence with excellent movement nicely varied in the quintette, well done by the most unprepossessing opsoc characters! However, I did feel that in parts the production was too bitty, caused mainly by demanding that the chorus take part in the action without being more specific, which inevitably led to miscellaneous hand movements, head-nodding and fever-pitch conversation - all very stagey and distracting for the audience. I also disapproved strongly of the way the dragoons, having left the stage on the “wrong” side after the Colonel's 2nd song, being summoned, and running across after Bunthorne's line "Am I alone and unobserved" - admittedly very funny but I'm not sure Bunthorne needs the help of the dragoons to look a fool at that stage of the proceedings. As you must appreciate it is very difficult to be objective about a show you've been in, but I hope I have - if you do print this would you mention that please? 

OXFORD UNIVERSITY G & S. SOCIETY - THE GONDOLIERS June 1976

[Our man in Brixham, Dave Taylor, on a rare visit to civilisation, caught this production, and sent me a programme with some random comments scribbled on it, which I here reproduce.]

Enjoyable, enthusiastic, full of life. Not a traditional performance, but done without ad libs. DUKE (Robert Aitken) Nicely played part. Producer could have made more of height difference with Duchess.  DON AL. (Bob Pacey)  Best characterisation. Singing voice too soft. MARCO and GIUSEPPE (Tim Garland and Michael Joyce) Different & complementary, voices a little light but good characterisation. CASILDA (Elizabeth Cope) Best singing voice. Made the best of a not very outstanding Gilbert creation. TESSA (Nancy Ringham) Best overall principal, even with the American accent, acting and stage presence good. Radiated confidence. INEZ (Diane Parker) A small but essential part, well played. HIGHLIGHTS: In a contemplative fashion; Cachucha. MUSIC: Ensemble singing V. good, tempi were inclined to be pedestrian, but not disastrously so. Conductor  (David Flood) had a good control of pit and stage and coped with difficult moments very professionally. There was no justification for encore of "Sparkling Eyes", or Duchess in Act 2. [Sorry Dave, 1 couldn't read the rest!]

IMPERIAL COLLEGE, OPERATIC SOCIETY, Orpheus in the Underworld, Concert Hall, I.C. Union, Thursday 17th Feb. 1977.

I may be stepping out of my ecological niche in reporting on this, and, indeed in some ways IC stepped out of theirs, it was their first non G&S production: they used a new, specially prepared translation. The problem in adapting any foreign operetta into English is that few of them transcribe well because they were written for un-English voices and un-English audiences. The audience the night I attended seemed a bit non-plussed by it all, and the things at which they sniggered most were glimpses of Roger Nicholls' drawers (not for nothing has this piece been irreverently dubbed ''Orpheus in his Underpants”) underlined the main thing that was absent - smut! It was all too polite, too decorous, too English! The star of the evening was the conductor, Mike Withers, it was undoubtedly his night, he pulled all the strings and held all the reins. I have not heard conducting at IC to equal it since Stuart Allen conducted The Sorcerer at Budleigh. My main criticism was the diction, it was bad. This was particularly noticeable in the chorus, but I think Roger Woodward (a magnificent Jupiter) was the only one of the principals of whose every word I could hear without having to strain. This may have been the fault of the translation - there were certain places where I felt that the words sat uneasily on the notes, and they cannot always have been easy to sing clearly. Delith Brook was an enchanting Eurydice, but her voice had a curious habit of disappearing in patches and becoming inaudible - though it is a beautiful and big sound when she does open her throat. Tim Johnson (sans beard) was a mellifluent Orpheus, and Dick Stockton a mellow Styx. Richard Wilson was slightly disappointing as Mars, mainly because the production seemed to have missed such a good opportunity to have the part played "camp" or "twee", or otherwise send it up (which would have been in the true Offenbach spirit) by making him the exact opposite of the mythological picture of the God of War. Roger Nicholls was a loveable Mercury (I adored his silver lurex tights). Steve Chaytow made a brave try at Pluto - though I got the feeling that he was perhaps trying a little too hard, and tending to overact in places; still, I hope he stays around and does a lot more. MICHAEL WALTERS

MOLESEY OPERATIC SOCIETY,  The Geisha, Vine Hall, Molesey, Sat. 12 March 1977.

The Geisha is a musical comedy that I have always wanted to see, but this was the first opportunity I have had to do so. I have known it only from some old records of individual songs, and 78s of orchestral selections. The music always seemed very pleasant and pretty: it is generally ceded to be Sidney Jones's best piece. On seeing it, however, it became obvious why nobody bothers to do it now. It is not a second Mikado, though Jones should not be unduly blamed for failing to prove a second Sullivan when one looks at the trivial lyrics he was forced to set: 

Happy Japan, garden of glitter, 

Flower and fan, flutter and flitter, 

Land of bamboo, (juvenile whacker), 

Porcelain too, tea-tray and lacquer 

Happy Japan, happy Japan. 

(Compare that with the opening chorus of The Mikado and you will see what I mean). The Geisha was first performed in 1896 at Daly's Theatre with Marie Tempest as O Mimosa San, Letty Lind as Molly Seamore, Hayden Coffin as Fairfax, Louis Bradfield as Dick Cunningham, and Huntley Wright as Wun-Hi. Nowadays it strikes as rather "old hat", the evocation of a view of Japan and a theatrical style which are both dead. Nevertheless, it has possibilities and could be made into an interesting stage show. The interesting thing was that, in spite of all its obvious drawbacks and shortcomings of performance, I couldn't help liking it. It is a tattily constructed piece encumbered by too many superfluous characters. There seems no justification for continuing to play midshipman Stanley by a woman (originally, I assume, to get over the problem of employing juveniles) but in any case, the part could easily be cut as he contributes nothing to the plot, and has virtually nothing to say. (It might be worth noting too that my evening was made by the presence in the audience of the Society's president, Rita Hunter, who almost touched me getting to her seat!) The plot of the piece is thin, the dialogue poor, and it is much too long, with songs plonked in at inappropriate moments for no obvious reason. On checking with the score afterwards I found that it had in fact been cut quite considerably, but not enough. The first act played for an hour and twenty-five minutes, which is too long for an act in which almost nothing happens! The piece received rather heavy-handed treatment in this production - it lacked pace and sparkle; entrances and exits were messy, and there was a great laxity on the picking up of cues. The actors did not know their lines - nor, in some cases, their moves, which, on the last performance, was unpardonable. The hall was small and dingy, with bad, muddy acoustics, and rather unsuitable in which to use an orchestra, which frequently drowned the singers, none of who had very powerful voices. I should certainly have preferred piano accompaniment. Chorus diction poor. The sets, on the other hand, were beautiful, they were made by the Society. Fred Atkey (Fairfax) had an unfortunate lisp which I found most unpleasant, and he managed to massacre the best song in the piece “Shtar of my Shoul” - as it became in this production! Jean Mellor (O Mimosa San) was very pretty in face and voice, but fought a losing battle with the orchestra. The best performance was that of Julia Robinson (Molly) who also had the best voice, but tended to bounce around rather too much - it became irritating after a time. Walter Hawes (Marquis Imari) had a good voice but a rather amateurish style of acting. Charles Arnold (Wun-Hi) was a very accomplished comedian, but his oriental Frankie Howerd style was, I felt, wrong for this part. His second act song - the famous "Chin chin Chinaman" was very funny, but totally irrelevant! MICHAEL WALTERS

IMPERIAL COLL.O.S., The Zoo and The Pirates of Penzance, Budleigh Salterton, 29-30 July 1976. 

I attended two performances of this double bill, Friday and Saturday of the first week. Friday was good, though all the Company were bitterly disappointed by it; when I saw the Saturday performance I knew why - truly a transformation of a remarkable kind. A very large part of the credit for the magnificence of Saturday's performance must go to the conductor, Michael Withers, who cast a spell over the house that night with the love, care and passion with which he guided the orchestra. His tempi were fast on the whole, comparable in speed to Robin White's, but whereas with Robin the fast sections often sounded merely rushed, with Michael speed seemed to produce an almost Tschaikowskian passion and intensity. Both productions were superb in their way, though different. Roger Woodward's whimsically idiosyncratic production of The Zoo (epitomised by his own fleeting appearance as the sea-lion keeper - doing a Hitchcock here I fancy!) convinced me at last that the piece really is fun in spite of the libretto. The production had been given one previous performance in the Great Hall, Imperial College, a few months previously, and it was on the whole similar. There was one change of cast (Carboy). The production whipped along with tremendous gusto - but with natural comedians like Pete Totterdell in the front line of the chorus it could hardly have done otherwise, and the addition of the "lost" song for Letitia, with new words by Roger Woodward, and a superb "cod" cadenza, almost brought the house down. One point I noticed was that Eliza's "I go, I fly" seemed to work less well here than it had before owing to the smaller available space. The Zoo is not a great piece but in IC’s hands it came truly alive, as I had not seen it do before; one could believe that it was a new show being performed for the first time, and that the cast were creating their respective roles. Richard Wilson (Carboy) was doing his first reasonable sized part, something for which I have been waiting for many years. He imbued the part with a delightful quaintness. Tim Johnson played the part at the Great Hall performance, and although he has a bigger and firmer voice, Richard gave more of a performance. However, the performance of the evening was Roger Nicholls as the Duke of Islington. His exuberance was a joy to behold, and his natural sense of comedy stood him in good stead in the fainting scene and in the way he chucked himself around the stage, which was really excruciatingly funny. His entrance as the Duke after the removal of disguise was also tremendous - he seemed to have the knack of just walking onto the stage and. making the audience eat out of his hand without doing anything. Delith Brook (Letitia) was in superb voice, and gave a brilliant rendering of the "lost" song. She had grace, charm and style, which I found quite irresistible. Denise Clark (Eliza) was good, but not as good as some of the others, though admittedly she is not helped by having some of the least interesting music to sing. Grinder is not much of a part, but to John Barratt's credit he got about as much out of it as one could; a solid, reliable performance this was (as also was his Samuel), by someone who, I felt, could always be relied upon to do any part justice.

Pirates was altogether more intense and dramatic. Peter Mills (changing his role of performer for that of Producer) seemed to be relying more on passion and deep emotion, and sensibly kept movement down to the minimum at the peak emotional moments so that when he let himself go - as in the brilliantly humorous setting of "Softly sighing" there was all the more impact. I was particularly impressed with the way the Fred-Mabel love duet in Act 2 was handled, the passionate hopelessness of the lovers' situation was brought out to the full and became quite heartrending - so often this scene can become prissy or twee. It says much for the producer, MD, and singers, that they managed to create such an aura of tension that the audience was not tempted to violate the flow and continuity of the music by applauding "Ah leave me not to Pine". The moment where Frederic tried to kiss Mabel's hands in parting and she restrained him (I think it was just before "Stay Frederic stay”) was particularly beautiful. Another delightful moment was the bringing on of the Doctor of Divinity at the end of Act. 1, something I cannot remember ever having seen before - though, thinking it over it seems surprising if no-one had ever thought of doing it. The antics of the Pirates during the opening chorus, pushing each other on and off the plank, seemed a trifle fussy and unnecessary. Steve Bodle as the deaf pirate was rather endearing, but I wished that he could have been a little less vague and not so much in the background. Several times he did things which I missed because the centre of action was focused elsewhere. Steve seems to have a real talent for eccentric, elderly characterisation, which has not been really exploited. Roger Woodward made an excellent General, taking the patter-song with superb crispness and speed and the send-up of "Softly sighing" with mock-lyrical actions for the police, removed any necessity for this number to be sung lyrically. Roger's characterisation was, as usual, impeccable. One particularly delightful moment was when captured by the Pirates in Act 2, the General automatically went to draw his sword, only to find there was no sword since he was in his dressing gown. David Pollard, changing his role of conductor for performer, gave a very interesting and unusual interpretation of the Pirate King. He was rather too diffident to have become a leader of men by force, so he must have been the highest-ranking of them when they were all noblemen. The interpretation worked well in the Gilbertian context though; as the most reluctant leader of the reluctant pirates he seemed to be a perfect projection of his progenitor, Captain Bang in Our Island Home. His lightweight acting made for a delightfully whimsical interpretation, which I, saturated by watching hundreds of burly, blustering PKs, found very refreshing. The way he delivered "For some ridiculous reason'' with spoken asides, was a masterpiece. Max Taylor scored his greatest triumph as Frederic, in spite of not being vocally the sort of Frederic one expects. He was at his best in the intense scenes where he could open his throat and. pour out his passion; on both nights I was there the duet with Ruth was quite electric, and the passion and intensity of the love scene with Mabel brought tears into my eyes. He was, perhaps, a little less happy in the lighter lyrical moments. Dick Stockton made the Sergeant of Police into a typical country "bobby”, slow-witted and slow moving, well meaning but ineffective. His eyes, however, were capable of registering quick changes of feeling. It was a low-key, restrained and loveable performance, and such a change from the usual exuberant overacted SPs one so often sees. Teresa Quinn was an exquisitely beautiful Mabel, what her voice might lack in volume it more than made up for in delicacy and purity of tone. "Poor wandering one" was a joy - the row of top notes all perfectly placed, glowed like a necklace of pearls. And last, but certainly not least, Deborah Kemp was just so utterly "right" as Ruth, that one wonders what one can possibly say. She is about the only person I can think of who can make Ruth's rather dull opening song sound really interesting and exciting. MICHAEL WALTERS

GUILDHALL SCHOOL OF MUSIC & DRAMA performed Offenbach's Daphnis & Chloe, Tuesday to Friday 15-18 March 1977, it proved to be memorable chiefly for Delith Brook's performance as Chloe. The companion piece was Thea Musgrave's The Abbot of Drimock, an opera, which, I confess, did not really turn me on.

IMPERIAL COLLEGE OPERATIC SOCIETY “Field Day”, Thursday 24  March 1977.

Two events on the same day made this day a memorable one. The first was a lunchtime concert performance of John Blow’s Venus and Adonis with Sally Heslop a memorable Venus and Michael Withers on the rostrum. The music, however, was not really my type. The evening event was the Society's dinner, with a drawing-room entertainment to follow - which consisted in particular of Cox and Box done to piano accompaniment with Richard Wilson as Box, Ian Gledhill as Cox, and Michael Withers as Bouncer. To hear Cox and Box done as it was probably originally intended to be done, in a small room before an audience already saturated with a good dinner and plenty of wine, was a revelation. While, to be truthful, I don't think I would have cast any of the three in the parts in a stage production, for this type of presentation they were just what was wanted; and I found Cox & Box ten times funnier and twenty times more enjoyable than I have ever found it before. Other items, songs, sketches and so on followed, ably compered by Roger Nicholls, doing a splendid take off of Leonard Sachs. Unfortunately I had to leave before the end to catch my train. MICHAEL WALTERS

COTSWOLD SAVOYARDS,  Utopia Limited, November 13th 1976, Playhouse Theatre, Cheltenham.

Utopia is not a foolproof opera. It presents almost insurmountable problems in performance and I have yet to see a production that completely "came off".  The most important problem is an over-long and slowly moving first act, which can run for nearly an hour and a half.  Imperial College's production, which was uncut with a lengthy overture written by Max Taylor, was too long, and this, in spite of the fact that it whipped along.  However, even with some cuts and a much shorter Overture, the Savoyard's production ran nearly as long, and clearly was running at too slow a pace.  Much of Act 1 tended to drag. Cuts are clearly necessary, but every cut is of necessity a compromise.  I would suggest, therefore, that the most obvious cut of all is the Overture. The programme indicated that James Gillespie's overture would be used, but in the event they plumped for the original Sullivan prelude - and an anaemic thing it is too. The rather fey, languid start to the opera is not helped by preceding it by a fey, languid prelude. As to the cuts that were used, one regretted losing the second verse of King Paramount's opening song, though it is a traditional cut, and defensible. The cracker business was well cut, it is not funny, though I felt that rather too much of Tarara's dialogue was cut - that scene is important exposition of the plot, and the salient points did not come over. I could not see the reason for replacing by dialogue the recit. between Sophy’s second act song and the duet. The cutting of Zara’s final speech was presumably based on the D’Oyly Carte production. I objected to it then, and I object again now in that the cutting of it makes the joke incomprehensible - as witness the fact that nobody laughed.

Utopia Limited is a satire on British colonialism; in this production the satire seemed to be basically played down, and I fear that the Society are still suffering from an Offenbachian hangover, for what came over was a French-farce-cum-English romp. The latter was particularly in evidence in the scenes involving Scaphio & Phantis - who played their parts well within the framework of the style selected - but the parts were, I felt, basically misconceived - they were also quite out of harmony with the rest of the production. The Offenbachian air was enhanced by the hideous grinning-faced sun disc on the backcloth, such an object seemed totally out of place on an "English" South Sea island, and seemed as if it ought to be beaming or leering down on the cornfield in Act 1 of Orpheus in the Underworld (perhaps it did, for I did not see this, the Savoyard’s last production.) There was little to complain of on the musical side. William Bell, the M.D. conducted with genial good humour and kept the large orchestra quiet, so that the occasional peculiar sound (and inevitably there were some) did not intrude.

The first act started off to a ponderously slow plod, though Gwen Hewlett gave a fine account of Phylla's solo. The much needed lift which ought to come with Tarara bursting on to the stage in a towering rage simply did not happen as Frank Wombwell chose to play the part (what was left of it) in a rather bumbling Old-Adamish sort of way (He’s played Old Adam.) The grotesqueries of the Scaphio-Phantis scene irritated me, and the dances which they were given seemed to bear no relation to the things they were meant to portray. Not even the delightful duet for Nek & Kal or David Johnson's fine King seemed to be able to lift the general limpness of the evening, and it was not until the entrance of Zara & Fitzbattleaxe that the show really left the ground and began to sparkle. "Five years have flown" soared out with a richness and brilliance I have never heard equalled.

David Johnson was a heavyweight but subtle King, very intelligently sung though perhaps of slightly too forceful a personality as set against the idiotic nitwits of Scaphio & Phantis (Edward Furber & David Churchill). These characters were the most serious hole in the production - they just didn't work. This is not a criticism of the two actors, who sang very well indeed and played the parts as they were produced to perfection, making the most of the buffooneries and grotesqueries. But the characters were totally misconceived - they looked like something that had wandered in from a music hall nearby. There was absolutely no suggestion that they were wise men, there was no suggestion of menace or the evil necessary to make them believable, one could not hate them, feel sorry for them, or indeed feel anything for them except a certain irritation. One could not imagine anyone, least of all David Johnson, being afraid of them. The great trap with these roles is to treat them as Gilbert-Grossmith type comedians - which they are clearly not - as John Wolfson recently pointed out, Utopia Limited is the only opera where Gilbert created two characters who were completely evil without a single redeeming feature. There are times when I could cheerfully lift my foot and put it firmly and squarely upon Roger Hill's illustrious bottom. He has a pleasant voice, and can have a very heart-warming and winning stage personality, but there are so many occasions when he obstinately refuses to ACT. This was one of them. Lord Dramaleigh is not a large part, but it can be a delightful cameo; on this occasion I'm afraid it wasn't. Roger's performance was never less than competent, but seldom more so. Ann Cox was histrionically excellent as Lady Sophy, a surprise for me as I didn’t think she had it in her. She was a prudish schoolmistress to perfection but her voice was not right for the part, being rather dry and wheezy.

Unfortunately, here my notes end, and I have difficulty in recalling the rest, one of the problems of excessive work at the time, and not getting one's thoughts properly formulated. Gordon Jones was a hesitant Corcoran, Anthony Jones a good Goldbury, Charles Davies an acceptable Sir Bailey, and John Champion a walking disaster as Blushington. However, I do not need notes to remind me of the two performances of the evening (inevitably) Pat and David Manifold. Hearing them sing together made the whole thing worth while. Particularly nostalgic, after nearly two years to hear David's creamy tones enveloping me once again. His rendering of "A tenor all singers above" was the best I've heard, he managed to do so many new things with the music. I do hope somebody taped it, because as King Paramount might have said. "It's too good to be lost." MICHAEL WALTERS
TAKE A PAIR OF SPARKLING EYES

Some considerable time ago I listened to a number of different recordings of this song, and noted the places where each of the singers breathed. The results were quite interesting, and I give them here below:- 1. John Harrison, 2. Tudor Davies, 3. Derek Oldham, 4. Webster Booth, 5. John Coates, 6. Frank Mullings, 7. Thomas Round, 8. Heddle Nash.

Take a Pair of sparkling Eyes (l) 

Hidden ever and anon (1,2) 

In a merciful eclipse (1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8) 

Do not heed their mild surprise (3) 

Having passed the Rubicon (1,4) 

Take a  pair of rosy lips (1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8) 

Take a figure trimly planned (1,3,4,5,6) 

Such as admiration whets (1,3,4,5,6,7,8) 

Be particular in this (1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8) 

Take a tender little hand (3,5,6,7) 

Fringed with dainty fingerettes (1,5,6,7,8) 

Press it, (4) press it, (1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8) in parenthesis (1,4,5) 

Ah, take all these (2) you lucky man (1,3,4,5,6,7,8) 

Take and keep them if you can (1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8) if you can (1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8) 

Take all these you lucky man (1,3,4,5,6,7,8) 

Take and keep them (1,3,4,5,6,7,8) if you can (1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8) if you can (1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8)

EXTRACTS FROM LETTER

Ian Ellis wrote last December to say "today I heard that Sousa, the march writer, married a girl who was understudying in a production of H.M.S. Pinafore for which he was Conductor. Did you know that?" I didn't as it happens, but readers may like to know that an article on Strauss (Johann) and Sousa appeared in the Spring 1977 number of Tritsch Tratsch, the journal of the Johann Strauss Society of Great Britain.

POSTSCRIPT ON UTOPIA & GRAND DUKE at The Savoy. Derrick McClure on the remarks printed in previous numbers of Gilbertian Gossip. 

The comments on the DOC's Utopia & Grand Duke were very interesting - but could nobody see how nonsensical it is to compare a concert performance to an actual production? I've a nasty suspicion that the DC deliberately did only a concert performance of Grand Duke in order to give a bad impression of it - or does that sound paranoid? [Yes, it does! MPW] I wasn't surprised at the comment in The Savoyard that the audiences had been more impressed with Utopia than with Grand Duke, but I’d hoped for better things from your contributors. Of course Utopia came across better - a dramatic performance of it would come across better than a concert performance of Iolanthe. That must have been an interesting angle to Utopia, the "imperialist" slant given by placing it in an Arabian setting. By the way, did Charles Hayter really write "the natives of civilised countries?" Very well said, if so! A point though: is it not surprising that Gilbert, an archetypal Victorian Englishman, would satirise imperialism as much? He bombasts a lot of English institutions in Utopia, but is he actually attacking imperialism, or is he not rather using the exotic setting simply to shew up the absurdity of the English customs, as in Mikado? If the Polynesians manage to run their country on English lines better than the English do, surely G's meaning is not that the English ought to leave the Polynesians alone - its something which may be true, but put in this form betrays a presupposition not very admirable in Gilbert, namely, that the English are no better than a bunch of Polynesians? I can't see Gilbert actually believing that natives ought not to be subject to English rule! It was taken for granted that England ought to rule the Indians, who had a much more highly developed civilisation than the Polynesians. I was always surprised that John Reed was cast as Scaphio, and I note that none of your contributors seemed to think very much of him. It's surely an overstatement to say that "it would be impossible for any actor in a single production to realise all S's potentialities", but Reed has rather too unvarying a style - he doesn't even bring out the vast differences between the characters he usually plays, making them all funny no doubt but all funny in the same way - and I can't see him making a success of so different a role. [John Wolfson in "Final Curtain" has much to say about Scaphio, but Derrick's  remarks were written before the book appeared. MPW] Checking up, I see that the role was originally sung by W.H. Denny, who also created Wilfred & Don Alhambra, and partnered by somebody called John le Hay about whom I can't find any other details. [See last GG ]. It looks as if the “Grossmith” part in Utopia was meant to be Tarara - even so, its a very different role from the other Grossmith roles, and much less conspicuous (was Passmore's style very unlike Grossmith's?) [The available evidence seems to suggest that it was. MPW] Its an interesting question to what extent the very different types of characters in the later operas from the Sorcerer-through-Gondoliers sequence is due to changes in the Company - though similarities between Mountebanks and Grand Duke in this respect (particularly in the soprano & tenor parts) suggest that this wasn't the only reason - it was interesting that somebody (you?) thought Reed's Scaphio suggested Tarara ! The way I see the two of them is still basically - Phantis as a big one, a bully with a very weak head and a soft streak; Scaphio as a snarling sinister villain. Very obviously one being the brains and the other the brawn of the partnership - and the King as a slight creature, apparently gentle and timid (which makes the self-dramatisation of his first song ludicrous) but with reserves of shrewdness and stubbornness  which enable him eventually to come out on top.

CARRIE TUBB. In the last issue I noted the 100th birthday of a great lady of English music. To my sorrow, I now have to record her passing only a few months later. A copy of the last Gilbertian Gossip was sent to her, but by an ironic twist of fate it arrived the day after she died.

FROM A TURNCOAT TRADITIONALIST by Derrick McClure

[Derrick McClure is one of the most outspoken G & S critics I know. I have only met him once, but we have carried on a spirited (and often stormy) correspondence for many years. A native of Scotland, he has spent periods in Canada and Germany. Over the years I have come to admire and respect his opinions on the literary aspects of G & S, more, I think, than anybody else I know. MPW]

"Gilbert & Sullivan knew their business better than anybody alive today, and the operas don't need any alteration: they're beyond criticism as they stand. Tradition for ever! Revision? Never!" Thus, more or less, many G S addicts; and thus the present one too, in his younger days. And the odd thing is that now, when my call is for enterprise, originality and experimentation, I am as certain as I was then that Gilbert was the best librettist and Sullivan the best composer of light opera who have ever lived. But what I saw then and what I see now are diametrically opposite. Before my first G&S opera, my knowledge of classical music was nil; and The Grand Duke had a truly mind expanding effect on me. From then on, I was hooked; and a succession of excellent performances by Ayr Academy, Ayrshire Philharmonic, and the D’Oyly Carte Company (which, in those days, visited Glasgow every year) fed, without, of course, ever satisfying my addictions. Within a few years I had seen nearly all the Savoy canon at least once and most of them many times; besides collecting every G & S record and reading every G & S book I could get my hands on. The only drawback, though I was completely ignorant of it at the time, was that though my acquaintance with G & S was increasing by leaps and bounds, my knowledge of the rest of Classical music was remaining where it had always been - rock bottom. Not that this worried me, so far as I thought about it at all: nothing could possibly touch G & S, and who could want anything else?

It came as a bit of a shock to me to discover that some people could. I gradually became aware of the fact that there was a wider musical world in which acquaintances of mine were fairly knowledgeable, and that these people had a strongly negligent attitude to G & S. Some appeared almost to treat the Savoy operas as if they didn't exist or didn't matter, and others actually spoke of them with contempt. Well was a devoted Savoyard going to stand for this? 1 didn't know much about other music, but I knew a lot about G & S, and specifically I knew what it did for me. I took a passionately defensive stance, upholding the honour of the Savoy canon against all comers. And upholding the D'Oyly Carte too: I saw them as a staunch bastion of Gilbert's decrees. Of course, the idea that Gilbert need not necessarily be the last word on the subject of how the operas should be played would have struck me as ridiculous: how could anyone know better than he did about it? The idea of tinkering with G & S was vandalism if not positive blasphemy. Hearing that the copyright was soon to expire, with the threat of experimental productions by unsanctified outsiders, I immediately began composing venomous letters denouncing those revolting parodies of great works, to be sent as soon as the great works started being revoltingly parodied.

However, my musical isolationism was gradually being breached. I began hearing the works of other composers and realising that some of them were very good indeed. At first the highest compliment I could pay any composer was to say that I liked him almost as well as Sullivan; then the liberating realisation occurred to me that I didn't have to like Sullivan any less in order to like the other composers as well or even better.

During my student days I heard Charles Marowitz lecturing on his philosophy that masterpieces exist to be raped, and saw his remarkable production of Dr. Faustus at Glasgow's Close Theatre. This dynamic and stimulating theatrical experience impelled me possibly to the conclusion that an informed, serious, respectful and experimental approach to established classics might not necessarily be bad after all - might, in fact, produce something really worth while. It was beginning to dawn on me, too, that other musical and dramatic works had no need of such protection as copyright and a rigid tradition in order to remain viable. My loyalty to G & S now recoiled on itself, for how could I maintain that works as good as I knew the Savoy operas to be were less able to stand on their own feet than other, inferior pieces?

The final conversion came through Ayrshire Philharmonic whose productions, always excellent, and always orthodox - I had attended for years. A new producer was about to take over: a man much more knowledgeable and imaginative than amateur players very often are. Princess Ida was the company's choice for that year: I had recently seen it for the first time (it was the last opera in the canon, by years, that I had got to know), and had to admit that it was dramatically far below Gilbert's usual standard. Nevertheless, I listened with something approaching horror to my friend's proposals to develop the unsatisfactory characters of Ida & Blanche, alter the feeble dénouement, relate the dialogue more closely to modern English, and set the action, not in medieval times but at the period of the struggle for female suffrage. Would this work - or would it be what it had been nicknamed in advance, The Rape of Princess Ida? Well, it did work. And I still would defy anyone to deny that this experiment was worth while.

So: what, now, could be done with G & S? And why was nothing done with it except more and more imaginative and unimaginative productions? My old love of G & S, now set in the context of a much wider knowledge of music and drama was impelling me to a new conclusion: why should these splendid works be kept caged? It was precisely because most people knew them, if at all, only through tired and enfeebled productions mirroring the stage techniques of the 1880s, that they were regarded with undeserved disdain: music critics would be forced to take notice of the operas if they were presented to them in a fresh and lively light. Because note, I still believe and trust from a much better informed opinion than before, that the much higher international reputation of Offenbach, Strauss, Lehar, and the rest is woefully misguided: Sullivan has more musical value than any two of them together. Put the G&S operas beside those others, let them speak for themselves, unhampered by fossilised, production techniques, and let the European  operettists look to their laurels!




































































