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LETTER FROM AUSTRALIA

[David Thomas, who lives in Melbourne, has been one of my most valued correspondents for some years now. He is an enthusiast on anything to do with the Victorian Era, and a mine of information. He writes as follows, dated 3 May 1977]

I was recently talking to my friend Frank (the one who is interested in ear​ly recordings), and having discovered in Leslie Baily's book that Nellie Bromley died as late as 1939, I asked him whether she ever recorded. Apparently she didn't ‑ but while I was talking to him he revealed some interesting information on Wallace Brownlow, creator of the roles of Lieut. (Yeomen) and Luiz in Gondoliers ... it was news to me that Brownlow came to Australia, and in fact owned a pub in Kalgoorlie for a time. A very handsome man, he was pursued by ladies, but drink was his problem, and eventually finished him off ("doubled him up for ever").  He spent some time in America, returned here, and died, I think, in Melbourne. Anyway, Frank is sending me a copy of this information, and I'll keep a copy for you should you want it. I've found out nothing more about the old Savoyard Leicester Tunks, and I think the question of whether he and Eric Campbell in the early Charlie Chaplin movies were one and the same person is now a classic question of perennial interest, like the identity of Jack the Ripper ‑ and about as hard to solve convincingly. While speaking of identification of people, I've no help to offer about the relationship between the New Zealand singer Kiri te Kanawa and Sullivan, though I imagine it’s through her mother's side of the family. ... The Australian Opera is doing Mikado and Gondoliers up in Sydney in October this year, with Dennis Olsen [a friend of David Thomas, was in the D'Oyly Carte chorus for a season several years ago] who is at present in Fra Diavolo. No further information as yet. These two operas are predictable box office draws ‑ but what a pity we don't get anything more enterprising. I don't expect, of course, that they'd risk anything like say, a full‑scale Sorcerer or Princess Ida ‑ but why not Ruddigore or Yeomen?" I read with interest a letter in The G & S Journal concerning the pronunciation of "Heigh‑ho!'' The writer brought in some useful analogies ‑ but somehow overlooked the use of the very same word in “I have a Song to Sing‑O,” which I fancy couldn't be anything else but “Hay‑dee”. The writer could have clinched the argument for "hay" by reference to this, but apparently didn't think of it."

REPORTS OF AMATEUR PRODUCTIONS

ABERDEEN UNIVERSITY – Iolanthe, Spring 1977.

Aberdeen University is well equipped with musical Societies, including an opera Club whose most recent offering was Nabucco; but it wasn't till this year that one enthusiastic student had the idea of founding a G & S Society. Unfortunately the result was foreseeable: all the musical talent was engaged elsewhere. For most of the cast, as well as the producer, this was the first time; and though I don't know for certain that this is also true of the orchestra, it certainly sounded like it. The advertising poster should have given warning of what was to come: the opera was attributed to W.S.Sullivan and A.Gilbert. The programme which incorporated a brief but informative historical note including an explanation of Captain Shaw, raised one's hopes a bit; and the overture was played ‑ well, acceptably. But when the enormous and almost bare stage of the Arts Lecture Theatre was invaded by a mob of fairies who tripped and skipped as if competing for a track record, my heart sank. Their enthusiasm couldn't be faulted and their obvious enjoyment was infectious; but surely fairies should be a bit more graceful (and surely one of them could have sung Celia’s solo with fewer than three changes of octave.) [I suspect that the ''elephantine'' fairies is an adoption of the old Wells‑ENO production joke. Ed.] The drama was unfolded, by a Queen of impressive appearance and vocal range, but little personality, a musically charming Iolanthe who spoke her lines like a primary school recitation, an utterly inane Strephon, and a Phyllis who for singing and acting was worth the other three together ‑ which, alas, is not saying much. None of them gave the slightest impression of having "got into" their parts: it was simply a bunch of kids having fun. The Peer's chorus (all eleven of them, including the two Earls) took an original approach: tenors and basses trying to out‑shout each other (each turning disdainfully away while the other was singing) and out‑do each other with the violence of their musical instrument mimes. All right, lads: knockabout comedy is fine but you weren’t doing Pinafore or Pirates, you know. And who had the brilliant notion of making the Peers, after their chorus, unpack a hamper and sit from then until their exit eating and drinking, and not paying the slightest bit of attention to the proceedings? [I guess this came from ENO as well. Ed.] Of the rest of the cast, the two Earls played with vigour if not much dignity. Lord Mountararat especially had a forceful, hearty personality and a voice to match. The Lord Chancellor had no voice at all, though he bustled about in an entertainingly fussy way. Private Willis's military manoeuvres were pretty sloppy, but at least he could sing. Some lines were fluffed ‑ Strephon shouldn't really say "while the time away" and the synchronisation of orchestra with singers (and sometimes of sections of the orchestra with other sections) was unbelievably bad. One major alteration was that “Forbear! Forbear!” was sung solo by the Queen, standing at the back of the stage with what appeared to be an enormous double‑headed battleaxe, and the fairies' wordless laments were transferred entirely to the orchestra. In a negative sense, this was probably justified: the chorus were hard enough to hear on‑stage, let alone off it. Other alterations ‑ intentional ones, that is, were few: "Inside the Seaton Park" and "He shall cure the worst of ills, On the Devolution bills" (for the “deceased wife's sister” bit) were the only ones I noticed. This may sound strange but I enjoyed the evening: youthful gusto and high spirits can compensate for a lot. Iolanthe is not the easiest opera in the canon, and it was presented at a ridiculous time of year: a week and a half after a month long vacation, and less then a month before final exams. But excuses can only go so far. If they try again next year, as I hope they will, they'll have to do an awful lot better than this. 

DERRICK McCLURE

CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY G & S SOCIETY: Ruddigore, Arts Theatre, 5th Feb. 1977. 

The Overture was dispensed with altogether, presumably as both those available would have been severely taxing for the Society's orchestra, this year under the direction of Gareth Morrell a Choral scholar at King's (who appeared with the Society as Grosvenor two years ago). In place of the normal introduction, therefore, he had cobbled together several of the more popular tunes from the opera, the idea being to introduce each of the main characters before the action began. This became rather tedious, and left Rose particularly standing motionless for an age before the opening Chorus commenced. The pre‑production publicity had led one to expect interesting things from the producer, Hank Williams; but in fact he presented a strange mixture of in-joke and gimmick, with in several places an obvious lack of understanding of Gilbert's lines. There was also a good deal of adaptation, which, while extremely funny, had very little point; "Today I carry off Rose Maybud ‑ well, even a bad baronet's gotta have some fun some time!" "Observed ‑ and by a mariner. Hello sailor!" "Foiled! And by a union, Jack!" [It should be pointed out, that the last‑mentioned is a standard John‑Reed‑ism, and the one before was done at a D'Oyly Carte last night some years ago. Ed.] As Sir Ruthven, Simon Butteriss gave an immensely enjoyable but very odd performance. A former Westminster Abbey chorister and student at the Paris Conservatoire he is a tenor of great range and sweet dark tone, and scored a success as Nanki-Poo at Minack last summer. He is well‑known in many Cambridge dramatic societies as a fine actor in a particular kind of part, for example Cherubin in Beaumarchais' Figaro and the Dauphin in Shaw's St. Joan (a production in which he was to have played the title role until a suitable actress was found at almost the last moment). He has also played Phaedra in a new translation of Racine's tragedy, and Charlotte Corday in the Marat‑Sade; it must be admitted that women's roles are his forte. There was some point, therefore, in his splendid delivery of the line "I'm not that kind of Baronet, I assure you;" and if the audience reaction is fair comment there was considerable doubt over whether Rose or Richard was being addressed at “Soho, pretty one!” It was not, however, his fault that Sir Ruthven had to suffer most of the producer's rewritings, including the whole of the "pure and blameless peasant" sequence. John Hall as Richard was more immediately successful, although the week's performances had taken a heavy toll of his voice, which had begin to suffer, becoming very harsh indeed on top. He has now developed the unfortunate mannerisms of the "busy'' actor; every speech accompanied by a good deal of unnecessary movement, particularly of the hands. There was no sign of this in his previous appearances as The Duke of Dunstable and Leonard Meryll. Perhaps this year he felt uncomfortable in his costume, positively sumptuous for a mere Bosun's mate. Despite all this he remained convincing and a happy contrast to Sir Ruthven's flamboyance.

Rose (Frances Jackson) was a better actress than a singer. This may have stemmed from a general lack of confidence, as she improved noticeably when singing with someone who by his or her confidence could help her along. This was especially so in her duet with Sir Ruthven and the Act 1 Trio. Dame Hannah (Mrs. Anne Datson) was perhaps one of the two best performers in the piece. A kindly but firm woman, not the mooning rag‑doll of so many amateurs, who could not possibly produce the fire needed in the melodrama. Her voice was toned to match; quiet and gentle, but firm. "The flower & the oak", one of the few numbers sung absolutely straight, was very moving and showed just what could be done with the original text. It was a pity, though, that having come in too early for her verse of the madrigal she held out and was still a bar and a half ahead of the orchestra by the end, despite all the MD's efforts. Sir Despard (Paul Hudson, [presumably not the Paul Hudson. Ed.]) was the other outstanding player, though much lighter‑voiced than one is used to in this role. A magnificent sense of comic timing, coupled with a judicious appreciation of his uncanny resemblance to Eric Morecambe, helped him a good deal. A former Hamlet and Edward II, this was his first singing part, and on its showing a lot ought to be expected of him in the future. Old Adam (Kit Harvey) had obviously been modelled on Charles Laughton's Quasimodo, with variations ("See, he walks this way!'') A good complement to Sir Ruthven, who took with great power the low Eb at the end of the HA‑HA duet.

Sir Roderic (Timothy Cox, the Society Chairman) was by far the weakest of the cast ‑ a reedy baritone with little acting ability. The Ghost's High Noon was a disgrace. No attempt was made to cover up the change between portraits and Chorus, not even to the extent of dimming any of the lights. Only seven members of the Chorus were on with him, and the whole scene was mis‑managed and played for some very obvious and totally unnecessary laughs (at "Pass the fox'' a dead fox duly appeared from the wings and was passed along the line). Margaret (Sarah Houghton) a former Lady Jane and Katisha, did not seem entirely happy in Act 1, partly due I suspect to the funereal tempo at which the mad scene was played. Act II however, was a great improvement; her slow, stately duet with Despard and the Patter‑Trio, sung by all three at an incredible speed with every word intelligible even by the third encore, were the hits of the evening, and her scene with Despard between these numbers was outstanding.

In general the tempi were on the fast side, though this did not cause the cast any major problems, and Gareth Morrell kept the orchestra well under control (this was particularly noticeable at Richard's first entry where rubato was the order of the day). The Chorus had been well trained so that every word was audible, even in the Double Chorus (until they had to polka to it with their backs to the audience). This in fact was the producer's one attempt at choreography; for the rest he appeared to have solved the problem of giving the chorus something to do by giving them nothing to do. The hornpipe, gavotte and general dance at the end of each act were cut outright. All in all a rather bitty production, marred mainly by the sort of adaptational high jinks that one might have expected on the last night of a student performance, but which in this case had been an integral part of the proceedings all through the week, and which, perhaps regrettably, were the major cause of audience laughter.  SELWYN TILLETT 

[Selwyn confirms that the Kit Harvey who appeared in this review is the Kit Hesketh-Harvey of “Kit and the Widow”. Ed.]

AVALON L.O.S. The Land of Smiles, Stanley Hall, Norwood Junction, 23 April 1977.

This production may be stepping outside the scope of GG a little bit, but I am a sucker for the syrupy music of Lehar, which, I suppose, appeals to the sensual side of my nature! This was the first time I had seen this piece on stage though I know the music well. The operetta in its uncut English adaptation is too long; it went up at 7.30 and didn't come down till 10.30 with only one 20-minute interval. Nevertheless, it was one of the most enjoyable evenings I have had in the theatre for a long time ‑ and the piece was excellently done, much better than I expected. On checking with the Glocken‑Verlag libretto the following day, I found that several cuts had in fact been made, several reprises had been wisely deleted, and two numbers were cut ‑ "A cup of Tea with You" and "I have searched the World", the latter cut making the melody's reappearance briefly in the second and third act finales rather curious. Much has been added to Lehar's original for the English version. The addition of the character of Rudi von Westhof proves that some types of adding can work given the right treatment. I remember reading the libretto many years ago and thinking that this character was a total waste of time. In this production, due to the brilliant performance of Tony Brumby, it did work. The characters of Chi‑Fu and Wong‑Tao, however, I still think contribute nothing, and the scenes with them are unfunny. They could be cut, or at least cut down and merged into one. The first act suffers from the problem of length ‑ there is much too much of it for the plot; the boring subsidiary love affair of the Countess and the Colonel could profitably be cut, it is quite irrelevant and inevitably terminates at the end of the Act when the action shifts from Vienna to China. I believe the episode is not in the original, but put in for the English version.

The scenery was simple, but effective. The Act one costumes were beautiful. Few of the chorus, however, knew how to wear Chinese costumes elegantly and these tended to look a trifle tatty. In spite of a few wrong notes (I suppose inevitably) in the Overture; the first act was excellent musically. The chorus were a bit weak, and their diction inaudible, but the principals had good voices, and the music is Lehar at his most sentimental. Lisa (Wyn Ive) acted and sang with great charm. Sou‑Chong (Clyde Davids) was over made‑up, but he played the part superbly. For his opening song he stood stock still in the centre of the stage and captured one's whole attention. The part is written down in the amateur versions, and this gentleman was clearly a baritone. He had not quite the top for "Beneath the Window" but he sang it very carefully and very intelligently, though he was obviously working hard to hold the top notes. On the final top G he came in just below it, but then rose up, held it magnificently, and then proceeded to do a slow crescendo on it, which brought the house down. It was one of the most intensely moving performances I have in seen for a long time, keeping up the pretence of inscrutability right the way through, with emotion just under the surface ("His sorrows a Chinaman never reveals; and nobody knows how deeply he feels") till after the occidentals had gone and he broke down and sobbed his heart out in his sister's arms. Rudi (Tony Brumby) reminded me of Robin Asquith, and though he has not really got much of a singing voice, his enunciation was crystal clear, and he was a beautiful dancer (he choreographed some of the numbers, including all those in which he appeared). He had a most loveable stage personality, the sort of person that every time he came on, one thought "Ah, here he is again, good!” Gustl (Derek Kemp) had a good voice but was stiff; the only time he really unbent was in the duet "Love's a Game". Princess Mi (Sue Davids) was all charm and sweetness with a lovely voice and a winning personality. Colonel Bloch (John Bruce) sang well, but the part as written is exceedingly tedious. The other characters varied from adequate to slightly less than adequate. The Society did The Geisha last year. How I wish I had seen that, rather than the Molesey production.  MICHAEL WALTERS

BARNES & RICHMOND O.S. The Arcadians, Richmond Theatre, 2 May, 1977.

Admittedly I was quite merry and had gone to the theatre determined to enjoy myself, but I was quite bowled over by it all ‑ really I had not thought it possible to do so much with the show. I have only seen it once before, in the dear old Grand Opera House in Belfast, produced by Leslie Jones (who created Agamemnon in the A.P.Herbert version of La Belle Helene) with Dennis Suffern as a rather aged Simplicitas, and David Erwin as a very debonair Jack. It then struck me as a more than adequate performance by a good company of a limp and third-rate musical comedy. Here, in the hands of Barnes & Richmond I saw what could be done with it, and what a superb role Simplicitas could be when entrusted to such a master comedian as Alan Titchmarsh. I had expected him to be good, but not as good as that. By no stretch of the imagination is The Arcadians a great work. The plot is thin, and rather twee. The score contains two beautiful ballads “Arcady is ever young” and “The pipes of Pan”, both for the lead soprano (originally Florence Smithson, and I have her singing both); one famous comic song, “I gotter Motter”, and one rather fine song and dance number “All down Piccadilly”. The rest of the music varies between the mildly pleasant and the undistinguished. This production made you almost forget the eminent forgetability of most of the music. It probably goes without saying that I found Alan Titchmarsh’s performance the chief attraction of the evening. He romped through it with a sort of carefree abandon which seemed to say "Well I'm going to enjoy it, and up yours if you don't enjoy it too." He had every justification ‑ it was his birthday! I couldn't help feeling that the supreme moment in his performance, a moment which would have daunted or embarrassed many, was when, clad in little more than a jockstrap and a miniskirt which left little to the imagination, and making love to the lady, he suddenly gathered the ends of the miniskirt into his crotch and walked gingerly offstage remarking "Oh, I think something has occurred." 

Richard Matthiae gave a delightful character study of the doleful jockey, Peter Doody; and Ron Sellers wrung the last drop of comedy from the smaller role of Bobby, playing it in a "Oh, I jolly well say, old fruit," sort of way. Carol Vynall was a sweet‑voiced Sombra, though she appeared to be pushing her voice on the top. Steve Alais was a trifle hesitant as Jack, he lacked the bland radiating charm necessary for this part ‑ a charm which David Erwin had in full perfection, and which made him the star of that production. Somebody really ought to have told Steve how to sit when one is wearing tails. Wendy Taylor was excellent as Eileen, though her Irish accent was suspect (but that's coming from an Irishman.) David Armstrong was suitably peppery and unpleasant in the non-singing role of Sir George Paddock. The sets and costumes were excellent. The orchestra was much too loud from where I was sitting in the front row of the stalls, surely a musical director should be able to keep an orchestra quiet? Barry Knight gave me the impression that he was conducting the orchestra rather than the singers, but I may be being unfair. 

MICHAEL WALTERS

KINGSTON OPERATIC SOC. The Dubarry, Richmond Theatre, week ending May 21, 1977.

This show was another "first" for me and I attended two performances, Monday and Saturday. Karl Millöcker (1842‑1899) was one of Johann Strauss II's greatest rivals in his lifetime, but his music is almost unknown in England. His operettas included Das Verwünschene Schoss (1878), Gräfin Dubarry (1879), Apajune (l880), Die Jungfrau von Belleville and Der Bettelstudent (1882), Gasparone (1884), Der Feldprediger (1884), Der Viceadmiral (1886), Der arme Jonathan (1890) and Nordlicht (1896). The revised version of Gräfin Dubarry, called Die Dubarry, arranged by Theo Mackeben with a libretto by Paul Knepler, J.M.Willeminsky & Hans Martin Cremer was produced in Berlin in 1931 and in London in 1932 as "The Dubarry" in an English version by Rowland Leigh & Desmond Carter. This starred Anny Ahlers in the title role and Lawrence Anderson as King Louis XV. The new version contained a considerable amount of music not in the original operetta, and in fact is really a Millöcker pastiche, a fact which had escaped me till I consulted Gervase Hughes after attending the last performance, at which I spoke to Richard Wilson who commented that some of the music seemed different in character from the rest. The story is a prettified version of the early life of Madame Du Barry, the events leading up to her becoming the last mistress of Louis XV (the real story was rather more sordid). It is an unashamed "sob‑story" with syrupy sentimental music to go with it ‑ the sort of piece that audiences of the 30s lapped up, and it appealed to my own sentimentality. The piece was sumptuously dressed and staged. Inevitably, this piece stands or falls by the performance of the title role, an enormous role for an operetta. Barbara Kennedy gave a magnificent performance both vocally and histrionically ‑ she managed to convey the development of character in the change from simple maid to Countess, and was equally convincing as both. The rest of the cast did not really measure up to her, and, apart from the tenor, who had a large but rather hard voice, were somewhat hard to hear.  MICHAEL WALTERS

COTSWOLD SAVOYARDS. H.M.S. Pinafore, The Playhouse, Cheltenham, Wed.18th May 1977.

This proved to be a very enjoyable evening; it was a good, solid, bright and sparkling traditional Pinafore. It wasn't very original, but this didn't seem to matter. There is not really a great deal you can do with Pinafore; I maintain those productions that do try to do things with it usually end up just being gimmicky. Musically it was very sound, except for "A British Tar", which rather came unstuck. David Manifold (Ralph) was in fine voice, and was probably the most moving Ralph I have seen, I cannot recall any one else who could have reached such heights of true emotion in the Act 1 finale. David is always at his best when he is acting opposite Pat, and this was a piece of perfect casting for both of them. What can I say about his singing that I haven't said before? Actually the same is true of Pat Manifold’s Josephine, gliding about the stage with royal bearing, her top notes glittering like stars. Charles Davies (Corcoran) has a lovely voice, but no idea how to act. He stood firmly with his feet apart all the time, and his hands folded behind his back. I was afterwards told that this was due to excessive nerves. Barbara Fennell was a fine Buttercup, though her voice did not seem to be as beautiful as I had heard it before. David Johnson was an old‑fashioned Long John Silver style Deadeye, slightly corny, perhaps, but delivered with such elan that one couldn't help but enjoy it. He sang sonorously as usual. David Churchill as Sir Joseph was being typically David Churchill, oh so typically David Churchill, scampering about, kicking his heels in the air and nodding his head ‑ a head which seemed to bounce about with a life of its own. It was more or less what I expected.  MICHAEL WALTERS

BETCHWORTH O & D.S. Utopia Ltd., April 1977. [venue not stated].

This was a thoroughly enjoyable attempt at a very difficult show. Much of the production was admirable, with many imaginative touches and several characterisations worthy of individual note. There were, of course, disappointments, no amateur society can hope to cast all the principal roles adequately in a work like Utopia but on the whole the standard was satisfactory. The opening scene was slow but this cannot be the first time that this scene has been slow. Calynx has a thankless task conveying Gilbert's distinctly unsubtle exposition of the Utopian situation and Geoff Allen managed as well as possible. Tarara (Tony Larraz) bounced through his opening dialogue with a boyish glee at the prospect of blowing up the King. The proceedings only really began to gel with the entry of Scaphio & Phantis (Ron Potter & David Longes), two highly competent characterisations by two actors with admirable stage presence. Their Scaphio & Phantis were a rather bumbling and amiable pair and their position as the wise men was only believable when the ineffectual personage of Paramount as considered. Michael Elstone does not possess the sort of voice I expect of Paramount and he tended to overact with misdirected purpose. His diction during songs left a little something to be desired, allowing, as it did, such concepts as 'Greet Briton' & 'Eenglond'. Nekaya & Kalyba (Shiela Watson & Virginia King) were very nicely cast, they offered a lovely portrayal of two young, high‑spirited girls brought up "properly" but with just the right quantity of suppressed naughtiness and giggle to make sense of the later quartet with Dramaleigh and Goldbury. Lady Sophy (Hazel Hitchcock) was not, unfortunately, so well cast; vocally she was not able to cope with the music and was not able to project the forceful character which Lady Sophy must be. Barbara Garton made an adequate, if somewhat quiet Princess Zara. David Brown, while vocally a little coarse for Fitzbattleaxe, made the part very effective, his acting was good and his solo “A tenor all singers above” was very amusing and worked well. The Flowers of Progress were a mixed bunch, Michael Earle was an amusing Blushington and Frank Pigeon a very nice voiced Capt. Corcoran whilst Helier Dreux as Sir Bailey Barre had some unfortunate diction problems. Ian Stone was, vocally, highly competent as Dramaleigh but his slightly self‑conscious bearing and awkward gesture were, rather unfairly, shown up against the poise and self‑assurance of Clive Walker's very Jewish Goldbury. No avaricious, money‑grubbing Jew this, but a highly efficient and affluent company promoter to whom it really would be child's play to float a country as a company. Not only his general bearing and stage presence told us this, but also his voice; he possesses a very pleasant, well modulated and well produced voice.

The producer and musical director decided to turn some of the recits, particularly those between Lady Sophy and Paramount, into dialogue with faintly ridiculous musical punctuation. Whether this was for purely vocal reasons or some unstated musico‑dramatic purpose I do not know but it certainly spoiled the flow of some of the musical sections. Rosemary Pigeon's production was very enjoyable but not inspired; some sections worked well but not all the problems of this piece were solved. Angela Baker is a very clear and precise conductor; she had trained the chorus well and, at times, drew some very nice sound from the generally competent orchestra.  MICHAEL WITHERS

THE ADVENTURES OF RUBIN CAPP. March 1977, Twickenham, Fifth Cross Avenue College.

This confection written by Richard Moore and Granville Walker deserved a better performance than it got on the night I attended, before an audience mainly composed, it seems, of parents. Granville Walker was musical director and Richard Moore produced and played the Sheriff of Nottingham. The story, needless to say, is an extravaganza after (a long time after) the hero of Sherwood Forest. The plot is excessively complicated, and needed much better diction than the students were able to give it; I found it very difficult to follow. Richard Moore has a very good line in witty lyrics and is an expert at playing with words, alas, they just couldn't be heard on this occasion. Malcolm Griffiths tried very hard as Rubin, and managed very well, though he was evidently finding the length of the part a bit of a strain. The performance of the evening was Andrew King as Wart the Magician (i.e. Merlin; now how did he get into Sherwood Forest ‑ I told you it was a complicated plot, didn't I?). Richard Moore (it was the first time I had seen him on the stage) is evidently a good actor but was completely miscast as the Sheriff. He has juvenile lead looks and did not begin to look the villainous Sheriff he was supposed to be (a beard would have helped.) It was a fascinatingly interesting, but rather marathonic evening!  MICHAEL WALTERS

SUNBURY OPERATIC SOCIETY. The Pirates of Penzance, Christchurch Hall, Staines. Sat. 11 June 1977.

Having "guested" in Sunbury's last three productions, it was nice to go back as a member of the audience and view this one. The local press said that it was "cramped" in the tiny hall in which it was played, but it was not, it was a delightfully intimate and friendly performance ‑ and the small hall was flattering to some weakish voices which in the larger barn of the Grammar School, Sunbury, where they used to play, might have got lost. I have heard Pirates better sung than it was on this occasion, but I have seldom if ever seen it more delightfully staged. The hall, and Dorothy White's production, together created a marvellously cosy and party atmosphere ‑ one felt it was a private performance being given for a few invited and cherished friends. Pictorially it was one of the prettiest productions of Pirates I have seen, all the moves and positions were imaginative yet unobtrusive, and certainly never obvious or ostentatious, but then trust Dorothy White to know how to do it with style and taste. My only criticisms on this side were the placards during the Policeman's Chorus: - "Policemen, 5+2 = The Magnificent 7". “What do you think of the show so far". "Rubbish", which were not objectionable, but unnecessary (“superfluous yet not needful”); and the altering of Queen Victoria to Queen Elizabeth (which was meaningless as the piece was dressed in Victorian costume) and 1940 to 1980, the latter date being in any case mathematically wrong!

John Avery conducted the orchestra with care, but he deserved to have a better collection of players ‑ this remark does not apply to Robin White, the double bass player, who had stepped in late in the proceedings to fill a hole (it was rather a nice reunion for me). Archie Shave was a paternal bumbling old Major‑General (having first been associated with him when he played General Boum, I rather picture him as bumbling old Generals), so it worked well. Brian Scollick (Frederic) was being very careful with the music as he was recovering from a cold, and wisely avoided some high notes ‑ for all that he still produced more volume than most of the cast. He has nice delivery and an easy stage manner, I do wish, though, that he would break the habit of singing out of the side of his mouth. Philip Otto (Samuel) has a good voice and sang what he had to sing very well. Martin Russell (Pirate King) was below par, I fear, this was the one slightly disappointing performance of the evening. He has height, good looks and a grandiose stage presence ‑ in fact everything going for him in a part like this ‑ plus a voice, which, if he did some work on it, could be a fine one. Throughout the evening he was diffident and (allowing for the fact that he, too, was suffering from a cold) was low in volume. He improved as the evening wore on ‑ so he is obviously one with a long warm‑up period ‑ always a problem! I think he could do an awful lot better than this if he really set his mind to it. Paddy O'Brien was a superbly funny Sergeant with a sonorous bass‑baritone to go with it. Shiela Turnill sang and acted entrancingly as Mabel ‑ it was the first time I had seen her on stage, and I was happy not to have missed the opportunity. It was the best performance of the evening, done with charm and dignity. Joyce Horton was well cast as Ruth and played the part with sincerity. Edith (Lyn Coker) Kate (Ann Barnett) and Isabel (Brenda Martin‑Dye) did all that was necessary with their smaller parts.   MICHAEL WALTERS

KINGSBURY OPERATIC SOCIETY (K.A.O.S) The Rose of Persia, Friday 6 March 1977.

It was Mecca that night. I went with Selwyn Tillett, and found there Richard Duployen, Timothy Spiers, Pat Cohen, Norman Bates, Christopher Boyd, Ian Gledhill, John & Lindsay Foster and Terence Rees, to name but a few. The production seemed surprisingly unimaginative for a Peggy Tierney production but, no doubt, being used to painting on bigger canvasses, she was hampered by the postage stamp stage. The orchestra was fairly competent in the usual amateur way ‑ but there was a plethora of wrong notes. There were not many voices in the cast who were really up to singing the music, which is complicated and difficult, and many of the very fast patter songs sounded laboured. The role of Hassan, tailor‑made for Walter Passmore, is a gift to any performer who is a good acting‑comedian, and Victor Golding made the most of it, romping through with a superb "joie‑de‑vive" (even when about to lose his head), though he did sometimes have a tendency to overact. As the Sultana, Rose‑in‑Bloom, Joy Johnson was a little on the middle‑aged side (there was really very little to choose, visually, between her and Dancing Sunbeam, making the substitution of one for the other seem a little pointless). She had, however, a lovely voice, and sang with style ‑ if only I could have heard her do the part 20 years ago. Geoff Hewlett gave an authoritative performance as the Sultan. If he could curb a strong tendency to overact he could be a very fine performer. There were some very nice touches and subtleties in his performance, which Selwyn Tillett said was probably being played as a take‑off of the Mikado ‑ and on reflection I was inclined to think he was right. It is also interesting to speculate that this may be how the role was originally conceived, especially when one considers that Henry Lytton was playing the Mikado round about the same tine as he created the Sultan. Yussuf was about an unpoetic and unromantic as it was possible for a romantic poet to be. His voice was sound, but with a high‑baritonal rather than a tenor quality. I gather though, that the society had the devil's job to find a tenor to do it at all ‑ and under the circumstances (he joined the cast very late) it was probably quite an achievement. Michael Stevens was disappointing as Abdallah the Priest, a role in which he was basically miscast. The part really requires a heavier voice ‑ Michael is a light comedian, and when deprived of the opportunity to be funny he just became dull. The sets and the costumes were pretty and colourful. The Rose of Persia is one of my favourite operas, and I had waited a long time to see it. This production was a very brave try at a very difficult work, which has been neglected far too long, and deserves a professional production.  MICHAEL WALTERS

Leila Mackinlay in the May 1977 number of Amateur Stage, praises Robina Vallance (“dramatic soprano”) as Leonora in Kentish Opera Group's The Force of Destiny. Jeffrey Cresswell was also in the cast.

KENT OPERA. H.M.S. Pinafore, Arts Theatre, Cambridge. [date?]

Selwyn Tillett and I caught this production on its single night stand in Cambridge. It proved to be a bitter disappointment. From the programme note we were quite prepared for an exciting modern dress production, what we saw in fact, was a production which seemed to lack point or purpose. The set was garishly painted in red, white and blue (what will they do with it next year when the Jubilee is over?) and the costumes, for no obvious reason, appeared to be early 19th century. Josephine's dress made her look like a scullery maid. The only member of the cast who seemed to have any clear idea of what he was doing, or to realise that G & S is neither Grand Opera nor Whitehall farce, was Thomas Lawlor, who gave a fine performance as Sir Joseph, sung with more voice than I have ever heard the part done before. The production varied between the dull and the gimmicky ‑ at the beginning, for example, the crew all lined up and laboriously received their pay. This was not funny, and it seemed to have no purpose except to underline a not very important line of Buttercup's. I could see no reason for Buttercup to have a Yorkshire accent, or for Deadeye to have a Birmingham one.  One would have thought that the producer had set out with the intention that everything must be different from tradition at all costs, whether or not the tradition was better or worse. Am I being unfair?  MICHAEL WALTERS

THE TRIAL OF MR. WELLS.  G & S Society, 27 May 1977, in the Mary  Sumner Hall, Westminster.

This confection was written by me, and was very well received. As usual with these things I was much too nervous to enjoy it at the time, so happily I was able to get a tape taken (copies of which will be available by arrangement), and was absolutely delighted with the performances set up by the cast in what was, to all intents and purposes, a completely unrehearsed piece. Particularly outstanding were Alan Titchmarsh as Wells, the Defendant; and Roger Nicholls in the cameo role of Pietro, thought this is in no way to disparage the others, all of whom were excellent. MICHAEL WALTERS

HAROLD ROSENTHAL on PIRATES by NEW YORK CITY OPERA at STATE THEATRE. This was a thoroughly enjoyable performance, far more so, in fact than many I have experienced by the D'Oyly Carte Company. The production by Jack Eddelmann had a lightness of touch that 1 had not expected, and except for the rather strange idea of using the overture to depict “an amateur theatrical society arriving at a seaside resort near Brighton (sic) on its annual outing to perform The Pirates ‑ bank clerks, librarians, shopkeepers & school teachers having spent the year studying their parts” ‑ there was nothing to which an Englishman could take exception! The music was very well played under the baton of Judith Somogi who, like Hazel Vivienne at the Coliseum, showed herself to be an accomplished leader. Henry Price & Gianna Rolandi made an attractive pair of young lovers (Frederic & Mabel); Muriel Costs‑Greenspon was an Azucena‑like Ruth; Irwin Densen & Richard McKee were both well cast as the Sergeant of the Police and the Pirate King. Only James Billing’s Major‑General, which was sung and spoken with a very American accent, jarred; but then he was performing for a New York and not a London audience.

[This report appeared in Opera June 1977. If any American readers saw this production, perhaps they would like to comment? Ed.]

CORRESPONDENCE

Dear Michael, I'm sorry it's taken me so long to thank you for the two copies of GG ... After noticing a couple of slights at Reed I read them with a sourly critical eye, but I must confess to enjoying then ‑ after I'd skipped the amateur operatic section. I found McClure's article rather disappointing, it seemed to peter out suddenly, and he didn't really touch on the subject of authenticity, surely the only real point at issue in discussions between the traditionalists and the innovators?... It surprises me that no theatrical, or music, critic ever comes to grips with the positive feature of the D'Oyly Carte tradition ‑ the extraordinary charm their presentation of the operas has on a large part of their audiences. Purely Gilbert & Sullivan considerations have very little to do with the D'Oyly Carte style & it is this, encores and all, that I suspect keeps the Company popular. I wouldn't suggest that musical inadequacies are a necessary ingredient of that style but I feel that harping on them is not so much unkind as inappropriate.  Cheerio, SARAH LENTON.

PEOPLE:  4. COLIN ENGEL

My first meeting with this avid Savoyard occurred on 19th April this year, when he not only made it to London but was sufficiently organised to contact me first and arrange a meeting. He and his girl friend came round and spent the afternoon in my room. He and I had beep in correspondence for about two years before meeting ‑ he has been oscillating between Keele University and Strasbourg, where he was doing a course. I was rather surprised when he described me as ''the angry young man of Gilbert & Sullivan" ‑ it was clearly intended as a compliment, but I confess I felt it was a slightly backhanded one. He has performed in amateur G & S, subsequently giving it up because he felt he was not good enough. Hopefully he may be persuaded to take it up again. A man with the intelligence and self criticism to feel he is not good enough to do something, often proves to be better than those who think they can do it. MICHAEL WALTERS

THE BALLAD OF SIR ROYSTON NASH, K.C.B.

As recounted elsewhere. I ran into Robin White, former MD of ICOS., at Sunbury's Pirates, and subsequently he sent me the following rhyme, which is extremely well written, if a trifle irreverent.

When I was a lad and in my teens 

I went as a bandsman to the Royal Marines 

I played my part and kept my place 

And polished all the tubing on the B flat bass. 

That B flat bass it looked so smart 

That now I'm the conductor of the D'Oyly Carte.

At polishing brass I made such a name 

That a second Lieutenant I soon became 

I played my scales to a metronome 

And I practised triple tonguing till the cows came home! 

I practised triple tonguing to such a fine art 

That now I'm the conductor of the D'Oyly Carte.

A Captain's rank I soon acquired 

But to greater glories I aspired 

And then one day I was overjoyed

To meet up with a gentleman called Fred’ric Lloyd. 

He said "Now Roy, if you'll work for me 

I'll make you the conductor of my company."

Now bandsman all, whoever you may be, 

If you want to climb to the top of the tree 

If your soles aren’t nailed to the quarter deck 

Just keep your musicianship in careful check 

Stick close to your score 

And never give a cue -

And you all may be musical directors too!
OBITUARY ‑ JOSEPH HISLOP. 

The tenor Joseph Hislop, died on May 6th at the age of 93. He was married to Nancy Fraser, daughter of Walter Passmore.

LETTER TO THE EDITOR OF THE G&S JOURNAL ‑ Not Printed.

Dear Mr. Editor,

The question of the pronunciation of "Heigh‑ho" in "The Yeomen of the Guard" is very interesting. While in no way doubting the truth of Mr. Williams' remarks, I would presume that American opinion of what is traditional D'Oyly Carte practice is based largely on the 78 rpm. recordings. I have listened to all four of the 78 rpm. recordings of "The Yeomen of the Guard" again. These are (1) the acoustic recording (c.1923) with Nellie Walker as Phoebe; (2) the complete electrical recording (Nellie Briercliffe); (3) the later abridged electrical recording (Beatrice Elburn). All of these ladies pronounce it “high‑ho”. I would assume that this means that it was D'Oyly Carte practice at that time. It is true that Nellie Walker was not a member of the Company, but as the acoustic recording was supervised by J.M.Gordon, she would presumably have been schooled in what was then the current pronunciation. She obviously learnt her lesson well, for when she recorded the song again for (4) the abridged non‑D'Oyly Carte Columbia recording, she still pronounced it "high‑ho". It would be very interesting to know if anyone can remember precisely when the changes in pronunciation occurred. Yours sincerely, Michael Walters

