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                            OBITUARY

MRS. LYNDSAY WALTERS (the Editor's mother), formerly of 62 Mark Street, Portrush, died on 24th July 1991, aged 79. She had lived all her life in or near the town, and her greatest wish was to die and be buried there. Her wish was granted. She was born in 1912 just outside Portrush, the youngest of 4 children of Allen Macmurray and his wife Bessie (the daughter of George Macbeth of Lifford, Co. Donegal). While my mother was still a child, the family moved into the town of Portrush, and shortly after this her father, who had been comparatively well off, lost his money when the firm in which he had invested went bankrupt. As a result, the family's financial position was permanently altered. 

My mother studied art and domestic science at Glasgow, and later in London. During World War 2, she met and married Patrick Walters, a sergeant in the North Irish Horse, which was at that time billeted in Portrush, and I was born in November 1942. Only a few months later, my father was killed in action in North Africa, and his widow was forced to bring me up and support her sick aunt, Maud Macbeth, on a tiny and wholly inadequate widow's pension. She was obliged to contribute 10 shillings, which she could ill afford, to pay for a marker on her husband's grave in North Africa, a grave which funds never permitted her to visit. She remained comparatively poor for the rest of her life, but never once complained. She was an active and well‑known figure in the town, being involved for many years as a highly accomplished actress with both the Portrush Players and the Ballywillan Drama Group, and supported both groups in many other capacities. Later she was a prominent member of the town's bowling club, and took up painting and pottery‑making. She proved to be a talented painter, and was able to sell a few of her paintings, as well as presenting a number to her friends. For a number of years she worked part time at Portrush Recreation Grounds, where she made many friends in bowling circles throughout Northern Ireland. Together with her sister Eileen, she was instrumental in helping to found the Women's League of Health and Beauty, for which she taught classes in Portrush for some years, till ill health forced her to retire. It is a little known fact that the League, now based in London, was actually founded in Portrush by Mrs. Bagot‑ Stack, whose husband is buried in the town cemetery. 

In the early 1980s, my mother's health began to deteriorate, and she was subject to frequent bouts of severe pain. In 1987 she became so weak that she was obliged to move into Lismara Residential Home, Portrush, where she gradualy became almost totally confined to a whelchair and required oxygen constantly to hand. All the years of illness were borne with great dignity and courage, and without complaint. She remained cheerful, winning the hearts of all those around her, and retained a sense of humour to the end.            MICHAEL WALTERS PRINCESS IDA. BALOE (British American Light Opera Exchange) Holland Park Open Air Theatre. 3 August 1989. [This report was overlooked in my files. It should have appeared before the summer 1990 production, reviewed in GG36!]

This was one of a series of joint ventures between the Philbeach Society of London and the Village Light Opera Group of New York. I left the performance with an unwonted feeling of euphoria, for it was one of the most exciting productions I had experienced for a long time. Cecil Hayter, idiosyncratic as usual, had set the piece in the 1920s which did nothing for it, and which I felt was definitely a mistake. Hilarion, Cyril and Florian were in sailor suits, and Gama and his sons in khaki army uniform. This would have been all right except that it made nonsense of the words. Why would Gama say to a sailor "Are you a courtier?" It is not logical. And in Act 3, utter rubbish was made of Arac's song, because of course the men were not wearing armour. To be taking off khaki cloth and singing about helmets and cuirasses was just bloody stupid. Why would a modern soldier take off his clothes and fight in his underwear? The fight itself was silly. It was fisticuffs and no weapons, and the girls crowded round in front so that it could not be seen. At the end, Hilarion, Cyril and Florian who had begun in their women's clothes (gym slips in this production!) were observed to be back in their sailor suits and the three brothers were knocked out with the gym slips on over their underwear. Some may have thought this funny, but I found it merely childish. However, if you could forget these inanities (which you could most of the time) you could enjoy the performance by a superb cast of singers and actors. 

It was played fairly straight, with comparatively little dancing and business. What made it work was the intensity and attack of each member of the cast and chorus. The performance moved all the time, both dialogue and music had tremendous pace without ever flagging. Robert Noll's tempi were fast, but never rushed. I was less happy about some of the apparent additions to the score in the form of extra fanfares, and a very extended introduction to Act 3 when the ladies marched round and round the stage like girl guides.

Since I had last been to Holland Park Theatre, a huge canopy had been erected ‑ previously it was completely open. This canopy may be useful in times of rain, but it totally destroys the charm and atmosphere of the theatre, particularly as its corners obtrude offensively over the facade of the building against which the piece is played.

The stage area is very large and extremely wide, and very good use was made of it. On either side of the main acting area were lower areas of approach, with trenches in front masked by low foliage to represent, in Act 2, the river into which Ida falls. The fall was the most convincing I have seen, as was Hilarion's leap in after her and his emergence carrying her in his arms. I was suddenly reminded of a true incident recounted to me many years ago by the late George Draper, which occurred in nineteenth century Siam. The Siamese Royal Family were sacred and it was death for a commoner to to touch one. Once at a river festival, the boat containing the Queen overturned, and weighted down with heavy gold clothes and jewellery, she drowned. Although the banks were lined with thousands of people, nobody could rescue her, they all had to stand and watch her drown because to have touched her was instant death. I don't know exactly when the incident occurred, or whether Gilbert could have known about it, but there is a certain parallel in the way Ida orders Hilarion's death for saving her life.

At the end of Act 1 the three Princes changed into swimming and diving gear, and, when they entered in Act 2, emerged from the river with snorkels, flippers, wet suits etc. They started to appear during Lady Blanche's song, which was very amusing, but I questioned the soundness of the dramatic practice since the maximum seemed to be being done to disrupt the song and ensure that no one was actually listening to it. When Ida said "Fare you well, you and your pupils, maidens follow me", a core of girls, evidently Blanche's pupils, quite logically remained behind and what is usually a soliloquy began as if it were a class. As the lesson was evidently getting boring the girls started to slip away during the song, some of them also being aware of the men peeping their heads out of the moat. All this was ingenious, but wrong, for (a) Blanche's speech is quite obviously a monologue, not a lesson, and (b) it is perverse for the men to be seen by the girls at this stage. 

Hildebrand (Shane Collins) was sourly laconic, the sort of man who has the assurance of knowing that he is in command of the situation and has no need to exert himself; he only just lost his cool in Act 2 when Ida defied him. He had the luxury of three costumes, whites in Act 1, a black velvet suit with silver cross in Act 2 (which made him look rather like Scarpia) and full court dress glittering with decorations in Act 3. Murray Nesbitt was the first King Gama I have ever really liked. Unlike most actors who just growl and snarl their way through the role (it was undoubtedly John Reed's most inept creation) he played it with insinuating glee. His first song was quite superb, particularly the naive way he sang "and I can't think why" ‑ but not all of the part was on quite the same level. The glee pervaded all, there was no hint of the bitterness which is implicit in the character. He was not at all ugly or deformed, which fitted the playing style perfectly, but made nonsense of the lines about his deformities, which under the circumstances would have been better cut. At the conclusion of Act 1, Gama and his sons were confined in a cage, which was then trundled offstage.

Hilarion, Cyril and Florian were a trio of good‑looking, strong‑voiced and personable young men. Hilarion (Cameron Rolls) acted the part of a jolly sailor lad to perfection. He had a strong, forward voice, but of a hard tone, and on the high notes at the end of "When thou hast chained" it produced a distinctly pinched tone. Cyril (Mick Wilson) was even better, with a rounder tone, and face ‑ the juvenile lead dream in fact. The Kissing Song was taken with just the right amount of controlled abandon, and just before it he managed a marvellously convincing and humorous burp. Florian (Paul Arman) was less spectacular, and in his opening solo he seemed to over enunciate. I got the impression that the distribution of parts in the trios had been slightly rearranged, and that, for instance, it was not Cyril who was singing the top line; but I could be wrong about that. Arac, Guron and Scynthius (Mick Brookes, Harry Schutz and Paul Jensen) sang solidly and with good voice, and moved like soldiers, but there is little else that can be said. 

Princess Ida (Kim Stengel) had a clear and well‑poised voice which sailed easily over the chorus and orchestra. She was a good actress, too, in Act 2 being very gracious with just the right amount of condescension to "her" girls, encouraging them to aspire to great feats of learning. In Act 3, dressed almost in riding dress, she became "jolly hockey sticks". It worked, though this approach could easily have been funny for the wrong reasons, but this was prevented by the sensitive playing of the actress. One splendid moment was Blanche's speech about the needful and the superfluous. Ida marched about inspecting the "troop", not paying the slightest attention to Blanche (Abby Kurnit), a plump, fussy, pompous old hen, who fluttered and twittered along behind trying to look important but unable to distract Ida for a moment, till the latter turned to dismissively crush her. Blanche is indeed treated very cruelly by Ida twice, in Act 2 and Act 3, on both occasions in front of her own students. This was brought out to the full in this production. The fact that Blanche is indeed deeply hurt by these humiliations goes a long way to explain the resentment the latter feels towards Ida ‑ which is a point rarely brought out. Psyche (Susan Wright) was nervous, had a weaker voice than some others in the cast, and tended to get the words of her songs muddled. It was a performance of comsiderable charm, but not outstanding. Melissa (Shelley Eberhart) had a youthful directness and exuberance. The three girl graduates were well played.

                         MICHAEL WALTERS

THE MIKADO. New DOC. Palace Theatre, Manchester 13‑15 July 1989 (4 performances; but no indication which one the reviewer attended).

For this new production the Company has returned to the text of the opening night [Not quite. MPW], but "The Sun whose rays" remains in Act 2. It is good to hear "Were I not to Ko‑Ko plighted" sung as a duet, although much of the restored dialogue in Act 2 is not as humorous as that which replaced it. Jessica Gwynne had the unenviable task of replacing Ricketts' 1926 costume designs with her own. Overall the visual effect is subdued with fawns, browns and greys predominating. The orchestra is again musically sound and vocally the production cannot be faulted although the chorus were not keeping their eye on the conductor for the beginning of "Miya Sama". 

 The opening scene is aurally and visually stunning. Hugh Hetherington (Nanki‑Poo) is a master of comic timing, extracting humour from the character which one did not realise was there and at the same time refraining from going over the top. Pish‑Tush (Gareth Jones) is Pooh‑Bah's sidekick, prompting him and helping him out of tight corners. Pooh‑Bah (Malcolm Rivers) is not the comic to which devotees have become accustomed, but a more serious, extremely agile figure. One misses his line "I wasn't there". Eric Roberts plays and sings Ko‑Ko with a broad Lancastrian accent, reminding one of the comedian Bobby Ball. A third verse of his "list" song has been completely rewritten and Nanki‑Poo now works for a Japanese car company in Wales. Yum‑Yum is played as a humorous character by Vivian Tierney whose "The sun whose rays" is the highlight of the opera. Thora Ker is competent as Pitti‑Sing, and though Fiona O'Neill plays Peep‑Bo, her understudy, Yvonne Packer, plays the part to perfection, extracting a good deal of humour out of the line "It's quite true, you know, you are to be beheaded". All credit must go to Susan Gorton for making Katisha a tragic heroine rather than the harridan to which devotees have become accustomed. There is, thankfully, less clowning in Act 2 which is more serious, but not boring! Michael Ducarel portrays the Mikado with dignity; the laugh is now a series of chuckles. Paul Pyant's lighting designs serve to enhance a continuous series of stage pictures devied by director John Wells in Eileen Diss's stage sets. For at least one devotee this production has served to put Mikado at the top of the list of G&S favourites.

                          DAVID SKELLY

THE PIRATES OF PENZANCE. New DOC, Palace Theatre, Manchester 10‑12 July 1989. (4 performances).

This new production directed by Keith Warner is brimful of life, comic business and inventive choreographic routines which cannot fail to please. Throughout, the audience provides a ripple of laughter which more often than not breaks into waves of guffaws and applause. Musically and vocally this is a strong production. Marie Jeanne Lecca's set on first appearance is three flats concealing a series of doors and windows which is used to best effect in the opening of Act 2 and in the policeman's Chorus. The audience is viewing the action from out at sea; this is made more apparent when Major‑General Stanley's daughters bring with them on their entry a series stones which are placed along the front of the stage. Paul Pyant's lighting designs, especially in Act 2, add greatly to the overall effect. 

Gareth Jones's Samuel is Jewish. Malcolm Rivers is a suave, buccaneerting Pirate King, bringing a real "swing" to his solo. Philip Creasy's Frederic is rather dimwitted and much comic business is made of this. In the hands of Susan Gorton, Ruth is an extremely plain, almost ugly spinster and comical into the bargain. At the end of Act 1 she it is who discovers the document produced by the Pirate King in Act 2. Patricia O'Neill's Mabel is a comic heroine, but her act 2 duet with Frederic is sung seriously, making this scene the most poignant of the opera. As Major‑General Stanley, Richard Suart is able to keep the audience giggling without even trying. He has great difficulty in finding a rhyme for "strategy". Dialogue which had been cut from the often/orphan scene, and the second verse of "Sighing softly" has been restored. Simon Masterson‑Smith's Sergeant is a jolly, shortsighted individual. He retains his Cornish accent when speaking and singing. 

                          DAVID SKELLY

[As will be realised, these reviews of David Skelly's indicate a very different opinion of these productions than those presented in GG 35. David also saw considerably different casts from those seen in London. MPW].

THE PIRATES OF PENZANCE.  Ravenshead Village Hall, Wednesday 22 February 1989.

I expect few people will have heard of Ravenshead, a "yuppie" town mid‑way between Mansfield and Nottingham. It is a friendly new town, springing from a tiny village which used to be called Fishpool, until someone in authority (I don't know who) decided this name was too down‑market. The residents try very hard to cultivate a community spirit, and they have a well‑attended church, a lively drama group, and a flourishing Gilbert & Sullivan Society which I have supported for many years. The Village Hall is not the ideal place in which to perform an opera. Its octagonal shape gives it no depth, and the seating capacity is only 120. The stage is fairly small, with little room in the wings. Indeed, performers have to run outside the building to get from one wing to the other. There's no room for an orchestra, either, so two pianos have to suffice.

Producer Ron Walker admits that he has never seen a D'Oyly Carte performance in his life, which means that his audiences always get a fresh and original approach. Knowing the limitations of the hall he tries, through often ingenious direction, to turn them into virtues. I particularly liked the way he used the entire auditorium for his entrances and exits; and I was most impressed with the sensitive way he handled the "embarassing" treatment of Ruth by the Pirates in Act 1. He placed all of the pirates stage left, and they whispered the uncomplimentary remarks out of Ruth's earshot. For once I felt that women's libbers had nothing to complain about!

It did not worry me that Nick Harmer (the Sergeant) was rather young, or that some of the daughters appeared older than their father, for in a small society one has to use the resources at one's disposal. The creditable feature was that everyone approached their roles with enthusiasm and conviction. Mike Lee was a bluff, matter‑of‑fact Major General, Steve Cox (Pirate King) was reminiscent of Stan Laurel [The mind boggles! MPW]. Stephen Walker (a baritone) was an enthusiastic Frederic, but had trouble with his top notes. Jo Lee was very convincing as Mabel, and Sandra Eagling, who bears a strong resemblance to Mrs. Thatcher, played Ruth in a tender‑hearted way, so that one really felt sorry for her.

On the debit side, I was unimpressed with the new electronic piano which the Society had purchased. On the evening I attended I felt the player was experimenting with the numerous sounds, which distracted my attention from the stage. Neither was I impressed with the "extra" music and business which Ron adds to the score. A hornpipe in the middle of the opening chorus did not improve the number; and neither did the umbrella ballet, which the daughters delightfully twirled in unison (except for one unfortunate daughter) pretty though it was. 

                       J. STUART BRADSHAW

                     REPORT FROM BIRMINGHAM

The G&S addict who resides in the Birmingham area need never be without a "fix". At least four societies including the Savoy, the Savoyards and the Quninton, never perform anything else and a considerable number alternate between G&S and operetta or musical comedy. Recently I have had occasion to observe different approaches by local amateur directors. In November 1989, Erdington Operatic Society brought Princess Ida to the Town Hall, Sutton Coldfield. Although twenty of their thirty previous productions had been G&S, this was their first Ida. Along with Utopia this is my least favourite. It is a veritable curate's egg of a work with delightful numbers interspersed with acres of boredom. That, at least, was my view until I experienced Colin Lapworth's production. Although he is basically traditional in approach, the whole evening was so full of life that it really worked for me this time. Colin, as usual, played the Grossmith part, making a brilliant and convincing Gama. He was supported by an outstanding cast, chorus and orchestra. 

Susan Curry, whom I remember well as a pretty little teenager in the chorus of Carmen when I played Dancairo for the EOS in 1968, has blossomed into a truly operatic diva. The ladies of Castle Adamant were unfailingly well played, although the Melissa could have shown more sparkle. The versatile Paul Forbes showed what a gift of a part Cyril is to a tenor who has a sense of comedy combined with staying power. Only the next week he was to play Carboy for Tinker's Farm's The Zoo, and in February was delightfully sinister as Pang in the Royal Sutton Players' Turandot ‑ which showed that it is possible to squeeze ninety performers on to the Town Hall stage. 

As Gama's sons, Norman Wallace, Craig Docherty and Brian Stokes had the correct bass voices, but as none of them approached six feet in height could hardly be described as terrifying. Altogether a most satisfying evening ‑ which is more than can be written of the Savoyards' onslaught on The Yeomen of the Guard. This was Michael Jefferson's first production for the Society and he must by now truly know what the ancient Israelites suffered when they were forced to make bricks without straw. As a Director Michael does not feel himself bound by the original script. He does not add his own dialogue, but enjoys "judicious rearrangement". So it was not at all surprising that Act 1 began with the chorus, and Phoebe's spinning song was postponed till Act 2, where it followed "Free from his fetters grim". My tickets were sold to me by John Rammell, essaying Meryll for the third time (each with a different society). This time he got both "A laughing boy" and "Rapture rapture". His fine bass voice rang out in the musical numbers, but his acting is more reliable than enthralling. He follows the "Noel Coward school of acting" ‑ speak the words clearly and don't bump into the scenery! He was not helped by a pallid‑voiced Dame Carruthers in Margaret Mullens. Sue Percy as his daughter sang and acted brillianly, striking just the right note of pathos or comedy as required. Her scenes with Roger Hewitson (Shadbolt) who devises amazing changes of make‑up for every part ‑ were well conceived and credibly played.

It was a pity about the men's chorus. Twelve in number, they were completely drowned by the orchestra of fifteen. It was in a pit. The Society's chairman (and inevitable leading lady) Janet James, did not suffer from that problem. Her sterling soprano could be heard whatever forces of chorus or orchestra were ranged against it. She retains her unfortunate habit of singing out of tune, though my wife and I can never agree whether it is flat or sharp. Neither she nor Ian James as Point convinced us that they could have made any sort of living as strolling players ‑ but then they DIDN'T did they? Perhaps this was a subtle piece of characterisation by Michael Jefferson. Certainly it was the unfunniest Point I have ever seen.

A decade ago I was in the chorus of a production of The Sorcerer in which Derek Kingston guested as Alexis ‑ he was just right for the part. Alas, THE YEARS have taken their toll. The once trim waist has disappeared under a certain ‑ shall we say ‑ portliness. This was not too obvious when in the Yeomen's uniform, but his final entrance attired in the bridegroom's white was surely not what Gilbert intended ‑ it was frankly ludicrous. His top notes have now develloped a wobble which is almost a bray. Now is the time to concentrate on character parts.

The solution to the problem of whether Jack Point shall die or just faint at the end was approached by having him spend most of Act 2 helping himself liberally to the wine jug, eventually collapsing in a drunken stupor on the table (situated down stage right throughout the performance). After the fall of the curtain it rose again on a "freeze" with Phoebe pointing at Point, then all joining in a reprise of "When a Jester is outwitted". If only the whole cast, chorus and orchestra had matched the quality of the programme and the talents of the Producer it would have been an enjoyable evening, but an entire production should not have to rely on the talents of Phoebe, Shadbolt and Meryll ‑ they are not on stage throughout, more's the pity.

                           TOM LEDGER                          CORRESPONDENCE

I enjoyed Derrick McClure's review of Princess Ida [GG 33, p. 14] but I would take issue with the remark that Lady Blanche's aria should be cut. It is a brilliant satire on Tennyson's maunderings about the great "To‑Be". Indeed I featured it in my Ph.D. thesis on Victorian fiction as a satire on Tennyson (and the Victorian German Philologists). I was once in a production where Blanche sang the song while holding a lecturer's wand and pointed to a blackboard featuring the various tense combinations (with MUST in bright red at the bottom). She gave the aria as a lecture to the audience. The combination of "abstract" linguistics and seething personal jealously (of Ida) made a piquant mixture. The audience loved it, and one night the song was sung twice. Incidentally, a professional musician (conducting now at a German Opera House) told me that, in his view, it was one of the four best numbers in the score (the other three being the Princess's two solos and Arac's Handelian song). Surely there are, on balance, more reasons for keeping the number in than for throwing it out. In any case, the contralto rle is reduced musically to minute proportions if the number is omitted. 

                          RICHARD MOORE

So what are you up to? Are you still writing blistering critiques and infuriating people? I hope so. There is nothing in the world so inspiring to an amateur performance as unified hatred of one or more critics. If they can manage to hate all the critics ‑‑ ah what bliss!

                         STANLEY GERMAN

St. George's Day Gilbert & Sullivan Festival. Royal Festival Hall, April 23rd, 1990.

It was an occasion of which the Duke of Plaza Toro would have been proud; seven fanfare trumpeters of the Scots Guards surpassing the tooting of a cornet‑‑piston and enough pomp to satisfy several generations of the Plaza Toro family. Fortunately the band were not sordid persons who required to be paid in advance, and as a result the BBC Concert Orchestra supported by a 250‑strong choir, played magnificently under the baton of Kenneth Alwyn.

The glossy (expensive) programme (containing 13 pages of relevant information, amidst 29 pages of advertisements) boasted of the track records of the soloists ‑ the operatic and G&S appearances of Valerie Masterson, Gillian Knight, Donald Adams and Eric Roberts, and the most extensive G&S experience of Thomas Round, credited as producer of the concert; with presentation by David Jacobs for Radio 2 (broadcast at a later date), the line up seemed impressive. 

But oh! what a lot of glitzy trash it all was! I suppose I should have heeded the warning of the most elaborate fanfare and rendition of the National Anthem I have ever heard (it was only for Princess Alexandra, and not a Plaza Toro in sight!). From that we launched into a very conservative selection of G&S pops which bore little continuity and were hardly showpieces for what little vocal talent there was to show off. Furthermore, the concert was very badly amplified, distorting voices and presenting the bizarre illusion of seeing the singers in front yet hearing them from (predominantly) the right hand side.

Valerie Masterson, perhaps the clearest performance of the evening, stole the vocal limelight with two big arias, and a wonderful chance to hear her all‑too‑brief "Minerva ... Oh, goddess wise". Gillian Knight was ... well, Gillian Knight. I personally dislike her voice which has no beauty, but at least she was the only performer who actually avoided the biggest pitfall of concerts such as these ‑ she injected a bit of character into each of her pieces and thus managed to differentiate her roles. The others merely sang their pieces with little or no characterisation at all (and by that I do not mean hopping around which was all Eric Roberts seemed capable of doing). 

Speaking of whom, Eric Roberts was the same flambuoyant self he showed with the New DOC last year (which I loathed then and still do) but fortunately the restrictions of the concert platform kept some slight control over him. Donald Adams seems to get "plummier" by the minute, making his diction very unclear, but his Mikado's song might be considered an exception, despite the most hideous laugh which seemed to send the audience into titters. The tenor of Thomas Round was a shadow of his D'Oyly Carte recordings and it was frankly embarassing to hear him struggling so in his solo; his weakness was cruelly exposed in "Stay Frederic Stay" next to the ringing soprano of Valerie Masterson. 

It was very refreshing to hear the music from the platform rather than the pit, and Kenneth Alwyn did a noble job with the orchestra, although some of his choices of tempi were confusing. The first verse of "There is beauty in the bellow" was incredibly fast, and then suddenly he went down a few gears for the second, which evidently threw Eric Roberts completely. But on the other hand, the conductor had a particularly hard task trying to keep up with Thomas Round who raced ahead with no regard for the orchestra, and he seemed to lose all rhythm in "For love alone" (perhaps a case for some merciful cutting before the concert is broadcast on Radio 2?). The choir was made up entirely of amateur G&S societies from all over the country, and had minimal rehearsal time together as a single choir although this certainly didn't show during the performance. However, the resultant sound was unexpectedly churchy and "Eagle high" from Utopia Ltd. sounded as if it were from The Light of the World, although this religious atmosphere was later lifted by the choir's flag‑waving antics and bobbing accompaniment to the finale of H.M.S.Pinafore.

Conclusions? At least the substantial financial proceeds were going to the Imperial Cancer Research Fund, since the artistic proceeds were negligible. The concert might have had potential (although wouldn't we all prefer a performance of a complete single opera instead?) but under the circumstances, it was one of those occasions which was swamped with pomp.

                         JEREMY FIELDING

THE GONDOLIERS. Aberdeen Opera Company, His Majesty's Theatre, 14‑18 February; PATIENCE. Aberdeen University Gilbert & Sullivan Society, Aberdeen Arts Centre, 15‑18 February 1989.

Which would you prefer ‑ a Marco and Giuseppe pair who had partnered each other in the same roles twelve years previously and looked as if it could have been twenty‑four, or a Patience who was hardly out of infant school when those gondoliers were last gondoliering but whose youthful freshness and prettiness were her only assets? In Aberdeen, a week with two G&S productions is indeed a phenomenon: what a pity this particular criticism suggested itself so strongly.

That said, there was no other comparison between the productions. AUGSS launched itself with an abysmal Iolanthe [see GG no. 7, p. 1‑2], had graduated five or so years later to a merely poor Mikado, and after a similar interval has now produced a quite passable Patience: though I've seen it done a lot better by a secondary school. The MD (Angela Young) knew her job, and the orchestral playing was perfectly adequate. On the stage, once you eliminated the Duke (David Parratt ‑ who acted with a good sense of comedy but sang inaudibly) Lady Saphir (Dianne Haldane, a total nonentity) and Lady Ella (Roz Cuschieri, whose voice was breaking even more disastrously than her heart), the rest ranged from all right to good. Anna Lambert (Jane), an experienced little actress, was the best, even though she suggested a stern schoolmistress rather than an ageing rapturous maiden. "Little" is the appropriate word: physically she was more suited to Hermia in A Midsummer Night's Dream, which she had played three weeks previously, than to an Alice Barnett part. But she was thoroughly at ease in the role, and had a pleasant voice. Sandy Horsburgh, though physically and vocally a much more lightweight Colonel than we usually see, also brought a well‑drilled precision to the part. With the aforementioned Duke and the big, bluff Major of Ian Nicol, the aesthetic trio scene was the high point of the show: nicely timed movements, and costumes and actions which were extravagant without being grotesque. The striking physical contrast between the three ‑ a short, stocky Duke; a tall, slender Colonel, and a big, hefty Major ‑ helped a lot; though to their credit they never let the scene degenerate into slapstick. The dancing in the quintet was creditable too; and the attractive, red‑haired Angela (Petra MacLeod), apart from Jane the best of the women, added quite a bit of charm. 

Bunthorne (Anthony Millar) and Grosvenor (David Blackburn) were distinguishable only by the fact that Bunthorne was much the better actor: a serious fault was that no attempt was made to contrast the characters, both playing in the same languid, mimsy style: Bunthorne would have made a pretty good Grosvenor, but there was absolutely nothing highly‑spiced about him. Patience (Katherine Smith) knew her lines and had quite a nice voice; Gordon Christie was a striking cocky, bustling Solicitor.

This Patience made an enjoyable evening, but not in the same street with AOC's Gondoliers: this seasoned bunch can always be relied on for smart, colourful productions in which the obvious camaraderie of the cast conveys itself delightfully to the audience. In the opening number, unexpectedly the only roses on the stage were on barrows attended by two hooded and black‑garbed women: what the ladies of the chorus were doing was passing from one to another, in intricate formations, sheets of alternately red and white linen. This must have taken careful rehearsing, and made for a beautiful effect. Other pictorial set‑pieces were the Act 2 opening, with a lofty throne surmounting a precipitous flight of steps on which the courtiers were arranged in tiers, and the chorus "With ducal pomp and ducal pride", in which the men, under the direction of a fussy figure with a conductor's baton and equipped with enormous music sheets which tenors and basses raised and lowered alternately, performed with a military precision which disintegrated in fury as the Duke flounced past unimpressed.

Gordon Strachan and Archie Mitchell made a fine pair ‑ a vigorous, firm Marco and a cheery, exuberant Giuseppe. Both are well past the first flush of youth, but they are thoroughly experienced and efficient performers; and Gordon's "Take a pair of sparkling eyes" was one that I wouldn't mind waiting another twelve years to hear again. Gianetta and Tessa (Liz Nisbet and Ilona Strachan ‑ the wife swap was humorously alluded to in the programme) partnered them well, playing for comedy rather than romance.

I have seen better Ducal parties. The Duke (Ian Thomson) was sufficiently pompous and fussy, but seemed to be going through the motions with a lack of conviction, as if painfully aware that the ghosts of Passmore, Lytton, Green, Pratt and Reed [to name but a few? MPW] were sitting in judgement on his performance. The Duchess (Isabell Gill) had a fine strong voice but acted without much subtlety. Verna Ward is a good comedy actress, but Casilda (unlike Gianetta and Tessa) MUST be played romantically, and that she couldn't do really satisfactorily. Luiz (Doug Smith) played his not very promising part with an unobtrusive confidence. He is a new member of the company, but I have a feeling we'll be seeing a lot more of him. The Duke and Duchess's duet was rewritten with some clever local and topical allusions. 

The most impressive figure was Brian MacDonald (Don Alhambra). Described as a "baddie" in the programme, he certainly looked it with his heavy eyebrows, mouth‑encircling line of moustache and beard, and elaborately funereal attire, and his sly, sneering, sinister manner was very well maintained. He brought out the best in the Duke, whom he threw into a state of entertaining nerves.

 If the Patience was better than I thought it would be, The Gondoliers was perhaps not quite as good ‑ but only because AOC has set itself a very high standard. Thanks to both for a double refreshment in G&S‑starved Aberdeen.

                         DERRICK McCLURE

                      LETTER FROM TYNESIDE

The G&S world is still very much alive on Tyneside, which may be something of a surprise to the "average" enthusiast who seems to be located somewhere south of Watford Gap. [Come off it Phil, Tring is NORTH of Watford, so are Glasgow, Birmingham, Nottingham and Aberdeen!! MPW.] The area is divided both geographically and by a kind of local loyalty into North and South Tyneside, the focal point of which is Newcastle. 

Within a radius of approximately 10 miles of Newcastle there are about 20 stage societies performing musical works, and quite a few almost exclusively G&S. Usually these are groups attached to churches who tend to "do" the great works at least partially because they are "safe" ‑ i.e. no doubtful language, no drinking, etc. Many of these performances take place in Church Halls but there are quite a few good stages in schools and technical colleges used by the larger groups. The most atmospheric venue in the area is the Tyne Theatre which is a recently restored Victorian edifice ‑ now used partially for amateur and occasional professional productions. The main theatre in Newcastle is the Theatre Royal which has visits from Scottish Opera and the Royal Shakespeare Company on a regular basis, and is used occasionally by amateurs from the more prestigeous or pretentious societies, no G&S has been seen there for several years. The Empire in Sunderland is a first class theatre and saw the launch of the new D'Oyly Carte productions; and before that visits by the New Sadlers Wells (Ruddigore and H.M.S. Pinafore) but earlier visits by the "grand" opera companies were not well supported and they ceased to come ‑ I saw the complete Ring there nine years ago. 

One of the better old established groups on Tyneside is Hebburn Opera ‑ Hebburn is an industrial town adjacent to Jarrow. This society has produced many "standard" operas during the last 30 years with meagre financial support and insufficient audiences. During November 1988 they produced an unusual double bill of Cavalleria Rusticana and Trial by Jury. Both works were very well done; the orchestra was superb, conducted by Eric Cunningham who has trained the Ever Ready band to many national championships. This society usually offers very well prepared shows mainly because ‑ unusually in my experience ‑ they concentrate hard on the musical side before they start on the floor work. The result is often, but not in this case, that the stage movement is a bit restrained but the harmonies are there. This society has a twinning arrangement with a town in northern France ‑ Noisy‑le‑Sec, and as a result of performing G&S alternate years in their rather splendid Hotel de Ville they have turned a rather staid French choir into a group performing works by Offenbach which they bring to wildest Tyneside every other year.

I have just finished playing Mercury in Orpheus in the Underworld at an interesting society in Lanchester. I am not one of the area's greatest athletes so there is a slight irony in the casting. [Yes indeed, in my experience the part is usually played by a teenage girl! MPW]. The production was in a school lecture theatre ‑ the playing area being on ground level with the orchestra to one side and the audience on tiered seats. The lack of curtains created problems. I have now played quite a few parts using Park/Hanmer scripts and in my view they get their royalties very easily, a lot of it is just verbiage with little humour or point, but of course anglicised Offenbach is at a disadvantage. So now it's back to our local Methodist society to play Tolloller again.

                           PHIL BAILEY

RUDDIGORE. The Savoy Club; The King's Theatre, Glasgow. Wednesday 28 February 1991.

The set and costumes of Rederring village were familiar from previous productions I'd seen. However, the second act set was very sparsely decorated, the necessary prop sword merely parked in a convenient niche, not on the wall as one of a pair of crossed swords. Apart from Robin's ridiculous first act costume, the clothes were as they should be. However James Dinsmore (Robin) is tall, and the knee‑length checked trousers and white hose was not what I have become accustomed to, and did not suit him; this minor detail did not detract from an excellent, thoroughly OTT, performance. Excellent performances also came from David Craig (Sir Despard), Celia Craig (Mad Margaret), Walter Anderson (Dick), Elizabeth Stark (Dame Hannah) and a little gem from Gordon Crockert as a small, doddery Old Adam. Margaret Smith (Rose) is a powerful soprano; she, too, is quite tall and a perfect match for Robin. Bob McCrum (Sir Roderic) could have been more dominant, but otherwise played well.

Producer Alan Jones did not have many innovations, but I did like, when Ruthven says "I'm not as bad a Bart as all thart", both he and Adam did a walking step in harmony, which neatly emphasised the line, and raised a laugh. MD Stanley Thomson was taken ill near the performance, so American Jerry Ulrich stepped into the breach most satisfactorily.

                           LINDA WOOD 

THE GRAND DUKE. Gilbert and Sullivan Society of Edinburgh; The King's Theatre, Edinburgh, Saturday matinee 16 March 1991.

Alan Borthwick, by his own admission in the programme, had edited the text especially for the role of Julia. A very notable inclusion, and not altogether a good one, was the business with the Prince of Monte Carlo and his entourage before the Roulette Song. I feel sure this was merely to give the Prince something more to do, and it merely served to slow down the show too near the end. Also, the roulette wheel was trundled on no less than three times, including during an unnecessary reprise of the Roulette Song. Mr. Borthwick introduced a novel method of assisting the audience to understand the complicated plot by allowing his characters, who had just expounded the plotline, to step to the front of the stage and reiterate as a precis what they had just said. Some connoisseurs may have objected to this device, but the majority of the audience would have been totally unfamiliar with this story, and it did help to clarify the situations.

On the positive side, the two sets, designed by Alan Borthwick and company, were excellent and elicited applause. The costumes, too, were excellent, although the Grand Duke was too richly attired in black velvet. The Grecian shifts worn by the chorus in Act 2 were full length, thus avoiding the usual hilarious male leg show!

Maxwell Smart (Rudolph) was outstanding; tall and gaunt, he really looked "broken down", and he put put considerable venom into "You're a pretty kind of fellow". Maureen Anderson (Baroness) gave a spirited and interesting performance and her gradual inebriation in "Come bumpers" as she sat at a bar, was a highlight. Another with excellent diction was Ian Lawson (Tannhauser). Graham Addison (Ludwig) played with enthusiasm; Fiona Scrimger (Julia) breathed life into the character and had fun with her long solo. While singing "Tomorrow", she performed some bits of business; by snapping her fingers a fountain at the back turned on and off. There was also an errant spotlight which went its own way, compelling her to follow it until, at the end of "Tomorrow" she snapped her fingers and the light went out. Not original business [sounds rather gimmicky to me. MPW], but it kept the audience interested in an otherwise overlong two‑song solo. Richard Bourjo (Prince of Monte Carlo) sang and acted well, but the addition of the extra business took away from, rather than enhanced this role. His Herald (Andrew J. Green) had taken a degree in the University of Funny Walks. James McKirdy (Ernest), Carol Vickers (Lisa) and Hazel Clarke (Princess) gave entertaining performances. The MD was David Lyle.

                           LINDA WOOD

THE YEOMEN OF THE GUARD. The Orpheus Club, Kings Theatre, Glasgow, Wednesday 6th & Saturday 9th March 1991.

At last, after sitting through many good, even excellent, productions of YEOMEN, this is the one I have been waiting so long to see, a jewel in the crown of The Orpheus Club, who celebrate their 99th year. The innovative set, in the shape of a giant horseshoe‑shaped staircase with a catwalk above and behind it, was unique in my experience. There were suspended pieces of set dressing, a piece of wall here, an arched window there, a moveable tree branch stage right front, which caused a little ripple of amusement when it was lowered for the characters to sing beneath it, accompanied by birdsong! The lighting changes were many but appropriate to the mood or time of day in which the scene was set. The only hiatus was immediately before the arquebus shot, when Col. Fairfax had to walk slowly and sit on the steps as the lights dimmed to indicate the onset of evening. The lighting change took about a minute to take effect, and the audience were sure something was wrong, but I was assured afterwards that it was intentional. 

Jack Point (Walter Paul, also Producer) was, apart from the use of an unconvincing, and not always in‑place Welsh accent [presumably based on Eric Roberts; what that man has to answer for! MPW], quite outstanding. He left the audience in no doubt that Point was already suffering from heart trouble by indicating in his first scene that he was feeling pain in the chest and left arm after singing "The Merryman and his Maid", and had minor "twinges" as the show progressed to set us up for his final death scene. For this, he fell off the steps and lay on his back, half on the steps, half on the stage, facing the audience. It was a brave action and some of the audience were moved to tears. 

Another excitingly emotional performance came from Esther Rieley's sympathetic Elsie. David Blackmore had much fun as Shadbolt. Dressed all in black but with Kenneth Sandford's short blonde wig, he made an imposing, but sometimes jocular, jailer. Andrew Bryce's Fairfax was full of swaggering bravado, but exhibited the necessary streak of cynical cruelty as he pushed Point aside and bade him "Go thou and apply it elsewhere". Jean Campbell's commanding presence as Dame Carruthers was also memorable. Her disdainful scorn in "Warders are ye" gave a meaning to the song which is sometimes lost in other performances, and then her touch of comedy in "Rapture, rapture", with Thomas Rieley (Meryll) was delightful. Chris Mills (Phoebe), Stuart Tait (Leonard) and Ann Gallagher (Kate) made the most of their roles. The powerful ensemble singing for the finale almost raised the roof.

                           LINDA WOOD

THE YOUNG EDWARD GERMAN: A programme of Music to commemorate the 50th anniversary of the death of the Composer. Tuesday 2 December 1986; Merchant Taylor's School, Threadneedle Street, London EC2.

This interesting concert was introduced by Brian Rees, an old boy of the school, and the author of a biography on German. It was attended by some of German's surviving relatives, and performed mainly by pupils and old pupils of the school, with one or two guests. It contained both familiar and unfamiliar music, but concentrated on the latter; the two violin solos which opened the programme ("Chanson d'Amour" and "Album Leaf") are unpublished, and were believed never to have been played since German's academy days. The rest of the programme consisted of a number of songs, piano solos, part of a trio in D major for violin, cello and piano, a Te Deum, an organ solo, a bourre and gigue from incidental music to Much Ado about Nothing, and an overture written for Richard Mansfield's production of Richard III. 

The performance was quite good for a school concert, but one could have wished that the music could have been heard, and assessed, under slightly better performance conditions. Only in that way could one have decided whether German's music was really worthy of more attention. Nevertheless, it was a very pleasant evening.

                         MICHAEL WALTERS

IOLANTHE. Philbeach Society, 22 March 1991. Polish Theatre, Ravenscourt Park, West London.

This must be one of the silliest productions I have seen. The trouble today is that so many adaptors/directors seem to think they know better than the author. Well I have news for them. They don't! The action of adaptors Peter Mills and Shane Collins in setting the play at the time of King Richard the First was merely perverse, because IOLANTHE has not a single point of contact with that period. King Richard had nothing in common with Gilbert's Lord Chancellor, Strephon with Robin Hood, nor Phyllis with Maid Marion. Nor was the Parliament of that time anything like the 19th century Parliament of Gilbert's satire. Result: Most of the Parliamentary references had to be (rather clumsily) written out. In other words, the text which ought to help the production had been turned into a liability. It would have been better to have written a totally new libretto. So then why not go the whole hog and write new music, and make it a totally new piece? Why bother to do G&S if you think you can't do so without rewriting it all? The whole concept was a mess. In an 11th century setting, Gilbert's story simply did not make sense. King Richard did not have wards in chancery, nor spend his time sitting in court giving agreeable girls away. Robin Hood was not half a fairy, he did not go into Parliament, and if he had he would have done no good there ‑ but not for the reasons Strephon puts forward. The silliest detail of all was when the King mistook the fairies for nuns!! Well, faced with a set of jet‑set punks as the fairies were here depicted, there are a great many things a medieval king might have mistaken them for, but I am sure nuns would not have been on the list! The programme also printed a resume of Kenneth Baker's peculiar views regarding the satire in IOLANTHE. Apart from the fact that I totally disagree with Mr. Baker's ideas, they were irrelevant in the context of this production.

Through all this mess, it was not surprising that the cast were unable to create any genuine meaningful characters. Probably the most successful were Robin/Strephon (Johnny Willis) and Phyllis/Marion (Yvonne George), and although their characters bore no resemblance to those by which they addressed each other, they sang excellently and delivered the dialogue with intelligence. If only they had been able to give those performances (they behaved like Strephon and Phyllis, not like Robin and Marion) in the proper context. The King/Lord Chancellor (Peter Foster) started off well, in spite of the ridiculousness of singing about "the crown is the true embodiment" and being "a highly susceptible emperor". But much of his part really did not make sense. Kings do not behave like Lord Chancellors, and even with whole‑scale rewriting of the part, it simply could not be squeezed into the mould which the authors had created.

Mountararat (Colin Phillips) as a beefy medieval baron, and Tolloller (Russell Bowes) as a twifley twee one, worked rather better, but the sword fight during the George/Thomas scene in Act 2 was somewhat gratuitous. It was very amusing ‑ but for the same reason as it would have been amusing if they had thrown custard pies at each other. Sergeant Willis (Denys Firth) was of the King's bodyguard, and the words of his song were altered from Liberal and Conservative to the peasantry and the nobility. Yes, well, but why bother? The performer sang with gusto and came out of the productional morass with credit.

The Fairy Queen (Gloria Griffiths) was big and blowsy and her part was largely unaltered. The reference to Captain Shaw of course had to be removed, and replaced by, I forget what ‑ the changes were so many that I could not remember them all afterwards. Much of the performance develloped into a mental game of ‑ What are they going to do with such‑and‑such a line?

Iolanthe (Sue Morton) was grotesque and horrible. At the beginning of the Invocation she was seen in the equivalent of a stage box supposedly at the bottom of a stream, attended another water sprite and what was supposed to be a frog, but actually looked more like a salamander or newt. She rose clad in water weeds, but was not permitted any change of costume, remaining in the rather punk weeds hair‑do and mermaid's tail through the entire play. She simpered and giggled her way through the part, for no very obvious reason. The result was that the character was totally unsympathetic ‑ the prayer to the Lord Chancellor (sorry, the King) went for nothing (it might as well have been cut). And the idea of a fairy married to a King was ridiculous. Were we to suppose that Robin Hood/Strephon was the heir to the throne of England? 

The three fairies (Jadwiga Lewis, Carol Felton and Debbie Astley) were adequate, though one spoke and sang in a strong Russian accent. Were there Russian fairies in medieval England? ...[It has recently come to light that the lady in question was actually Polish]

The orchestra, under the direction of Ricardo Gonzalez scraped its way through the most ragged and raucous rendering of the overture I have heard for a long time. I was too busy listening to the word changes to notice what they were doing during the rest of the production. By all means let us have new interpretations of G&S, but let them be inspired, intelligent concepts, not half‑baked imbecillities like this. I hated every minute of this performance, but I thoroughly enjoyed writing the review!

                         MICHAEL WALTERS

PRINCESS IDA. Grosvenor Light Opera Company. Kings College Theatre, Strand, London. Wednesday 10 April 1991.

After the reviews I had received from William Kenney of this society's THE GRAND DUKE and RUDDIGORE I was expecting a bizarre production, but in fact it proved to be quite traditional in its approach. The curtain rose during the overture to reveal the chorus in a "freeze" picture, against a medieval stone walled castle, elegantly dressed in colourful medieval costumes. The dialogue was delivered in a fairly declamatory Shakespearean blank‑verse style ‑ which can easily lead to boredom (in one or two places it nearly did) but was clearly in keeping with the general style of the production. As well as speaking in blank‑verse style, the cast moved elegantly, struck melodramatic poses, and generally underlined the fairy‑tale atmosphere of the piece. In contrast to the colourfulness of Hildebrand's court, where (one gathered), everything was sweetness and light, Gama was dressed in sombre browns with a spiky iron crown (in contrast to Hildebrand's elegant gold one), and the three brothers in slightly rusty armour looked predominantly brown too. I assumed this was to suggest that Gama's court was rather dreary, just the sort of place from which Ida might well have fled.

Michael Crow was a genial but authoritative and firmly sung Hildebrand, whose subjects clearly loved and admired him and the stand he was taking against Gama. Christopher Roberts was a bland Gama, hardly bitter or vindictive, but with a resignation to his fate. 

Act 2 was staged in what appeared to be a bower on the edge of a cliff, bushes as side flats, and rocks at the sides of the back, but only a sky cyclorama centre back. There was an insignificant bridge at one side, off which Ida fell most unconvincingly. The only departure from convention in this act was to have an ape and a lady act out the story of Psyche's song. It was most distracting and unnecessary.

Janet Crossman acted Ida with great charm and power, but her voice, although fine, has not really the necessary dazzle, particularly on top. Although powerful, it is basically a soft‑grained voice, lacking steel. She has over the years develloped a distressing wobble, as well as a lisp. These were not present when I first heard her. The wobble became less pronounced as the evening wore on, till by Act 3 it was barely noticeable. "O Goddess Wise" was muted, and did not excite as it should, but in her work in the concerted numbers of Act 2, she revealed a sweetness. In "I built upon a rock" the wobble only appeared on a couple of held high notes, though "I drew a thord of thteel" was unfortunate.

Blanche (Janet Brothers) was prim, thin‑lipped and smug ‑ the sort of village lady who is chairperson of the parish council and orders the vicar about. Psyche (Esther Silber) was rather cold, and tended to be over‑emphatic in her delivery. Her entry line "These ladies are unseemly in their mirth" was spoken as if she were the town crier making a proclamation. Melissa (Barbara Rayner) was sweetness and charm. Cyril (Matthew Wyles) was the best by far of the three young men, with a clear, high and particularly beautiful voice, though I could have wished he could have sung the Kissing Song more elegantly than demonstratively. Although good, it was not the treat it promised to be from his work earlier in the evening. Hilarion (Colin Decker) had less personality. Julian Marland was an abrasive Florian.

Brian Morris was a strongly sung Arac, supported by Matthew Andrews and Paul Gray ‑ though their programme biographies contradicted the cast list as to which played Guron and which Scynthius! 

Act 3 was played in a courtyard against battlements vaguely based on the old Bridges‑Adams DOC set of 1919‑39 (illustrated in Rollins & Witts). Blanche had donned very risible gilt armour. There were a number of cuts in the dialogue, which did not, as far as I could see, serve any useful purpose. Yet the worst line in the play "His sting is present but his stung is past" was left in. "Come mighty must" was performed, but the singer's voice was not really up to it.

                         MICHAEL WALTERS

TARANTARA‑TARANTARA   Young Savoyards. Questors Theatre, Ealing. 5 April 1991.

This proved to be almost a triumph. I say almost, because of its uneven‑ness, but then the play is a curious and uneven piece. It began life at the Bristol Old Vic, where Ian Taylor, a staff writer, was asked to write it as a filler for a run intended to be about 2‑3 weeks. It was such a tremendous success that it was brought to London for a season. I had gone to see it at Bristol, having been assured by Peter Allanson, who then lived there, that it was playing to empty houses, and found there was no chance of getting in. I had to wait for London. There have been several plays over the years, musical and non‑musical, depicting the story of Gilbert and Sullivan, but this is the only one which has had any lasting success. I met Ian Taylor once when he came to talk to the Gilbert and Sullivan Society, and found him a very diffident and modest man, barely able to understand his sudden success. (He is, incidentally, not the same man as the Ian Taylor who wrote the Gilbert and Sullivan Quiz Book).

The play is quite skilfully put together, and basically as accurate as a revue‑type show is likely to be. The scenes involving the three main characters carry most of the interest, interspersed with basically irrelevant extracts from the operas. It stands or falls by the performances of its three main characters, and on this occasion they were excellently played. Unfortunately the acting and singing of the chorus and minor characters left quite a lot to be desired. As usual the Questors' thrust stage was employed, and represented Carte's office, while two desks respresented the studies of Gilbert and Sullivan. For Act 2, these two men were provided with their own studies mounted on little rostra on either side of the main stage, which was used for the musical extracts. The small orchestra (piano, two synthesizers, double bass and percussion) were at the very back against a screen on which were projected, at appropriate moments, slides of original posters, programmes, etc., relating to the operas.

Outstanding was Steve Taylor as Gilbert, convincingly portraying the anger and irritability of the man, as well as the humanity and the vulnerability. His rendering of the Nightmare Song was the best item of the evening. Gareth Bevan had made himself up to look remarkably like Sullivan (spoiled only by his long hair) and was convincingly sympathetic. D'Oyly Carte (John Chamberlain) did not really look like the real character; he was a large chubby bear of a man! These three convincingly made the point that the partners really got on together pretty well most of the time (well, they must have done, their partnership lasted for over 20 years) ‑ the "quarrels" were a temporary aberration. The scenes between the three men were rivetting, of an acting quality that one does not expect in an operatic society, and which was worthy of a good dramatic society. The trouble was that the quality of these scenes showed up the rest, and many of the musical extracts (with truncated bits of songs strung together like a "vocal gems" record popular in the days of the 78) seemed merely intrusions. 

To anyone who knew the operas, it was confusing that the characters were not strictly adhered to; thus Grossmith, who appears as a character with dialogue, sang in the extracts of some of the operas in which he appeared, but not others; while another singer appeared as Barrington in one opera and as Temple in another. Not that this was terribly important, but it niggled that so much trouble should have been gone to, to identify every single actor/singer in every single scene, and then to get it wrong. With massive doublings and treblings, the entire cast list occupied nearly three large pages of the 8‑page programme. It should be pointed out that the original Usher was B.R. Pepper, not M. Pepper as here stated, and there was no such person as Durwood Lely. 

I felt that Wesley Henderson's style was rather hampered by the role of Joe the fictional stagehand and narrator, which he played as a Londoner and probably gave it more than the role deserved. The way in which the narration is written, partly delivered by Joe and partly by some of the minor characters, is, I feel, one of the play's weaknesses. Better to have had an impersonal narrator. Nick Poole, whom I had hated so much as Don Alhambra in the last YS production, was most unlike Grossmith (with a smarmy grin), but comparatively unobjectionable. Colin Smith (Burnand, music critic, Corcoran, Pirate King, Calverley, Nanki‑Poo and Antonio!) seemed incredibly nervous and tense. He sang extremely well, but it seemed to require a great effort on his part.

                         MICHAEL WALTERS

 TARANTARA‑TARANTARA   Thames Polytechnic Operatic Society; Woolwich Polytechnic;  Friday 12 April 1991.

It was very interesting to see two productions of this piece in successive weeks, and an opportunity not to be missed. Usually one waits years in between productions. However the TP production did not come within a mile of the YS. Although there was some good singing and some quaint cameo performances, dramatically this production did not hold as the YS had done. Gilbert (John Brolly) was a jolly, rather good‑natured fellow. Sullivan (Ian Templeton) and D'Oyly Carte (William Christmas) delivered their lines competently, but none of the three were visually or characterisationally the least bit like the historic characters. I suppose it could be argued that this really doesn't matter, but I found it jarred. Grossmith (Glynn McKay) was a largeish man with a declamatory baritone ‑ a singularly unconvincing piece of casting. The doubling distribution of the various small parts was quite different to YS, but this was a smaller company with fewer soloists. Gilbert and Sullivan sang in the chorus for the excerpts from the various operas, Sullivan singing the Foreman of the Jury and the Pirate King, for no very obvious dramatic reason (presumably he had the best voice for the music). Joe the narrator was merged with Mr. White the accompanist to become Joe White, ‑ and he sang the Usher in Trial ‑ again for no stated reason. (In YS, Joe had sung the Defendant, but the specific reason was given that Mr. [i.e. Walter] Fisher was indisposed).

In contrast to the YS production, where the excerpts were the least interesting part, here they were the most interesting, because basically the singing was good, but the acting dull. Len Thorpe, an elderly Jewish gent, contributed delightful idiosyncratic cameos as the Judge and Sir Joseph. He also played Willis and the Mikado, but I didn't stay for the second half.

                         MICHAEL WALTERS

IOLANTHE. New DOC Sadlers Wells Theatre. Saturday 6 April 1991.

It seemed odd to be coming back after all these years, to see the "DOC" at Sadlers Wells Theatre, though perhaps the company should really be called "Not the D'Oyly Carte"? Having read devastating reviews of the new GONDOLIERS, I came prepared to hate this IOLANTHE, but in fact (to my surprise) I quite enjoyed it. I wasn't able to listen to the Overture properly, owing to herds of elephants thundering past to their seats most of the way through it. It was also not pleasant to realise on curtain‑up that the fairies were dressed in art deco. To one who hates art deco this was not a good start. (Besides, it is not very original to have flapper fairies, it has already been done, notably by Barnes and Richmond Operatic Society some years back. Was this producer rediscovering the wheel?) The set was a great curving ramp which went up stage right and along the back, with a few symbolic trees on the left. For Act 2, the ramp remained, and the trees were replaced by some oddly proportioned models of the Victoria Tower and the Houses of Parliament, which turned into a cocktail cabinet, and the Lord Chancellor's bed, respectively. The stage pictures were quite pretty but on the whole the production tended to be gimmicky. I could see no reason for the art deco, except to be different ‑ the whole point about fairies, surely, is that they should be seen to be timeless ‑ what is the purpose of tying them to a particular fashion and period?

However, the good points of the performance lay in the excellent cast ‑ the strongest I have seen assembled for a G&S production for a long time. Far and away the best was Jill Pert as the Fairy Queen. If the interpretation erred at all it was in the direction of making the Queen too human, too vulnerable, too real. But listening to and watching it was sheer joy. Contraltos tend to be bombastic in this role, the lines rolling off authoritatively ‑ Jill Pert showed how warm, how intelligent the Queen could be. She got more out of it than anyone else I have seen. For the first time, the New DOC got the casting of the comic baritone right, by opting for an actor who can sing. Russell Dixon was trained at the Bristol Old Vic and has created a number of roles in plays by Alan Ayckbourn at Scarborough (including Dafydd in A Chorus of Disapproval). He was a sturdy, whimsical Lord Chancellor, quite unlike the customary egocentric "look how funny I am" baritones previously seen in this role. Laurence Richard was a vintage portly Mountararat in the Donald Adams style, who was allowed to sing "When Britain really ruled the waves" perfectly straight, about the only number in the show which was staged without people rushing distractingly round the stage. However, I totally failed to see the reason why he had to appear for part of Act 2 in a bathchair with his foot in plaster. 

Philip Creasy seemed to be playing Tolloller as a take off of Ronnie Corbett. The director evidently thought the George/Thomas scene was very boring, for he contrived to have an attendant mixing cocktails all the way through it, thus ensuring that no‑one listened to the words. Phyllis (Elizabeth Woollett) and Strephon (Philip Blake‑Jones) appeared as traditional Dresden figurines in Act 1, Strephon changing into diplomatic dress for the finale, which he wore for the rest of the performance. Phyllis for Act 2 wore a most unbecoming 1920s black evening dress. They both sang and acted adequately without creating memorable personalities. Regina Hanley was an adequate but pallid Iolanthe, John Rath a stolid Willis. 

In this production justice was done to Sullivan, but not much to Gilbert ‑ with the notable exception of Jill Pert, who had an insight into her role apparently not posessed by anyone else connected with the production. The attitude of the director, Andrew Wickes, seemed to be to make it look pretty, end of assignment. (Incidentally, the costumes seem to have been altered since the production was first mounted, the photograph of the Fairy Queen which appeared on the posters, and indeed on the front cover of the programme, was not the one used in the production ‑ that one could be seen ilustrated inside the programme!) Iolanthe made her entrance from a hole in the ramp from which dry ice mist billowed. It was quite effective in an odd gimmicky sort of way. At the opening the fairies were serving and drinking tea from trays and a trolly beautifully laid out with petit fours, a jelly, etc. Yes, all very pretty no doubt ‑ but what on earth had it to do with Gilbert's text? One almost expected them to break into a number from Thoroughly Modern Millie! Yes, as I said, I quite enjoyed it, but I didn't stay for the curtain calls, and I left with no real desire to see the production again. It certainly told me nothing about Gilbert that I didn't know before.

                         MICHAEL WALTERS

THE GONDOLIERS. New DOC. Sadlers Wells Theatre, Saturday matinee 13 April 1991.

Clement Scott, though shouldst be living at this hour. G&S hath need of thee. Now we know that it was the outraged ghosts of both Gilbert and Sullivan who burned down the Savoy Theatre ‑ united at last after 90 or so years of separation. I thought I had seen the bathos when I described the New DOC's PIRATES OF PENZANCE asa tasteless travesty. This GONDOLIERS was both obscene and disgusting. I had heard terrible accounts of the production, but it was far worse than I had ever dared to fear. When the Duchess killed and then ate a rat which ran across the stage during "In enterprise of martial kind" I very nearly left the theatre then and there, but I restrained myself until the interval. Not only was the production witless, but musically it was the most boring rendering of a G&S I think I have heard. All the singers were fully competent, but not one of them sounded like principal material, at least on the evidence of their performances in this production. I cannot think when I last heard such uninteresting singing, not one of the cast exhibited the slightest musical individuality. Compare this with the 1927 recording (the "Lytton"); every one of the cast in that recording has an individual timbre and personality. In this production one had the feeling that all the men and all the women were musically interchangeable ‑ no differences between them were discernable. Nor did anyone really act ‑ but this was perhaps not their fault, in view of the idiotic way they were made to deliver their dialogue.

The curtain rose on an undulating floor cloth, like an enormous piece of yellow corrugated iron. Why? At various points a red curtain with an exclamation mark was drawn across. Why? The cast and chorus were forced to negotiate these undulations by running up and down over them (while singing!) in a bizarre sort of perpetuum mobile. Why? Other than this there was little on which to comment in the opening sequence, and I began to think the production was merely tiresome. The arrival of the Plaza Toros made me think differently. They arrived in a packing case, delivered upside down. Why? The Duke (Colin Morris) spent his time holding a matador's cloak at arm's length, racing frenetically up and down over the undulations, windmilling his arms. The Duchess (Nuala Willis) wearing trousers under a transparent hooped skirt, seemed like a caricature of Carmen Silvera (" 'Allo 'Allo"). Luiz (Philip Creasy) wore a white powdered wig with punk spikes on it (Why?) while Casilda spoke in a voice more usually associated with a slut than a peeress. 

But it was the delivery of the dialogue in the Plaza Toro scenes which caused the greatest concern. Casilda (Elizabeth Woollett) spoke her lines in a flat unvarying tone with no commas or full stops, equal accents on all the syllables and exactly equal spaces between all the words ‑ the sort of delivery generally heard from primary school children in their end of term productions, and which their teachers spend hours and years trying to discourage. (In fact, this admirably sums up the production ‑ infantile). I would not, of course, insult Miss Woollett by supposing that she spoke in this way of her own volition; it was evident that he had been so instructed. 

During the "Regular Royal Queen" quartet, a corgi appeared dressed as Queen Elizabeth II. Why? I found this offensive, and a gross insult to Her Majesty. After "In enterprise of martial kind" the dialogue cut to Act 2 with "well whatever happens I shall of course be a dutiful wife ..." leading to the Duchess's song. The reason for this was totally obscure, and I didn't wait to see what happened at that point in Act 2. Don Alhambra (John Rath) was a snarling Mafia boss ‑ not very original; lots of producers have thought of that before. Again, the artificial delivery of the dialogue made the role very difficult to listen to. The final Gondolier sequence was boring, with once again, people rushing about, up and down the undulations in seemingly purposeless fashion. Elizabeth Elliot, formerly of Imperial Opera, was Giulia. A Gilbert and Sullivan opera is not a musical, the characters have an integrity which needs to be interpreted. If a director believes that it is necessary to have everybody frenetically rushing about all the time if the piece is not to become boring, then clearly he does not understand the text. I left at the interval feeling deep regret that the company had been reformed, and hoping that it would soon close down again.

                         MICHAEL WALTERS

There remains a great deal to be said about the Season, and about THE GONDOLIERS in particular. Quite the most perspicacious article on the present state of G&S that I have seen, was an article in THE TIMES of 10 April 1991, by Benedict Nightingale, which I reproduce below:

In his own day W.S. Gilbert got up many noses, including the royal one. Was Victoria vaguely aware of some kinship with the Fairy Queen in Iolanthe, who is as infatuated with Private Willis as she was with Gillie Brown? Probably not. But she could hardly miss such impertinences as the ending of The Pirates of Penzance, in which cowardly and inept policemen persuade the villains to lay down their arms by chanting her name at them. 

When The Gondoliers was played at Windsor, Gilbert's name was omitted from the same programme on which the company wigmaker's was printed in bold type. He had to wait for his knighthood until six years after the Queen's death, a quarter of a century longer than Sullivan. That did not trouble him, since he regarded the honour as a "tinpot, twopenny‑halfpenny distinction", created to slake the vanity of the political sycophants and moneyed oafs he enjoyed parodying. But it was an omen of subtler snubs to come. There are, after all, many ways of stifling a satiric librettist. One of these ways had been perfected by D'Oyly Carte well before the company's collapse in 1982: that was to institutional‑ise Gilbert and Sullivan's operas as anodyne entertainments for audiences interested only in nice tunes, clever rhymes and whimsical stories. Another way has never been better illustrated than by the Gondoliers that the resuscitated D'Oyly Carte company is presenting at Sadler's Wells; that is to package the operas so gaudily that nobody can see the contents for the wrapping paper. 

Joseph Papp and Wilford Leach did little for Gilbert when they transformed The Pirates into a splashy Broadway musical a decade ago, but their production was sensitivity itself compared with the vandalism at Sadler's Wells. The original Duke of Plaza Toro, for instance, is a seedy snob who has become a limited company. He organises knighthoods for dim aldermen, speaks at charity dinners for ten per cent of the take, gives credibility to shady firms by sitting on their boards, and, like many aristocrats in and after the 1890s, has gainfully sold off his daughter. Here, he is transformed into a matador given to gesticulating like a spoof traffic cop. Moreover, he is accompanied by a wife dressed as a bull and a daughter who talks like a shopgirl while singing like a diva. The satiric point disappears in meretricious ado and humourless humour. That is the evening all over. Silly, meaningless, distracting things are forever happening on Venice's papier‑mch sand dunes. Suddenly a joke rat scampers across, a corgi in a kiddie car appears behind a futuristic curtain, or someone swivels the aerial over the television the gondoliers are watching, contorting the picture and their heads. Tim Hopkins, who directs, has done something quite difficult. He has found a way of escaping from traditionalism more destructive than traditionalism itself.

The Iolanthe that accompanies this attention‑getting travesty to Sadler's Wells also aims to sand‑blast the mustier accretions off the operatic surface. Like Jonathan Miller's Mikado, it updates the period to the Twenties, transforming the fairies into genteel flappers, and adding other details that, as it turns out, serve rather than distort the text. Poor Gilbert does not emerge unscathed (when does he ever?). The lyrics need wittier phrasing than an overloud, overfast orchestra and the performers' own limitations permit. But Andrew Wickes, who directs, is not narcissistically determined to upstage his librettist. On the whole, he trusts Gilbert. That is the real need. We remember Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest, but not the tougher, more cynical play that inspired it, Gilbert's Engaged. We hum Sullivan, and perhaps know the words of the famous patter song about insomnia; but we tend to overlook one of the sharpest minds that ever turned a scurrilous line or subversive lyric. We hear, but are rarely if ever encouraged to listen.

Consider Gilbert's cast‑list, packed as it is with humbugs and drones: the fake‑egalitarian landlubber from a pocket borough who becomes Ruler of the Queen's Navy for political conformism; the judge who marries [sic] the rich attorney's elderly, ugly daughter, only to ditch her when he has defended enough wealthy thieves to make his fortune; the Lord High Everything who traces his ancestry "to a protoplasmal primordial atomic globule", yet dines with middle‑class people "on reasonable terms"; the bent lawyers, the dopey peers, the sheep‑like MPs. Gilbert was no radical. His biographer, Hesketh Pearson, was probably right to dub him "an anarchist disguised as a Tory". Nor was he any ferocious Juvenal or crusading Swift. Yet there seems more than mere impishness in his unending attacks on nepotism, jobbery, and incompetence, his mockery of social, moral and emotional pretension, up to and including the language of love. When the Pirate King says "compared with respectability, [our profession] is comparatively honest", he is summing up Victorian civilisation for Gilbert.

The acid is most concentrated in the rarely performed Utopia Ltd, about a state which imports "flowers of progress" from Britain in the belief that it is "the wisest country in the world", one without slums or hunger and run by an intellectual lite. This thesis is then disproved by the usual set of shysters, as well as by a Lord Chamberlain who demonstrates how to organise a Cabinet meeting with "due regard for the solemnity of the occasion". "This is in accordance with the practice at the Court of St. James?" asks the puzzled Utopian king. "Well, with the practice of St. James' Hall", replies the Englishman, who has arranged the chairs after the manner of some burlesque performers of the day, the Christy Minstrels. No wonder the old Queen and her comtemporaries were dismayed. The challenge surely facing a director today is to make us feel slightly stung ourselves; and there is, in my view, only one way of achieving that. It is to cast Eric Idle as Ko‑Ko, as Miller did in his Mikado, or to get Alec McCowen to play Captain Corcoran as a socially insecure suburbanite, as happened in an 1982 Pinafore. It is, in short, to take the trickier, subtler parts from the professional singers and give them to good actors who can sing a bit.

That way, Sullivan might not resonate so fulsomely, but Gilbert's irreverence might at last come across with clarity, humour and guile. Indeed, isn't it time the National Theatre gave at least one of the operas a go? If it can cope with Loesser and Sondheim, why not that great British wit, W.S. Gilbert?

THERE WILL BE A LOT MORE ON THE GONDOLIERS IN THE NEXT ISSUE.

 I replied to the Editor as follows:

Sir, It is unfortunate that Benedict Nightingale's perceptive and very timely article on modern productions of Gilbert and Sullivan begins with several errors and misconceptions.

The speculation that the relationship of the Fairy Queen in Iolanthe with Private Willis may in some way have been a comment on Queen Victoria's relationship with Gillie Brown, has received much publicity in recent years. However, it is no more than speculation; there is no evidence that this is what Gilbert intended.

It is an oft‑repeated error (to be found in many standard books on the subject) that Gilbert's name was omitted from the programme of the Royal Command Performance of The Gondoliers at Windsor. Although Gilbert believed this to be the case, his name was, in fact, present on the programme, but omitted from the Court and Palace circulars.

It is true that Gilbert received his knighthood a quarter of a century or so later than Sullivan, but the statement is nevertheless misleading. Sullivan's knighthood was for his services to "serious" music, and had nothing whatever to do with his collaboration with Gilbert. Far from "having to wait" for his knighthood, Gilbert made theatrical history by being the first (and indeed with the notable exception of Pinero) almost the only man to receive this honour solely for writing plays.

Yours faithfully, Michael P. Walters W.S. Gilbert Society.

This was what finally appeared, on 19th April:

Sir, I found Benedict Nightingale ("Too little bold and witty are we", April 10) on modern productions of Gilbert and Sullivan, perceptive and timely. However, it is an oft‑repeated error that Gilbert's name was omitted from the programme of the Royal Command Performance of The Gondoliers at Windsor. Although Gilbert believed this to be the case, his name was on the programme, but omitted from the court circular.

It is true that Gilbert received his knighthood a quarter of a century or so later than Sullivan, but Sullivan's knighthood was for his services to "serious" music, and had nothing to do with his collaborations with Gilbert. Far from "having to wait" Gilbert was the first (and indeed with the notable exception of Pinero) almost the only man to receive this honour solely for writing plays.

Yours faithfully, 

Michael P. Walters, (Committee member) W.S. Gilbert Society.

[After over 30 years of writing to THE TIMES, it was the first one I'd got in. But none of my friends even noticed!]

