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No. 43


EDITORIAL





Some time ago I received a detailed criticism of GILBERTIAN GOSSIP from an American reader, who claimed that my reviews were destructive, insensitive and ill-informed, and that they were of no value because they probably did not represent "popular" opinion. The following represents the substance of my reply; I would be interested in any comments readers may have on it.





The first point is that to criticise is not necessarily to condemn. Indeed, to be uncritical is to fail to properly understand, and therefore to appreciate. The writer seemed to be under the bizarre impression that because I criticise a production I therefore did not enjoy it. All his criticism of me seemed to be based on totally erroneous assumptions. He said that I consider myself an expert on G&S production. I have never said so. I merely express my personal opinion. It is possible that after reading what I have written, one might decide to regard me as an expert, but if so, that is a private opinion. He further said "I do express concern that your reviews may not reflect popular opinion ...". But who ever suggested that any review should? Actually, I think I know the answer, but the only reason I do is because I heard an interview given by the impressario Cameron Mackintosh on Irish radio a year ago. He pointed out that American press criticism differs fundamentally from British. I was amazed to hear him say that most American cities have only one major newspaper (whereas in Britain there are several) and that that critic's view is taken to be "gospel". In Britain no-one would dream of suggesting this. A critic's review is assumed to be precisely what it is - the personal opinion of one person. 





In Britain no two critics ever agree about the merits of a particular production - and I would have thought it would have been obvious that my practice of, whenever possible, including several differing reports on a production - which frequently disagree fundamentally with my own, would have borne this out. I know more than one person who react in adverse relationship to anything a critic says. However, my correspondent continued: "Americans tend to be tender - even generous [-] when we write a review". My experience of clippings from American newspapers which have been sent me from time to time, does not bear this out. Most of those I have seen have been vitriolic, even vindictive, and often ill-informed. I certainly would not have said that they claimed to reflect "popular opinion". 





I was born in Northern Ireland, where there is virtually no professional theatre (this must apply to large parts of the USA as well) and the amateur theatre was far from being a dilettante passtime, but an important part of the social life of the area, and of the city of Belfast, where I worked for 6 years from 1962 to 1966. Audiences expected and received the very highest standards of performance. As well as this, the "local" Belfast papers were also the national papers for the country. It was quite possible for a prominent company or a good amateur actor to be known all over Northern Ireland. It was not unusual for one to be stopped in the street by a perfect stranger who would say "I saw you in such and such the other night, I enjoyed it, but I thought ..." and would discuss the merits and demerits of the production in a totally friendly and objective way. I recall one Belfast critic pointing out that the actors in the company in question were forced through circumstances to earn their living by taking other jobs, but leaving no doubt that acting was the raison d'etre of their existence. And he was right. In many ways amateur theatre was valued more highly than professional (as it was in imperial China). When the late Hilton Edwards (a famous actor from the Gate Theatre in Dublin), came to adjudicate in the 1960s at the finals of the Northern Ireland Drama Festivals at the Grand Opera House in Belfast, and said that he thought the very best of amateur drama was on a level with the very worst of professional, he was hissed by the audience.





When I came to the London area I was fortunate to move into the sort of circles where the same sort of criteria apply. The Richmond Shakespeare Society, to which I have belonged since 1968, have their own theatre which they run entirely on their own. Ralph MacPhail came to see a production there a few years ago, and expressed amazement at the high standard of production (and it was a production that was far from being one of our best). He couldn't believe that the whole set-up was run by unpaid staff, which he said you would never have got in the States. "Don't you even have a paid administrator?" he asked. The Richmond Shakespeare Society regard themselves as fully professional in every way, except that nobody gets paid. There are plenty of other such societies in Britain. In Britain, there has always been a tradition of the amateur. In my “profession”, ornithology, much of the work has been, and is still, done by unpaid workers. Much, if not all, of the early groundwork for the science was conducted by men who were of private means and devoted themselves to the study of the discipline without pay. They were thus technically “amateurs”, but they knew as much about the subject as any professional. 





The great choirs of England are made up entirely of amateur singers, and admission is strictly controlled - you have to be very good to be allowed to sing with them - and pay a large subscription for the privilege. And there are many operatic companies which employ professional singers (with or without pay) to play leading roles, and amateurs for the chorus and smaller roles. My correspondent may not have realised that a number of the singers that I criticised were not in fact strictly amateurs at all, but semi-professionals; i.e. people who have daytime jobs, but take professional singing engagements in the evening when they can get them, and at other times sing for nothing (and love) in amateur concerts and productions. 





Here are two quotes which may or may not be relevant. One is by John Craig Toy commenting on me as far back as 1971 in The Jack Point Press - "He loves G&S enough to review it honestly". The other (which has nothing to do with me or G&S) is from an American now resident in Britain, the TV personality Lloyd Grossman: "Anything the British do as amateurs is brilliant. It's only when they become professionals that it's more hit and miss" (Radio Times 4-10 June 1994, p. 41.).





The last point I should make is that one of my fields of study is the first night press reports of the Savoy Operas, which I have been examining in the British Library. In Gilbert & Sullivan's day, there were over 70 newspapers in London which would send critics to a first night and printed long and detailed reviews, often of several columns (not the miserable little perfunctory reviews one gets today). However, in spite of all this verbiage, often describing the costumes and scenery in minute detail, remarkably little of any lasting value is said about the performers. One looks in vain for comments as to what Rosina Brandram's voice really sounded like, or how Richard Temple interpreted such and such a character. That people could write such in-depth comments is shown by a wonderful book by one Arthur Goddard called "Players of the Period". Unfortunately, he only treats of 2 Savoyards, Grossmith and Barrington, but what dazzling and vivid accounts he gives of them. If only the real connoisseurs in the audience (and there were evidently many of them) could have left accounts of what they thought of the productions. In GG I have made a modest attempt to describe exactly what the production and performances were really like. I don't claim that I'm always right, but I do claim that I am always sincere. 





*





Gilbert & Sullivan Society


11 May 1994


the Waterloo Warblers


present





Songs of the Savoy





Part 1.





Excerpts from JANE ANNIE


First performed Savoy Theatre, 13 May to 1 July 1893 (50 performances).


Libretto: J.M. Barrie and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. 


										Music: Ernest Ford.


 


no. 2. Song - Jane Annie - Melanie McRae


no. 3. Song - Bab  - Veronica McCall


no. 4. Song - Proctor - Brendan Beales


no. 6. Duet: Sim & Greg - Chris Gutteridge & Kevin McRae


no. 7. Song - Tom  - Sandy Kennedy


no. 11. Pages's Song - Stephen Milton


no. 13. Song - Miss Sims - Zo White


no. 19: Duet - Bab and Tom - Veronica McCall & Sandy Kennedy





AFTER ALL


First performed at the Opera Comique from 16 or 23 December 1878 to 20 February 1880, as an afterpiece to H.M.S. Pinafore and was given on the famous night of the riots. It then accompanied the "Children's Pinafore" until 20 March 1880.


Words: Frank Desprez.								   Music: Alfred Cellier.





Mr. Selworthy - Michael Walters


Mr. Pennyfather - Chris Gutteridge


The maid -  Melanie McRae





Fifteen minutes with George Grossmith - Leon Berger 


THE VICAR OF BRAY


Originally produced at the Globe Theatre on 22 July 1882, revised for production at the Savoy from 28 January to 18 June 1892 (143 performances).


Libretto: Sydney Grundy		              Music: Edward Solomon





Duet: The Wily Widower - Selwyn Tillett & Zo White (Vicar & Mrs. Merton).


Solo: You ask me why - Zo White





THE GONDOLIERS - Scene: Casilda & Luiz - Veronica McCall & Stephen Milton.





INTERVAL





Part 2


					COX & BOX  Mr. Cox - Kevin McRae


Mr. Box - Sandy Kennedy


Mr. Bouncer - Brendan Beales





This appeared in the G&S Society annals as a concert of "rarely heard Gilbert and Sullivan" !!





The London Musical Stage of 1894


by Michael Walters





This paper is based on a talk and concert given to the Gilbert and Sullivan Society of London on Thursday 17 November 1994. There were some last minute changes in cast owing to the sudden illness of Brendan Beales, who could not be present. Victor Golding, who was in the audience, offered to sing two numbers without rehearsal, and in the following programme, the names in square brackets indicate the singer who was originally intended 


to sing that number.





Singers: [Brendan Beales], Victor Golding, Christopher Gutteridge, Orla Kennedy, Cassie Leanaghan, Kevin McRae, Melanie McRae, Selwyn Tillett, Michael Walters, Zoe White. 





At the piano: Selwyn Tillett [and Brendan Beales].





Narrator: Michael Walters





MIRETTE: By Harry Greenbank, Frederic E. Weatherly, Adrian Ross and Andre Messager.


  


When winter gales were loud (Francal)	- Kevin


Long ago in Alcala (Bobinet)		- Chris


The programme (Marquise & Bobinet)	- Zoe & Chris


When Noah sailed (Bobinet, Picorin & Gerard) - Chris, Kevin & 							[Brendan] Selwyn


Once a cavalier of Spain (Mirette)	- Orla


The Long Bow song (Bobinet & Zerbinetta)	- Chris & Melanie


Does he remember (Bianca & Gerard; old version) - Kevin & Melanie





THE SHOP GIRL: by H.J.W. Dam and Ivan Caryll.


 Superfluous relations (Charles)             - Selwyn


The song of the shop (Bessie)               - Melanie


Valse Song, Over the hills ("Beatrice")     - Orla


Her golden hair was hanging down her back (Charles) - Michael


Man in the Moon (Lady Dodo)		- Cassie


Vegetarian Song  (Mr. Miggles)	- Chris





INTERVAL





THE CHIEFTAIN: by Francis Burnand and Arthur Sullivan.





Let others seek the peaceful plain (Inez)	- Zoe


Only the night wind sighs alone (Rita)	- Orla


From rock to rock (Grigg)		- [Michael] Victor


Two happy Gods (Rita)		- Melanie


A courier (Ferdinand)		- [Brendan] Victor


La criada (Ferdinand)		- Kevin





HIS EXCELLENCY: by W.S. Gilbert and Osmond Carr.





I see with a silent awe (Christiana)	- Orla


A King who is pestered with cares (Prince Regent) - [Brendan] 			Michael


Duet - (Harold & Blanca)		- Selwyn & Cassie


My wedded life (Nanna)		- Zoe


Quixotic is his enterprise (Governor)	- Michael





When Utopia Ltd. closed on 9 June 1894, it was replaced at the Savoy by a French operetta written especially for the occasion. This opened on 3 July. Mirette was devised by Michel Carr who wrote the dialogue and a few of the lyrics in French; Harry Greenbank translated the French into English, that one-man lyric factory Fred E. Weatherly wrote the songs, and Andr Messager composed the music to fit the English lyrics. One asks - Why?





To answer this question (in part), we may turn to The World of 11 July 1894. This is George Bernard Shaw at his most vitriolic:


Mirette was interesting enough from a critical point of view. I have made a careful analysis of it, and have formed the following opinion as to the process by which it was produced. First, it was decided, in view of the essentially English character of the Savoy enterprise, to engage a French librettist and a French composer. Then came the appalling difficulty that Frenchmen are often clever, and are consequently in danger of writing above the heads of the British public. Consequently Messager was selected as, having learnt by the financial failure of his Basoche at the Royal English Opera (now a music hall) how very stupid the English nation is. Carr was warned to ascertain the exact British gauge by a careful preliminary study of the works of Mr. Weatherley, the most popular of English providers of words for music.


The Times, continued on a similar theme:


Carr ... must think very poorly of English dramatic taste in the present day, if he supposes the London public to be capable of taking an interest in the loves of two couples, one in high life, and the other a pair of gypsies, when there is really nothing provided in the way of action except that the aristocrat and the gypsy girl imagine themselves in love with each other for the greater part of three acts ... one is constantly reminded of such old-fashioned productions as the Bohemian Girl and Maritana, to say nothing of one scene being almost an exact replica of a situation in Esmeralda.


(Esmeralda, of course, was an opera by Sullivan's pupil Arthur Goring Thomas, based on the Hunchback of Notre Dame).





The story of Mirette was described by the critic of Vanity Fair as follows:


Mirette is a gypsy maiden. That is to say, she is not really a gypsy maiden, but has been found under a gooseberry bush by the head gypsy, and has been adopted by his band. A good deal of stress is laid upon this fact, but nothing comes of it. Probably the authors intended to make her the lost heiress of a widowed Duchess, and then altered their minds. Anyhow, Picorin, a gypsy, falls in love with her, and she rather likes him. But presently, a young noble, Gerard, finds her asleep under a tree, and makes love to her.





A comic gypsy, Bobinet, is hidden in the tree and "overhears all". But nothing comes of it. The young noble retires, and presently returns with soldiers. The gypsies all hide under blankets and rags, but nothing comes of it. They emerge suddenly for no reason, and the soldiers arrest several of them, as they originally intended to. Why they are arrested is not stated, though it does not particularly matter. Nothing comes of it. 





Mirette herself goes as lady help to the aunt of Gerard, where Picorin is engaged as major-domo. It is distinctly stated that only one month elapses between the first and second acts, so of course nothing is more natural than that Picorin, a gypsy, should in that short space of time obtain employment as the most responsible of all domestic servants in a large household. But possibly Picorin was a footman or something before he became a gypsy. 





As a grand fete is being given, Gerard, having thought that the gypsies were the right people to arrest in the first act, thinks they are the right people to invite in the second to come and amuse his aunt. She, however, wishes to humiliate Mirette, for whom Gerard has developed an affection; so she insists on Mirette resuming her gypsy habit and entertaining the company with a song and dance. This Mirette does, and then rushes away with her old companions to the adjacent forest, leaving Gerard so affected that he refuses to marry his cousin. But nothing comes of it. Gerard promptly changes his mind and resumes his cousin, when he discovers that Mirette and Picorin are travelling about together - quite platonically [Ho, ho!] - with a booth. Then Mirette says that she has loved Picorin all along; and why on earth she did not say so at an earlier stage of the proceedings is not very evident. A more trivial story has rarely been told at such inordinate length to an indulgent audience.





But not everyone held this view. The critic of the Pall Mall Budget, who left early, recounted a rather touching episode, too good to be lost:


The opera was not over, I blush to confess; indeed, the third act had not long begun. Two ladies went before me up the pit stairs hurrying for a train; and I heard one remark to the other, "Its such a pity we have to go, isn't it? I should have liked to know who she marries!" Thus, the story, which to me was naught, was evidently of absorbing interest to these fair playgoers. They could scarcely tear themselves away from a theatre which I was leaving of my own free will and despite remonstrances of conscience. There you have an example of the difference between the professional play-taster and the theatre-loving public; and this brings me, by a natural transition, to consider the question, "Ought criticism to be abolished?"





After the opera had been running for a time, D'Oyly Carte was obliged to close the Savoy for a few months owing to the London County Council requiring structural alterations. Carte took this opportunity to have the opera considerably rewritten by the reliable Adrian Ross. In fact it was almost like a new opera, certainly the differences were as great as those between The Contrabandista and The Chieftain.





The Morning Advertiser commented on the Mark 2 version:


Messager, in addition to the many new numbers which he has written, has materially added to the strength of his orchestration, and the present score of Mirette is not unworthy of the composer of La Basoche. But the original music would have passed muster if the libretto had been better ... Mr. Adrian Ross it would appear, has had a very free hand allowed him, for he has supplied what is to a great extent, a new book. Three or four minor characters have gone by the board, and two others have had their interest materially strengthened, but the best improvement of all is the alteration which has taken place in the story and its development. In the old version there was a want of clearness and dramatic intention [very French, no doubt], and, in spite of the fact that the authors tried to make their love interest very sentimental and sympathetic, their arrows went wide of the mark, and the general effect was incongruous. Mr. Ross has altered all that, and in his first act puts the audience in possession of a clear and intelligible idea of what is and what will be, and in the next two acts develops that idea with workmanlike consistency, and brings it to a fitting and satisfactory conclusion, while treating it altogether in a lighter and more agreeable vein than his predecessors. The characters also have been drawn with a much firmer hand, and their actions are as reasonable as the exigencies of light opera permit. The young baron who falls in love at first sight with the gypsy Mirette now leaves all his wealth to follow her, and at the beginning of the third act is seen dressed up as a pantaloon assisting the gypsy band in their entertainment at a village fair, but three weeks of a nomad's life has cured him of his infatuation for Mirette, while she, on her part, has found out that a nobleman masquerading as a Romany loses the subtle aroma of the fairy prince of imagination, and so, while Mons. Gerard is only too happy to get back to his friends and the ill-used Bianca, Mirette resolves to reward the faithful Picorin with her hand and [unlike Meryll] heart.





There had been a hiatus in the casting of the title role, Marie Tempest, Lillian Russell, and "the brilliant but strangely neglected" Aida Jenoure had been considered and declined. Maud Ellicott was a new name. She received the interviewer of The Sketch sitting on a sofa, wearing: 


    a dress of French-grey crpon, with a veston and sleeves of 


guipure, and amber-coloured bretelles of silk, and though the heat made the very furniture perspire, she looked so cool that the sight of her was as refreshing as an ice-cream.


Her fiance was also present. They were to be married two nights after the piece opened, and she would retire after it closed. She was born in Calcutta, her father English, her mother the daughter of a Scotsman and a native. She was playing in an amateur production of Iolanthe in Calcutta in 1893, when she was seen by the critic Clement Scott, who advised her to go on the stage. She had already studied in England at the Royal Academy. She came back to England in autumn 1893, armed with a letter of introduction from Scott to D'Oyly Carte. She replaced Nancy McIntosh for three performances of Utopia Ltd. and was sent on tour as Zara. "The papers spoke kindly and the people applauded warmly" (her words). 





Of her performance, the Era remarked, guardedly:


	Miss Maud Ellicott was a most attractive representative of 	Mirette, her success in acting, being, perhaps, greater than 	in singing, and her appearance as the gypsy maiden was 	prepossessing.


While the Times said:


	Miss Maud Ellicott takes the title part with much success; 	she is a lively actress, and she uses a not very agreeable 	voice with great skill.





When the Mark 2 version opened, it was with a new leading lady, but the press were less than chivalrous to the unfortunate soprano who stepped into Maud Ellicott's shoes. On 22 September, the Era had announced that Miss Ellicott would play the part in the amended version, but she evidently preferred wedded bliss, and a fortnight later the opera opened with Kate Rolla in the part. 





Kate Rolla was American and before coming to London, had sung in all the larger cities of Italy, in Moscow, St. Petersburg and Berlin. She had studied in Paris with Madame Marchesi, and made her debut at Milan in Donizetti's Linda di Chamounix. About 7 years previous to her Savoy engagement she had appeared in Dublin, 3 years later she was called upon to sing Donna Elvira at very short notice at Covent Garden. This led to a long engagement with Sir Augustus Harris, after which she returned to America as a concert singer. She was said to have played most of the principal female roles in Italian opera, and to have a repertory of some forty parts. Mirette was the first she had sung in English. 


The Era


It is only fair to Miss Rolla to state that a certain want of flexibility and the absence of a sympathetic quality of tone were probably due to the cold from which she was suffering. In her acting Miss Rolla played the gypsy heroine from a drawing room point of view. It was hard to fancy this brilliantly attired lady as the companion of Bohemians who, as their leader says "Rob by night, while kings rob by day". When Miss Rolla is in full possession of her powers she will 


	doubtless impart greater vivacity to the character. The Referee


Miss Kate Rolla ... comes to the Savoy after having graduated in Italian opera, and brings to the part of 


Mirette a ripe talent for singing and acting, and a grand style which is not always suitable to humble work of this class. Miss Rolla, however, may not have any peculiarly distinctive characteristics, but she has a good voice and a pleasing, if somewhat distant, manner. 


St. James's Budget


Miss Kate Rolla was born on the other side of the Atlantic [makes it sound like the wrong side of the blanket], and in her best days she was probably as good as many other of those American singers who (fortunately) come to us in such numbers. Those days, however, have passed away. Miss Rolla possesses a fine voice, somewhat the worse for wear, and she sings like an educated artist; but her acting is of the conventional operatic kind, and she persists in singing, after the Italian manner, to the audience when she ought to address herself to her colleagues in the piece. On the whole, Miss Kate Rolla is about as well suited to light opera as the slight and slender Miss Florence Perry, with her pretty little voice, is to serious opera of the most intensely dramatic pattern. 


Illustrated Sporting and Dramatic News


It is obvious that a heavy prima donna should not be put into a light part, and yet this is the mistake of which Mr. Richard D'Oyly Carte with all his managerial astuteness has been guilty ... Miss Kate Rolla ... is the roundest peg, in a square hole we have seen for sometime. She is supposed to portray a bright, vivacious, captivating little gypsy queen, and what she makes of it is the lymphatic fair-haired queen of pantomime who sweeps down to the footlights to sing her song, and whose idea of acting and gesture mainly consists of two or three set automatic movements of the arms. Surely we are not so destitute of attractive vocalists as appearances would lead us to imagine; but if we must go to America for our prima donnas, then in pity's sake let them send us of her youth and keep the much maturer article for the Wild West. Sportsman


Notwithstanding the reputation she brings from the concert room and the operatic stage, Miss Kate Rolla makes but an indifferent Mirette. The voice, though well-trained, is somewhat worn, and not - at any rate in the upper register - of very pleasing quality; nor, as it happens, has the lady those qualifications of youth and youthful slimness which 


are well nigh indispensible for such a role as this. 


On 27 October, The Era printed the following notice:


	Miss Florence St. John has been engaged by Mr. D'Oyly Carte 	to undertake the role of Mirette. This week the role has 	been played by Elaine Gryce.


The previous week it had commented:


	Miss Kate Rolla has been obliged to abandon for the present, 	the title role in Mirette, at the Savoy Theatre, as her 	medical adviser has forbidden her to sing for some time.


Her departure after less than a month due to "illness" was probably Carte's diplomatic way of sacking her. Years later, Ellen Beach Yaw was permitted to leave on the same terms. Kate Rolla never appeared for D'Oyly Carte again. Florence St.John "saved" the show. The Era purred:


	Mirette has gained in favour, and the other artists, 	stimulated by Miss St.John's presence, act and sing with 	greater animation.





Walter Passmore, as Bobinet, was playing his first big lead. The Times didn't like him:


It is sad to see the well-intentioned efforts of Mr. Walter Passmore accepted as a satisfactory exposition of humour on the boards that are no longer trodden by Mr. Grossmith, Mr. Barrington, or even Mr. Denny. Yet it is not the fault of their successor that the comic part of the piece goes for so little, and, after all, he dances very nimbly. 


But the Era was kinder:


Mr. Passmore bids set fair to become a very popular comedian. He has a strong sense of humour, and is very ready in making the most of any droll situation, while much of his comic business is spontaneous and amusing and told well with the audience. In fact, Mr. Passmore is an acqusition to the 


company, and will, we think, become a favourite at the Savoy 


Walter Passmore was born in London on 10 May 1867 and died on 29 August 1946. He was educated privately, and began as a choirboy at All Saints, Notting Hill, also being apprenticed for 3 years in Cramers' piano factory. On Christmas morning 1881 he sang in The Messiah, and the following day made his first professional appearance at Sunderland with the Majiltons in the title role in "Cinderella"! His first London appearance was in 1893 as Greg, one of the two "bulldogs" in Jane Annie, followed by Tarara in Utopia Ltd.. He was now settled at the Savoy where he remained in D'Oyly Carte employ till 1903, interpreting the comic roles as successor to Grossmith. 





The Shop Girl was written by H.J.W. Dam. Music by Ivan Caryll, Additional numbers by Adrian Ross, and Lionel Monckton. It was produced at the Gaiety Theatre on 24 November 1894 and ran for 546 performances. It underwent many changes during this period, including the normal practice with musical comedies, of replacing songs with other new ones every time there was a change of cast.





The story takes place in a shop, and is about (would you believe) a shop girl, who is believed to be a missing heiress to a mining fortune. After several mistaken identities, the real heiress proves to be a different shop girl from the one originally thought. In the meantime everyone is making love to, and proposing marriage to, just about everybody else. And they all live happily ever after. Typical musical comedy.





In the early part of 1894, Jessie Bond was appearing in such pieces as Go-Bang by Adrian Ross and Osmund Carr, and Wapping Old Stairs by Stuart Robertson and Howard Talbot. Of her appearances in these operas she says little in her memoirs, but it would appear that the press considered her to be wasting her time and talents. Of her appearance in Go-Bang the Era said:


In the process of "working-up" it is desirable that - if possible - Miss Jessie Bond's part shall be improved. She has little chance of employing those powers of arch humour of which she has so often given proof. Almost her only real "opportunity" comes just before the conclusion of the comedy, in the shape of a ballad beginning "Did you but know, my lover" which brings down the house. Her charmingly piquant style has small scope in any of the scenes.


Go-Bang was performed at the Trafalgar Theatre, whose proprietor was Frank Wyatt, of Gondoliers fame. The cast included George Grossmith junior as Lt. the Honourable Augustus Fitzpoop, Sidney Howard (he must have been very young then) as Wang, the guardian of the Golden Canopy. Jessie played Helen, the daughter of Sir Reddan Tapeleigh.





I was unable to trace a score of Wapping Old Stairs but I read the libretto, many years ago. Allardyce Nicoll in his History of the English Theatre, lists it as the only play Stuart Robertson ever wrote, and it is not difficult to see why. It is a trivial story about life in the docklands. It was tried out for 3 performances at the Theatre Royal, Kings Lynn from 4-6 January 1894, before opening at the Vaudeville Theatre on 17 February. Apart from Richard Temple, the Kings Lynn cast was quite undistinguished. In London, Courtice Pounds, Avon Saxon and Jessie Bond joined the cast. The press felt that Jessie was above blame, whatever the demerits of the piece:


The Times


It need be said with what zest Miss Jessie Bond throws herself into the part of a slatternly servant girl whose head has been turned by reading "penny novelettes".


The Era


Miss Jessie Bond was better off than Mr. Temple, and the humorous archness and piquant drollery of her representation of Susan Sinnett were irresistible. The "slavey" who reads penny novelettes has appeared in dozens of melodramas and domestic comedies; but that fact does not prevent Miss Bond from scoring the only memorable success of the evening ... the single scene  ... was well painted ... and one of the very best moons we saw on the stage rose in the second act  . Miss Jessie Bond and the practicable moon were the only two things in Wapping Old Stairs that made any positive impression on us.





Among the other new productions that year were Jaunty Jane Shore by Richard Henry, music by John Crook, at the Royal Strand Theatre. It ran for 56 performances. The cast included Ada Doree, who, 10 years before, had been savaged by the press as Mrs. Partlett in the first revival of The Sorcerer. After that opera closed she was sent out on tour in the same role. That was her last appearance under D'Oyly Carte management, but in the early 1890s she appeared in several London productions. Her last traceable appearance was as Dame Ursula in Jaunty Jane Shore.





The historical Jane Shore was a mistress of King Edward IV and was accused of sorcery by Richard III so that he might seize her lands. In the burlesque, she is the daughter of a publican, engaged to a pawnbroker, but really loves a baker. She is sought after by the rest of the male cast and the "plot" (for want of a better term) concerns everyone's efforts to wed and/or bed her. 





King Kodak, a burlesque by Arthur Branscombe, music by John Crook, Walter Slaughter, Edward Solomon, Alfred Plumpton, Milton Wellings, Herman von der Fink and Lionel Monckton. It achieved 63 performances at Terry's Theatre. The slight plot concerned an English explorer who finds gold in Africa and has built up a buffer state round his mines over which he rules, and which has grown large enough to be of interest to the world's powers. 


The cast included George de Pledge who had appeared as Sir Arthur Rougegorge in Ruddy George, and then toured as Go-To and the Carpenter's Mate, He understudied Sir Richard Cholmondeley at the Savoy, created Giorgio in The Gondoliers, and understudied Don Alhambra. He reappeared in a small role in Haddon Hall, played in a matinee performance of Barrington's Bartonmere Towers at the Savoy and was Michael de Vere, Earl of Margate in Mr. Jericho. The following year he appeared as Lt. Jack Broadsides in King Kodak and later as Muley Muzpha in Eastward Ho. That seems to have been his last appearance in London. 





Claude Duval by Frederick Bower and Arthur Roberts, music by John Crook and Lionel Monckton. John Crook seems to have been busy this year. He was a prolific composer, but the only music of his to survive in the repertoire is his incidental music to J.M. Barrie's Peter Pan. Claude Duval notched up 142 performances at the Prince of Wales's Theatre and the cast included Savoyards Eric Thorne, W.H. Denny and Leonard Russell. A quite different opera with the same title had been toured by D'Oyly Carte 12 years previously.





The Queen of Brilliants by Brandon Thomas, with music by Edward Jacobowski. It ran for 41 performances at the Lyceum, and included W.H. Denny, John le Hay, Avon Saxon, Fred Storey, Fred Wright and Lillian Russell. The piece concerns a wayward tomboy beauty (Lillian Russell) who leaves a nunnery to join a circus, the proprietor of which has a wonderful diamond necklace which he requires a beautiful young lady to wear as queen of the "brilliants".





Lillian Russell (Nellie to her friends), was born at Clinton, Iowa, on 4 December 1861. She appeared in the chorus of one of the pirated productions of H.M.S. Pinafore. Next, she joined the management of Tony Pastor who mounted a burlesque of The Pirates of Penzance, entitled The Pie Rats of Penn Yann. Sullivan and D'Oyly Carte who were in New York, went to see it and were captivated by Lillian as Mabel. They approached her to appear in the official version on tour, and she gleefully refused, allegedly because 6 months earlier she had haunted D'Oyly Carte's hotel in New York, hoping for work, and he had refused to see her. 





All My Eye-Van-Hoe, a burlesque of Ivanhoe by Philip Hayman, music by John Crook, Howard Talbot, Philip Hayman, Edward Solomon and others. It ran for 9 performances at the Trafalgar Theatre. The characters included Robert Fitzpoof, Seedie Wreck, Mithter Ithaacths, Boilden Oiley, Lady Alicia Fitzworse, and Miss Rebecca Hothouse Peach. You can guess why it only ran for 9 performances. In fact it was a fiasco. Howard Talbot had to take the producers to court to pay for the songs they had commissioned. His claims amounted to #42. 1s and 10d. Fred Story also had to take them to court for 8 weeks guaranteed salary at #17 per week.





Eastward Ho!, originally produced as The Caliph and then as The Black Cat (I confess I don't quite see the connection). It achieved a London run of only 6 performances at the Opera Comique. George de Pledge was in the cast, as the Caliph.





The Saucy Sultana by Victor Stevens, produced at the Cambridge Theatre. 


Giddy Miss Carmen by Sidney Lester, music by John Crook, Meyer Lutz, Sidney Jones, C. Scott Gatty, Jimmie Glover, May Ostlere, etc. (it says. I don't know how many other names the etc concealed). Produced at the Brighton Aquarium. The dolphins must have loved it.





The County Councillor by H. Graham, music by John Crook.





The House of Lords by Harry Greenbank. Music by George Byng (who was the conductor for some of the 1920s complete recordings of the G&S operas) and Ernest Ford (of Jane Annie notoriety). Furneaux Cook was in the cast.





A Knight Errant by Rutland Barrington, music by Alfred Caldicott (of whom Gervase Hughes said "he was never cured of an apparent inability to find inspiration in any time signature other than 6/8"). It ran at the Lyric Theatre as a curtain raiser to His Excellency.





The Chieftain by F.C. Burnand and Arthur Sullivan, was produced at the Savoy Theatre on 12 December 1894 and ran for a miserable 96 performances. The cast included Rosina Brandram as Inez, Walter Passmore as Grigg, and Scott Fishe as Ferdinand.





After Mirette, Florence St.John remained at the Savoy to create Rita in The Chieftain. She had begun in Music Hall, but soon started to make her way as a full-blown opera singer as one of the ugly sisters in Rossini's Cinderella. After this she appeared at the Crystal Palace in such roles as Cherubino, the title role in Maritana and Azucena. Her repertory included both florid soprano and dramatic contralto roles, and she had a wide vocal range as well as considerable histrionic versatility. This is borne out by the only gramophone record she is known to have made. 





She then launched herself into French operetta, playing a wide range of parts. On the opening night of The Chieftain, the critic of The Times was in an ungallant mood, but others were of more favourable opinion:


The Times


Miss Florence St.John, whose long period of servitude           to a lower type of entertainment has left little trace           on her style, though her voice has naturally lost much           of its old freshness, is completely successful as Rita.


Theatre


     ... was delightfully frank and charming The Era


 ... has rarely been so successful in humorous acting           


and brilliant singing ... gave the greatest possible           interest to the character of Rita. Her sprightly humour           and brilliant vocal powers were invaluable. 





She then temporarily left Savoy management, but returned to play the title role in The Grand Duchess of Gerolstein. Her last major appearance on the musical comedy stage was in Floradora. Her subsequent career was principally as a straight actress, in a series of now forgotten plays.





Passmore had the part of Peter Adolphus Grigg and seems to have scored a triumph. 


The Times


Mr. Passmore is better suited to the part of Grigg than in any which he has yet undertaken, and his singing of the 


famous "From Rock to Rock" was deservedly encored.                                               


The Era


    He displayed abundant drollery and his singing of the lively 


music was admirable .. In fact Mr. Passmore proved himself a vocal comedian of the highest ability, and the enthusiastic applause he won was amply merited. [His] cleverness was displayed in every scene both vocally and histrionically. His entire performance of Grigg deserved the highest commendation.  





His Excellency by W.S. Gilbert and F. Osmund Carr, was produced at the Lyric Theatre on 27 October 1894 and ran for 162 performances. The cast included Rutland Barrington as the Prince Regent, George Grossmith as the Governor Griffenfeld, John le Hay as the Syndic, Charles Kenningham as Erling, Nancy Macintosh as Christina the ballad singer, Jessie Bond and Ellaline Terriss as the Governor's two daughters, Arthur Playfair as Harold and Gertrude Aylward as Blanca, a vivandiere.





Nancy McIntosh was born in Cleveland, Ohio. She was described as an expert horsewoman, won prizes in sculling matches, could shoot and fence, played baseball and cricket and enjoyed swimming and diving, clearly a recipe for the "English Girl" of Goldbury's song in Utopia Ltd. She came to London to study music with Sir George Henschel. At a party at Henschel's house Gilbert met and was at once struck by her, or as some have implied, infatuated. He engaged her for the leading soprano role in Utopia Ltd., apparently completely redesigning it to accommodate her, and subsequently adopted her as his daughter and heir. She had a comparatively short stage career, the reasons for this have never been clear and have been the subject of speculations and unfounded comments in the G&S literature. 





Gilbert planned His Excellency to be played at the Savoy, and in John Wolfson's opinion the reason it was not (in other words, the reason why Sullivan declined to set it) was because Gilbert insisted that Nancy McIntosh be given a part. Gilbert then approached George Henschel to set His Excellency but this proposal also fell through. Eventually the opera was composed by Osmund Carr. 





John Le Hay, one of the more interesting members of the cast, was born in Ireland and made his stage debut at the Kings Cross Theatre, subsequently travelled with a minstrel troupe, and was in 1879 engaged as a member of the chorus and understudy to the principal tenor in a production of The Zoo at the Royalty Theatre. Later the same year he joined the chorus of the "2nd Pinafore Company" in Exeter and Torquay. It was, of course, the Torquay company who were selected to give the copyright performance of The Pirates of Penzance at Paignton. Le Hay was selected to play the role of James, later cut from the opera, so that Le Hay was, in effect, the only person ever to play the part.





He created Tom Strutt in Dorothy, Crook in Cellier's Doris, Phantis in Utopia Ltd. and the small role of Mats Munck in His Excellency in which he was singled out for special praise.  


He was an excellent ventriloquist, and appeared on several occasions before King Edward VII. H. Chance Newton in his book Idols of the Halls (1928) says:


One of the best of ventriloquists ... was undoubtedly the brilliant actor John Le Hay ... He was long a comic operatic and straight part player with a singularly pleasing tenor voice ... Le Hay's figure was that of a grumbling old man with a comic growl ... condemned to wear "rotten cotton gloves". This catch phrase uttered in varying tones of deeper and deeper misery never failed to evoke hurricanes of laughter. 





In an Era interview, Le Hay remarked:


My experience ... is that it is generally left to the ... comedian to do the best he can. As a rule, the author doesn't put any fun into comic parts ... As soon as you get together a musical production, you can depend upon it that there will be no humour in the book. It has to be supplied  by the comedian ... You had no such trouble with Gilbert and Sullivan's pieces. One never had to worry as to what the part would be like - all you had to do was to play it. Personally, I would not care to put a single gag in any piece if there were good and funny lines for me to speak. 


Would that more present day "comedians" playing Gilbert and Sullivan thought the same!





Charles Kenningham was born circa 1860 in Hull, Yorkshire. The Kenninghams were a prominent Hull family whose influence on the musical life of the city extended over 125 years, as conductors, organists, choristers and instrumentalists. Their services extended to the cathedrals of Salisbury, York and London. 





Charles was a choirboy at St. Paul's Cathedral and in 1886 joined the choir of Canterbury Cathedral. His stage debut was as De Bracy in Ivanhoe, followed by L'Eville in The Basoche. He then toured during 1891 in The Nautch Girl and The Vicar of Bray. In August 1892 he was transferred to the Savoy to create the second tenor role of Oswald in Haddon Hall, being promoted to principal tenor in Jane Annie. After this, Kenningham created Fitzbattleaxe in Utopia Ltd, then went on tour in the same opera, while Courtice Pounds returned to the Savoy to play in Mirette and The Chieftain. Kenningham named his house on Barnes Common "Utopia". He created Erling in His Excellency then continued to tour until he returned to the Savoy to play Nanki-Poo in the 1895 revival, subsequently he created Ernest Dummkopf in The Grand Duke, Prince Max in His Majesty, Fairfax in the revival of The Yeomen of the Guard and Fritz in The Grand Duchess of Gerolstein. 





He appeared in only one more production at the Savoy, the revival of The Gondoliers in 1898, leaving the same year for Australia where he was employed by the J.C. Williamson Company. He is said to have sung all over "the colonies" in a great many light 


operas, and to have been a great favourite with audiences there. 


*


MUTINY ON THE PINAFORE. Newcastle University Gilbert and Sullivan Society. Live Theatre, Newcastle-on-Tyne, Saturday 17th June 1995.


 The newly opened and quaintly named, Live Theatre in Newcastle, is a converted warehouse got up to look like a cross between a night club and a music hall, with a bar in one corner and the performing area at floor level (I could hardly call it a stage) at the diagonally opposite. There are two high balconies and one low (the latter adjacent to the bar) and many of the seats are arranged around drinks tables. It is ideal for small, intimate shows - the only drawback (and I confess I did find it a drawback) is that tobacco smoke from the bar area inevitably drifts across into the "no smoking" zone!





Fraser Charlton's Mutiny on the Pinafore; or The Fall and Rise of Captain Corcoran (alternative title in the best Savoy tradition) is a light hearted attempt to explain how Captain Corcoran, demoted to the crew at the end of H.M.S. Pinafore, becomes Captain Sir Edward Corcoran in Utopia Ltd. Leaving aside the question as to whether it actually is Corcoran or Rackstraw who travels to Utopia (a point that was the subject of correspondence in the Gilbert and Sullivan Journal in the 1960s), I won't be giving away anything much by saying that Fraser Charlton plumps for it actually being Corcoran. Several new characters are added, mainly named crewmembers and girlfriends for the Bo'sun and Dick Deadeye, but apart from Beth Beckett (the B'osun's girl) they have little to do. The play is interspersed with a number of songs taken from familiar and lesser known Sullivan operas (not all with Gilbert), sometimes with the original words, sometimes with completely new ones. The plot is complicated, but the denoumentis that Ralph and Sir Joseph both end up as commom sailors, and Corcoran is reinstated as Captain.





The piece was produced as an end of term romp, on minimal rehearsal, and virtually no budget, and thus with little scenery, scratch costumes, and an accompaniment provided by two Yamahas. (I had often heard these mentioned on the Texaco Opera Quiz on the radio, but had never previously known what they were!) The performance, given the circumstances, was excellent, and tremendous fun. Several of the singing voices might not have carried in a large theatre, but all the parts were well acted, and the diction was superb, every word of the witty and often complex lyrics was clearly audible - as indeed was necessary.





Dick Deadeye, who acted partly as narrator, was given a superbly melodramatic performance by Christopher Routledge, reacting and playing up with admirable spontaneity to the boos and hisses of the enthusiastic audience. His voice was a very strong-sounding baritone - I was told afterwards that he was realy a tenor, but I would never have guessed it. And full marks for making "Let a satirist enumerate" (from The Rose of Persia) sound better than I think I have ever heard it sound before; it almost made me like the song (it's a splendid lyric but an incredibly boring tune). Corcoran was given a solid and reliable performance by Nick Evans. He was never spectacular, but everything he did seemed "right" and one never had the feeling that he was "acting". 





Richard Temperley (Ralph Rackstraw) had a charming and  outgoing stage personality, and most successfully portrayed the thoroughly nice bloke who is reluctantly thrust into the position of Captain, with which he is quite unable to cope. He well conveyed how thoroughly happy he was doing all the work of the ship (like Marco and Giuseppe in The Gondoliers) while the crew lazed about, and how reluctantly he later obeyed Sir Joseph's orders to be a martinet. Unfortunately he does not really know how to use his voice and his singing left something to be desired. Alexandra Wilson (Josephine) had a rather thin voice and couldn't manage all the top notes, perhaps due to nerves, but delivered her dialogue with charm and grace. Much the same could be said for Liz Attenburrow (Buttercup).





I pondered long over what to say about Gavin Redhead as the Bo'sun. It is when faced with a performance like this that one realises that (like to admit it to oneself or not) one does subconsciously apply somewhat different criteria and standards to college performances than to those of societies consisting of people of all ages. Judged by the latter standards I would have said that he was weaker than most of the cast, but this, in context, would be unfair. By college standards it was a fully competent and charming performance. His diffidence was not out of character (as the character in this play was written) and his singing of "I know a youth" was delightful.





By any standards Fraser Charlton gave an exceptional performance as Sir Joseph. Firm in voice and skilful in patter, he knew how to act the music as well as sing it. Much of the dialogue required split-second timing to make its point, and this was delivered with an expertise I have rarely, if ever, seen equalled. Of course, as he had written it for himself to perform, he might be expected to have perfectly understood every nuance it contained. If the rest of the show had been rubbish (which it certaibly wasn't) that performance alone would have been worth travelling to see.





Hebe (Kristy Gordon) was also excellent, and there was a splendid chemistry between her and Sir Joseph. She was the one person whom Sir Joseph couldn't dominate - and she knew it. It was a performance of gentle persuasive authority, but never degenerated into mere nagging, which it could easily have done. She had the best voice of the ladies. The whole experience, as I told Fraser afterwards, made me feel 20 years younger. Now that can't be bad! Can it?


MICHAEL WALTERS





LADY BE GOOD: Geoids Operatic Society, New Arch Theatre, Waterloo. Saturday matinee 10 June 1995.





Lady be Good was first produced in New York in 1924 with Fred Astaire and his sister Adele as Dick and Susie. According to Ganzl it has received two professional productions in London, in 1926 (again with the Astaires) and in 1968 (with Lionel Blair). The book was by Guy Bolton and Fred Thompson, both English born in the same year, 1884. Bolton had collaborated with Wodehouse on a number of stage shows and with Paul Rubens, that very English musical comedy composer, on Nobody Home (1915). Thompson was involved with George Grossmith junior in the 1913 production of Eightpence a Mile, and with such successes as The Bing Boys are Here (1916). All this is a roundabout way to explain why the book of Lady be Good leans so heavily on the English musical comedy style. Both Bolton and Thompson would have known the style well, and would have written in it before. The rather thin plot, besprinkled with often irrelevant songs (such as "Swiss Miss"), clearly put in to exploit the talents of "stars", is a clear hallmark of the English musical comedy, but Lady be Good lacks the quaint old-fashioned charm of that genr which was already out of date by 1924, and more or less lacks its humour. 





Gershwin's music is another thing. It is worth the effort of putting it on. The show has little else going for it, except the Geoids production. Mark Pullin worked wonders on that tiny stage and he and MD Tudur Eames had assembled a cast all of whom seemed to be suited to their respective parts (it has not always been so with Geoid productions), and gave a performance (also owing quite a bit to the choreography of the Slater twins), which flattered the show, and (as no doubt did the original performers) made it appear better than it really is. 





Who could resist the infectious charm of Orla Kennedy and Sandy Kennedy (not related) in the Astaire roles, unquestionably Sandy's finest performance to date. Ian Glenister as Bertie had the quaint scattiness of an English musical comedy anti-hero, quite in the George Grossmith jr tradition (the part could have been written for Grossmith, but I don't think it was), and Martin Orrell made the most of the rather meagre opportunities offered to Jack Robinson. 





Jeff Doorn had not, perhaps, quite the size of voice necessary for the title song, but his delivery of dialogue, particularly the fast-talk sequences, was masterly. John Handley as Jeff White, crooned wonderfully through this dramatically irrelevant role, and Sue Ludwig as Daisy was suitably exaggerated. All the other parts well well taken.





Needless to say, Kevin McRae contrived to shine even when only in the chorus. His dance as a waiter with Melanie clinging to his leg, was irresistible, as was his later exit, nearly colliding with a doorpost. The three musicians were superb, but occasionally too loud, and sometimes drowned the singers. 





I hated the newly painted black interior of the auditorium, which made the place look like a sleasy nightclub. The programme contained a couple of errors in the list of past productions. There is no such opera as "YeomAn of the Guard" nor is there a show called "The Country Girl", its title is "A Country Girl". 





Michael Walters











To answer your question about Harry Norris's tradition of playing "O Canada" at the beginning, "God save the Queen" at the end of a performance. I know that he did do it, because my mother and her mother attended some of Montreal West's performances back in the 1940s (before I was born) and my mother told me that Harry Norris did the National Anthems at every performance. She is not sure why he did this, but thinks it was probably to keep up a certain patriotic morale during the very troublesome and worrying war years. Then, after the war was over, he kept it going, probably as a tribute to the men and women who fought for victory. I admit that I missed it when Knight [the present conductor] dropped the anthems last year, but I remember thinking at the time my first Montreal West performance that I attended with my mother, that it was a bit wierd having the National Anthem. I remember asking her at that time why they did it, and she just said it was tradition.


                        ADRIAN WILLISON





Mrs. Alice Gregory, Elwes House, Westgate-on-Sea, Kent.


12 July 1972


Dear Madam, I have had your address from my friend George Baker, who tells me that you are Alice Lilley, soprano formerly with Columbia. I am a collector of records of Gilbert and Sullivan and have admired you greatly; I am also interesrws in contacting anyone in any way connected with the performance of G&S. I wonder if I might be so impertinent as to ask you to tell me something about your career with Columbia and how you came to make the various G&S records; for I know nothing about you apart from your name and your beautiful voice.





17 July 1972.


Dear Mr. Walters. Re my career which has been very varied, & always studied privately. I played all the leads in all the G&S operas with the Hampstead Operatic Society "18 years old playing Yum-Yum". I then became a professional. The late Joseph Batten who was the head of Columbia recording Dept. rang me to deputise for a recording that morning of the Drury Lane, ent[ertainment?] "The Blue Moon" after which I did much of the solo work including all the G&S works which I enjoyed for so many years with them and singing with our mutual friend George Baker who became a very dear friend of my late husband Frederic Gregory Baritone and myself.


Many thanks for your kind remarks about my singing. Nice to be remembered now I've turned 80. Good wishes, Yours sincerely, Alice Gregory.





I wrote again in 1986, on the offchance, but, as I expected, the letter came back undelivered. 





The Stage 2 April 1970.


GOLDEN WEDDING. Arthur Lucas and Catherine Ferguson celebrate their Golden Wedding this week. They were married in Manchester in 1920 when on tour with the D'Oyly Carte company immediately before the opening at the Savoy Theatre for a London season. Catherine Ferguson played soubrette parts in the operas and made a notable success, particularly, as Iolanthe. Arthur Lucas was leading tenor and later played leading parts in other musical productions, including Bitter Sweet, The Beggar's Opera, Rose Marie and, as the Red Shadow, for more than 2,000 performances of The Desert Song.





Sherlock Hotel, Brunswick Terrace, Hove, BN3 1HJ.


Dear Mr. Walters. Thank you for your very kind letter - it was nice of you to write. I am an old lady now & a very deaf one - that was the reason for me giving up my stage career - but I am very cheerful & and don't feel my great age - 76!


My husband and I will be very pleased to see you anytime you are down this way - if you could let us know when to expect you - we can then be sure of you finding us in. Although I was leading soubrette in the No 1. company for 7 and a half years & became quite famous (word illegible in brackets) - but the Company did not make any records during my time. We had a house outside London - which we called "Iolanthe" we lived there 40 years - but sold it & contents, 2 years ago, as it was getting too much for us.


We came here to live then & have a suite in this Private hotel. Again thank you for your kind letter.


Yours sincerely, Catherine Lucas





The Stage 1 June 1972.


The funeral of Catherine Ferguson, soubrette of the D'Oyly Carte Opera Company in the early 20s, took place at the Downs Crematorium, Brighton, on May 25. She died in hospital at Hove in her 78th year. She is survived by her husband, Arthur Lucas, leading men in many musicals for some thirty years and for the last 20 years prior to his retirement to Hove, secretary of the Stage Golfing Society. Catherine Ferguson is well remembered by many Gilbert and Sullivan enthusiasts, a number of whom wrote to her on the fiftieth anniversary of her marriage two and a half years ago. She is particularly remembered in her favourite part, Iolanthe.





8/7/91


At the time of writing this, I must admit that I've had time only to leaf through the magazine rather than to study it properly, my free time having been taken up with some fiddly art commissions. However, I did notice that you are anxious to get some response from readers regarding GG. What can one say? - it seems impertinent to offer any criticism - in the pejorative sense of the word - regarding such a fine and all-embracing labour of love which, apart from being informative, reinforces the fraternal feeling among Gilbert and Sullivan lovers from all parts. I must say that my own chief interest is in the historical snippets - obituaries on deceased Savoyards, biographical items, and all those things which are generally lumped under the heading of "trivia" - a word which has an unfortunately dismissive implication which it doesn't necessarily deserve. I must honestly say that I am not really interested in reports of countless productions - good or otherwise - of the operas; but that is naturally only my own response, and does not mean that reports should be omitted (which would, after all, result in a very thin GG each time!). However, being a traditionalist, I have my own definitive ideas on the operas as such, and therefore the way in which such-and-such an opera company decides to do a standard G&S work is of little interest to me - besides which, the performers are only mere names to me. [They wouldn't be to anyone who followed the reviews of a particular company, as the names will recur. Ed.] If the production is adequately "traditional" (I think we all know what this word generally means, allowing for intelligent flexibility) - there's not much added to my knowledge of, or enjoyment of Gilbert and Sullivan as an art form. If the interpretation is "experimental", I lose interest immediately, or else - should it be bizarre - get angry. However, these remarks, as I said, are purely personal, and I can't really think of anything else to say. I repeat that my remarks are not a criticism - only a response. It's like saying that I prefer jelly and cream to plum pudding and custard, I suppose. All I can conclude with is to say, keep up the good work, Michael. Your lovely bulletins of Gilbertian news and chat really do shine like a "good deed in a naughty world".


DAVID THOMAS





8/7/91


The other photostat is just a little about the Gilbert and Sullivan Society of Victoria, taken from the back of their programme for last week's production of THE SORCERER, preceded by THE ZOO. This was my first chance to see the latter piece, which has in fact been done at least twice in Melbourne in recent years, but I had to miss it as I was working as a restaurant pianist at the time. I do have the record of this work which the Fulham Light Opera Co. did for Rare Recorded Editions (and hasn't it been recorded more recently - and more satisfactorily) - so it was a pleasure to see it on the stage. Not too much to say about this slight work of the early Sullivan (is 1875 "early"?) except that, I suppose, the forces available on stage were probably suited to a fairly lightweight work. SORCERER was adequately performed, but nothing startling. I have seen this opera done over the years many times by the same G&S Society, and done quite well - good strong chorus and principals, and an admirable orchestra. However, the current society is not as strong as in previous days, and the performance never rose above the "amateur" level, although Dr. Daly and Sir Marmaduke were very commendable - the former especially. Alexis and Aline wore Victorian morning dress - no allusion at all to the fact that Alexis is a member of the Grenadier Guards. Apart from this the tenor who took the part was so outrageously effeminate that he sounded like a papal castrato, and wafted, sighed and minced his way through his part in a way that made me squirm. (He had been cast as Strephon in IOLANTHE, which I saw about the end of '89, and was terribly limp. I was hoping that they'd got rid of him by now). Mrs. Partlett was broad cockney - in both senses of the word. J.W. Wells was too boisterous and rather crass: he should, I imagine, have a sort of superior detachment. Orchestra unbalanced - instrumental forces not properly matched: the usual case of too much brass and too few strings. Woodwind all right and played played on cue for the most part. Why is this section of the orchestra always worst for coming in on wrong cues, I wonder? Percussion was limited to a bass drum and cymbal, the latter being struck lightly as a substitute for a triangle - which simply doesn't work! I distinctly heard timpani being tuned during the warm-up, but they seemed not to play at all in the performance. Such a deep pit that I couldn't really see anything except the tops of heads. The scenery was very pleasing, with a terrace of aspidistras and potted plants. The refreshment tent had already done service for the same purpose in THE ZOO. The performance was quite enjoyable, but - as I said - it never rose above the "amateur". You will be interested to see on the information I enclose, that the Society's next offering is to be IVANHOE. DAVID THOMAS


 IOLANTHE: Victoria State Opera, State Theatre, Melbourne, Australia. The Age Thursday 22 August 1991. [review kindly sent by David Thomas].





Sumptuously dressed by Roger Kirk, this is a glittering, extravagant, swirling and smoothly efficient production in which virtually all the details fall together beautifully and there is barely a hiccup or a false gesture. Of the many attractive productions we have had from Stuart Maunder since the late '70s, it must be rated with the best. It welds the sets and costumes, and the choreography of Lindsay Dolan (constantly active, but not fussy or overdone), into a strikingly mobile ensemble in which the interplay of colour and pattern is swift and harmonious. Into this ensemble the movement of the soloists and of the chorus is set with the surest touch.





One of its virtues, perhaps the most notable of all, is that there is always present a sense of exuberance, of a kind which often enough boils over into excess and vulgarity, but which here is kept under the tightest but most gentle control. One case in point. The audience alone took up the "fairy" theme as a matter for hilarious fallings-about: until, at least, it became quite plain that the production was avoiding the cheap laughs it could have milked from the fact that Strephon was half-human and half-fairy. It was right in this, by contrast with the slack D'Oyly Carte production seen in Melbourne 10 or 11 years ago. [Did the D.O.C. do this? Ed]. It was right, because, as I discover, the use of the term "fairy" to mean homosexual dates from about 1921,by which time both G&S had lost interest. 





On Tuesday, the single touch on innuendo came quite late, when Fiona Maconaghie swept her eyes two or three times up and down Simon Burke's figure, just after learning about his half-and-halfness. How chaste a gesture this was, how welcome, and how funny, after some of the insufferable campings-up and tediously drawn-out mincings we have had to put up with on the operatic stage since the 1970s.





Kirk's sets, with their flying fairies, various levels, multiple gauzes, colours, tasteful static back-projections, worked exceptionally well. A single creak occurred with the descent of the great staircase, which may have needed sturdier mechanics or more finely tuned engineering.





From the group of soloists, it seemed to me on Tuesday that things were a fraction muted, in terms of both voice and personality. I would expect this to become easier as the season moves on.  Rhonda Burchmore's stage work was exemplary (although the Ginger Rogers tap-dancing fell a bit out of style), but her singing was strictly cabaret. Reg Livermore played a well-etched part which remained a little under-projected, as if he were keen to keep his natural ebullience curbed. He could have afforded to be much more relaxed and unbuttoned, without disturbing the balanced tact of the production. The Strephon of Simon Burke was effective matinee-theatre style, quite lightly sung. Helen Noonan's Iolanthe was unexceptional, as were the singing and acting of the principal fairies Amanda Colliver, Alison Rae Jones, and Bette Opitz.





Fiona Maconaghie gave us a trim and tactful and well-sung Phyllis. Geoffrey Harris's Tolloller was able but a mite tentative. Of the men, those who radiated most of the presence were the excellent John Bolton-Wood, who twinkled and sparkled around splendidly as Mountararat, and Noel Mangin, portly, saturated with stage wisdom, and giving a performance which is bound to become famous as an imitation of Rumpole of the Bailey impersonating a Guardsman. 





Warwick Stengards presided very impressively. His treatment of the overture - calm, relaxed, and with fine instrumental balance - was a token of what was to come in his conducting. His integration of stage and pit was very good, and the quality and balance of sound he drew from the orchestra were deeply attractive. The contributions of the woodwind were especially neat and delicate. Without passing up any chance to make it an entertaining and impressive experience in the theatre, this production shows a commendable respect for G and for S. A note in the printed programme says that Iolanthe's "potential for modernisation is doubtful", that it "does not need to be updated", and that "The fact that the operetta has survived for over a hundred years ... is reason enough (not to radicalise Iolanthe)". These are admirable sentiments. Their observance made this a particularly happy and enjoyable premiere, and indicated that respect for composers and their librettists is productive as well as proper. 





Might I suggest, with appropriate diffidence, that VSO transfer the same comsideration and the same courtesy to its staging of a certain other opera, which has now survived for about 205 years, and which may have even stronger claims to "non-radicalisation" than Iolanthe.


KENNETH HINCE


*****************************************************





Errors in THE COMPLETE GILBERT AND SULLIVAN by Diana Bell.





by Michael Walters and George Low. The former takes responsibility for most of the below, the initials GL indicate substantial contributions from George.





This is a sloppily written book, which does not even have the virtue of wit, which Caryl Brahms' had.





p. 10. Harlequin Cock and Jenny Wren should be Harlequin Cock Robin and Jenny Wren. 


Nanki-Poo was played as a principal boy in Germany, but not as far as I am aware, in America.





p. 12 Don Csar de Bazan (not Bezan) was not by Boucicault.





p. 13. "By 1885, Hollingshead had managed to clean up the shows". I am not aware that Hollingshead's methods ever altered.





p. 14/15. These are not playbills, but the small cards giving details of the operas to be performed at each venue. They are often called "heralds" ot "throwaways". [GL]





p. 17. Top: I'm not 100% certain, but I think it's a picture of the programme cover rather than of a playbill. [GL]





p. 18. Boucicault's play on which Benedict's opera The Lily of Killarney was based, did not have the same name. It was called The Colleen Bawn. The error about Don Csar is repeated. Sullivan was not accused of copying Maritana in The Yeomen of the Guard. Gilbert was!





p. 19. Orpheus in the Underground and Or taken from the Greek, were not productions of Offenbach's operettas Orpheus in the Underworld and La Belle Helene; they were burlesques based on them.





p. 22. Gilbert's middle name is mis-spelled. The author refers to William Gilbert senior's "profuse, moralistic and stilted literary outpourings". Clearly she has not read them; but this is a common error.





p. 24. Gilbert did not re-use his translation of the words of the Laughing Song in The Princess. He used different words to the same tune.


The subtitle of Dulcamara is The Little Duck and (not or) the Great Quack.





p. 25. The pictures are of Geraldine Ulmar and Rutland Barrington. They are from cabinet photographs, not picture postcards. Picture postcards did not exist in in 1889/90; they first came into use in 1894, we believe [GL & MPW] 


The paragraph beginning "Gilbert's creativity increased ..." is a gross reduction of what happened. 


Gilbert did not build Grim's Dyke. 





p. 26. The lower picture is of Leonora Braham as Rose Maybud.





p. 27. There is no evidence that Sullivan's ill health was a result of his life style. And what does the author mean by following this statement (on p. 29) by saying that Sullivan's personal life was "extremely satisfactory".? [GL suggests that it is a coy way of saying he had a steady mistress]





p. 31. D'Oyly Carte was not, of course, christened Richard Doyle McCarthy, and did not have Irish blood. This bizarre error seems to have originated in Dunn's Dictionary. Where on earth did he dream it from? The remainder of the page seems to be equally fictitious.





p. 33. Much of the chapter "Towards the Savoy" is very suspect, with several rather wild statements typical of flambuoyant journalistic writing. 1976 is, of course, a misprint for 1876.





p. 36-37. [Finale to UTOPIA LTD] "even though the result was doggerel as he had feared". The author has not read Wolfson, who has refuted this statement.





p. 38. "... led to his printing of the libretto for the audience to follow". All theatres did that at that time.


There was no reason why a dramatist should have been knighted at the time Sullivan was. In fact, when Gilbert was eventually knighted, he was the first dramatist to be so.





p. 38/9. It is not an autograph book, but a sheet with facsimile signatures compiled in 1929 and distributed (to special people?) at the re-opening of the Savoy Theatre and/or on the last night of the 1929/30 London Season (Hence "Old Savoy"). [GL]


 p. 42. Gilbert did not use his plays as material for the Savoy operas; he did use the Bab Ballads. But he did not transfer lyrics verbatim from the Bab Ballads. The author is confused by the fact that some later editions of the Bab Ballads also included lyrics from the operas. 


Isidore Godfrey's name is mis-spelled.





p. 43. Why is cannibal in quotes?


Cranberry and Banbury are used in the plural in the opera, not the singular.


Fleta has nothing to sing. "Don't go" is sung by Celia and Leila. There is no excuse for this sort of carelessness.


"A steady and stolid[l]y, jolly bank holiday". No L.


Godfrey never conducted UTOPIA LTD, nor was he involved in any production of it. 





p. 44. The dialogue of Gilbert's does not resemble the style of his plays.





p. 45. "the pirates' meek capitulation at the sight of the Union Jack". What sort of rubbish is this?


"the use of parody ... by parody" ???!!!





p. 46. Most of this page is nonsense.





p. 48. "Godfrey was noted for his clear beat and his ability to keep stage and pit together". What a fatuous statement. This is what every competent conductor is required to do. 


Malcolm Sargent did not direct the D'Oyly Carte's first recordings. 


Why is it "strange" that in his maturer years, Gilbert "surrounded himself with young girls".





p. 49. "Gilbert's method of work was invariable." This is unfounded.


FALLEN FAIRIES has nothing to do with the lozenge plot.


p. 50. The helmet in the picture must surely be from PATIENCE. It cannot be from IOLANTHE.


The problem with moustaches at the Savoy was not because gentlemen shaved them off, but because they refused to shave them off. 


Giuseppe is mis-spelled.





p. 51. This picture is not from a recording of THE YEOMEN OF THE GUARD, but of a record called "A Gilbert and Sullivan Spectacular". Apart from the person in the glass booth (don't know who he is) the persons are (left to right) Freddie Lloyd, Sargent, John Reed, James Walker, Bert Newby, Christene Palmer & Alan Styler.


Her comments on Sullivan's oratorios are risible.





p. 52. This picture is also from "A Gilbert and Sullivan Spectacular". 


Who said Schubert was Sullivan's hero?





p. 53. What evidence that Sullivan had a love/hate relationship with Wagner?





p. 54. "... though often the original scoring is not used, due to the D'Oyly Carte company's retention of the full scores." When is the original scoring not used. The D'Oyly Carte does not retain the full scores.


Isidore Godfrey's name is again mis-spelled.





p. 63. The author must be confusing German with Solomon. German did not write for the Savoy until after Sullivan's death. [MPW]


Neither Cellier brother had a full-length work performed at the Savoy, only curtain raisers/afterpieces. Alfred's AFTER ALL was revived in 1895, Francois had three short pieces between 1891 and 1900. So her comment is at best misleading, at worst wrong. [GL]





p. 64. Nancy McIntosh's name is mis-spelled.





p. 65. This insert photo is of Peggy Ann Jones, not Linda Anne Hutchison, whose name is in any case misspelled Hutchinson.





p. 66. Hugo Rumbold was engaged to design the ladies' costumes for PATIENCE in the 20s, rather a lesser involvement than is implied.


Lytton's stage play with his inseparable monocle". He rarely used this on stage.





p. 67. I think the photo (top) was taken in 1926 (not 1922). It has been suggested that the gentleman beghind Lytton's left shoulder is Malcolm Sargent and that the lady in Fancourt's shadow is Blossom Gelsthorpe, neither of whom were involved in previous London seasons. [GL]





p. 69. December 1934, not 1935.





p. 70. The picture caption is referring to Lytton's last London performance, not his last performance with the company, which took place in Dublin. It is questionable if Fancourt really performed the Mikado 3,000 times.





p. 71. "Marjorie Eyre, who took over Jessie Bond's parts after the First World War". Well, it was in 1929. Green was Lytton's understudy from summer 1925 onwards, not 1926. The luncheon was to celebrate Lytton's knighthood, not 46 years. Much of the rest of this page is dodgy. [GL & MPW]





p. 72. Ann [not Anne] Drummond Grant was hardly married to Godfrey and Rands at the same time, as here implied! This unfortunate sentence also implies that Rands was joining the company at this time, when in fact he was leaving. More important is that Rands left in 1947, 4 years before Pratt became principal comedian!


Isidore Godfrey is again misspelled.


There was nothing versatile about John Reed.





p. 74. Sargent's recordings were made in the early 1930s, not the late 1920s. He was guest conductor again in 1951, not 1950.





p. 78. The set for YEOMEN pictured here is not the original 1939/40 design, but Goffin's reworking of his own set to adapt it to the "composite set". So it, too, should be dated 1957. [GL]





p. 81. Captions: Lancaster's designs for SORCERER date from 1971, not 1957. (The book is inconsistent, the date 1971 appears in the text, 1957 in the picture caption). L. Arrighi has no "n" in her name; Giuseppe (misspelled) did not eat spaghetti in Besch's production. [GL]





p. 83. THE COOL MIKADO did anything but leave Gilbert "intact". It bore but passing resemblance to Gilbert's text. 


Tyrone Guthrie directed H.M.S. PINAFORE as well as THE PIRATES OF PENZANCE at Stratford, Ontario.


The bottom picture of the chorus of PINAFORE was taken in 1970 not 1971.





p. 84. The Queen visited THE GONDOLIERS in February 1976, not 1971.





p. 85. The Royal Command Performance of PINAFORE was in June 1977 (not 1987). [GL]





p. 86. (top right) The picture shows Mountararat (John Ayldon) all right, but I'm pretty sure the other peer is neither Shovelton nor Barry Clark (Tolloller & understudy). [GL]





p. 89. Darrell (not Darryll) Fancourt's laugh was used long before 1924. Try reading the correspondence in THE SAVOYARD madam. And listen to the 1918 recording, where Robert Radford laughs.


p. 91. The female chorus are making up for THE MIKADO, not THE GONDOLIERS.





p. 95. "Gilbert was already trying ..." He did not start this process.


It is untrue that THESPIS was not a success, and the rest of this paragraph is very doubtful. In any case it only refers to the first night. Evidently the author has never read Rees's book.


It is wrong that the band parts of THESPIS were never returned.





p. 99. THESPIS was not ill-fated.


John Reed played the Judge in the 1950s and in 1975, not during the 1960s and 1970s. He was the worst Judge I ever saw. In 1975 he had to take a copy of the libretto on stage in order to remember his lines.





p. 100-101. This picture dates from 1964-5.





p. 102. The picture represent (top to bottom) Philip Potter, Jennifer Toye and George Cook.





p. 103. The picture is dated June 1966. The Foreman is Jon Ellison, the Judge, Alfred Oldridge, the Counsel, Thomas Lawlor, the Plaintiff, Jennifer Marks and the Defendant, Philip Potter.





p. 108. The picture top left is of course Aline (Julia Goss) & Dr. Daly (Kenneth Sandford), not, as the caption seems to suggest - Constance and the Notary. [GL]





p. 110/11. Top right caption. The photo shows Mrs. Partlett, Constance, Dr. Daly & Sir Marmaduke during "Oh marvellous illusion" at the end of the Act 1 finale. [GL]





p. 114. Helen Everard should be Harriet Everard. [ditto on p. 121.]





p. 115. The picture is dated 1967-8. Pauline Wales is Hebe. Josephine is not on this picture, which was presumably taken during "Of life, alas his leave he's taking ..." or a bit earlier, during "Shall we submit?" [GL]





p. 118. She omits to say which of the three premiere casts is listed here. It is of course, New York.





p. 121. Again, it's a herald, not a programme.





p. 122. Portraits are George Cook, Phillip Potter and Donald Adams.





p. 123. Top picture is of Phillip Potter & Gillian Knight. The captions have been misaligned, and are wrong anyway. Frederic and Ruth are seen in their Act 1 duet; the lower photo is from "How beautifully blue ..." [GL]





p. 124. Top picture: Pat Leonard, John Ayldon, Meston Reid & Jon Ellison. Bottom: Pat Leonard. The big photo is an act 1 photo, her caption refers to Act 2. [GL]





p. 126. Top picture: John Ayldon & Jon Ellison. Lower picture: Carolyn Baker, Pat Leonard & Patricia Ann Bennett. The King and Samuel are seen during the "orphan boy" sequence in Act 1, not Act 2.





p. 127. Left picture: Julia Goss & Meston Reid. Right picture: John Ayldon, James Conroy-Ward & Jon Ellison. 





p. 129. I doubt very much whether it's an original poster (i.e. 1881). The style is much more modern than that surely? [GL] I didn't believe it either [MPW]





p. 132. As understudy Green first played Bunthorne in 1928 (not 1934). [GL]





p. 133. The herald (not programme) from Leeds features a chorus lady from PIRATES, not Lady Jane. The costume is similar to the style of Mabel's but the colour is wrong. [GL]





p. 135. The change of name from PEROLA to IOLANTHE took place at least 10 days before the opening night. (see the SASS publication: Iolanthe Centenary Booklet).





p. 136. In fact, IOLANTHE received rather poor press. 


Pictures represent Conroy-Ward as Lord Chancellor, Sandford as Willis & Pat Leonard as Fairy Queen.





p. 137. Sullivan's knighthood was for services to serious music, and had nothing to do with the G&S operas. There was absolutely no reason why Gilbert should have been offered a knighthood at that time.





p. 138-9. The picture on p. 138 (caption on p. 139) was of the 1972, not the 1977 production. The man is Michael Rayner. The lady was called Linda Anne Hutchison (not Hutchinson). 





p. 141. What does the author mean by saying that the plot of Princess Ida was NEW? 


John Reed never wore any other Gama costume than the one here depicted. 


p. 142. I am not aware that many of Ida's references in her Act 2 (not Act 1) speech have been recently cut or altered. [MPW]


Its stretching things to call the fight in Act 3 a duel. The photo is from Act 2 "We may remark". [GL] 





p. 151. The Katisha is Patricia Leonard.


p. 152. It is not the original publicity poster. The Ricketts' costume was introduced in 1926. I don't think it's Yum-Yum; in Act 2 she wears a white (wedding) costume. I think it's Pitti-Sing (perhaps Jane Metcalfe) but I don't recognise the pose. Perhaps it was specially posed for the photo. [GL]





p. 153. She should be consistent. Ruddigore at the top of the page, Ruddygore Castle at the bottom! [GL]





p. 154. RUDDIGORE is not "a version" of AGES AGO. The coming to life of the pictures is the only point of contact between the two. [MPW]


It's the Duke of Plaza Toro, not Sir Roderic on the poster! RG was revived in December 1920 in Glasgow, in October 1921 in London. [GL]





p. 155. Mad Margaret was never clothed as a half-naked gypsy. (Were gypsies ever half naked? In the pictures I've seen they seemed to be rather over-dressed if anything!) She must have got this from Alan Jefferson, but all the photos of Jessie Bond in the role show her fully clothed (see p. 65).





p. 162/3. Winifred Lawson did not play Elsie till after the end of the London season, when Helen Gilliland left. I don't know who is the Elsie in the photo [GL]. The lady is probably Lawson, and the man appears to be Charles Goulding (certainly not Derek Oldham or James Hay) which would date the photo no earlier than 1923. [MPW]. 





p. 164/5. I think the two photos have been exchanged. The one on p. 165 may be the original one for aught I know, but the one on p. 164 is the design Goffin produced in the mid-1950s to replace his original 1940 design. I see no Welsh accent anywhere! I suspect they couldn't get the photo of Eric Roberts that was originally intended to be included here. [GL]





p. 167. Green first played the Duke in 1928 (not 1934). [GL]





p. 168/9. This photo has been reproduced back to front! Look at the "B" on the throne and the scarlet sashes of Marco & Giuseppe, and compare with the photo on p. 172. [GL]





p. 171. This photo was taken in 1919 (not 1929) and the costumes are by Percy Anderson. Casilda has only one "s". [GL]





p. 172. The photo of John Reed, is of course, not on the set. [GL].





p. 174. The quotes from UTOPIA LTD., are misquoted.





p. 177. Viscount Mentone was played by Mr. Carleton (not Carlton). 


 p. 178. She quotes here from Wolfson, but without credit, and quotes Wolfson's error about Queen Victoria's German accent [MPW]. 


The spelling is Ilka (not Ilke) von Palmay. It may be inferred from the comment that the author had no idea who Ilka von Palmay was, nor anything about her [MPW].


CONTRABANDISTA was 27 years old when CHIEFTAIN was produced. [GL]





p. 179. You can't write two works together without collaborating, merely by co-existing. [GL]





This is not all that is wrong with the book. The perfunctory bibliography contains both good and bad sources, used apparently uncritically, and many of Alan Jefferson's errors are perpetuated. I have not included all the identifications of the actors in the pictures which the author has left unidentified, and a few I am not sure about.





As well as outright mistakes there are a number of journalistic exaggerations, which, while not precisely wrong, are misleading.


MPW.


 


THE MIKADO. Regency Opera, Richmond Theatre, Richmond, Surrey 31 July 1993 Saturday matinee.





Dame Hilda Brackett as Katisha - would it, could it work? I asked myself. After all Dame Hilda is not an actor, but a character. Could a character portray another character? Could Patrick Fyffe play both Dame Hilda and Katisha at the same time; or would the result be merely Mr. Fyffe as Katisha, or Dame Hilda in a kimono? Could one imagine Lady Jane playing Katisha or the Duchess of Plaza Toro playing Lady Sangazure? Would there be any point in attempting the exercise? The only sort of attempt at this kind of thing that I could think of was in plays within plays where the characters in the main play assume the characters in the inner play. But in this situation, both the main characters and the characters in the inner play were written, and therefore manipulated, by the same author. But MIKADO is not a play within a play, and Katisha was not written with the intention that she should be played by Dame Hilda. So would it work?  These were some of the thoughts that went through my mind as I waited to see the performance.





The answer is that fundamentaly, it didn't work. It was Dame Hilda in a kimono, and she sang with more breaks and gear changes than Dame Clara Butt. The production was typical of Fenton Gray, I suppose (but I missed seeing him as Ko-Ko, he sang only three of the seven performances at Richmond). There were some very funny things in the production, but most of it had little style or raison d'etre, it was, like most modern productions, a mish-mash of bits which did not mean much. Some of them were unashamedly borrowed - like the gimmic where every character on stage shouts "Hah! Mikado!" (? = Heil Hitler) every time the Emperor's name is mentioned. This was quite funny when it first appeared in the Canadian production that came to the Old Vic in the 1980s, it seemed somehow to fit into the anbience of that frenetic production. But it has outstayed its welcome - here it was dragged in for no obvious reason.





No, no, the star of the production for me was Barry Clark as Nanki-Poo. I have waited nearly 20 years now for the chance to see him play a principal part (see GG .....) His voice is a serviceable one, and fairly strong, though I would not have described it as particularly beautiful, or even particularly distinctive. However, as a performance, his Nanki-Poo was one of the best I have ever seen, with an unusually exuberant sense of humour. Moreover, he was almost the only person on stage who played his part straight, everyone else guyed and gimmicked, and most of them overacted. The Mikado (John Polhamus) was fairly low-key in delivery, but sang well, danced frenetically during his song, and spoke his dialogue in what appeared to be an imitation of the film actor James Stewart. He did it rather well, but why did he do it? What did it mean? Ko-Ko (Peter Molloy) left me absolutely cold. There were some very subtle effects in the delivery of his dialogue, and he knew how to get laughs - but not for a moment did the slightest suggestion of a personality emerge. One did not laugh or cry at the thought of his being saddled with Katisha, because he had done nothing to make one care. Yet, as I left the theatre I heard some old ladies remark that he was the best Ko-Ko they had seen. Pish-Tush (Duncan Brown) sang strongly, but twisted his mouth and eyes into all sorts of peculiar shapes, for no reason which I could determine. The three little maids were peculiar. Peep-bo (Alison Charlton-West) was a bitchy creature in glasses, Pitti-Sing (Pauline Birchall) mimicked in hair-style and voice Sue Pollard from "Hi-de-hi". Again why? Yum-Yum (Sally-Ann Shepherdson) was evidently a caricature as well, with a rather common voice, but I was not familiar with whoever it was she was supposed to be. There was no Go-To. Pooh-Bah (David Kirkby-Ashmore) was young, fresh-faced and exuberant. He was in no way haughty and exclusiver, as he claimed, but definitely one of the lads. At the end of the "big black block" the orchestra moved into the closing bars of "Nessun Dorma", and Pooh-Bah came forwards and grinned ingratiatingly like Pavarotti, while bouquets were thrown on to the stage. Very cheap humour.





Other than the lapse of taste just mentioned, the musical side was excellent. Simon Gray (Fenton's brother) conducted with care, and the tempi were well-judged. The ladies chorus was particularly good, and the singing of "Comes a teain of little ladies" was absolutely exquisite. The overture was omitted.





As to Dame Hilda. Well, what is the purpose of sending up a character of this kind, other than to make the role a vehicle for an egocentric performer. The ending of Act 1 was definitely a lapse of taste. The music ended with Katisha on a high platform, striking an attitude in a spotlight. Silence. "Curtain" she/he shouted. Nothing. "Curtain" she shouted again. Then she looked up into the flies and cried "What do you mean, it's stuck?" Then muttering complaints about her performance being ruined by having to walk off the stage, she descended and stomped off. Gimmicky. The scene in act 2 with Ko-Ko was just dull, at one point in it she went into an imitation of Bette Davies. Again WHY? Nevertheless, it was a production I was glad I hadn't missed, purely out of curiosity.


MICHAEL WALTERS


  


THE MIKADO CENTENARY CELEBRATIONS in LONDON 1985.





The weekend extended over three days, Thursday, Friday and Saturday. On Thursday, the actual centenary itself, the Gilbert and Sullivan Society were hosts to Peter Pratt who talked and sang in a delightfully charming way. I retract all I said in a previous GG about him, for on this occasion he completely won me over, chatting informally in a thoroughly charming way. He sang 10 numbers in the course of the evening: Taken from a county jail and As some day it may happen, When you find you're a broken down critter, When I was a lad, If you give me your attention, Policeman's Song, Judge's Song, In enterprise of martial kind, Nightmare Song, Cobbler's Song from Chu Chin Chow and Whene'er I spoke. It will be seen that Gama is the only character of which he sang more than one song, and just before the last number, he admitted that Gama was his favourite part (a question he had hedged round earlier in the evening and not given a definite answer). As Gama is also my favourite part, I was thrilled by this discovery! Mr. Pratt also expressed the view that 1953 was the year in which the D'Oyly Carte began to go downhill. Although he elaborated no further, 1953 was about the time that Frederic Lloyd became general manager of the company. I point out these facts without any suggestion that Mr. Pratt (or I) intended any correlation between the two!





At at least one London theatre, the Palace, there was an unofficial celebration by the orchestra (fide Selwyn Tillett, who attended the performance). The Palace, was, of course, the Royal English Opera, where Ivanhoe was first performed. On that night, the orchestra instead of just warming up, played the second half of the Mikado overture. 





This seems a good point at which to mention a play on BBC radio entitled The Kamikazi Ground Staff Grand Reunion Dinner by Stewart Parker, broadcast on Radio 3 on 16 December 1979. The cast included Ronald Baddiley, Graham Crowden, Ronald Herdman, John le Mesurier, Harry Towb, John Shedden and Maureen Beattie. It was the story of a group of retired Kamikazi pilots now in different walks of life, who meet each year for a reunion dinner. They all spoke with different regional English and Scottish accents, and one had the feeling that the author was trying to say that the Japanese are exactly like the British in every way. At one point one of the characters got drunk, and started singing a drunken song. It was too indistinct to be sure what it was but it sounded vaguely like a song from THE MIKADO. Clearly, the listener was meant to ask - is the author trying to tell us that Gilbert was saying the same thing? The answer came at the end of the play, when, after the last line, the chorus "If you want to know who we are" burst forth. Yes, it was deliberate.





On Friday night, at the Barbican Hall, was produced THE MIKADO by the London Savoyards with Harry Coghill (Mk), Geoffrey Shovelton (NP), John Reed (KK), Forbes Robinson (PB), Michael Wakeham (PT), Patricia Cope (YY), Yvonne Lea (PS), Ann Stuart (Pe), Gillian Knight (Ks). I was unable to get to this performance, but obtained a programme. It contained a well-written little article by Andrew Goodman. Saturday was a busy day and began with a business meeting of the Gilbert Society. 





[And there my notes break off, the account of the weekend was never finished!]





A PANTOMIME REHEARSAL. The Magnificent Theatre Company, New End Theatre, Hampstead, London. DATE not known, c. 1989.





I had read this play a number of years ago, but had not previously had an opportunity to see it and wondered if it would work on stage. Revived by this enterprising company it proved to work superbly. The author Cecil Clay, a much forgotten figure, was the brother of the composer Frederic Clay, who introduced Gilbert to Sullivan. This little piece thus falls within the gamut of quasi-G&S, and would make an excellent curtain-raiser for one of the shorter G&S operas. The play itself is a gem. Some pretty awful amateurs are putting on a pantomime to entertain the children, and social conventions and personal relationships keep getting in the way. The idea anticipated Michael Frayn's NOISES OFF by over 90 years, and is much more economically and succinctly written. The theatre is a cosy little one of about 80 seats. The companion piece, THE GARRICK FEVER, by J.R. Planche was not really in the same class, but the two plays had evidently been chosen because they both provided parts for 5 men and 3 ladies, so that each of the company of 8 players had a part in each play. THE GARRICK FEVER is set in an Irish provincial theatre in 1745. The famous actor David Garrick is to give a one-night stand, which sets the community is a whirl. But the man who turns up claiming to be Garrick turns out to be an imposter. 


MICHAEL WALTERS








A FEW BITS AND PIECES:


Gervase Lambton on THE SORCERER (Gilbert and Sullivan Journal vol. 4, (1936), p. 154):


"I think Alexis is the best drawn of all Gilbert's heroes. Nanki-Poo and Strephon seem insipid beside this egotistical Gardsman". By this he clearly meant the most strongly written, ot, in view of what he later said, the most admirable. Any one got any comments?





Gervase Lambton (? from Gilbertian Characters)


Fairfax did know something of Elsie's character, for they had been living in the same house for 2 days, and in Lambton's opinion, this shews Fairfax up in a very bad light. "He is blustering and overbearing, and facetious at her expense".





"Hilarion is a strange mixture of manliness and effeminacy, at times stern and vigorous, at others a sentimental dreamer ... Hilarion's passionate love for Ida is in a different class from the other love affairs of Gilbert and Sullivan, most of which are petty romances or mere infatuation. Not many of Gilbert's swains are ready to die for their sweethearts..."





"Cyril ... is one of that vulgar but often attractive type of humanity - the bounder". 





"Alexis is a hopeless egotist".





"Although she is not a mortal, the Fairy Queen is one of the most human charcters in the Savoy Operas. Her attitude to the fairies is not that of an orthodox queen to her subjects, but of an old hen with her chicks."





In "A Tradition and an Anomaly" (G&S Journal 1969, ix, p. 196) Andrew Lamb tried to argue that Gilbert used the same set of characters for each opera, a claim that was quickly challenged by Diana Burleigh in the next issue, on the grounds that Gilbert had refuted this when he complained that he had created a fresh character in each opera for Grossmith, but that the latter's bad acting made them all seem the same. Nevertheless, Mr. Lamb's basic point is not invalidated in any way, namely that there is an individuality about the different categories of parts in the G&S operas which sets them apart from anything to be found in the stage works of any other writer, that this similarity can really only be explained by supposing that it was because they were written for a stock company of actors, and that basically the rigidity of casting has continued in DOC productions to this day. Miss Burleigh seeks to invalidate this last point too, but the examples she quotes in fact suggest the exact opposite, that casting has become more, not less, rigid, with the passage of years.





IN DEFENCE OF DOROTHY





In Gasbag of February 1983, Marc Shepherd drew out his claws to sink them in Dorothy, the opera by B.C. Stephenson and Alfred Cellier. He printed a lengthy review of the piece by G.B. Shaw, prefixing it with an editorial attempting to prove how dreadful Dorothy is. But methinks the gentleman doth protest too much. to begin with, anyone reading the article quickly and without realising the background of the opera, might imagine that Shaw was reviewing the original production. In fact, his review was quite clearly of a very bad touring production which had at that time reached Greenwich on the outskirts of London. Furthermore, Shaw's temper was unlikely to have been improved by having to sit in the discomfort (?and smell) of the gallery (the gallery of an English theatre in the nineteenth century, was no place for a gentleman), besides which, Shaw appears to have had a dislikew of Cellier's music. The review must, therefore, be treated as highly biassed. Not all the information in Marc's editorial is correct. Dorothy opened at the Gaiety Theatre, where it was a dismal failure, in spite of having Marion Hood (who created Mabel in Pirates) in the lead. It was then transferred to the Gaiety [SIC] where Marion Hood was replaced by Marie Tempest, and Hayden Coffin took over the baritone role. Cellier was abroad at the time, and as Stephenson decided that Coffin needed an extra song, he dug out an old ballad of Cellier's and fitted it with new words. The result was "Queen of my heart". Thus the success of Dorothy was probably partly due to the fact that thje leads fitted the roles in question. It was, in fact, a fortuitous forerunner of the modern custom of writing a show round the talents of a particular star. Pickwick was a great success in London, but can one imagine it without Hartry Seacombe, or Half a Sixpence without Tommy Steele? Dorothy did not "fade into obscurity", it simply did what 80% of all musical productions do, it closed and was not revived. But it continued to be performed by amateur companies for a very long time. To say that it was "no match for the success of G&S" is unfair, for the same could be said of every other musical work ever written for the stage. No work, not even the finest and most popular of Mozart's operas has achieved the continued and lasting success (in terms of the total number of performances ever given) as G&S. They are a unique phenomenon. To suggest that something is somehow lacking because it does not measure up to this, is absurd. Dorothy was a piece of its time, and is now out of date, just as are the tiresome dreary "comedies" of Ben Jonson (I speak from bitter experience, having acted in two of them). But to suggest that Jonson was a failure because his plays have not the lasting quality of Shakespeare would be wrong. To redress the balance, I quote some extracts from a contemporary booklet called "Dorothy Sketches". MICHAEL WALTERS





THE CASE AGAINST THE GONDOLIERS





In the November/December 1982 edition of Gasbag, Marc Shepherd expressed the opinion that Gondoliers was his favourite opera, since it is probably the opera I like least of the 13, I thought that an investigation of our opposing views would be of interest, particularly as some of the things Marc says are definitely controversial, at least to British readers. He starts off with the premise that he needs to defend his partiality for The Gondoliers because it is a comparatively unpopular opera. I feel the need to do just the reverse! Marc tells us:


Among most people, the consensus is that Gilbert and Sullivan's three greatest operas were H.M.S. Pinafore, The Pirates of Penzance and The Mikado [presumably in that order?]


But this is clearly an American view, I think few British readers would agree, indeed I think there is quite a sizeable chunk of the G&S community over here who regard Pinafore and Pirates as among the inferior works of the partnership. I think the British consensus of popularity opinion would regard the top three as Kikado, Gondoliers and Iolanthe. The lack of popularity of the latter in the States would be understandable, as it is directed specifically at English institutions, which must be a bit incomprehensible to our friends. It is not topical", as suggested by Marc, as much of the satire is every bit as relevant today as it was in Gilbert's time.





Marc places his case for The Gondoliers as follows:


The Gondoliers is one of my favourite operas because I believe it is one of the best that Gilbert and Sullivan wrote. From the first to the last note of this mammoth work, there is scarcely a measure or syllable out of place. There are few, if any, moments that I should have rather seen written some other way. This opera, perhaps more than any other, is infused with the simple capability to entertain its audience marvellously from start to finish.


Now while all this, from the beginning of the second sentence, is undoubtedly true, I query its relevance. A "simple capacity to entertain" is, after all, a cheap and rather common virtue, and certainly does not go to make a great work. And one of the reasons why Gondoliers is not a great work, is that it isn't an opera. The opening musical sequence is indeed operatic in character, after that, the piece is little removed from musical comedy, and indeed, may perhaps be regarded as the first musical comedy, and the work which contributed to bring that genre into being. If this is correct, then it occupies a unique place in English theatrical history. 





Marc is undoubtedly right in saying that the greatest flaw of The Gondoliers is that it "tends to be unforgiving of a poor or inexperiences production". In plain English English, this means that its a damned difficult show to do well. I have seen the piece many times, and I do not believe I have ever seen a production, either amateur or professional, that I felt was thoroughly satisfactory. Most were very disappointing, and some were just downright dull. I do not believe that The Gondoliers can be regarded as one of G&S's best works. The lyrics are Gilbert at his most pallid, the music is Sullivan at his most twee, and it is certainly not "pure satire" as Marc claims. Utopia Ltd., is an example of one that is pure satire.





In short, Marc's spirited, and often ingenious attempts to explain why he is so fond of The Gondoliers, do not convince me; but they help to underline the very paradox of why we all love G&S. For the love of G&S, like Marc's love of The Gondoliers is basically irrational. The G&S lobby can put forward many reasons why G&S is good, the anti-G&S lobby can put forward many reasons why it is not. But the fact remains that none of the reasons I would put forward if I were forced to defend G&S are reasons which actually attracted me to it in the first place. I don't know why I love it, I just do. And the very illogicality is what has always baffled those who do not like it. 





In the next issue, Marc reviewed UMGASS's Gondoliers and made one or two surprising comments. For instance, he criticised the stageing of "With Ducal pomp":


Prior to this number, selected members of the chorus were directed to take a conspicuous position beghind the scenery so that they could become physically re-acquainted with their newly-arrived girl friends. When the Duke entered, demanding to be escorted to the Baratarian palace,all the men entered grouchy and disinterested, the result of their having been interrupted in what they had been doing. The men's chorus was then directed to be thoroughly blase during "With ducal pomp" before exiting in disgust when it was over. I can't deny that this proved to be funny, but I don't believe it was at all what Gilbert intended, and as has often been said before, just because something is funny does not mean it is appropriate. 


I agree entirely, yet elsewhere Marc told us that Marco and Giuseppe were played by two men of different skin colour. He said:


I don't know if this has been done before anywhere else, but it worked well here. In fact, far from creating awkwardness, it actually enhanced some of the comic situations.


I expect Marc was being tactful, but I feel that precisely the same criteria apply. This has been a bone of contention of mine for many years, so let me voice it here (and I happen to know that Grace Bumbry is of a similar opinion). It is not appropriate to have a single black person in a white cast, playing a role that is not supposed to be black. Make-up is as important as costume, and just as no-one would dream of playing Gondoliers with one person in modern dress and the rest in 18th century period costume on the grounds that it didn't matter, so the same applies to facial appearance. This is not racism, but just as a white actor is expected to put on dark make-up if playing (say) Othello, I consider it reasonable that a black actor should be expected to make up suitably if playing a white part.


MICHAEL WALTERS





MARC SHEPHERD ON THE MIKADO





In Gasbag of April 1983, Marc Shepherd made an assessment of this opera, in which he makes one or two controversial statements that should not go unanswered. In the same issue he reviews the production that took place in Stratford, Ontario, in the summers of 1982 and 1983, in which some similar comments occurred. Marc seems to have seen a number of badly performed Mikados, which have adversely coloured his reaction to the opera. But when he says: Gilbert's libretto, which has been so highly praised by so many people, does not carry itself. Without interesting business to go along with it, The Mikado can put people to sleep.


It would be impossible for me to disagree more completely with this view. One of the remarkable things  about The Mikado is that it requires absolutely nothing more to play itself than the absolutely faithful rendering of Gilbert's text. By far the most successful Mikado I ever saw was one at Exeter University in the early 1970s, on which I have commented before in these pages. It was played on a completely bare stage with black curtains, the only furniture being a huge gong centre back in Act 1, replaced by a throne in Act 2. The costumes were serviceable but unremarkable. There was no "business" of any kind, but because it was blessed with a cast of excellent actors, and a producer who really understood the text, it was quite the funniest Mikado I have seen. But, and this is the point I think, the acting does need to be good. A Mikado without good acting, and without business, would indeed be insufferable, but the fault is not Gilbert's. Gilbert's rexts are as difficult to play really well as Shakespeare; and it has been pointed out (by Gervase Hughes, I think, though I stand to being corrected on this) that Sullivan's music is as difficult to sing really well as Mozart. Would that present day directors could be persuaded of this, and cease to treat the operas as though they were musicals. They are not musicals, but sophisticated stage dramas which deserve to be treated with respect.





Marc makes one or two specific comments that I find slightly puzzling. For instance , in reviewing the Stratford [production, he says:


There was one dialogue change which I found particularly funny and appropriate. For Ko-Ko's line "It might have been on his pocket handkerchief, but Japanese don't use pocket handkerchiefs", Stratford substituted the infinitely better: "We would have checked his American Express card, but he must have left home without it".


Perhaps this is reflection of our diverging cultures, but whereas I find the original line mildly but not killingly amusing, I can find nothing remotely humorous in the substitute. In fact I don't even understand it, although in other contexts references to American Express cards are often good for a laugh. 





Marc also comments that he is worried by the fact that there are a number of lines in The Mikado which have to be said in exactly the right way to be funny. Well, yes, of course. This is one of the most fundamental things in the art of playing and writing comedy. Anyone who cannot deliver such a line correctly, is simply not an actor. A comedy in which all the jokes are so obvious that they can be delivered by any fool and still be funny is a play of no literary value, and has the characteristics of a sit-com. Indeed, if you search the files of mid-nineteenth-century burlesque and pantomime, you can find many stage entertainments with just the characters of whose lack Marc complain in The Mikado. But The Mikado lives, they do not.


MICHAEL WALTERS 


