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Preface


I have written a diary, be it long or brief, for each of the Gilbert and Sullivan Festivals that I have attended. This diary of the 1996 Festival in Philadelphia never quite got finished. After three years of dallying, I decided to take the wraps off and publish the diary as it now stands.


My notes for a couple of the events are sketchy, and I fear it is too late to reconstruct them in my mind. I have completely lost my notes of the final day. Nevertheless, I believe that I completed enough of the diary to make it worthy of submission to the archive.


I have not altered my impressions of the time, even where the predictions of 1996 have not come true. Back then, for example, it appeared that Festivals outside of Buxton would become a regular occurrence, with even a visit to Australia being seriously considered. It is now clear that this has no realistic chance of happening in the foreseeable future.


I hope that this diary succeeds in bringing some of the magic of Phylly-96 to those who weren’t there, and that it revives happy memories for those who were.


Prologue


Two years ago, Ian Smith launched what seemed like a quixotically absurd enterprise—a two-week international festival of Gilbert and Sullivan in the unlikely English town of Buxton. Though the festival lost money, interest was keen enough to justify a second festival last year, which seems actually to have made a small profit. In 1996, Ian and his team took an ambitious leap forward with the addition of a new first-leg of the festival in Philadelphia. After a week in Philly, the festival returned to Buxton for another fortnight. There are actually a couple of dozen people, not counting staff, who found the time to attend all three weeks of the Festival, but the Philly leg was all I could manage.


The week in Philadelphia offered much to tempt the G&S nut, and it attracted fans not just from the Northeast, but from all across America and many from the UK, as well. The week offered eight different shows, including two given by stars of the original D’Oyly Carte Opera Company, plus numerous “coffee and conversation” mornings and afternoon master classes, and a jolly midnight cabaret each evening. 


In Buxton, the Festival is already an institution, and understandably so: aside from a brand of mineral water, Buxton has no other industry besides music festivals. Being home to the G&S Festival extends Buxton’s tourist season by an extra fortnight, a boon for which the town fathers are obviously grateful. Philadelphia presents a very different problem: in a city that hosted the baseball all-star game and a national Teamsters convention earlier that month, a G&S festival that drew under a thousand out-of-town visitors was an event of little consequence. This is a reality the Smiths will have to adjust to, as there is no American city equivalent to Buxton—interesting enough to tourists, big enough to accommodate such a broad array of activities, yet small enough to consider it a Big Deal.


The International G&S Festival has become quite a cottage industry. Besides the performances themselves, the organizers offer tee-shirts, sweatshirts, note cards, mugs, figurines and videos for sale. Ian Smith has even secured marketing rights to the 1954 film The Story of Gilbert and Sullivan, the 1966 D’Oyly Carte film of The Mikado, and the 1970s “G&S For All” video series.” Yet, lest you fear that this is nothing but a scheme to line Ian Smith’s pockets, it is abundantly clear that he lost boat-loads of money on the Philadelphia leg of the festival. In addition to the high rental fee of a Broadway-class unionized theater in the heart of the city, he imported his own orchestra, chorus, tech staff, and all the D’Oyly Carte stars.


Until late in the week, the future of the Festival in Philadelphia was in great doubt. There are more G&S fans in the Northeast than in any other region of the country. Yet, houses at the 1850-seat Merriam Theater were only about half-full, even for the D’Oyly Carte performances. Understandably, the Smiths found themselves doubting whether they’d chosen the right city, and there was talk of rotating the Festival each season, instead of choosing a permanent U.S. home.


Several factors argued against this strategy. While no one would dispute that the Festival was a success overall, the Smiths made numerous mistakes clearly attributable to being in an unfamiliar city. Were the Festival to keep moving, each year would invariably bring a new set of missteps. By staying in Philadelphia, the Smiths can build on what they’ve now learned, instead of starting from scratch somewhere else. In addition, the Smiths were clearly hurt by marketing blunders, including excessive ticket prices, a local marketing strategy that started too late, and the lack of a Mikado or Pirates on the program.


Fortunately, word-of-mouth and press were excellent, and the Festival had a brisk box office throughout the week. On the final night in the Merriam Theater, Ian Smith announced that the Festival would indeed return to Philadelphia in 1997. Ian has already committed to bring the Festival to Berkely, California, as part of British Government-sponsored tribute to the Golden State. Counting Buxton, there will thus be four weeks of Festival performances next summer. How Ian will fill such a large bill remains a mystery, but the man is full of surprises. He even promises an Australian Festival by the end of the decade.


There was no lack of mistakes: lack of food in the cabarets and coffee mornings; hotel snafus; lack of air conditioning at many of the venues; and, lack of capable accompanists for some of the pot-luck shows. Neither of the headquarters hotels was particularly good. The week’s end also left me a bit unfulfilled, for this Festival, like its predecessors, was competitive, but no awards were given until the final day at Buxton. The overwhelming majority of people at Philly who, like me, were not going to Buxton, left with only a list of nominees for the major prizes.


Yet, through all this, the Festival remains a magical event. Warts and all, I think it left most visitors craving for more.


Day One: Saturday, July 20


Beginnings


The day, and the Festival, began with a service of commemoration for the lives of Gilbert and Sullivan, at the Church of the Holy Trinity on Rittenhouse Square. David Turner, the Festival Adjudicator, read from Ecclesiasticus 44, “Let us praise famous men.” Neil Smith read from Sullivan’s 1888 address, “About Music,” while Ian Smith read from Gilbert’s famous address to the O.P. club in 1906. Several Sullivan hymns were sung, and organist John French played “The Lost Chord.” The service ended with “Onward, Christian Soldiers.”


Now, it was off to the Merriam Theater for an orientation—it could hardly be called a rehearsal—for the opening sing. Ian’s original concept called for a chorus of four hundred, all in costume, singing the twelve Act I finales in reverse order of composition, followed by a complete performance of Trial By Jury. The actual chorus was more like one hundred (about half in costume), which was plenty, though an actual rehearsal would have been welcome.


Next, we walked to Philadelphia’s majestic city hall and marched down Broad Street back to the theater, singing “When the foeman bares his steel.” Two television stations covered the event. Then, in the theater, the house lights were extinguished, the curtain went up, and the orchestra led us into “Hail, Poetry.” Five luminaries gave brief speeches and cut a symbolic ribbon, declaring the Festival open.


Though the program fell a bit short of all the Act I finales, there was something from every opera. After “Ring Forth, Ye Bells” from The Sorcerer, the Act II finale from Grand Duke and “Eagle High” from Utopia, New York City’s Village Light Opera Group (VLOG) performed the Act I finales of Yeomen and Gondoliers, with VLOG’s Ron Noll conducting. From full costumes to complete blocking, VLOG had prepared impeccably, and these were the afternoon’s best selections.


Then came the chorus of “Oh, happy the lily,” followed by a portion of the Mikado Act I finale, with Ann Kirschner (recruited at very short notice) setting the audience afire with a focused, white-hot Katisha. After Ida’s “For a month to dwell,” a contingent of New York’s Gilbert and Sullivan Society presented Iolanthe’s Act I finale in its entirety. A quickly-arranged volunteer group gave “I hear the soft note,” the sextette from Patience, and Savoy Fare, a concert group from New York City, gave the Act I finale from Pinafore. Philadelphian Rob Gawthrop, who is a judge in real life, wrapped things up with the Judge’s song and the finale of Trial By Jury.


Patience, The Savoy Company


Philadelphia-based Savoy Company is one of four groups to have performed at all three festivals to date. This year’s “home team,” Savoy took the field first with their strong production of Patience. This was a traditional show in every sense, with each scene delivered in more-or-less the expected way. While the production was highly effective, it was perhaps a bit too generic, and hence unmemorable.


Baritone roles have long been a Savoy strength. Geoff Berwind was a cynical Bunthorne whose wry asides in Act I assured us he was all sham. For his patter song, he sat down on an inverted bucket Patience had left behind and treated it like a one-on-one confession to the audience. In Act II, the pretense of aestheticism was mostly abandoned (aside from his long hair and languid costume) in favor of an obsession with regaining the ladies’ attentions.


Mike Tunney, in long blond hair and blue satin costume, cut a large and imposing figure as Grosvenor. Tunney’s silky-smooth voice and cultivated English accent made him a captivating figure, but the blond wig and heavy rouge makeup gave him an almost feminine appearance. The performance approached perfection, with Tunney’s uncomfortable resemblance to a cross-dresser being the only reservation.


Ethan Cadoff delivered the best account of Colonel Calverley’s patter song that I’ve ever heard, with every word clearly audible and the complicated text illustrated through well-placed gestures. Other strong performances came from Ross Drucker (Duke), Betsy Walker (Jane), Susan Blair (Angela) and Daniel Kaplan (Major). The production’s lone weak link was Janine Dwyer’s Patience. With pursed lips, furled brow and flower-print costume, she looked more like a school marm who’s seen it all than an innocent milkmaid.


The curtain rose on Act I to discover a gardener clipping the hedges around Bunthorne’s garden. He didn’t hang around long, as the approach of the ladies evidently frightened him off. The same routine was repeated at the start of Act II, though the joke had considerably less impact the second time around. I later learned that Patience was the only opera this gentleman needed to complete a full cycle with Savoy, which is evidently an honor of some distinction in that company.


The adjudicator’s report on the performance seemed uncomfortably harsh. While he touched on a number of core truths, particularly emphasizing some ho-hum chorus work, he also dallied on a number of peevish complaints, such as the failure to light the proscenium curtain during the overture. He even found the gardener objectionable. This was most Americans’ first exposure to adjudication, and as one in the audience later put it, “I thought I’d seen a wonderful production of Patience until the adjudicator told me I wasn’t supposed to have liked it.”


Cabaret


As at the first two festivals, each evening concluded with a “cabaret” at a local pub. In Buxton, the cabarets were held in a cavernous hall that could accommodate an essentially limitless audience. Here, at the Elephant & Castle restaurant at the Holiday Inn, those who got in were packed like sardines (and many didn’t get in at all).


Perhaps the largest embarrassment came on Friday night, when there wasn’t even room to let in the society who were supposed to be giving the entertainment. Admission included “supper,” but the food disappeared within minutes—on several nights, less time than it took those with tickets to walk from the theater to the hotel. Obtaining more congenial surroundings, and buying more food, will no doubt be among Ian Smith’s highest priorities for next year. 


For our trouble we were treated to some first-class entertainment from the versatile Savoy Company. Among the highlights: Mike Tunney sang a ballad called “The Fireman’s Wife,” whose eponymous heroine prefers the firehouse to her own husband; Guillermo Bosch sang the Italian song “That’s Amore” to new words, now called “That’s a Lawyer”; Dan Rothermel read the Bab Ballad “The Yarn of the Nancy Bell”; and Geoff Berwind and Ethan Cadoff enacted the “muffin” scene from The Importance of Being Ernest.”


There followed one of this year’s innovations—a “pot-luck” Pirates of Penzance (one of five such shows given in Philadelphia). By the time it started—something like 12:30 a.m.—many of the audience had left, but those who stayed were treated to a rousing concert performance of the opera.


Day Two: Sunday, July 21


Shreds and Patches


In the morning, Ian Smith hosted a coffee for members of the internet mailing list SavoyNet, who were reckoned up by dozens at the festival. There followed a showing of the 1950s film The Story of Gilbert and Sullivan. In the afternoon, Peggy Ann Jones (D’Oyly Carte mezzo from roughly 1962–1974) gave a talk about her years with the company. She has become a sort of Phyllis Diller type, with every fourth line being a joke about her age. (By my calculations, she isn’t that old—probably only mid-fifties). Like most former Cartes who’ve spoken on the subject, she is all in favor of updated staging and interpretation, as long as the core genius of the works is respected; she liked Papp’s Pirates, for example. When asked to speculate about why the Company folded, she didn’t hesitate to lay the blame at the feet of Dame Bridget D’Oyly Carte, who had scant aptitude for, or interest in, theatrical matters.


Ruddigore, Original D’Oyly Carte Stars


Productions reuniting former D’Oyly Carte stars have been a centerpiece of all three G&S festivals to date. Two years ago, the former Cartes presented a semi-staged version of Yeomen. Last year, they gave a fully-staged Sorcerer. This year, Sorcerer was revived and a new production of Ruddigore added.


It doesn’t take an economic genius to figure out that these productions are Ian Smith’s loss leader. He charged a slightly higher ticket price for these performances, but he had to pay the expenses for bringing all the principals and a full chorus (and their costumes) from England, and putting them up in Philadelphia for more than a week.


One of the week’s most surprising lessons was that the D’Oyly Carte name no longer sells tickets. The three so-called D’Oyly Carte performances sold no better than the amateur ones, and the Sorcerer matinee on the final Sunday played to a near-empty house. (That near-Broadway prices were charged for these performances, with no discount for the matinee, cannot have helped.)


For Ruddigore, the star-studded cast included Kenneth Sandford (Sir Despard), Geoffrey Shovelton (Richard), Simon Butteriss of the New D’Oyly Carte (Robin), Julia Goss (Rose), Gillian Knight (Hannah), John Ayldon (Roderic), Patricia Leonard (Mad Margaret) and Michal Buchan (Old Adam), with Roberta Morrell directing. By and large, these stars can still conjure up the magic of twenty years ago, though the illusion shows signs of age.


Kenneth Sand�ford has lost some vocal projection (and the Merriam Theater presented a most unhelpful acoustic), but he has not lost the ability to inform his roles with the delicate nuances most actors overlook. With make-up, he looked and sounded a good twenty years younger (though the wig was frightful), and he made Despard a sympathetic figure, one whom we truly pitied for the sorry misfortune of being saddled with the curse of Ruddigore. Having said that, we must frankly admit that it was, by any measure, an off night for Ken, with much of his usual energy and precision missing. (I heard that he did the role much better at a subsequent matinee.)


Simon Butteriss, who has played Bunthorne and Ko-Ko with the New D’Oyly Carte, is truly a major find. With a sympathetic face, a strong baritone, and superb diction, he might well have been an authentic D’Oyly Carte patter man were the original company still going. The only challenge he faced in this production was that the Rose, Julia Goss, looked old enough to be his mother. While it may seem indelicate to criticize a fiftysomething soprano for the one thing she cannot control—her age—Ms. Goss didn’t appear to have made any attempt to improve her appearance through costume or makeup, as Kenneth Sandford did so effectively. Her singing and acting might have been found satisfactory in a decent amateur company.


Gillian Knight, who squeezed in her festival appearances between runs of La Traviata and Die Walküre at Covent Garden, was an absolutely fearsome Dame Hannah. She had a mesmerizing fire in her eyes as she told the legend of Sir Rupert. John Ayldon has a naturally angular face, and when makeup is added to accentuate the shadows, he looks certifiably ghastly. His “night wind howls” was frightening enough to justify advance parental warnings.


Patricia Leonard portrayed Mad Margaret as an alcoholic bag lady. It was a performance that evoked genuine sympathy: if you saw her on the street, you’d say, “This woman needs help!” Geoffrey Shovelton never played Richard with D’Oyly Carte, but the part suited him well, and he even danced a respectable hornpipe. The performance was too understated, however. Richard needs to be a larger-than-life character, but Shovelton made him just an ordinary guy.


Director Roberta Morrell always finds clever ways to integrate the chorus into the fabric of the action. Ruddigore takes place in a seaside town, so it made perfect sense that stevedores and fishermen were milling about in Act I. Still, the strain of preparing two operas in six days was apparent. In many scenes, the chorus just stood around and seemed uninterested in the action. The dance that ended Act I was a bore.


Much of the Act I finale was severely misjudged. Sir Despard entered waving a pistol. After Robin was unmasked as the rightful baronet, he seized the gun, but had no idea what to do with it. Despard and Margaret were united immediately, so there was no surprise when he sang, “I to Margaret must keep my vow.”


The Festival had arranged to rent scenery from a Toronto group, much of which failed to arrive. For Act II, all we had was a row of portraits upstage, with a divan downstage right. Despite the scenic handicap, the act had several memorable innovations. Robin wore Dracula makeup and acted convincingly evil. During the ghost music, he tossed himself around the stage like a rag doll, as if manipulated by the chorus’s puppet-like gestures. At the end of the scene, Sir Roderic cast a spell, and Robin fell asleep on the divan as the ghosts returned to their frames.


Other innovations were less successful. “I once was a very abandoned person” and “My eyes are fully open” had no other blocking except for characters rearranging themselves on the divan. The staging of the former left Kenneth Sandford clearly out-of-sorts, while the audience was deprived of one of the opera’s great highlights. I understand the traditional blocking was restored for the matinee a week later, a performance that seems to have gone considerably better than the one I saw.


Cabaret


There was no formal cabaret, just a pot-luck Utopia. If the previous evening’s Pirates showed how good a “pot-luck” can be, surely this showed how bad it can be. Unaccountably, Ian Smith was depending entirely on volunteer pianists, and the only volunteer he got was someone who’d never seen or heard the opera before. The result, when coupled with several principals not fully comfortable with the material, was a total disaster that only the most rabid fans managed to see through to the end. The two best performances came from Kay Byler, who sight-read Lady Sophy but was more musical and poignant than most mezzos who attempt the role; and Ron Orenstein, who claimed he hadn’t sung Mr. Goldbury in seven years, but was full of the cocksured�ness a company promoter needs.


Day Three: Monday, July 22


Kenneth Sandford


Monday was Kenneth Sandford day. In the morning, he hosted an open “coffee and conversation” with questions and repartee provided by David Turner. In the afternoon, he led a master class. In the first session, he spent the bulk of the time on his pre-D’Oyly Carte career, which included substantial experience in West End musicals and music hall comedy. Details of his Carte career are too well-known to repeat here; the most interesting new tidbit (to me) was that he spent his first five years of his D’OC career trying to shed the role of the Sergeant of Police, which he felt was too low for him. When he offered to take a pay cut in return for giving up the part, they finally saw that he was serious and granted the request.


Like Peggy Ann Jones the day before, he expressed admiration for Papp’s Pirates (but opined that the authentic company could have done it even better, if only they’d been allowed to). He also had no hesitation for laying the blame for the Company’s failure solely with management. He described Dame Bridget as a lovely lady with not a jot of instinct for the theater. Once, she viewed a dress rehearsal and her only comment was that a certain singer had the wrong hat. The Company’s costume department dutifully got her a new hat, and Dame Bridget was convinced that having the right hat made the lady a better performer.


In the last few years, Sandford has stayed active performing in G&S concert performances with his former colleagues, but he has declined to join the group’s next tour on account of the atrocious working conditions to which they were subjected the last time they came to America. He’s too old to put up with such indignity, he observed. He ended with a melancholy statement of how ancient he felt the night before, when he took off his Despard makeup and saw an old man in a gray beard.


He was full of energy at the master class, and I wondered where that energy had been the preceding evening, during Ruddigore. He took four students: VLOG’s Nathan Hull (Wilfred Shadbolt’s “When jealous torments”), Chester County G&S Society’s Lois Alt (“Silvered is the raven hair”), Savoy Fare’s Elizabeth Evans-Emery (“Sorry her lot”) and Washington Savoyards’ Pamela Leighton-Bilik (“A lady fair of lineage high”). Sandford focused on the text, repeatedly emphasizing the importance of adhering to Gilbert’s exact words, and making each word count. In a recitative, for example, the singer should take her time, and not be bound to exact note values, so that every word is meaningful and clearly heard. Predictably, he spent the most time with Nathan Hull, since Shadbolt was one of his own parts.


Trial Without Jury (Western Australia)


That evening’s main event was a study in contrasts. The G&S Society of Western Australia presented Trial Without Jury, a raucous, Monty Python-style low burlesque that was as fun as it was irreverent. Immediately following, the Chester County G&S Society presented as conservative a Pinafore as I have yet seen. That both succeeded speaks volumes for the durability of the G&S operas.


Trial Without Jury is an adaptation of Trial by Jury for five soloists and no chorus. The adjudicator called it “interesting,” which probably means that he didn’t like it, but couldn’t deny that it was cleverly done and skillfully executed. After the opening chorus, there was an interpolated song for the Usher (written for this production, I later learned). Most people agreed that the opera would have been better without it. After that, it was all Gilbert and Sullivan, but with liberal changes to the lyrics. “Now jurymen, hear my advice” was rewritten as a duet in which the Counsel bribes the Usher in return for his cooperation, and the Usher exclaims, “Finance in Court!”


The Defendant was Eddie Stench, an Elvis look-alike. “Your evil star’s in the ascendant” became “I left my bike with the attendant.” During “Oh, will you swear,” it was the Defendant, not the Jury, who was sworn in. “When first my old, old love I knew” was punctuated with pelvic thrusts that left no doubt where Eddie’s thoughts lay. During “Oh gentlemen, listen, I pray,” he flirted and made an assignation with a lady in the first row of the audience.


The Counsel was a woman, dressed in a modern business suit. “Oh, I was like that when a lad” became a solo for the Counsel, “My dad was like that when a lad.” “Comes the broken flower” was sung by the Counsel. The Plaintiff was dressed like Flo Ziegfeld, and it certainly appeared that she was ready to take any husband at all.


Two years ago, Ross Bryant, a school teacher from Australia, attended the First International G&S Festival in Buxton. He played the Major-General in the first Festival Production of Pirates and won the trophy for Best Character Actor that year. He promised Ian Smith he would bring an Australian group to a future festival, and not only did he keep that promise, but he also played the Judge with great distinction. During the Judge’s song, he danced about the stage like a fire fly. Lines like “There’s the judge and we’re the jury” became “I’m the judge and I’m the jury.” At the end of the opera, he said to the Usher, “Gentle, simple-minded failure, | Get you, if you like, to Australia.”


In a full-length G&S opera, such horsing around would grow tedious. But, Trial is such a short work, and its satire is so broad to begin with, that it works here, especially when presented by five top-flight comedians. It was a fun-filled romp that left the audience roaring. I felt privileged to have seen it.


H.M.S. Pinafore (Chester County, USA)


If Western Australia’s Trial stretched the outer limits of creativity, Chester County’s Pinafore was a veritable monument to the G&S tradition. To those familiar with the opera’s traditional D’Oyly Carte staging, it was as if we’d stepped into a time warp. Rumor has it that Bruce Montgomery, who directs the group, owns copies of the old D’Oyly Carte prompt books, and he seems to have followed them here with a devotion that, had it not been so thoroughly successful, might have been called slavish.


There are many risks in merely recreating an old production. Bits of business that worked for one performer may be completely unsuitable for another. Without the original director to explain the motivation, staging that once seemed inspired may seem dull. Prompt books may tell when the chorus should move from point A to point B, but they may not convey the subtleties that mean the difference between a magical performance and the simply routine.


Josephine was played by an actress of the first order, with a radiant smile and Nancy Drew looks. Her reassuring reactions to Ralph in the Act I finale, and her immediate grasp of the consequences of “A many years ago,” were textbook examples of reacting in character even when not singing.


The Captain was from the stiff-upper-lip school. The interpretation was capably sung, but could have used more warmth. Hebe was dressed like the Daughter of the Regiment, and she created a vivid character. Deadeye was believably villainous. Buttercup had to work too hard, and she tended to bounce her arms in rhythm to the music. Sir Joseph was the weak link, playing up the effeminate side of the part to a point of caricature. His make-up made him look like a Seminole war chief.


The chorus work was superb, with perfect entrances and cutoffs, and all harmonies in balance. Movement was exceedingly spare, sometimes to excess (e.g., “Over the bright blue sea,” during which the men just stood there waiting for the ladies to arrive).


The set would have pleased any professional company. It was as true-to-life a ship as you’ll see on stage. Lighting was occasionally amateurish (an awfully quick sunrise after “He is an Englishman,”), but the night-time opening of Act II was lit beautifully. The director had a marvelous sense of color—juxtaposing Josephine’s pastels and Hebe’s primary colors, for example.


Creative productions like Western Australia’s Trial Without Jury and traditional ones like Chester County’s Pinafore are exciting for different reasons. In Trial Without Jury, the excitement came from the thrill of experiencing something new; in Pinafore, it came from the satisfaction of seeing an old art form revived with consummate skill. Together, they combined to give the Festival’s best evening so far.


Day Four: Tuesday, July 23


Not From Scholastic Trammels Free


Pamela Leighton-Bilik, a middle school teacher from the suburbs of Washington, DC, gave a seminar on producing G&S in the schools. About a decade ago, Bilik hatched the idea of mounting an annual G&S production in her school. She received no support from the music or theater departments, and no financing. However, thanks to her own hard work and passion for the cause, she has built her annual shows into an institution, with roughly 150 children (and numerous adults, too) participating each year.


Students are required to audition, but—and she doesn’t tell them this—no one is ever rejected. She has cast blind students, deaf students, Down’s Syndrome students, and even students in wheel chairs. Bilik serves as both dramatics and musical director. The students generally sing in two-part harmony—there are few tenors and basses at this age—and more difficult musical passages are sometimes omitted (e.g., the three-against-two chorus in The Gondoliers), but the operas are given close to complete.


Lacking tangible support from the school itself, Bilik reaches out to the community. Sets are built by volunteers. Parents provide costumes, following Bilik’s guidelines. Even the accompanist is a volunteer. Parents and other teachers occasionally fill in choruses (e.g. the police in Pirates). Rehearsals are held for an hour or so each day for four months, with performances given in the school gymnasium.


Bilik’s objective is not to train a new generation of theater majors, but to provide an extra-curricular outlet for the substantial numbers of students who don’t play sports (the only extra-curricular activity the school board funds). Through her productions, students build a sense of self-esteem, responsibility and teamwork.


Bilik’s next challenge is to become a kind of G&S “Johnny Appleseed,” spreading word of what she has done—and how she has done it—to other communities. Over the last thirty years, budget cuts have eviscerated theater and music education in the lower grades.  Pamela Leighton-Bilik has shown that individuals, through their own efforts, can go a long way towards reversing that trend.


The Yeomen of the Guard, South Anglia Savoy Players


South Anglia Savoy Players, the only English society that made the trek to Philadelphia, is another of the four groups that have appeared at all three festivals to date. To be sure, South Anglia are no strangers to world travel, having presented G&S in Wales, Ireland, Portugal, Italy, and Malta. Their Yeomen sat the standard for the Festival’s Philadelphia leg, with what all assumed would be the eventual winning production.


To be sure, David Turner seemed ready to concede the Festival Trophy to South Anglia with thirteen adjudicated performances yet to be given. He said, “Adjudication is unknown in America, but it is a cardinal rule of the adjudicator’s profession never to applaud. Tonight, dammit, I’m going to applaud.” With that, he threw his note pad to the floor and led a round of applause for South Anglia. He praised the masterful direction and called the performance “superb.”


And superb it was, but while Mr. Turner was apparently giving it an A+, the people I queried awarded it an A–. The performance was full of wonderful details, beautifully executed in nearly all respects, to which only a few reservations must be added. Musical director Brian Brown never did quite get the orchestra under control, and I dare say not a single chorus ensemble number was without mishap. Brown also took the final chorus of Act I about 50% faster than usual, an innovation (perhaps cribbed from the recent Marriner recording) that strips Sullivan’s masterful setting of its majestic grandeur.


South Anglia’s talented veteran director, Derek Collins, is a master at moving characters on a stage. In every scene, the placement and spacing of the chorus was like a painting. The opening of the Act I finale was especially impressive, as battalions of Yeomen entered in formation from three separate directions. (It reminded me of the entry of the three cantons in Rossini’s Guillaume Tell.) The opening of Act II was another highlight, as a minister entered followed by townspeople in twos and threes, whom he greeted, suggesting they’d all just been to church. Jack Point and Elsie Maynard entered in Act I not alone, but with a whole band of traveling players (jugglers, gymnasts), though the staging of “I have a song to sing, O” was a bit lame.


The production’s one significant dramatic misjudgment was at the end of Act I. Elsie fainted into Fairfax’s arms about thirty measures too early. He carried her off stage immediately, and the Yeomen disbursed to search out the culprit. The curtain thus fell on an empty stage, instead of the tableau that Gilbert wanted. The Act II finale was especially touching, with—for the first time that I can recall—a Fairfax who showed some sympathy for Point. (He was still no hero, though—chuckling and ribbing the Lieutenant while Elsie sang, “Leonard, my loved one, come to me.”


Paul Lazell has won Best Male Performer at each of the first two festivals, and with his commanding Wilfred, he seemed well on his way to a hat trick. Elaine Lazell has a musical theater voice (the kind you expect will burst into “Memory, all alone in the moonlight” at the first opportunity), but once we got used to that, she gave us a puckish, gregarious Phoebe. Sally Brown sang Elsie with passionate conviction, but her face was fixed throughout in an expression of anger that seemed unsuited to the character. John Hebden was Point writ small; it was a capable performance, if only you could hear it. Mick Wilson was a highly self-assured Fairfax, and he sang “Free from his fetters grim” with a pathetic longing most tenors are not able to grasp, but he didn’t look old enough to have accomplished all the brave exploits the other characters talk about. Eileen Barks-Marner was the perfect Dame Carruthers, conveying a stone-faced strength as great as the Tower itself.


South Anglia’s Wilfred, Paul Lazell, was also the Festival Technical Director, which might explain why they had a better set than any other visiting company. I never did smoke out exactly how this was accomplished in a theater 3000 miles from home, but it was one of the best Yeomen sets I’ve seen. The back cloth was particularly striking, with a massive painting of the Great Tower itself and masted ships seen in the background. Lighting was masterful (as it was for all performances in which Mr. Lazell had a hand), the stage bathed throughout in a warm glow and transitions accomplished smoothly.


While many of us questioned the propriety of Mr. Turner all but conceding the Festival Trophy with thirteen nights of adjudication yet to go, most festival veterans agreed that it was difficult to conceive of the production that could beat this Yeomen.


Day Five: Wednesday, July 24


David Turner


In the morning, Neil Smith hosted a “coffee and conversation” with David Turner, who, when he is not adjudicating the G&S Festival, is better known as artistic director of The Mousetrap, at 44 years the world’s longest-running play. He readily conceded that The Mousetrap is a fluke—not a bad play by any means, but not one that even the author, Agatha Christie, considered among her best. Interestingly, the play’s original director had a contract that guaranteed him a percentage of the gross “for the run of the show.” That lucky man still receives a check of some £700 per week for some three weeks’ work forty-four years ago.


Turner is not optimistic about the future of live theater. In London’s West End, as on Broadway, ridiculous union rules artificially inflate the cost of bringing shows to market. For example, The Mousetrap is required to employ three full-time stage-hands, even though the play’s scenery has not moved in twenty-four years (the last time the set was redesigned). Similarly, the theater must employ three full-time electricians, even though the show has only seventeen lighting cues. While these rules pose no economic problem for a long-running play like The Mousetrap, they pose significant entry barriers for new productions.


Amateur theater, he says, has lost much of the fun of the old days. Many towns have five or six operatic and dramatic societies, which dilutes the quality of productions beyond all reason. Performers, he feels, are no longer loyal to the long-term success of their own society, but instead bounce around from group to group. (I do not share Mr. Turner’s pessimism; performing, like sex, is a natural human instinct. The theatrical arts may evolve, but our love for the stage will never die.)


Adjudication occupies only a very small amount of his time. Understandably, he supports the institution, but he recognizes its inherent dangers. He endeavors to be honest, but he feels he is never ruthless, and he never makes a joke at a performer’s expense. It’s a hazard of the profession that, despite his best efforts, some comments will hit harder than he intended, but he works as hard as he can to avoid this. 


Americans continue to find adjudication shocking when they first encounter it, but I queried several of my friends at week’s end, and most favored its return at future festivals. No one agrees with everything Mr. Turner says, but he is thoughtful and well-informed, and in this festival, I think he achieved the adjudicator’s ideal of being “honest, yet not ruthless.” While I do not doubt that some performers were displeased by his comments, I know of none that were reduced to tears by unintentional cruelties (which happened at least twice at the 1994 festival). I would suggest to him, however, to curb the occasional impulse to “pick nits.” Comments that distract from the broad theme of his remarks are, perhaps, better reserved for his written report.


I would be very surprised if Mr. Turner stays with the festival for any more than another year or two. He has not adjudicated any other festival more than four times, and the G&S Festival takes more of his time each year. When the time does come, it will be most interesting to see if the Smiths can find anyone as good. As Ian Smith is no doubt aware, there is no more sensitive job in the festival.


The Sorcerer, Original D’Oyly Carte Stars


Wednesday night was one of those magical nights in the theater that we all live for. Unlike Sunday’s Ruddigore, which even the participants privately acknowledged fell a bit short, The Sorcerer was a happy romp that clicked on all cylinders. Most agreed it was the best Sorcerer they’d ever seen, and a few said it exceeded the original D’Oyly Carte’s Sorcerers. The principals included everyone from Ruddigore, with one substitution (Alistair Donkin, not Simon Butteriss, as the patter baritone) and one addition (Peggy Ann Jones as Mrs. Partlet).


The Sorcerer is a great chorus show, and director Roberta Morrell had her charges actively engaged in the action. Unlike the Ruddigore dance at the end of Act I, Sorcerer’s Country Dance lived up to its billing. Every chorister was a unique character. Several were dressed as members of a marching band and mimed accompaniment to the major Act I march numbers. To all who would ask how to use a G&S chorus, one needn’t have looked any further for the answer.


Geoff Shovelton (Alexis) and Julia Goss (Aline) were a far more congenial pairing than Goss and Butteriss in Ruddigore, and Goss had a far better feel for the character. She shone especially in the dialogue preceding the Act II quintet, with each of her lines delivered like a dart to the petulant Alexis. The voice, it must be acknowledged, is no longer of the calibre we expect from a professional singer. Meanwhile, Geoff Shovelton goes on and on; each performance is a new singing and acting lesson. Pity that their love duet in the Act I finale was punctuated by an alarm that was set off by left-over smoke from the incantation scene.


Peggy Ann Jones is an asthma sufferer, and in fact she suffered such a severe attack after her Sunday master class that she was hospitalized until Wednesday afternoon—just a few hours before the curtain rose on The Sorcerer. I am told that during her twelve-year reign as principal soubrette (1962–74), she was one of the audience favorites on tour, and in her timeless rendering of Mrs. Partlet, we saw why. Ms. Jones is one of those performers who, like Monty Python’s John Cleese, is able to draw humor from every inflection of every line—both her own and those of others. Whether she was rolling her eyes, dropping her jaw, waving an arm, or trotting across the stage, she made every moment tell. Often a throwaway part, in Peggy Ann Jones’s hands Mrs. Partlet was the evening’s greatest highlight.


Day Six: Thursday, July 25


The Three Princesses, Oberlin College


As most G&S fans will know, the opera Princess Ida was based on Gilbert’s play The Princess, which was in turn based on Tennyson’s narrative poem of the same name. Director Gayden Wren seems to have been the first to think of of performing all three in the same day, a project which was first brought to fruition at Oberlin College last February and repeated at the Festival in Philadelphia.


I looked forward to the so-called “Three Princesses” performance with much anticipation. Festivals like this are exactly the right place for readings of dramatic poetry and performances of obsolete plays like The Princess, neither of which would be likely to appeal to the garden variety theatergoer. Moreover, for G&S lovers, the project provided a unique opportunity “to trace the evolution of a single story through three different genres” (as the copiously-annotated program notes expressed it).


That said, the gap between this noble idea and its pitiful execution could not have been more pronounced. Many factors inveighed against the project’s success, from the compression of nearly eight hours of performances into just 9½ elapsed hours, to lack of adequate rehearsal time, to the complete elimination of all intermissions within each piece, to a sadistic director to who rehearsed his charges for nearly sixteen hours straight on the eve of the performance and then fed them only a few pizza slices on the day of the show itself.


The victims here were not only the audience members who sat through the whole thing, but more importantly the young performers themselves—talented college kids who acted and sang their hearts out, but were betrayed and abused by a director to whom even the most fundamental elements of stagecraft were utterly foreign. Among the debacle’s horrified witnesses, no one could think of an occasion when they had witnessed directorial incompetence on such a grand scale.


Tennyson’s The Princess, though at times “stiff and…verbose” to modern ears, is nonetheless a remarkable piece of dramatic poetry, laced with flowery similes and flights of fancy. It was evidently quite popular in its time, given that several composers set some, or all, of the songs embedded in the text. As Gayden Wren observes, the poem’s “shape is innately dramatic,” and hence, well suited to being read aloud.


The Princess is divided into seven parts, each of which had a different reader, plus a prologue and epilogue, which were read by a “narrator.” A quartet of singers, with piano accompaniment by Musical Director Chris Ertelt, sang the eight songs—two of them to Sullivan settings, the others by Sir Charles Villiers Stanford.


The eight readers interpreted the poem with considerable depth of understanding. Nearly all of them seemed to know the material well and kept the narrative varied and interesting. Only one reader delivered in a poorly-enunciated monotone, offset by the high drama of Noah Sferra’s emotional, bombastic reading of the poem’s final part.


Director Gayden Wren informed us that the reading would take three hours, but in fact it ran forty minutes longer than that, without an intermission, and in a hall that was not air conditioned. Despite the committed skill of the readers, many of the audience bailed out before the end, and those of us who stayed had considerable difficulty staying awake. The poem should have been read the day before, and an intermission provided.


Gilbert’s The Princess started about twenty minutes late, since the poetry reading ended just ten minutes before the play was scheduled to begin, and everyone in the reading was also in the play. The audience was told it would run for ninety minutes, but this stretched to two full hours, once again without intermission.


The Princess is a burlesque with interpolated songs, the melodies of which were drawn from popular operas such as La Périchole (Offenbach), The Barber of Seville (Rossini) and Manon Lescaut (Auber). The humor is deliberately over-broad, the puns excruciating, many of the men’s roles taken by women (this to show off their legs). It is not the type of work that could be popular today, even with the most skillful of performances.


Burlesque is considerably more difficult to perform than comic opera, as the material is inherently less polished and requires mastery of timing to get the point across without becoming tedious. If the director, Gayden Wren, understood the slightest thing about the genre of burlesque, it was not apparent in the performance, which was an undisciplined mess reminiscent of a skit on the last day of summer camp. The performance looked like a first run-through, and I later learned that, for many of the actors, it was exactly that.


Two of the company managed to rise above the fray and give memorable performances despite the mess—Sally Ann Desmond (Cyril) and Noah Sferra (Hildebrand). But, most of the cast seemed to be just walking through it, with little understanding of the burlesque idiom and obliviously up-staging one another. Throughout the afternoon, audience members quitted the auditorium in droves.


The performance ended just forty-five minutes before the opera was to begin, leaving little time for either audience or cast to have dinner. I would later learn that it had occurred to no one that the actors needed a meal; all they got were scraps from what was meant to be prop food for the Castle Adamant luncheon table. Those who had also been in the poem had now been going for over six straight hours.


The opera started about twenty minutes late. An audible groan was heard in the theater when Ian Smith announced that Princess Ida would be performed in five acts, without intermission. Gayden Wren is not the first commentator to observe Princess Ida’s ungainly structure (over-long second act book-ended by short first and third acts), but he must be the first to insist that his audience sit through the work for two straight hours, a privilege usually reserved for patrons of Parsifal and Götterdämmerung.


The sets were ugly, and spare. One of the acts had nothing but a black curtain upstage. This was the common element for all the acts. All entrances and exits were made through that curtain. Often, the action was held up for a parade of characters to find the place where the curtain parted, and to make their way through it. The up-stage curtain seemed like a magnet, with characters always drawn to the back of the stage by an unseen paranormal force.


The first act was a page out of the Marquis de Sade: women were treated as playthings, always forced to look down. They preened Hilarion (who reclined on a sofa) during his solo. During “O dainty triolet,” Hilarion and his friends abused the ladies—an interpretation, needless to say, that is at war with the music. In the last act, all the characters wore leather.


The director had one or two good ideas. The fight scene, for example, was very well choreographed. Cyril and Florian were defeated, with only Hilarion left standing. At the end, everyone gathered in a circle and threw down their weapons, leaving Ida, who relented with reluctance. These ideas, though non-traditional, seemed a reasonable interpretation of the text.


There was an elaborate and very detailed program booklet, which revealed the director’s thoughts on Princess Ida as a tragedy. But, the tragedy here was the inept direction, possibly the most incompetent piece of theater that I have ever witnessed.


Day Seven: Friday, July 26


The Gondoliers, Hancock County, Maine


The G&S Society of Hancock County, Maine, won the grand prize at the innaugural G&S Festival with their performance of Utopia Limited. The group had not intended to return this year, but when a group from Washington, D.C. (and their promised production of The Grand Duke) dropped out, Hancock County graciously stepped into the breech.


This was a wonderful production, which many accounted the best Gondoliers they’d ever seen. It featured the best ensemble playing we’d observed all week, with the chorus fully integrated into the action. The adjudicator correctly noted the great warmth that always comes across in this Society’s productions. In the opening chorus, for example, there was a beautiful showing of red and white roses, which were used to great advantage in a dance around the Maypole.


Highlights among the cast included a lecherous Giuseppe and a bright, perky Tessa. The Ducal Party spoke in Spanish accents, some more believable than others. I didn’t take detailed notes at the time, but I concluded that the production was “greater than the sum of its parts.”


Day Eight: Saturday, July 27


Gillian Knight


The grand dame of G&S contraltos, Gillian Knight, who is still youthful and beautiful, gave a fascinating interview. She joined the D’Oyly Carte in 1959, at the tender age of twenty-five, and she considers herself very lucky to have gotten the job. Ann Drummond-Grant, the incumbent contralto, was ill at the time but was expected to return. Knight was hired only as an emergency understudy, but when Drummond-Grant didn’t come back, the job was Knight’s for good.


She recorded several roles with D’Oyly Carte, and she cringes when she hears these recordings today (notwithstanding that I, for one, consider them quite good). Her recording of Pinafore was actually made before she even performed the opera on stage. She cites Katisha and Lady Jane as two of her favorite roles, Buttercup less so. She remained with D’Oyly Carte until 1965, when her daughter was born.


Since then, she has gone on to a successful Grand Opera career, though mostly in comprimario roles. Her trip to Philadelphia, in fact, came between runs of La Traviata and Die Walküre. Her signature role is Carmen, which she has sung all over Europe. Her first chance at the part came through a lucky break, when Tatiana Troyanos took ill during a run at Covent Garden. Has career has included a lot of Wagner and Richard Strauss.


She says that she can sing the G&S roles on auto-pilot nowadays, but everyone agrees that she is the best “retired” D’Oyly Carte performer at the Festival. (Indeed, New D’Oyly Carte still uses her.) In her master class, she emphasized many of the same things her colleagues did—making every word tell, infusing each phrase with variety and meaning, treating the text seriously.


Iolanthe, Festival Production


My notes on this production are a bit sketchy. The show was a masterful job by director Barbara Heroux—filling the stage with only six chorus fairies (to ten chorus peers, whose number was finalized only a couple of days before the show).


It was a magical, Hans Christian Andersen Iolanthe, with a magic castle seen in the distance, and lighting changes whenever fairies entered. They had a magical power to make themselves invisible (i.e., to Strephon), to put others to sleep (the Lord Chancellor), and to make people move about (Private Willis).


We saw a very romantic Strephon and Phyllis, with more kissing on stage than one usually sees. The production also drew height humor between Willis and the Fairy Queen. The Lord Chancellor was very agile, which was all the more surprising considering his ample girth.


The peers dressed in coordinated red and blue outfits; overall, it was an excellent example of the use of color on stage, though March of the Peers was a bit boring. One of the peers lost his coronet during the Act I finale. Fairy Kay Byler made a quick recovery, picking up the errant head-piece and wearing it herself (clearly in mockery of the peers).


Conclusion, 1999


Here my diary breaks off. If I recall correctly, the final day had no other event besides an evening banquet and awards ceremony. Overnight, there was a fire in the hotel, and the banquet had to be moved to a smaller room that could not fully accommodate it. The hotel also ran short of food, and some of the attendees received second-class meals at the same first-class prices the rest of us had paid.


There was a bit of entertainment, the usual speeches (by Ian Smith and others), and a somewhat truncated awards ceremony: nominations, really—not actual awards. Given that the original banquet room was unavailable (not the Smiths’ fault, obviously), perhaps it was a blessing that many of the Festival attendees stayed away. The scheduling was a bit of a blunder. Not many people were willing to stick around a whole extra day just for a Sunday night banquet.


I seem to have lost my notes from this final day, but I would say in closing that the 1996 Festival was a joy to virtually everyone who attended, notwithstanding that Ian Smith seems to have lost a small fortune on it. The Smiths gave Philadelphia one more try, in 1997, before abandoning (perhaps for good) the idea of a U.S. Festival.
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