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Anchors a weigh! The Troupers Light Opera Company, our local purveyor of the gems of Gilbert and Sullivan for an incredible 57 years, performs the double bill of "Trial By Jury" and "H.M.S. Pinafore" at the Saxe Middle School in New Canaan on the final two weekends in March. As always, a night with the Troupers promises to be a delightful blend of British satire and the most melodious music.

This year it's back to the beginnings: it was "Trial By Jury," a short and sassy piece, a curtain raiser before the main attraction of the evening, that cemented the collaboration of playwright and wit William S. Gilbert and composer Arthur Sullivan in 1875; it was "H.M.S. Pinafore" in 1878 that really launched the duo's amazing run of successful light operas over the next decade (and change). "The Mikado," "The Pirates of Penzance," "Patience"...these are as much a part of the culture of the English speaking world as Shakespeare and Broadway.

For Director Nate Merchant, this "Pinafore" with the Troupers is a chance to float some ideas of his own. "I've worked straight theater, opera, and assisted on other productions of G & S," said Merchant in a recent interview, "but this is my first shot at doing it my way."

When he was a lad, Merchant studied all of Gilbert and Sullivan operas on recording and on film, traveled for performances, and read as much as he could get his hands on. "I devoured G & S, every aspect of them! Some of the G & S operas have their flaws to be sure, but I love 'em. The best, like 'Pinafore,' 'Pirates,' and 'Mikado,' are just sublime."

Merchant translates his love of G & S into respect for Gilbert's very explicit opinions about the way things 'ought to be.' "In addition to his incredible way with words, Gilbert's plots have a unique humor," Merchant observed. "He places seemingly normal characters, like Captain Corcoran and his daughter Josephine, in normal situations, like on deck of a normal looking British Man o' War, the H.M.S. Pinafore. We know for a fact that Gilbert wanted his ship on stage so realistic that the sailors could climb the rigging! He also studied Royal Navy protocol, you know, what they did for welcoming a superior officer on board and all that. All very exact, all very real. But then in the plot some things get out of whack, and it veers out of control, and it gets very funny in context of all the realism."

In "H.M.S. Pinafore" British class distinctions are violated. Josephine, the Captain's daughter, is intended to marry Sir Joseph Porter, the First Lord of the Admiralty, but she loves the lowly Ralph Rackstraw, a sailor on ship.

"A lot of G & S productions, particularly in America, work so hard to get a laugh with silly stage business. But it can be distracting. Sure, you score an easy chuckle, but you can lose the continuity of the character or the situation. " Merchant continued. The famously zany Joseph Papp "Pirates of Penzance," with Kevin Kline and Linda Ronstadt on Broadway in the 80s springs instantly to mind.

"I'm not saying that Joe Papp's take on 'Pirates' doesn't have a place in the history of Gilbert and Sullivan or that it should never have happened. I'm saying that I like to work harder with my performers to realize the humor Gilbert wrote in a piece like 'Pinafore' without getting lost in business. The characters have to act their class levels to a point, otherwise the context is destroyed. 'Pinafore' is already full of humor. And 'Trial by Jury' is an absolutely  brilliant little piece."

In "Trial by Jury," the case of a broken wedding engagement is tried by a judge who himself promised marriage to further his career.

Keith Johnston, this year's Musical Director of the Troupers, finds humorous subtleties in Sullivan's music. "In 'Trial by Jury,' for instance, Sullivan gives us a taste of Handel when the court greets the Learned Judge. And the quartet 'A nice dilemma we have here' is right out of early 19th century Italian opera. Audiences back then would catch the joke. These pieces are relatively early Sullivan, but already 'Pinafore' has an overall intelligence and a consistency in style. Sullivan's genius jumps out at you on every page."

Stamford resident Keith Johnston makes his debut as Music Director for Troupers this spring. He is currently the General Manager of both the Stamford Symphony and the Greenwich Choral Society.  From 1993-1998, he was music director of the Pittsburgh Savoyards, where he conducted almost 100 performances, including G & S's 'The Mikado," "Iolanthe," "Patience" (a personal favorite), "H.M.S. Pinafore," and "Ruddigore."  He has also tackled Menotti's "Amahl and the Night Visitors" and "The Telephone" and Giacomo Puccini's "Gianni Schicchi."
Now in New York City, Director Nate Merchant makes his debut with Troupers with experience in Shakespeare, Oscar Wilde, Puccini, Rossini, and Donizetti.

Soprano Amy Beebe returns to Troupers Light Opera Company as Josephine in "H.M.S. Pinafore" after performing the role of Mabel in last year’s production of "Pirates of Penzance." Others in the cast includes Troupers' regulars Linda Palmer, David Schancupp, and Tom Zimmermann. David Root, Lia Gianitsos, and Wade Woodward round out the casts.

The performances of two of Gilbert & Sullivan’s most popular operettas will take place at the Saxe Middle School, 468 South Ave. (Route 124), in New Canaan on March 22 and 23, at 8:00 p.m., with a matinee on March 24 at 2:30 p.m. On the following weekend, it's March 29 and 30, at 8:00 p.m. Tickets cost $25 for adults, $20 for seniors, and $15 for students. Groups rates are available. 


Tickets for "H.M.S. Pinafore" and "Trial By Jury" can be reserved by mailing a check to P.O. Box 859, Darien, CT 06820-0859, or by calling 203-324-2691. Further information is available from www.trouperslightopera.org. 
 

