
 
Don’t Forget… 

BY GENE MARTIN 

Bella Vocce has four wonderful 
artists lined up for the Feb. 12 
concert “Songs for Cancer Survivors,” a 
program of operatic favorites.  I’ll give 
you the full program next week.   

If you are a cancer survivor, you are a 
guest of Bella Vocce (free!, no charge). If 
not, a ticket will cost the usual $10.  But, 
everyone, survivors as well as never-
had-cancer folks, must have a ticket 
(because seating is limited.). So head for 
the sales table outside your dining room 
on Wednesday or Thursday 2/6 and 2/7 
between 4:30 and 6 p.m.  OR, take your 
chances and get your ticket at the door! 

No, you don’t need a certificate from 
your x-ray tech, silly, (but I have one 
from Suburban/Johns Hopkins!!!). We 
Bella Vocce folks are trusting souls. 

NEXT WEEK 
On February 8, we’ll hear the sad -and 
for a few moments- scary tale of Norma,  
high priestess of a Druidic temple.  The 
opera was composed by Vincenzo Bellini 
with libretto by Felice Romani after the 
play Norma, ou L'infanticide (Norma, or 
The Infanticide) by Alexandre Soumet. It 
was first produced at La Scala in Milan in 
December 1831. 

Runtime: 135 minutes • Filmed live at the Arts 
Centre, Melbourne in 2011 • BD released 2012 
by Opera Australia • MPAA not rated • ASIN: 

B006CAXPAO 
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ENCORE           OPERA 
         FOUNDED BY STEVE SCHWARTZ

This Week’s Program 
Gilbert & Sullivan’s 

The Mikado  
BY STEVE SCHWARTZ 

“The Mikado” is by far the most popular 
of G&S’s work. I personally prefer the 
Canadian Stratford Festival version over 
the other (five) versions in my library.  
But, since I was asked for “a different 
one,” I bought this Opera Australia 
version which I trust you’ll enjoy.   

The story is pure silliness, just what 
makes all G&S shows enjoyable. Forget 
your common sense and accept a story 
that could never pass the smell test in 
any other genre. With G&S, that’s not 
just acceptable, it is expected.  This brief 
synopsis of the plot is generic, not 
specific to this version.  And, I’ve listed 
its musical numbers. Pay close attention, 
this is complicated silliness! 

ACT ONE 

Nanki-Poo, the only son of the Mikado, 
arrives in the Japanese town of Titipu 
after a year’s absence. Back then, he 
had fallen in love with Yum-Yum, but 
upon learning that she became engaged 
to her guardian, ‘a cheap tai lor ’ 
named Ko-ko, he left town, despondent 
and forlorn.  

Recently he learned that Ko-Ko was 
condemned to death for flirting, an 
offense the all-wise Mikado declared a 
capital offense, Nanki-Poo is back to find 
Yum-Yum and renew his wooing of the 
fair damsel.   
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But our 19th century hero hasn’t been 
watching cable news or surfing the 
Internet, so he is unaware of recent 
developments.  The big news is that the 
Mikado issued a new decree which 
required Titipu to execute at least one 
person each year. 

But the people of Titipu do not relish 
killing anyone (least of all a fellow citizen 
of Titipu, and once a year at that) so 
they came up with a ‘fool-proof ’ 
solution.   (As if a G&S show could ever 
have such a thing.) Reasoning that no 
man can cut off his own head, they 
created the new official position of Lord 
High Executioner and released Ko-Ko 
from jail so he could fill that exalted 
position.  

Upon Nanki-Poo’s arrival, he meets two 
of the leading citizens of Titipu: Pish-
Tush and Pooh-Bah. Pish-Tush serves 
as Nanki-Poo’s main and straight-forward 
s o u r c e o f i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t 
Titipu.  Pooh-Bah, on the other hand, is 
an unusual and thoroughly enjoyable 
character who plays a larger role in the 
story, all of it nonsensical and humorous.  
He is a leading Titipu officlal with a 
colossal ego (undeserved). This being 
G&S, we do not mind his conceit, or even 
his readiness to accept a bribe at every 
turn. Gilbert created this role to be 
funny, and he is often over-played to the 
hilt.  

As Pooh-Bah tells it, he has a heritage 
going back to prehistoric time, a claim he 
makes at every opportunity, still, his 
compelling sense of public duty caused 
him to accept every official position in 
the government of Titipu.  Lest we think 
“How generous,”  Pish-Tush adds that he 
also collects the salaries that go with 
each of those positions.  

Pooh-Bah and his readiness to accept an 
“insult” (as he calls a bribe) at every 
opportunity exemplifies Gilbert’s well-
known disdain for government generally, 
and British officialdom in particular. As a 
result, a “Pooh-Bah” has become a 
demeaning epithet for a big shot who 
claims excessive, unjustified authority 
over others, though typically his claims 
are overstated at best. 

We learn the Mikado recently sent a 
letter to Ko-Ko with a new decree.  Since 
a year has passed without executions 
taking place in Titipu, he commands Ko-
Ko to execute someone within a month. 

If they fail at this commad, the Town of 
Titipu will be demoted to the rank of a 
mere village, and Ko-Ko himself will lose 
his exalted position as Lord High 
Executioner.   

Everyone in Titipu is unhappy with the 
situation, but no one knows what to do, 
Then Ko-Ko comes upon Nanki-Poo, who  
has decided to hang himself, having 
learned that Ko-Ko is still alive and 
planning to wed Yum-Yum,.  Naturally, 
Ko-Ko, being a kind and gentle person, 
stops him.  (He later admits that he 
could never kill anybody, a troubling trait 
for a man with his position).   

But, he has a brainstorm.  Since Nanki-
Poo intends to kill himself anyway, why 
not do it at public expense?  “Think of 
the honor, and the general celebration, 
complete with fireworks, that will take 
place after your execution”, he tells 
Nanki-Poo. “You won’t be there to see it, 
of course, but everyone else will enjoy it”.   

Nanki-Poo agrees, but only if he is 
allowed to marry Yum-Yum at once, and 
live in marital bliss with his beloved for 
the thirty days before his execution.  
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Ko-Ko is not enthralled at the prospect of 
someone else marrying Yum-Yum, but 
when reminded it would only be for thirty 
days and solve his problem, he agrees. 

Enter Katisha, a contralto who’s an 
exemplifies of Gilbert’s caricatures of a 
m a n - h u n g r y , m i d d l e - a g e d 
spinster. She has arrived from the 
Mikado’s court, and we learn from Nanki-
Poo that it was to escape her clutches 
that he fled his father’s court, preferring 
exile from the court to an enforced 
marriage to this fearsome harridan.   

She soon discovers that the object of her 
year-long search is in Titipu, but before 
she can announce to the assembled 
villagers that not only is Nanki-Poo 
betrothed to her, but he is also the son of 
the Mikado, the villagers, led by one of 
Yum-Yum’s sisters, Pitti-Sing, all taunt 
her with a tuneful “He’s going to marry 
Yum-Yum,” which together with loud 
shouting, ensures that she cannot be 
heard.  After several more attempts are 
s im i l a r l y f o i l ed , she depa r t s i n 
frustration, promising she’ll be back.  

ACT TWO 

Yum-Yum, supported by her two 
sisters, Pitti-Sing and Peep-Bo, is 
preparing for her marriage to Nanki-Poo 
w i t h t w o w o n d e r f u l l y m e l o d i c 
songs.  Then Ko-Ko arrives with news 
that he has discovered a law decreeing 
that when a married man is executed, his 
widow must be buried alive!  

“Well”, says Yum-Yum, “that certainly 
puts a new light on matters”. She 
proclaims that while she loves Nanki-Poo 
dearly, being buried alive seems too high 
a price, especially since the marriage will 
end in a month.   

So Ko-Ko must find another person to 
execute so he can fulfill the Mikado’s 
order that he conduct an execution, or 
face being decapitated himself.  Then he 
has another brainstorm:  why can’t 
Nanki-Poo be that substitute?  But Nanki-
Poo looks forward to being wed to the 
fair Yum-Yum, and announces that he is 
no longer interested in dying just yet. 

Everyone is stumped: what can we 
do?  Nanki-Poo offers a solution: he and 
Yum-Yum get married and immediately 
leave the country. After that, Ko-Ko will 
swear out an affidavit saying he had in 
fact performed the deed.  Pooh-Bah adds 
that for a considerable insult (cash only 
this t ime) he can get the entire 
officialdom of Titipu -all of whom reside 
in his person- to confirm the execution 
had taken place. A perfect solution! What 
could possibly go wrong? Answer: A 
lot!  Remember, this is written by Gilbert. 

The Mikado arrives unexpectedly with his 
entire entourage, including Katisha.  And 
lest anyone have any doubts as to her 
intentions, she repeatedly describes 
herse l f as “H is Daughter- in-Law 
Elect”.  She is now looking for Nanki-Poo 
in earnest. 

Ko-Ko, however, has concluded that the 
Mikado has come to check up on his 
decree that an execution be performed 
promptly.  So he produces his affidavit, 
after which we hear a wonderfully 
inventive vaudevillian-style trio in which 
Ko-Ko, Poo-Bah and Pitti-Sing each 
proceeds in turn to embellish on the 
story by concocting the most outrageous 
details, each striving to outdo the other 
two in seeking credit for participating in 
the non-existent execution.  (Of course, 
every word is a lie; as I said before, 
“what could possibly go wrong?”  Hah!) 
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The Mikado finds the scenario amusing, 
and regrets having missed it, but he has 
come to Titipu for an entirely different 
reason: he has heard his missing son is 
here, and he wants him produced at 
once.  Katisha reads aloud the part of the 
affidavit that identifies Nanki-Poo as the 
person executed.  

The all-wise Mikado declares that Ko-Ko 
and his two witnesses are guilty of 
“compassing the death of the Heir 
Apparent” and says he presumes the 
penalty for that crime is a lingering 
punishment, something to do with boiling 
oil.  Oy! 

The three debate what to do and decide 
that their only hope to avoid execution is 
to produce Nanki-Poo alive, but they 
think he’s gone.  So they are elated to 
l e a r n t h e c o u p l e h a d n o t y e t 
left.  Unfortunately, the groom has no 
interest in appearing before his father.   

He is now happily married to Yum-Yum 
and wants to keep it that way.  But what 
are they to say to the Mikado to explain 
away the affidavit? Only a mind as 
creative and audacious as Gilbert’s could 
have come up with an explanation.  He 
has Ko-Ko prov ide the fo l lowing 
ridiculous rationale.   

In Japan, the word of the Emperor is 
law.  If he has decreed a man be killed, 
he’s already as good as dead.  And if he’s 
dead, why not say so? 

The Mikado thinks this over for at least 
two seconds, and declares that he finds 
the logic “completely satisfactory”. 
Hooray!  They are saved!  But wait. They 
have a second problem. If Nanki-Poo now 
appears alive, how to placate Katisha 
when she realizes she was deceived 
when told that he’s already dead? 

G i l be r t ’s so l u t i on i s even more 
creative.  He has the others persuade 
Ko-Ko to woo Katisha and get her to 
agree to marry him.  They reason this 
rescues her from being a life-long old 
maid (even though she settles for second 
best) and will dispel her anger.  Ko-Ko is 
not enthralled by the idea of wedding 
Katisha. His reaction: “Are you serious? 
Have you looked at her?”  But, 
c ons i de r i ng t he a l t e rna t i ve , he 
reluctantly agrees. 

Ko-Ko then proceeds to woo Katisha with 
a ditty we all learned in grade school 
about a male tit (a tiny bird) that 
commits suicide from unrequited love.  
He persuades Katisha that he would do 
the same if she were to refuse him.  She 
is moved to tears by that song and 
accepts his proposal.  (Aided by her 
recognition that Ko-Ko is probably as 
good as she’s ever gonna get.) 

The show ends with a typical G&S finale 
involving the entire cast, with everyone 
celebrating the marriage of Yum-Yum and 
N a n k i - Po o , a s w e l l a s Ko - Ko ’ s 
forthcoming marriage to Katisha. 

But wait!  I feel one cannot truly enjoy 
the utter delight this show produces from 
a bare-bones recitation of a complicated 
and truly ridiculous story.  So I list the 
nearly thirty songs that G&S wrote.  

Many Savoyards (G&S aficionados) 
consider this the best of their fourteen 
successful works. (They had some flops.) 
Some of Gilbert’s 1885 lyrics are dated, 
and some have little relevance for us.  
Still, the inventiveness and humor of the 
story is timeless. I believe that alone 
among composers, G&S shows bridge the 
divide between operas and operettas and 
fit into either category.   
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ACT ONE: Songs 

1.   “If you want to know who we are” is 
the show’s opening number, sung, as is 
typical in G&S, as a chorus, by the 
townsmen who introduce themselves as 
“Gentlemen of Japan”. 

2.   “A wand’ring minstrel I””  is sung by 
Nanki-Poo to introduce himself to those 
men.  It is a marvelous mélange of 
different styles which Sullivan blends into 
a single number. 

3.   “Our great Mikado, virtuous man”  is 
sung by Pish-Tush in explanation of many 
of the relevant facts Nanki-Poo will learn. 

4.   “Young man despair” is sung by 
Pooh-Bah to Nanki-Poo to warn that his 
g o a l o f m a r r y i n g Yu m -Yu m i s 
an impossible dream. 

5.   “Behold the Lord High Executioner” is 
sung by the Men’s chorus as forerunner 
to Ko-Ko’s initial appearance.    

6.   “Taken from the county jail”  is Ko-
Ko’s introductory number. It explains how 
he came to be here and not in jail.  It 
conta ins some of G i lber t ’s most 
refreshingly inventive rhyme-sets. 

7.   “As some day it may happen” is Ko-
Ko’s listing of people he might consider 
executing. He ends each stanza with the 
refrain; ‘they never would be missed’. 

8.   “Comes a train of little ladies” is our 
introduction to Yum-Yum and her 
entourage of young Japanese schoolgirls. 

9.  “Three little maids from school are 
we” is a delightful trio sung by Yum-Yum 
and her two s i s te rs , Pitt i -S ing 
and Peep-Bo.  Usually they are 
equipped with typical Japanese fans 
which that they snap repeatedly to make 
their song that much more pleasing. 

10. “Were you not to Ko-Ko plighted” is a 
duet between Yum-Yum and Nanki-Poo. 
They playfully demonstrate to each other 
what they would do were it not illegal. 

11. “I am so proud” is sung by Pooh-Bah 
to describe his huge pride in his claimed 
heritage.  This number displays Sullivan’s 
musicianship as three different musical 
forms are woven into a single whole. 

12. “With aspect stern” is sung by the 
chorus as lead-in to the Act I Finale. 

13. “Your revels cease” is sung by 
Katisha in her initial appearance as she 
unsuccessfully tries to silence the 
townspeople and identify Nanki-Poo as 
the son of the Mikado. 

14. “Oh faithless one” is sung to Nanki-
Poo by Katisha as follow up. 

15. “The threatened cloud has passed 
away” is a duet sung by Nanki-Poo and 
Yum-Yum, with the girls’ chorus, as their 
friends celebrate the coming nuptials. 

16. “For joy reigns ev’rywhere around” is 
sung by the townspeople in ensemble.  
They are celebrating the forthcoming 
wedding, while also drowning out Katisha 
as she tries to tell them Nanki-Poo is the 
son of the Mikado. 

ACT TWO: Songs 

17. “Braid the raven hair” sets the stage 
for the happy wedding ceremony to 
come.  It is sung by the girls’ chorus as 
they primp Yum-Yum. 

18. “The sun whose rays are all ablaze” 
is a lush romance sung by Yum-Yum as 
she speaks about what she feels to be 
her special relationship with the sun and 
the moon. Here, Sullivan’s music is truly 
a masterpiece of subtle vocal expression 
that fits perfectly the mood evoked by 
Gilbert’s poetic lyrics. 
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19. “Brightly dawns our wedding day” is 
sung by Yum-Yum. The title says it all. 

20. “Sing a merry Madrigal” is a piece 
that Sullivan composed in that special 
English musical form, in which we again 
are aware of his superb musicianship. 
21. “Here’s a how-de do!” is a comedic 
duet in which the couple describes the 
mess in which they find themselves upon 
learning that Yum-Yum would be buried 
alive if she were married to a man who 
was then executed.    
22. “Miya-sama miya-sama” is a made-
up Japanese-sounding word.  The song is 
sung by the chorus of townspeople to 
demonstrate their obeisance and loyalty 
to their Mikado. 
23. “A more humane Mikado never did in 
Japan exist” is sung by the Mikado about 
himself.  It’s his big number in the show. 
24. “The criminal cried as he dropped 
him down” is a trio sung by Ko-Ko, Poo-
Bah and Pitti-Sing as they describe in 
great detail the non-existent execution in 
which they claim to have participated. 
25. “The flowers that bloom in the 
spring, tra-la” is sung by Nanki-Poo as 
metaphor for his thoughts about 
marrying Yum-Yum. 
26. “Alone, and yet alive” is sung by 
Katisha contemplating life as a spinster. 

27. “On a tree by a river” is sung by Ko-
Ko as he tells Katisha of a tiny bird who 
is driven to suicide by unrequited love. 
28. “There is beauty in the bellow of the 
blast” is a duet sung by Ko-Ko and 
Katisha in which he avers that he even 
finds beauty in her bloodthirstiness, to 
which she responds in kind. 
29. The closing number is sung by the 
entire cast and chorus, led by Pitti-
Sing.  It is a combination of slightly 
revised reprises of two previous up-beat 
tunes, “For he’s gone and he’s married 
Yum-Yum” and  “The threatened cloud 
has passed away”. 

CAST 
The Mikado of Japan: Richard Alexander 
Nanki-Poo, his son: Kanen Breen 
Ko-Ko, Lord High Executioner:Michell Butel 
Pooh-Bah, Lord High Everything Else: Warwick Fyfe 
Pish-Tush, a noble Lord: Samuel Dundas 
A Noble: Tom Hamilton 
Three Sisters, wards of Ko-Ko 
 Yum-Yum: Taryn Fiebig 
 Pitti-Sing: Dominica Matthews 
 Peep-Bo: Anabelle Chaffey 
Katisha, elderly lady: Jacqueline Dark 

Brian Castles-Onion conducts the Orchestra Victoria 
and  The Opera Australia Chorus
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