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Little Men, 
big friends

An Italian Mikado

by Philip Campbell

Powder Her Face, the daring operatic 
bombshell fi rst thrown at the British 
class system by composer Thomas Adès 

and librettist Philip Hensher in 1995, fi nally got 
its West Coast-staged premiere at the historic 
abandoned train station in Oakland last week, 
part of West Edge Opera’s Festival 2016.

See page 24 >>

by Philip Campbell

Lamplighters Music Theatre, San 
Francisco’s venerable Gilbert & Sul-
livan troupe, has been dragged into 

the 21st century with their latest produc-
tion of the famous Savoyards’ heretofore 
most successful operetta, The Mikado. 

See page 25 >>

West Edge 
Opera presents 
the West Coast 
staged premiere 
of Thomas Ades’ 
Powder Her Face 
at an abandoned 
train station in 
Oakland.

Elana Cowen as Pizzi 
(double-cast with Michele 
Schroeder), Erin O’Meally 
as Amiam (double-cast 
with Patricia Westley), and 
Allison Spencer as Pippa 
(double-cast with Autumn 
Allee) in the Lamplighters’ 
New Mikado.

Lucas BuxmanCory Weaver

Magnolia Pictures

by David Lamble

Director Ira Sachs’ Little Men is a revelatory 
study of two kids growing up fast under 
the pressure of bad blood between their 

families. Early in the fi lm, longhaired 12-year-old 
Jake (Theo Taplitz) is quizzed by an older relative 
of his new best friend, Tony (scene-stealing 
newcomer Michael Barbieri). “So, how are you 
enjoying Brooklyn so far?

See page 18 >>

Tony (Michael Barbieri) and Jake (Theo 
Taplitz) in director Ira Sachs’ Little Men.



by John F. Karr

Do I have to tell you who Bar-
bara Cook is? I hope not. At 

the age of 88, the beloved Broadway 
and cabaret star has written, with 
Tom Santopietro, Then & Now: A 
Memoir (HarperCollins, $28.99), 
and her fans will be grateful.

Barbara’s optimism and posi-
tive outlook pour out, ever when 
she’s talking about “the hard stuff.” 
Boy, there’s a lot of it. There was a 
father she thought deserted her, and 
a mother who berated and under-
mined her, even letting her think she 
had caused her sister’s death. So it’s 
no wonder that at the moment of 
her greatest stardom she sabotaged 
her career by falling into alcoholism 
and immense weight gain. Proving 
the deep reach of its psychological 
devastation, that Bad Mother thing 
pops up repeatedly and where least 
expected. It’s a wonder Barbara has 
the guts to relate it all. 

If you’re hungering for backstage 
stories, you’ll be satisfi ed if not 
sated. Most everything you want to 
know about her learning and sing-
ing “Glitter and Be Gay” is revealed, 
and she’ll tell ya just how sexy she 
found her Music Man co-star, the 
wonderful Robert Preston. You’ll 
read about Barbara with Bernstein, 
Sondheim, and Stritch, and you’ll 
also fi nd out everything that made 
her cabaret career tick (although for 
a greater look at the cabaret lives of 
Cook along with Julie Wilson, Rose-
mary Clooney, and many others, 
Deborah Grace Winer’s 1996 The 
Night and the Music is invaluable).

As with Ms. Cook, I doubt Mary 
Martin needs an introduction. She 
was not only a great star, whose appeal 
can be verifi ed by a number of video 

recordings, but was for some time a 
resident of San Francisco. And, as a 
new biography labors to prove with-
out certifi able success, a lesbian.

My introduction to musical the-
atre was a swift double-play. The 
telecast of Mary Martin’s Peter Pan
in 1956 was a wonderment for my 
eight-year-old eyes. A year later, 
there was Annie Get Your Gun, also 
on TV, also with Mary Martin, but 
yikes, throwing in John Raitt. I was 
only nine, but the dude awakened 

me to sex appeal. And though I 
couldn’t name it at the time, to ho-
mosexuality. So the two shows seem 
to be part of my DNA.

But the subject at hand is David 
Kaufman’s new biography of Mar-
tin, Some Enchanted Evenings – The 
Glittering Life and Times of Mary 
Martin (St. Martin’s Press, $29.99). 
Kaufman will be known to gay read-
ers for his excellent biographies of 
Charles Ludlam and Doris Day. He 
certainly knows his way around a 

life, and has mined all the backstage 
lore about Martin one could hope 
for. His book is better written and 
more extensive than an error-ridden 
and largely uninformative 2008 bio 
by Ronald Davis.

I am given some pause, however, 
by his relentless efforts to prove 
Mary was a lesbian. He dutifully 
draws inferences whenever he can, 
however specious, and reels in every 
rumor about her close relationships 
to Jean Arthur and Janet Gaynor. 

It does seem strange that one of 
only two books Mary cited in her 
own memoir having read as a child 
was Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of 
Loneliness. You can fi le that in your 
incriminating evidence dossier, but 
it doesn’t make Mary Dorothy’s 
friend. As concerns her husband, 
well, everyone knew the fl aming 
queen was gay; oh my, all those 
young male “escorts.” Of greater 
interest is their symbiotic relation-
ship, which Kaufman thoroughly 
explores. Husband strictly policed 
Mary’s life and handled all affairs 
so that Mary could concentrate on 
performing. Which, as the book 
fondly recalls, is what she did with 
luminous and effervescent Joy.

Here’s a tidbit from the book 
that’s important. At least to me. The 
full-color broadcast of Peter Pan has 
been available on DVD for some 
time. But it didn’t match up to my 
memories of seeing it as a child. 
Turns out, that wasn’t just a trick of 
memory. Unlike the B&W broad-
casts of 1955 and 56, this full-color 
1960 broadcast was directed by Vin-
cent Donohue, who attempted but 
didn’t entirely succeed in recreat-
ing Robbins’ production. “Vincent 
Donohue,” said Sondra Lee, who 
owned the role of Tiger Lily, “left out 
all of the little, special moments.” So, 
although it seems poised to result in 
Peter Pan overkill, it may be worth 
your time, if you’re a Jerome Rob-
bins fanatic such as I, to spring for 
the VAI issue on one Blu-Ray DVD 
of both B&W telecasts. The 1956 
show is a pretty rough antique, but 
even in B&W the 1956 performance 
is the keeper of the trio. You can fi nd 
the virile John Raitt doing Annie on 
YouTube, along with many other 
Martin treasures.t

It isn’t too late for Bay Area audi-
ences to fi nd out what caused such 
a fuss two decades ago. There is 
still bold relevance and a lot more 
to consider in the loudmouthed 
score than the infamous blowjob 
aria in Act I, which gives a whole 
new meaning to humming chorus. 
In the perceptive staging by director 
Elkhanah Pulitzer, the show be-
comes a noisy meditation on excess, 
morality and fame. Hectic in the 
manner of a British sex farce, there 
is more simulated rumpy-pumpy 
onstage than the script actually calls 
for, but it is caricature, and while the 
performers are undeniably attrac-
tive, it is also distinctly unerotic.

Pulitzer allows a few visual rests 
and even some fl eeting sympathy 
for the generally unpleasant central 
character, but just when you think 
there might be a bit of warmth left 
in the old dinosaur, Hensher’s words 
condemn her with an offhand anti-
Semitic remark or a loopy diatribe 
on the proletariat.

In a series of fl ashbacks, the caus-
tic libretto recounts the lurid story 
of Margaret Campbell, Duchess of 
Argyll. Known as the “Dirty Duch-
ess” from reports of her sensational 
1963 divorce case, she may have 
been the fi rst aristocrat to gain 
celebrity from naughty photos 
and outrageous gossip. Fifty years 
later, the Kardashians have built an 
empire on sketchy branding. The 
Duchess only managed to survive 

in a posh London hotel until her 
personal fortune was spent. 

Featuring the cheeky little R-
rated masterpiece (it made Thomas 
Adès’ name when he was just 24) in 
the lineup of Festival 2016 seems 
less risky than smart for West Edge. 
Additional performances have been 
added, and ironically enough, it 
proves the company’s good taste in 
recognizing innovative works.

The decaying train station in 
Oakland looks deserted outside, 
but the faded interior comes alive 
with an elevated stage that accom-
modates decent sightlines for a 
large audience. The orchestra is also 
mostly visible, and the station seems 
an utterly fi tting venue for Powder 
Her Face.

The set by Chad Owens is func-
tional, and the lighting by Ray Op-
penheimer garishly shows Christine 
Crook’s witty costumes to full 
advantage. Sophia Smith’s wig and 
makeup design is clever too, though 
why she opted for platinum blond 
hair for the men remains a question.

The cavernous station supplies 
most of the atmosphere, and de-
spite a dry acoustic, Music Director 
Mary Chun expertly conducted the 

15 members of the orchestra in an 
exciting performance of the crazy-
brilliant score. Alban Berg and even 
a whiff of Richard Strauss mingle 
with splintered tangos and nostal-
gic dance music, but the brutally 
high tessitura assigned to Emma 
McNairy in various roles doesn’t 
suggest much kindness from Adès 
towards sopranos.

McNairy is up to the task, even 
when the sheer volume of her sing-
ing threatens to shatter glass. Her 
clarity and sassy acting, not to men-
tion her fetching look in schoolgirl 
gear, captivated the crowd. The man 
next to me turned to his female 
companion and said, “Isn’t she 
wonderful?”

The eye-candy casting was 
evenly spread throughout the four-
member cast. They managed strong 
singing, too, blissfully okay with an 
intentional costume malfunction 
here or a fl ash of pubic hair there. 
Hey, when you got it, use it – just 
like the Duchess did.

New Zealand baritone Hadleigh 
Adams is a former San Francisco 
Opera Adler Fellow and graduate 
of the Merola Opera Program. Out, 
proud and currently based in the 

US, his local reputation is assured 
with his combination of resonant 
voice, nuanced acting and drop-
dead good looks. In the pivotal roles 
of the iniquitous Duke, Judge and 
unyielding Hotel Manager, Adams 
confi dently delivered the goods.

Rising American tenor Jonathan 
Blalock is another looker who is out, 
talented and generous about remov-
ing his shirt. He was funny and con-
vincing as a Hotel Electrician, Rent 
Boy, Lounge Lizard, and others.

The necessary anchor to the piece 
is the Duchess, and Seattle native, 
soprano Laura Bohn lent surprising 
dignity to the role. She managed 
to project complexity in a woman 
who stubbornly celebrated her own 
superfi ciality.

By the time the saga ends, every-
one is satiated with schadenfreude. 
Though she was reviled and envied, 
the unrepentant Duchess survived 
as a relic of a decadent era. Powder 
Her Face is not only powerful enter-
tainment, but also an acute assess-
ment of modern narcissism.t

West Edge Festival off ers two more 
performances: Thurs. & Sat., Aug. 
11 & 13. Info: westedgeopera.org. 

24 � BAY AREA REPORTER  �  August 11-17, 2016

 t

Two show-biz lives recounted
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Scene from West Edge Opera’s West Coast staged premiere of Thomas Ades’ Powder Her Face.
Cory Weaver
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