Of Mice and Men by Opera Australia 
Carlisle Floyd’s adapted opera of John Steinbeck’s novella Of Mice and Men by Opera Australia Melbourne 2011.
We decided to wait until today, Jud Arthur’s birthday to launch our review of Steinbeck’s bleak, cruel, novel transformed into opera (at last) simply because we can. Jud plays the part of Candy, an old man, who along with his dying dog lives in a bunkhouse with a detritus of men displaced by poverty and the depression.
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Lennie Small by Anthony Dean Griffey, and George Milton by Barry Ryan.Photo by Branco Gaica.

Soon to arrive at this workhouse in Salinas California circa 1936 are Lennie and George two farm workers fleeing a posse for Lennie’s supposed attempted rape of a woman. He was only trying to feel the softness of her dress; Lennie is what we would today describe as low functioning, mildly disabled. His carer/partner in crime George has decided to run and find a safe place and a new life for the pair in a home of their own someplace quiet with lots of trees.
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Curley’s Wife by Jacqueline Mabardi. Photo by Branco Gaica.

They had a job to start working on the farm of Curley and his flirtatious wife played by the only female in this opera, Jacqueline Mabardi, and they were running a day late. She is bored with country life and amuses herself teasing the workers daily. Set over three days only, this work by the writer of East of Eden sets out to explore the helplessness of common-folk as they struggle to move on and/or improve their lives.
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Lennie Small by Anthony Dean Griffey, and George Milton by Barry Ryan.Photo by Branco Gaica.

The keyword for this epic drama must be “petting”, that caring quality in all of us exaggerated in poor Lennie, he just “hugs too hard” not knowing his own strength. This theme is extended into the caring dog/owner relationship of aforementioned farmhand Candy as his ailing pet is “put down kindly” ironically the fate of Lennie. Candy as the silent patient observer represents us the audiences view as passive participants in dramas as yet unfolding, and there’s but naught we or anyone else can do about it. 
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Lennie Small by Anthony Dean Griffey. Photo by Branco Gaica.
To cut it short, the wife decides to leave her husband and allows her “simple friend Lennie” to “touch her soft hair” (he loves fur and soft things to cuddle and hold). Unfortunately she panics under his stronghold, and is accidently killed. 
The shared dream of safe home ownership by pals Lennie and George is once again thwarted this time though it’s a human, not a struggling small pet, that dies by his hand; the aggressor Lennie has now been catapulted into the real adult world of justice and sentence. 
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Slim by Luke Gabbedy, George Milton by Barry Ryan, Candy by Jud Arthur.
Photo by Branco Gaica.

Fleeing once again the new posse (their workmates) George finally realizes that their safe place will never be possible. He then has the role of “putting down his helpless friend Lennie” (from hugging him too hard?). 
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Lennie Small by Anthony Dean Griffey, and George Milton by Barry Ryan.Photo by Branco Gaica.

The opera closes with the posse arriving, George’s dream is over, and Lennie is dead, shot by his best friend to escape the wrath of the husband’s workers.

The set was simple like the story, with only 3 scenes, projected over the story from time to time was (a video filmed section of Lennie on the run from the posse, by Director Bruce Beresford) and a lovely series of old colored drawings of the work times onto a drop down scrim. 
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Lennie Small by Anthony Dean Griffey. Photo by Branco Gaica.

Magical and serene in its undercurrent of anger and frustrations and disappointments by all players of this seminal work deserves a place in modern opera if only because of its kindness. Turning into a film was a real relief for us all watching making Lennie’s ensuing demise just a little bit distant and easier to handle also as the painted sky backdrops started twirling. The music by Carlisle Floyd was perfectly suited to the country theme, romantic and sweepingly epic where required, all in all a great offering and the opening night crowd just loved it, and a brilliant production thanks all.
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