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accomplished at making a fart sound 
with his cold, clammy hands. He has 
also made an instrument that mimics 
that giggle-inducing sound. It’s called 

the whoopee-cushion organ, and it features self-inflating 
cushions inserted into the ends of ABS pipes of varying 
lengths to produce various pitches. It’s easy to make and 
downright hilarious to hear. The instrument is also quite 
emblematic of Marsella’s endeavours.

The obvious connection is to Marsella’s style of music 
education. He has used the DIY instrument as a litmus test 
for the children he has worked with. If they laughed when 
they heard it, they were normal. The instrument also 
speaks—so to speak—to the Friendly Rich activities. They 
are gleeful transgressions and zany acts of satire that can 
make you feel as if you’re getting away with something—
something childlike and mischievous, such as farting in 
a concert hall. What could better represent Marsella’s 
carnivalesque romps than a bawdy act of simulated bodily 
music production?

So with that, ladies and gentlemen, we leave, not with 
applause, but with—pbttttttttttttttt!

Matthew Pioro is a Toronto-based editor and freelance 
writer. He wants to build a whoopee-cushion organ to give 
his hands and armpits a rest.

At 4:45 p.m. on a Tuesday in April, Marsella seemed like 
your average commuter trying to make his way home 
from Union Station in downtown Toronto. Marsella lives 
with his wife in a suburban starter home in Georgetown, 
Ontario, more than fifty kilometres away, but works not 
far from Toronto’s busy station. The ride to work is one 
and a half hours. Add that to the ride back, multiply by 
a five-day work week and fifty work weeks out of a year, 
and that’s roughly a month of commuting.

“If I told you that you’d spend a month of your year 
commuting, you’d probably put a gun to your head,” says 
Marsella. “But if I said you’d spend a month of your year 
composing, that’s not so bad.”

So, twice each weekday, he takes his regular vinyl seat 
on the GO commuter train and gets to work. This particu-
lar day, Marsella had been focusing on his puppet opera. 
It’s a three-part work about a little girl named Paprika 
and will feature stories within stories, including the ABCs 
for misfit children. Puppets, musicians, and guests will 
share the stage. Once Marsella is finished both the music 
and the libretto, he’ll look for an illustrator, as this work 
will also be turned into a sixty-page children’s book with 
accompanying CD. He is hoping to get Amanda Palmer 
of the Dresden Dolls to perform in the opera, which he is 
planning to première in the spring of 2011.

Marsella is no stranger to puppets. Both he and actor–
puppeteer David Hannan collaborated on the vaudevillian 
Pee-wee’s Playhouse-gone-wrong set of the Friendly Rich 
Show. Not only did Hannan pull the strings of such char-
acters as Fanny the burlesque dancing puppet, the master 
of ceremonies puppet, and Stacey, the androgynous 
puppet who resembles a twisted version of Mr. Dressup’s 
Casey, but Hannan also appeared in the show as the stage-
manager clown, Soot. Hannan will once again translate 
Marsella’s ideas to the stage in the new puppet opera.

As with Marsella’s pop music, the opera is his interpret-
ation of the genre. “It has already taken a wrong turn,” 
Marsella says, “which is a part of my composing process. 
It’s something I embrace.” He adds that this project is his 
most ambitious to date, a big production created out of 
mundane weekday train rides.

links: 
	 <http://www.friendlyrich.com/> for more information 

on Friendly Rich and the Lollipop People
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Friendly Rich acts out during a  
2010 performance at Toronto’s Music Hall.
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