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Abstract

Whilst in recent years the study of nineteenth-century popular theatre and culture has
expanded into the music hall, fairgrounds and ‘minor” theatres. embracing melodrama and
spectacle, the Victorian pantomime has attracted little attention. More especially. the
widespread and dynamic productions of the English provincial theatres have been largely
excluded in discussions that repeatedly focus on the London stage.

My thesis is centred on the Theatres Royal of Nottingham and Birmingham. two
towns sited in the English Midlands, but with markedly different population sizes, socio-
economic structures and national status. My argument, however, is not predicated on
comparison but rather on siting the pantomimes within the very specific local contexts of
each town. The relationship between the pantomime and the town engages with a notion
of audience, 1dentifiable through textual and promotional matenals. The argument in my
thesis moves from an overview of production styles at the two theatres to a specific
analysis of the the financing and promotion of the pantomime at Nottingham in the mid-
1860s. Using extant financial records, I have established how the pantomime was
produced in times of local hardship, and how a production affected by low expenditure
and falling revenue was promoted to its potential audiences. The emphases of advertising
and the promotional techniques engaged by the theatre managements, together with those
of the local newspapers also enable a reassessment of the role of the pantomime author.
The traditional understanding of authorship as related to ownership of the text is re-
considered in relation to the role the pantomime author played in the promotion of the
production, and his real and construed relationship to the theatre and town for which he
was writing. Moreover, the available empirical evidence has served to foreground the
pantomime text as an expression of local concerns and political interests that were

particular to each town and displayed an acute awareness of issues of regional identity

and status.
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Abbreviations used in this thesis.

In footnote references, the titles of the following local newspapers have been abbreviated

as follows:

The Nottingham and Midland Counties Daily Express Express

The Nottingham Daily Express NDE
The Nottingham Daily Guardian NDG
The Nottingham Journal NJ
The Birmingham Daily Post BDP
The Birmingham Daily Gazette BDG
The Birmingham Daily Mail BDM

The pagination of nineteenth-century newspapers can be inconsistent. I have therefore
provided page numbers for all references. The front page of a newspaper is referred to

throughout as p. 1, to avoid confusion.

Twenty-first century journal titles that feature regularly in this thesis are also abbreviated
In footnote references:

Theatre Notebook TN

Nineteenth Century Theatre NCT

New Theatre Quarterly NTQ

Theatre Survey I\

Nineteenth-century pantomime titles were often rather lengthy, therefore to avoid
cumbersome footnotes I have adopted the shorter versions of all titles throughout. The

full titles are given in Appendix A.
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Introduction

At the beginning of February 1886, the Birmingham Daily Post carried an
advertisement for the pantomime at the town’s Theatre Royal. Other than the title. times
of performance and seat prices, the central feature of the advertisement was a quote from

“The Theatre, London Magazine for February, 1886°. The quote read:

‘Robinson Crusoe,’ at the Birmingham Theatre Royal is, in my estimation, far and
away the best of the provincial pantomimes in general excellence of scenery,
costumes, and acting, to say nothing of its music, which surpasses that in all other
productions in point of melody and liveliness. Let me advise such of my readers
as care to see a brisk, well-constructed, amusing, and thoroughly enjoyable
pantomime, to lose no time in finding their way to Euston, and travelling thence
by the well-ordered, fast, and punctual trains of the London and North-Western
Railway to Birmingham, there to see ‘Robinson Crusoe’ at the Theatre Royal. |
will answer for it that the pantomime at the Birmingham Theatre Royal 1s the best

to be seen in the country this year.’

In this thesis, I intend to extend the study of Victorian pantomime and draw critical
attention, like the Euston passengers, out of the metropolis to the provincial towns of
Birmingham and Nottingham. The focus of my study will be the Theatres Royal of each
town, and the means by which the individual theatre managements attracted local
audiences to their Christmas pantomimes. Such research 1s necessary to foreground the
regional 1identity of provincial theatre and to broaden critical understanding of nineteenth-
century pantomime.

The Times in the mid-1860s was able to report on the increased number of
pantomime productions in the provinces, and there was some critical awareness of the
standards of productions at regional theatres, as emphasised in the opening quotation.’
However, those emphases have not attracted twentieth- and twenty-first century critics,

whose work on the pantomime has remained focused largely on the London stage. more

" Advertisement. BDP, | February 1886, p. 1. Part of this quotation is cited in Gerald Frow, “Oh Yes, It Is": A
Histon of Pantomime (London: BBC. 1985). p. 163.

* Comments on the increase in provincial productions were made in The Times in 1867 and 1868. The excerpts are
cited in Derek Salberg. Once Upon a Pantomime (Luton: Cortney Publications, 1981). p. 58.
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especially the late nineteenth-century pantomimes of Drury Lane.

In the second half of the nineteenth century, provincial theatre managements
gradually ceased to engage regular stock companies and, increasingly, local theatres hosted

3

touring versions of London productions.” This changing pattern of production, that

occurred during the 1870s (1877 at Nottingham and 1880 at Birmingham), has perhaps led
to a perceived homogeneity of provincial touring houses, but such a viewpoint belies
subtle differences and practices that were manifested in the production of the annual
pantomime. More specifically, the content and promotion of pantomimes in Nottingham
and Birmingham drew on notions of regional identity and status that were unique to each
house. The two towns are in the same geographic region of the Midlands, but they had
very different socio-economic structures and political status in the second half of the
nineteenth century. My thesis 1s not intended as a comparison of rival theatres; rather, it
1s a comparative study of the strategies of pantomime production in two theatres that
were subject to very different local factors. The managers and writers drew on specific
features and preferences that were influenced by the local socio-economic and political
clime; more so than the main season of programming.

The siting of the pantomime production in the local context has influenced my
choice of the Theatres Royal rather than other venues in each town. Both theatres were
built in the late eighteenth century. Despite rebuilding and, in Nottingham, being re-sited,
by the mid-nineteenth century they had become established houses. In Nottingham the
Theatre Royal was to remain the sole legitimate theatre until the 1880s, whilst in
Birmingham, rival theatres were beginning to be opened by the 1860s. However, the
promotion of the two Theatres Royal drew on their own history and the fact that both
theatres had been producing pantomimes since the 1840s: the Theatre Royal at

Birmingham was frequently advertised as the ‘home’ of pantomime in the town in the

1880s, and the Theatre Royal, Nottingham was also contextualised as the ‘old house” as

compared to newer establishments in the same period.

' Michael R. Booth. Theatre in the Victorian Age (Cambridge: CUP, 1991). p. 18.
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It is not my intention to attempt a recreation of nineteenth-century pantomime
productions, nor is my argument overly concerned with the performance of pantomime.
Indeed such an attempt would be fraught with difficulty as the genre was (and 1s) by its
nature mutable: surviving scripts are only indicative of what happened on stage, as. In
performance, lines were cut or changed, topical reterences were updated, and there was a
vast amount of ad-libbing and unrecorded stage ‘business’. This essential problem, which
threatens to undermine any reading of the pantomime script, has been highlighted by the
notable theatre historian Michael Booth. In his 1981 work, Victorian Spectacular
Theatre, Booth stressed that in order to understand Victorian pantomime more fully, it
was necessary to draw on additional evidence from the contemporancous newspaper
reviews, whose descriptive passages of the first night performance frequently give a
clearer indication of elements such as the mise-en-scéne, than 1s apparent from the

* Booth’s recommendation is invaluable, but an engagement with the nineteenth-

scripts.
century newspaper reviewer also offers alternative ways of studying the Victorian
pantomime than simply establishing the visuals of performance.

Central to my argument 1n this thesis 1s the use of promotional materials in the
nineteenth century and the evidence they contain of regional business practices.
Theretore, throughout my thesis, I have addressed the review as integral to the
promotional strategies employed by the theatre management. In his 1987 book The
Rhetorics of Popular Culture: Advertising, Advocacy and Entertainment, Robert L. Root
stated that ‘[r]eviewing is a rhetorical act’; whatever the subject matter, ‘the critical
review always involves a recommendation, whether implicit or explicit, and an attempt to
convince readers of the rehiability of that recommendation.”” According to Root’s
definition, there 1s a subtle difference between reviewing and criticism. The former

contains description, evaluation, substantiation, and recommendation, whereas the latter

allows for a more personalised ‘analysis and interpretation’.® Root establishes the

‘ Michael R. Booth. Victorian Spectacular Theatre 1850-1910 (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1981), p. 86.
*Robert L. Root. The Rhetorics of Popular Culture: Advertising, Advocacy, and Entertainment (New Y ork:
Greenwood Press. 1987), p. 63.

" Root. p. 64.
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rhetoric of the reviewer as one of advocacy, which seeks to provide reassurance tor the
reader in his expression of artistic knowledge. Certainly, the pantomime reviewers often
incorporated a brief history of the genre, or specific terminology as regards the ballet. for
example. I am less concerned with this aspect of the critic’s writing than with the
relationship between his role as advocate, and the promotional materials organised by the
theatre management. Root separates the advocacy of the critical review from advertising,
but during the run of a nineteenth-century pantomime, the distinction could become much
less speciﬁc.[Several of the newspapers that I have researched (notably the Nottingham
and Midland Counties Daily Express and the Birmingham Daily Post) continued to review
the pantomime after the first night performance. In this matter, the role of the reviewer
could become almost as mutable as the production itself; the emphasis of the reviews
could change to promote particular aspects of the production or to realign public

" Often a second review would be printed after two or three

perception and expectation.
days, to reassess changes in performance and, even if the imitial review has been
disapproving, those later reviews would invariably be much more positive. Indeed,
negative reviews were not sustained throughout the run. In turn, the reviews printed
during the pantomime season could become little more than extended advertisements,
containing anticipatory comments regarding the length of the run, additions to the cast, or
new costumes for the ballet. Those promotional reviews ran in tandem with the
advertisements, both featuring the predominant elements of the production. Indeed, the
reviewers could pre-empt the advertisements, suggesting that such and such a change
might be forthcoming, to be followed a few days later by a front page advertisement
promoting that very changej

As | have already intimated, production of the annual pantomime was integrally

linked to the local socio-economic clime, and in this respect, my research encompasses a

wide range of archive and primary materials. My argument is supported by evidence

"m . i . . .
" The combined influence of the theatre manager and the reviewer in altering aspects of a production. is the

subject of Joel Kaplan's article "A Puppet’s Power: George Alexander. Clement Scott. and the Replotting of Lady
Windermere's Fan', TN, 16 (1992). 59-73.



from extant scripts, newspaper reviews and previews, advertisements and playbulls.
together with financial records of income and expenditure from the Theatre Royal.
Nottingham. This thesis therefore draws heavily on textual evidence, not as a substitute
for lost performances, but as a means to re-evaluate the importance of provincial
pantomime for local theatres. A central element of this re-assessment 1s the pantomime
script, which has survived in the form of ‘books of words’. These books contained a
version of the script that was on sale to the theatre audiences. The majority of those from
Nottingham and Birmingham remain in local library collections and, where none have
survived, the Lord Chamberlain’s Collection of manuscript plays at the British Library
contains some manuscript versions in addition to the copies of those printed books of
words that were submitted for licensing. The fact that both the books of words and the
manuscript copies were not entirely representative of the production during the run does
present a methodological problem, as Michael Booth has established. However, whilst
the extant versions of the scripts may not constitute an accurate definition of the
production in performance, they do provide extremely important evidence as to the
potential audience at whom the production was being targeted by theatre managers. More
specifically, the topical referencing (both in terms of style and subject matter), even
allowing for cuts and changes, represented a specific range of interests and affiliations,
particular to the town and theatre. To establish those interests, as well as to evaluate
production trends, I have studied all the available books of words, manuscripts and
licensing copies for the period 1865 to 1892. Of a twenty-six year period, there are only
three years in which some version of a script has not survived: 1868 at Birmingham, and
1867 and 1872 at Nottingham. In contrast, there are a few years (1874 at Birmingham and
1887 at Nottingham) for which several books of words chart alterations to the script in re-
printed versions. A full study of the period allows for a coherent overview of trends and

preferences and, consequently, a more substantive analysis of local productions at the

Theatres Royal.
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The framing dates of my thesis have been chosen in relation to local and national

influences. As I have mentioned, both theatres were established venues by the

mid-nineteenth century. Furthermore, 1865 marked the opening of a new Theatre Royal
in Nottingham and a new era of pantomime production that was to blossom 1n the 1870s
and 1880s under particular and lengthy managements and the long term engagements of
specific, local authors. At the Theatre Royal, Birmingham, the pantomime of 1865-66
was the second written for the theatre by Charles Millward, an author who would
continue to provide pantomimes for that theatre for the next seventeen years, forging a

business relationship with the manager, Mercer Simpson, that defined productions at the

Birmingham theatre.

The period 1865 to 1892 has also been chosen in relation to two Parliamentary
Select Committee hearings that featured evidence on pantomimes and the provincial
theatres: the Select Committee on Theatrical Licences and Regulations in 1866, and the
Select Committee on Theatres and Places of Entertainment in 1892. During the course ot
the evidence heard 1n 1866, it was asserted that for the provincial theatre manager the
annual pantomime was financially crucial, a ‘sheet-anchor’ for the entire theatre season.
Such sentiments had been expressed betore, but in 1866 they were brought into focus by a
contemporaneous national economic depression that would aftect regional theatre-going.

Those present at the 1892 Select Committee heard evidence once again of the
importance of the pantomime for the provincial manager. At this later hearing, the
Manager of the Theatre Royal, Birmingham, Mr. Mercer Simpson, gave evidence that
included further emphasis on the role that pantomime played in the provinces, and its
financial importance. Furthermore, the 1892 Committee members heard evidence and
discussed the 1ssue of censorship in relation to the pantomime: the practical issues
surrounding control by the Examiner of Plays, and the suggested monitoring of
performances by local audiences. The implications of the evidence regarding finance and

censorship frame the argument in this thesis. The following chapter by chapter



breakdown will contextualise this decision and illustrate how I intend to establish my

argument.

Chapter 1 provides an overview of the established and published research on

nineteenth-century pantomime. It highlights the paucity of work on the Victonan and
provincial pantomime, and identifies the potential reasons underlying the restricted study
of the genre to date: principally concerns of ideology and definition. As I establish 1n this
first chapter, my research does not aim to replace studies of the London pantomime; such
an attempt would be self-defeating, as the London productions were important and
evidently set national trends. However, neither should 1t be accepted that the provincial
theatres were somehow second-best. Instead, my emphasis 1s on the parallel study of
provincial theatres, and the need to shift rather than replace the critical perspective.

This shift forms the basis of Chapter 2, which begins by providing an historical
and socio-economic background to the two towns and their Theatres Royal. In turn, I will
discuss the genre and present an outline of the structure and traditions of pantomime.
The second half of the chapter combines both the economic context and the developments

of the genre 1n a discussion of spectacle in productions at the two theatres, both before

and behind the scenes.

As I have mentioned, pantomime was judged to be the financial lynch pin of the
provincial theatre season. Following on from evidence established in Chapter 2 regarding
the style of production at the Theatre Royal in Nottingham, Chapter 3 is a detailed
discussion of the actuality of such claims. In the mid-1860s, the town witnessed
economic fluctuations and yet the management of the Theatre Royal continued to produce
pantomimes that ran for between six and nine weeks. Drawing on financial records from
the two seasons 1865-66 and 1866-67. I explore how the theatre management provided
pantomime 1n seasons that had witnessed both relative affluence and the novelty of a new
theatre, and. conversely. economic difficulty and dwindling audiences. In particular. this

chapter places the empirical evidence alongside the concurrent newspaper previews and
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reviews to examine how the theatre management promoted a pantomime in times of local
hardship.

The visuals of pantomime were a crucial part of its success, but elements of the
script could be cut, altered or added to both at the rehearsal stage and during the run ot the
production. It is partly for that reason that the role of the author has often been sidelined
in favour of spectacle; nineteenth-century critics sometimes referred to the script as
simply providing a series of ‘pegs’ on which to hang the scenery and ballets. In Chapter
4, | reassess the role of the pantomime author. It is not my intention to try and realign
the artistic merit of the pantomime script, nor to make any claims regarding the cohesion
of the script in performance; there 1s sufficient evidence that contemporaneous newspaper
reviews commented on changes and necessary cuts to the script, either to make 1t funnier
or to reduce the overall running time of the show. What is significant 1s that particular
writers were engaged by the provincial theatre managements, often for a number of years.
This chapter presents some biographical details of four authors engaged at the Nottingham
and Birmingham theatres. This evidence is presented together with promotional materials
that sited the authors and their work 1n very specific relationships to the local towns and
theatres for which they were writing.

Chapter 5 continues to examine the textual evidence of those authors and argues
that their work — more especially their satirical input — incorporated a specific and
relevant knowledge of local issues, whether social, economic, civic or political. The
chapter concludes that, even with the rather large caveat in place regarding the mutability
of the script, the fact that certain references and subject matter were addressed in the
scripts 1s crucial in an understanding of local pantomime production.

Although several of my chapters are predicated on the need to view the provincial
pantomime over a number of years, in order to chart the various developments and trends,
a case study provides an opportunity to examine those claims in detail. In 1880 both

theatres were presenting productions of the story of Dick Whittington and, in Chapter 6,
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the details of the two productions, established from the scripts, reviews and
advertisements, demonstrate aspects of production and promotion discussed 1n the
preceding chapters.

At the end of this thesis I have included a Glossary of pantomime terms used in
my argument. These terms will have been addressed in the course of my discussion —
largely in Chapter 2 — but the Glossary will hopefully provide a quick point of reference
for the reader. There are four Appendices to my thesis, which provide examples and
further reference. Appendix A details the pantomime titles, authors and theatre managers
and lessees for the entire period, at both theatres. Appendix B complements information
provided in Chapter 3 and comprises a table of income, expenditure and profit and loss
figures for the September to April theatre season at Nottingham in 1865-66 and 1866-67.
This information will provide an immediate overview of the box office fluctuations
experienced over the period, which I address in detail in the course of my main chapter.
Appendices C and D also complement a specific chapter, this time Chapter 5. Appendix
C 1s a list of 1dentified references that occur in the extant books of words and manuscript
copies of selected pantomimes. There are a considerable quantity of references over the
period and a full list would create an unwarranted demand on the reader. I have therefore
provided a selection from five yearly intervals at both theatres. References from the
pantomimes of 1866, 1871, 1876, 1881, 1886 and 1891 encompass both the principal and
occasional authors engaged by the theatre managements, as well as a timespan that charts
changing local concerns and subjects of deemed importance. Many of the national and
international references are self—evident, but I have provided details, where necessary, that
should 1lluminate more localised and less well-known references.

As | discuss 1n Chapter 5, the topical song became a popular and much expected
feature of the pantomime, especially at the Theatre Royal, Nottingham. Although one or

two of those songs occurred 1n each pantomime, the nature of their subject matter meant

that the song content changed frequently and, in many instances. little has survived
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beyond the title. A few examples can be found in the manuscript copies of pantomimes
written for the Theatre Royal, Nottingham in the late 1870s. I have reproduced one of
those songs as Appendix D, to give a flavour of the style and material. Once again, I have,

where possible, provided explanatory notes for the local references.



[ ]

Chapter 1: Review of Secondary Sources

Every body ‘pooh-poohs’ the pantomime, but every body goes to see 1t. It 1s
voted ‘sad nonsense’, and played every night for two months.’

In undertaking an initial survey of contemporary research on the Victonan provincial
pantomime, it would appear th'at a Times reviewer of as long ago as 1823 pre-empted
many of the late twentieth-century and early twenty-first-century critical attitudes to the
genre. The sparsity of academic analysis available suggests that the provincial pantomime
has indeed been ‘voted “sad nonsense’, and yet its importance — the fact that “every
body’ went to see 1t, and that 1t ran for ‘two months’ (sometimes longer), and continued
to do so throughout the nineteenth century — should not be underestimated. This
observation 1s particularly valid at a time when theatre historians are recognising the social
and economic importance of popular theatre genres and extending the methodologies of
nineteenth-century theatre research.

Pantomime itself has not been completely 1ignored. Study of the developments of
the genre up to the early nineteenth century has been dominated by David Mayer’s
Harlequin in His Element: English Pantomime 1800-1836. In more recent years, Jane
Moody's lllegitimate Theatre in London 1770-1840 has provided a broader contextual
base for the pantomimes of Georgian London, and June 2004 saw the publication of John
O’Brnien’s Harlequin Britain: Pantomime and Entertainment 1690-1760, which addresses
the eighteenth-century pantomime as a locus of cultural change. The principal monograph
that engages with Victorian pantomifne remains Michael R. Booth’s English Plays of the
Nineteenth Century V: Pantomimes, Extravaganzas and Burlesques. This work, together

with Booth's Vicrorian Spectacular Theatre, and Mander and Mitchenson’s Pantomime:

A Story in Pictures, provides an informed background to the genre. Furthermore, in recent

years, Jim Davis has written on the ideology of pantomime at Drury Lane, Peter Holland

' *Review’, The limes, 27 December 1823. Cited in David Mayer Ill, Harlequin in His Element: The English
Pantomime 1806-1836 (Cambridge. MA: Harvard University Press, 1969). pp. 17-18.
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has discussed sexuality and gender, also in the Drury Lane pantomime and Tracy C. Davis
and Diane Purkiss have commented valuably on the social and economic role ot both
women and children employed in pantomime productions.

However, in terms of the nineteenth-century pantomime, the works of David
Mayer and Michael Booth are cited frequently as the principal sources of historical
information and definition by other wrters, and this critical reliance would suggest a
closure of discussion in the field. In addition, those critics who do write about the
pantomime have frequently based their research only on the London stage, with particular
reference to the Augustus Harris/Arthur Collins pantomimes at Drury Lane in the 1880s
and 1890s. Indeed, the impression left 1s that Victorian pantomime can be summarised
according to one or two seminal works and that those statements will suffice. Despite the
occasional nod 1n 1its direction, there 1s a sense that the genre has been sufficiently dealt
with by the academic world. Moreover, the continuing and developing studies of
nineteenth-century theatre and popular culture, music hall, revue and variety, as well as
non-theatrical entertainments such as the fairgrounds, circuses and film, serve merely to
highlight the absence of further studies of the Victorian pantomime, notably that produced
in the provinces.

Since the 1970s, studies of theatre history have made a gradual move, not only
into the sphere of popular culture but also, in terms of theoretical approaches, beyond the
footlights towards the contextualising of theatre performance within its social, economic
and historical environs. There has been a decisive move away from placing drama within a
literary tradition to a more sociologically based study of the theatre, in which cross-
disciplinary work has become more evident, particularly in the last ten years. This

progression — 1n subject matter and methodologies — can be identified particularly, albeit

* Jane Moody. lllegitimate Theatre in London 1770-18+40 (Cambridge: CUP. 2000), John O’Brien. Harlequin
Britain: Pantomime and Entertainment 1690-1760 (Baltimore: John Hopkins UP, 2004). English Plays of the
Nineteenth Century 1: Pantomimes, Extravaganzas and Burlesques, ed. by Michael R. Booth (London: OUP,
1976). Raymond Mander and Joe Mitchenson, Pantomime: A Story in Pictures (London: Peter Davies, 1973). Jim
Davis. "Imperial Transgressions: The Ideology of Drury Lane Pantomime in the Late Nineteenth Centun". NTQ, 12
(1996). 147-1535, Peter Holland. “The Play of Eros: Paradoxes of Gender in English Pantomime’, NTQ, 13 (1997),
195-204. Tracy C. Davis. “The Theatrical Employees of Victorian Britain: Demography of an Industny™. MC'T. 18: |
and 2 (1990). 5-34. and Diane Purkiss. Troublesome Things: A History of Fairies and Fairy Stories (London:
Penguin, 2000).



not exclusively, in editorials and book reviews in leading journals such as Nineteenth

Century Theatre.

In a 1977 review of recent research, David Mayer, alongside an overview of

annotated play texts, ‘theatrical biography, accounts of acting, and discussions of scene
design and theatrical iconography’, discussed recent academic work on the Victorian
popular theatre. He noted a shift of ‘popular theatre genres’ into the academic arena,
including ‘melodrama, extravaganza and pantomime’ and expressed concern that a work
such as The Revels History of Drama in English 1750-1880 had omitted popular genres
such as the pantomime.” In conclusion, Mayer applauded the work that had been

produced on popular theatre, but drew attention to the need for further and wider research
into the areas of theatrical iconography, popular entertainments beyond the theatre, ‘the

growth of spectacle, of the Drury Lane and Adelphi melodrama and the pantomime

4

extravaganza’, as well as the ““minor”, East-End, and provincial theatres’.” Mayer’s call

was complemented by the publication of conference proceedings that highlighted
developing research interests: Western Popular Theatre. The Proceedings of a
Symposium sponsored by the Manchester University Department of Drama, which
included papers given at a 1974 symposium, and Performance and Politics in Popular
Drama: Aspects of Popular Entertainment in Theatre, Film and Television.” The latter
conference took place 1n 1977 and the papers were published three years later. Both of
those collections foregrounded some of the subjects that Mayer had found missing in his
review: for example, the equestrian and water dramas, spectacle, and, notably, provincial
theatre addressed 1in Douglas Reid’s essay ‘Popular Theatre in Victorian Birmingham’.°
During the 1980s, there was a continued interest in popular theatre research, most

notably into the music hall. In a 1992 overview of research in the preceding decade,

" David Mayer. *Some¢ Recent Writings on Victorian Theatre’. }ictorian Studies, 20 (1977), 311-317 (pp. 312 and

314).

" Ibid.. pp. 316-317.
" Western Popular Theatre. The Proceedings of a Symposium Sponsored by the Manchester University

Department of Drama, cd. by David Mayer and Kenneth Richards (London: Methuen, 1977) and Performance and
Politics in Popular Drama: Aspects of Popular Entertainment in Theatre, Film and Television 1800-1976:
Papers Given at a Conference at the University of Kent at Canterbury, September 1977. ed. by David Bradby.
Louis James and Bernard Sharratt (Cambridge: CUP. 1980).

‘ Bradby et. al.. pp. 65-89.
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Michael Booth enthusiastically reviewed Peter Bailey’s Music Hall: The Business of
Pleasure and Jacky Bratton’s Music Hall: Performance and Style.” In 1985. a book
review in Nineteenth Century Theatre Research, once more by David Mayer, also drew
attention to recent work that had moved beyond the theatre auditorium, this time to
regional fairs and circuses.” Cary M. Mazer’s 1994 review of recent scholarship
continued to note ‘the rising interest [...] in nineteenth-century theatre, along with other
middle- and low-brow forms of cultural production’. However, at the same time, Mazer
suggested a redirection of theatre studies back into the theatre, highlighting the necessity
of understanding ‘minor’ East End theatres (and, presumably, by implication, provincial

theatres) ‘before we can generalise about the relationship between the dramatist, the

9

performer, and the theatre-going public’.” In general, the trends of theatre research have
tried to move away from the theatre building, as evinced in Jane Moody’s survey of 2000.
In her essay, ‘The State of the Abyss: Nineteenth Century Performance and Theatre
Historiography 1in 1999°, she charted the development and range of work within theatre
studies, 1n particular ‘performances which actually took place beyond the boundaries of
the professional theatre: parlour melodrama, public readings and recitations’."

The methodological approaches to theatre studies have also changed in order to
engage with the new research interests in both popular theatre and culture. David
Mayer’s 1977 critique suggested that popular theatre genres had been neglected in “our
effort to chart the growing acceptance of ‘“society drama™." In particular, Mayer
identified what he perceived as a key problem in contemporary theatre research.
principally a limited canon (‘an express journey between Richard Brinsley Sheridan and
Henrik Ibsen or George Bernard Shaw, with infrequent grudgingly brief stops at Douglas

Jerrold and Dion Boucicault and Sir Arthur Pinero’) created in part by a lack of alternative

methodologies. He commented that *[t]he persistence of the express [...] is explained in

" Michael R. Booth. * Studies in Nineteenth Century British Theatre 1980-1989°, NCT. 20:1 (1992). 46-57 (p. 56).
* David Maver. "Book Review™, NCTR, 13:1 (1985). 40-44 (p. 14).

* Cary Mazer. "Loose Cannons: Recent Scholarship on Victorian Drama’. NCT, 22:1 (1994), 56-72 (pp. 57 and 65).
' Moody. " T'he State of the Abyss: Nineteenth Century Performance and Theatre Historiography in 1999°. JI'C. 5
(2000). 112-128 (p. 112).

" Mayer. ‘Recent Writings'. p. 316
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part by the yoked notions that nineteenth-century drama cannot be appreciated through

conventional literary criticism and that, anyhow, there is little of value in the theatre of

that century for the serious scholar’. Mayer particularly highlighted the perceived

problem of understanding popular culture in terms of ‘orthodox criticism’."” In 1994,

Cary Mazer was able to observe a significant move away from ‘the question of the
Victorian drama’s “literary” status’.” Similarly, in 2000, Jane Moody pinpointed the

restrictive approaches that had limited early work on the melodrama. In ‘State of the
Abyss’, she highlighted the dominance of the ‘evolutionist theatrical history’ in studies of
the nineteenth century, much as David Mayer had foregrounded the whistle-stop “express

journey’ of the nineteenth-century canon in 1977." In turn, Michael Booth commented

in 1992 that:

One can read some recent works of theatre history [...] without knowing such
things as society and culture exist, so divorced are these works from any sense of
the larger world of which the theatre 1s only a part, and from any understanding
that the theatre 1itself 1s subject to social and cultural determinants quite outside its

walls.”

By contrast, in his review of Martin Meisel’s Realizations: Narrative, Pictorial, and
Theatrical Arts in Nineteenth Century England, Booth noted the changing emphases of
research in the 1980s, in which ‘one of the major trends of nineteenth-century theatre
research’ had been ‘the consideration and evaluation of the relationship between theatre
and 1ts society and culture’." Similarly, in 1989, R. W. Vince in his essay ‘Theatre
History as an Academic Discipline’, identified the influence of New Historicism as
enabling a break from more traditional forms of theatre research."” In 1990, Tracy C.

Davis suggested greater interdisciplinary work, and promoted an engagement with new

'* Mayer, ‘Recent Writings', p. 311.

" Mazer, p. 57.
" Moody. "State of the Abyss™. p. 113.
" Booth. ‘Studies 1980-1989°, pp. 49-50.

* 1bid.. p. 50.
" R. W. Vince. "Theatre History as an Academic Discipline’ in Interpreting the Past: Essays in the Historiography

of Performance ¢d. by Thomas Postlewait and Bruce A. McConachie (Iowa City: University of lowa Press, 1989).
pp- 1-17.
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kinds of data, (she herself employed New Historicist methods in her research) as well as
suggesting new approaches to established material.” Davis’s 1996 "Editonial” for
Nineteenth Century Theatre similarly encouraged a break from "classic modes of enquiry’
to research culture in the widest sense of social interactions.” Such moves have
noticeably influenced theatre history research in the last few years and by 2000, Jane
Moody could clearly identify a new contextualisation of theatre 1n a wider social and,
more particularly, political discourse.” Theatre historians have also sought to re-evaluate
available archive and secondary material, for example, in Jim Davis and Victor
Emeljanow’s discussion of the writings of the early twentieth-century critic Macqueen-
Pope.”’ Similarly, Jacky Bratton in her recent work, New Readings in Theatre History,
has also offered a new perspective on the reading of playbills; she resists the research
attractions of what Tracy Davis referred to as the “alluringly tidy bundles of playbills’, to
reuse and reassess textual materials.” Jane Moody has also re-established the ‘textual and
visual’ theatre ephemera to its righttul place of study, although she defined the usage
within the study of melodrama: ‘the rhetoric of nineteenth-century playbills {...] played a

23

vital paratextual role in shaping audiences’ expectations’.” The role of the audience as

reader follows the re-examination of audiences that has been undertaken in two influential
works: Dagmar Kift’s The Victorian Music Hall and Jim Davis and Victor Emeljanow’s
Reflecting the Audience: London Theatregoing 1840-1880.** These studies have

employed empiricist and sociological methodologies to readdress the socio-economic
contexts of, respectively, regional music halls and theatre production at the London minor

theatres. Such revisions and New Historicist methodologies have complemented the

development of research into theatre as a commercial enterprise. In relation to this

" Tracy C. Davis, "The Theatrical Employees’, pp. 5-34.

® Tracy C. Davis, ‘Editonal’, NC7. 24:1(1996), pp. 36-41.

® Moody, ‘State of the Abyss’, pp. 120-121.

* Jim Davis and Victor Emeljanow. * “Wistful Remembrancer™: The Historiographical Problem of Macqueen-
Popery™. NTQ. 68 (2001). 299-309.

** Jacky Bratton. New Readings in Theatre History (Cambridge: CUP. 2003), pp. 38-40.

* Moody. *State of the Abyss’, p. 122

“ Dagmar Kift. The }ictorian Music Hall: Culture, Class and Conflict (Cambridge: CUP, 1996) and Jim Davis and
Victor Emeljanow. Reflecting the Audience: London Theatregoing, 1840-1880 (Hatfield: University of
Hertfordshire Press. 2001).
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particular aspect of the nineteenth-century theatre. one of the most valuable remarks was
made by Michael Booth in his book review of 1992. In his overview of the 1980s. he
included John Pick’s The West End, which was concerned with the social and financial
policies of West End managements. Booth noted that the most important element of
Pick’s work was the study of the ‘business of theatre, a subject too often scanted in

25

nineteenth-century theatre history’.” Eight years later, Jane Moody recognised the need
to address the theatre audience as consumers, and highlighted the lack of work on the
economics of theatrical production, admitting that: ‘1t 1s tempting for theatre historians
[...] to regard numbers of all kinds [...] as tedious details to be swept off into historical

26

oblivion wherever possible.”” Moody’s confession was soon to be overshadowed by

Tracy C. Davis’s The Economics of the British Stage: 1800-1914 which was also
published in 2000 and which not only addressed theatre business practices but also, and

valuably, sought to engage with regional archive material.”

Certainly, critics have
attempted 1n recent years to widen and address notions of popular culture beyond the
conventional theatre building, but in this process pantomime has, on the whole, been
omitted. In speculating why pantomime, and particularly provincial pantomime, has
attracted so little critical comment, three 1ssues may be suggested: cultural attitudes; an
inherited dependance on material about the London pantomime, particularly Drury Lane;
and archive locations.

In ‘State of the Abyss’, Jane Moody made a crucial point when she stated that
"[1]t 1s disconcerting to realize that many of the authoritative surveys of theatrical forms,
published over three decades ago, have never been succeeded, let alone challenged.””
Foremost amongst those surveys, she argued, was David Mayer's Harlequin in His

Element: The English Pantomime 1806-1836. However, in her proposed extension to the

range of genres studied, Moody did not promote the exploration of pantomime beyond

* Booth, ‘Studies 1980-1989°. p. 53. Booth's use of the phrase the “business of theatre” (original emphasis) has
influenced the title of my thesis.

* Moody. ‘State of the Abyss'. pp. 123. 116.

" Tracy C. Davis. The Economics of the British Stage 1800-191+ (Cambridge: CUP, 2000).
* Moody. "“State of the Abyss'. p. 124
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the time range established by Mayer.” The emphasis of research remained implicitly on
the Georgian pantomime. This curtailment of study has been further implicated in the
recent publication of John O’Brien’s Harlequin Britain: Pantomime and Entertainment.
1690-1760. Although, by O’Brien’s own assertion, it 1s not a history of pantomime, but
rather, a study of ‘the relationship between [pantomimes] and the culture that produced
them’, the publication nonetheless foregrounds the early pantomime as a more valuable
area of study than that of the later period.” In English Drama: A Cultural History by
Simon Shepherd and Peter Womack, their discussion of pantomime 1s contained within
the chapter on melodrama, and emphasises the place of eighteenth-century pantomime
amongst the legitimate and non-legitimate theatrical forms.” George Speaight’s recent
work on the accessories of pantomime, such as the ‘turn-ups’ and juvenile theatre sheets,
have also focused attention on the early nineteenth-century form of the genre.”” Even a
work written for a general readership, Norman Robbins’s, Slapstick and Sausages: The
Evolution of the British Pantomime, published in 2002, expended five chapters on the
origins and early history of the pantomime to the 1800s.” The early history of
pantomime 1s interesting and the work by Mayer and O’Brien in particular has
established and developed valuable evidence for our understanding of the genre.
However, the critical resistance to moving research into the Victorian period is perturbing
and rests, I would suggest, rather too heavily on an uncritical acceptance of nineteenth-
century judgments about the pantomime.

For example, 1n ‘The Lost Art of Pantomime’, the critic Clement Scott mourned
the harlequinade that he thought ‘lost for ever’.” He remembered the Georgian
pantomimes of his youth and, in particular, he recalled the acting of Grimaldi, who had

revitalised the role of Clown in the early part of the century.” Scott was not alone in

?Ibid.. p. 125.
® O’'Brien, Harlequin Britain: Pantomime and Entertainment, p. XiXx.

" Simon Shepherd and Peter Womack. English Drama: 4 Cultural History (Oxford: Blackwell. 1996). pp. 190-
192.

“ George Speaight, "New Light on “Mother Goose™ °, 7'V, 52 (1998). 18-23, and George Speaight, ‘Harlequinade
Turn-Ups™. 7N, 45 (1991). 70-84.

" Norman Robbins, Slapstick and Sausages: The Evolution of the British Pantomime (Tiverton: Trapdoor, 2002).
“ Clement Scott. The Drama of Yesterday and Today 2 vols (London: MacMillan. 1899) ii. 164.

“ Scott. pp. 164-187.
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recalling Grimaldi’s acting talents; in 1872, J. R. Planché€ also remembered the early

pantomimes: ‘there was some congruity, some dramatic construction [...] and then the

36

acting! For it was acting, and first-rate acting’.™ Planché was quoted by Leopold Wagner

in The Pantomimes and All About Them 1n 1881; the latter additionally saw the acting of

%

the harlequinade as good training for the ‘legitimate drama’.”” Finally, Edwin E. Eigner. in
The Dickens Pantomime, quotes J. Wiston who had been the Manager of Drury Lane
theatre in the early nineteenth century. According to Wiston, *Grimaldi was a better
clown. He made it a more intellectual performance.’”

In New Readings, Jacky Bratton has succinctly outlined the nineteenth-century
concept of the ‘decline of the drama’ and the critical separation of popular theatre and
dramatic literature in the early nineteenth century. Bratton acknowledges that such
divisions can still influence theatre history, identifying melodrama as having been
particularly susceptible to dismissal by exponents of the dramatic integrity of theatre.”
Simon Shepherd and Peter Womack, in English Drama: A Cultural History, have referred
to the re-definition of pantomime in the eighteenth century as an art form.” The specifics
of mime and its inheritance in the Italian comedia dell arte lent pantomime an historical
and cultural authenticity, and it 1s this perception which underlies the reminiscences by
Scott, Wagner and Planché about Grimaldi’s acting abilities. However, the incorporation
of spectacle and song after the 1840s epitomised for many critics not only the perceived

degradation of theatre but also, and crucially, the degradation of the genre, an attitude

which, as I have noted, seems to have influenced modern studies of the genre.” By

* J. R. Planché, The Recollections and Reflections of J. R. Planché: A Professional Autobiography 2 vols
(London: Tinsley Brothers, 1872) 11. 139. Planché’s reminiscences are also cited in R. J. Broadbent, 4 History of
Pantomime (London: Simpkin, Marshall, Hamilton, Kent, 1901), p. 172.

" Leopold Wagner. The Pantomimes and All About Them: Their Origin, History, Preparation and Exponents
(London: Heywood, 1881). p. 51.

* Edwin M. Eigner, The Dickens Pantomime (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1989). p. 143.

* Bratton. New Readings. pp. 12-13. Such concerns have also been described by Russell Jackson, who discusses
pantomime alongside melodrama. See: Russell Jackson, Victorian Theatre (London: A & C Black. 1989). pp. 2-3
and 5-6.

“ Shepherd and Womack. pp. 192-193.

‘A brief but succinct outline of those nineteenth-century expressions of regret regarding the perceived decline of
pantomime are given in: Robert Cheesmond, *Oh No It Isn’t: A Functionalistic Re-definition of Pantomime’. in
Popular Theatres’ Papers from the Popular Theatre Conference. ed. by Ros Merkin (Liverpool: Liverpool John

Moores University. 1996). pp. 220-239 (pp. 220-222). See also a reference to nineteenth-century critical
attitudes in “Introduction to Volume Five™ of English Plays. p. 2 .
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contrast, pantomime producers have always accepted the intrinsic variations of the genre.
Indeed its survival throughout three hundred years has hinged on its adaptability and on
theatre managers’ awareness of changing tastes and expectations. As John O’Brien has
pointed out, such maneuverings had been at the root of pantomime’s success a hundred
years earlier.” The inherited nineteenth-century perception of pantomime as a degraded
art form has been allowed too great a voice in the twentieth century; as the writer Gerald
Frow has stated, ‘pantomime has never been what it was’.” Ironically, there were plenty
of other critics in the nineteenth century (often in the regional newspapers) who
applauded the evolutionary nature of pantomime, recognising that change was needed 1n
order to stop pantomime declining. However, such vitality via adaptability has failed to
impress late twentieth-century critics.

In addition to being affected by nineteenth-century judgments about artistic worth,
I would also suggest that Victorian pantomime 1s (and has been) regarded in the same
critical light that for many years fell on melodrama and the music hall. Those genres were
rediscovered and re-valued as a result of the post 1960s growth 1n cultural studies; so 1n
his 1977 review of recent work on the music hall, David Mayer was able to claim that the
nineteenth-century music hall ‘is moving toward academic respectability’.” However,
Victorian pantomime — and more especially, 1ts provincial productions — has remained in
the dark. There 1s a sense, perhaps, that the Theatres Royal 1n particular, especially in the
provinces, have a limited research value when set against the changing politics of the
working-class music hall. In 1997, Peter Holland briefly referred to ‘a cultural contempt

for the [pantomime] form’ in contemporary society, which 1s, possibly, an additional
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reason for the limited academic comment to date.” There exists, therefore, a curious

tension: of pantomime being interpreted in the nineteenth century as commercial, popular

(vulgar) and theretore 1nartistic. and a later twentieth-century interpretation of 1t as

‘“* John O’Brien. ‘Harlequin Britain: Eighteenth-Century Pantomime and the Cultural Location of
Entertainment(s)’. 7./, 50 (1998). 489-510 (p. 399).

“ Cited in Mane Kruger, "English Pantomime: Reflections on a Dynamic Tradition", South African Theatre
Journal. 14 (2000), 146-173 (p. 147).

“ Maycr. “Recent Writings™. p. 314.

“ Holland, p. 196.
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popular, mainstream and therefore politically uninteresting. Victorian pantomime has
effectively been caught in a cultural pincer attack from the mneteenth and twenty-first
century.

As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, as far back as 1977 David Mayer had called
for further research into popular and provincial theatre. Despite being able to mention
selected work on regional entertainments in the Midlands, Lancashire, Oldham and
Tyneside in his book review of 1985, by 1992 Michael Booth was still reiterating the
general lack of research in this area, highlighting the fact that in the 1980s “almost
everything written has centered upon London’.** Booth discussed the development of the
regional theatres 1n Theatre in the Victorian Age, and even cited Leopold Wagner's 1881
comment on the importance of provincial pantomime centres such as Birmingham.*
Booth does not engage with this latter statement — indeed Wagner simply lists towns and
theatres with no further exploration of the subject — and there is an implied and continuing
assumption by many writers that London set the theatrical trend. Shepherd and Womack
have succinctly addressed this issue of ‘metropolitan domination’ in the introduction to
English Drama. In this work they argue that, ‘[s]ince the late sixteenth century, theatrical
production in Britain has been organized in an increasingly unitary system whose centre,
socially, economically and politically, is London’. The authors appreciate that while ‘this
hierarchy has been continually deplored and resisted’ and that ‘there are times [...] when
theatre 1s more inventive, popular and energetic at the edges than it is at the centre, that
fact doesn’t shift the structural relation in itself.”® This ‘hierarchy’ in relation to
pantomime, 1s evident in works throughout the twentieth century. More especially, it is a
hierarchy that invariably devolves to a single theatre: the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, and
which depends on inherited assumptions. For example, in ‘Impenal Transgressions’, Jim

Davis quotes a nineteenth-century review in The Star newspaper, which described the

Drury Lane pantomime as a “national institution’.”

* Booth. “Studies 1980-1989°. p. 56.

" Leopold Wagner, The Pantomimes and All 1bout Them, pp. 32-3. cited in Booth. English Plays, p. 53.
" Shepherd and Womack. p. x.
® Jim Davis. ‘Imperial Transgressions’, p. 148.

Similarly, Michael Booth in his




‘Introduction to Volume Five’ of English Plays, states that ‘Drury Lane [...] dominated
English pantomime in the last twenty years of the nineteenth century” and cites the
Theatre of 1882, which claimed that ‘Drury Lane pantomime is an English Institution’.™

However, the most interesting comments on this topic were made by A. E. Wilson back 1n

1934

The history of pantomime must 1nevitably resolve itself into a history of Drury
Lane. It was on the boards of the ‘national theatre’ that some of the first
pantomimes appeared and earned the support of the public, and 1t was there that
pantomime assumed the character of a fixed institution. Pantomime was looked
for there as a matter of course [... | and 1t was from there that 1t drew 1ts peculiar
character. The principal changes effected 1n i1ts form nearly all emanated directly
or indirectly from it, and consequently the feeling that this historic theatre 1s the
national home of pantomime has descended from one generation to another |[...] |
make no apology, therefore, in dealing with the subject of pantomime generally for

dwelling so much upon the history of Drury Lane.”’

Wilson also cites a contemporaneous report, this time from the manager of the Britanma
Theatre 1n Hoxton, who claimed that ‘[t[he other theatres of London and the provinces
were influenced by Drury Lane’.”* Wilson’s work, alongside that of David Mayer, is cited
by Michael Booth 1n 1991 as one of the two principal works on nineteenth-century
pantomime to date and Peter Holland refers to Wilson as ‘the most important critic of
panto in the middle of this century’.” Wilson’s work 1is certainly valuable and contains
extremely useful information about the structure of pantomime, certain performers, and
performance traditions. However, his promotion of Drury Lane has placed an
unnecessarily large foundation stone for later twentieth-century approaches to the
pantomime. Works such as Wilson’s Christmas Pantomime have a direct lineage to
nineteenth-century publications on theatre history, in particular, Leopold Wagner’s The
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Pantomimes and All 1bout Them.” The breadth of coverage suggested by Wagner's title

“ Booth. English Plays. p. 54.

A L. Wilson, Christmas Pantomime (London: Allen & Unwin, 1934), p. 174.

“Id.. p. 202

" Booth. Theatre in the | ictorian Age . p. 209 and Holland. p. 197. See also Alan Ruston. *Richard Nelson Lee
and the Victorian Pantomime in Great Britain’. NCTR 11:2 (1983). 105-117 (p. 105).

“ See also A. E. Wilson. Pantomime Pageant: A Procession of Harlequins, Clowns, Comedians, Principal Bovs.
Pantomime-writers. Producers and Playgoers (LLondon: Stanleyv Paul. 1946).
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belies the fact that the book was in fact dedicated to Augustus Harnis, then the Manager
and pantomime producer at Drury Lane.

The Drury Lane theatre was influential and important, but that fact should not be
allowed to overshadow the pantomimes produced at other theatres, especially those in the
provinces. Although Drury Lane set a benchmark for production trends, those trends
were not slavishly followed and provincial theatres, such as the Theatre Royal.
Birmingham, actively strove to establish their own unique identity. Michael Booth, 1n
Theatre in the Victorian Age, highlighted the fact that improved transport in the nineteenth
century meant that audience members could and did often visit the theatre in more than

> If economic conditions were favourable to audiences visiting more than one

one town.’
theatre, managements would have endeavored to offer different fare. It i1s far more usetul.
therefore, to regard Drury Lane as a setter of national trends that were subject to regional

differences and influences and, more especially, were tailored to the taste of local

audiences. I will return to this point later in this chapter.

The third and final issue that may have contributed to a lack of work on provincial
pantomime is the practical problem of imperfect archive records. Just prior to theatre
historians realising the importance of empirical evidence such as box office receipts and
management ledgers, provincial theatres were being destroyed or refurbished and many of
their records discarded. As Philip A. Talbot stressed, in his 2000 essay on the finances of
the Macclesfield Theatre Company, ‘[s]uch records were until recently held to be of little
value, and may have been lost or destroyed.”” In undertaking my own research for
Chapter 3, I discovered that many of the financial records from the Theatre Royal,
Nottingham were destroyed when the theatre was restored in the 1970s.”” Although, as

recent theoretical approaches have emphasised, there will. rarely, be a complete archive

and even the notion of a ‘complete” archive i1s illusory, such absences can be

“ Booth. Theatre in the Victorian Age, pp. 14-16.

* Philip A. Talbot. ‘The Macclesticld Theatre Company and Nineteenth-Century Silk Manufacturers”, 7'V, 54
(2000). 24-42 (p. 37).

" Established in conversation with Helen Whybrew. an administrator at the theatre. in 2000.
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disheartening.”® Furthermore. until the Backstage online project was set up 1n 2000, there
was little in the way of a centralised archive for provincial records. The Theatre Museum.
in London has remarkably little regional material from the nineteenth century (indeed.
only one programme from the Theatre Royal, Nottingham), the emphasis in the past

> The provincial city libraries have become

having been to preserve London’s heritage.’
the repository for most records, but the variable nature in which extant collections have
been maintained and catalogued may be another factor in the avoidance of regional
pantomime study. A telling comment was made by Alan Ruston in 1990: his survey of

pantomimes by the authors Richard Nelson and Nelson Lee Junior led him to conclude

that, although he had managed to i1dentify all the London productions.

The same cannot be said for those performed elsewhere; there are undoubtedly
others performed 1n provincial theatres that could only be located by a blanket

search through local newspapers and playbills for many towns and cities covering
a period of nearly twenty years.®

In spite of a reluctance by many critics to engage with the Victorian provincial
pantomime, 1mportant work has been published on the Victorian pantomime and.
separately, provincial theatre. What follows 1s an overview of the arguments and
opportunities for further research that those works have presented.

Amongst the source details for his 1991 work, Theatre in the Victorian Age.
Michael Booth stated that “there 1s no scholarly monograph on Victorian_pantomime’."'
Whilst 1t has not been the sole subject of an academic work, Booth’s own English Plays,
published 1n 1976, does in part negate his comment. In this book, Booth detailed the

developments, interrelation and intluences of the three genres of pantomime, burlesque

" In addition to the practical considerations of potential loss or destruction, exponents of New Historicism have
emphasiscd that archive collections are gathered and displayed as a result of partial or subjective decision-
making. which may influence the way in which they are viewed and interpreted. See. in particular. Stephen
Greenblatt. *Resonance and Wonder™ 1n Literary Theory Today ed. by Peter Collier and Helga Gever-Ryan (Ithaca:
Cornell UP. 1990). pp. 74-90. Joseph Donohue also addresses the issue of archive collections and their perceived
significance in "Fyvidence and Documentation” in Postlewait and McConachie. pp. 193-194. See also R. W. Vince.
whosc cssav highlights the “incomplete’ nature of “historical data’ (p. 13).

* I-stablished through correspondence with the Theatre Museum. London during the period of research.

* Alan Ruston. “Richard Nelson Lee and Nelson Lee Junior. Authors of Victorian Pantomime: A Biographical
Checklist™. NCT. 18: 1 and 2 (1990), 75-85 (p. 75).

“ Booth. Theatre in the }Victorian Age. p. 209.
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and extravaganza, discussing how the two other genres influenced and shaped pantomime
from the 1850s. Pantomime was also a central feature of Booth's lictorian Specracular
Theatre, published in 1981 and again in Theatre in the Victorian Age (1991). although the
latter drew largely from his earlier works. John Charles Morrow's PhD "The Staging of
Pantomime at Sadler’s Wells, 1828-1860" i1s a detailed discussion ot tricks and
transformations, whilst Mander and Mitchenson’s Pantomime: A Story in Pictures,
published in 1973, offers an outline and pictorial overview of the development and staging
of pantomimes 1n the nineteenth century, although their discussion of pantomime,
extravaganza and burlesque has been superseded by Booth’s English Plays.

In the final chapter ot Harlequin in His Element (‘Harlequin Out of Place’), David
Mayer outlined changes in the pantomime structure and content after 1836. Such changes
— particularly in the harlequinade — have been the subject of debate in critical works of
both the nineteenth and twentieth century. Mayer’s own argument rested on the
innovation of the Georgian pantomime and, in his final chapter he chose, naturally, to
support those nineteenth-century critics who mourned the lost talents of Grimaldi and
felt that there was no adequate successor. Without his inventiveness and particular
humour, the pantomime was impelled, 1t was argued, to absorb aspects of the
extravaganza and burlesque as second-rate replacements. Such responses have been cited
by twentieth-century critics other than Mayer (for example, Michael Booth and A. E.
Wilson), but other arguments have also been foregrounded. For example, it was felt by
some that the humour of the Georgian pantomime had an edge of cruelty that was disliked
by later audiences; this theory has been preferred by Marie Kruger in her article ‘English
Pantomime: Reflections on a Dynamic Tradition’.* Robert Cheesmond, in ‘Oh No It
Isn’t: A Functionalist Re-definition of Pantomime’., also cited the anti-violence and
immorality argument of the nineteenth century, but for him such conclusions formed the

basis for his argument concerning the ‘psychosocial’ function of the clown.” The

* Kruger. p. 161. citing Frow.
** Cheesmond. p. 230 (in relation to arguments of immorality). The “psychosocial™ function of the clown
specifically referred to in his footnote 10, pp. 238-239.
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judgements concerning changes to the genre and the perceived populanty of such moves
must invariably be inconclusive: as I suggested earlier, there were as many critics 1n the
nineteenth century that were in favour of the changes made to Victorian pantomime, as
there were against. More importantly, Booth’s English Plays documented such changes
within the wider context, and presented a crucial argument for the survival of theatrical
genres through alert responses by theatre managements to changing fashions. I will return
to this point later in the chapter, in relation to recent studies on the economics of theatre.

A number of articles have addressed the Victorian pantomime, but the focal point
that links them 1s the search for a classification. Pantomime i1s a shifting, changing,
partially unscripted genre, but there has been a sustained need amongst some critics to
define 1t within sometimes overly restrictive arguments. In some senses, those theories
relate to the ‘decline of pantomime’ argument that I referred to earlier, but, rather than
addressing notions of artistic decline, they relate to nineteenth-century concerns about a
decline of morality in the pantomime. Peter Holland 1n his article, ‘The Play of Eros’,
quoted W. Davenport Adams’s concerns (expressed in ‘The Decline of Pantomime’ in

1882), regarding

the sexuality of pantomime performance. He singled out the female chorus [...]
'not the sort of spectacle to which it is judicious to introduce the “young idea™ [...]
Over and over again must mothers have blushed [...] at the exhibition of female

anatomy to which the “highly respectable” pantomime has introduced their
children.’

Davenport Adams was also quoted by Holland with regard to the

effect of the importation of music hall artists into the casts of pantomimes.
Music-hall songs would, he wrote, ‘not be tolerated by pater-familias in his
drawing-room, and yet, when he takes his children to the pantomime, they are the
most prominent portion of the entertainment. No doubt he and his children can
stay away. but 1n that case it must be openly avowed that pantomime is not



virginibus puerisque, and if it is not, what, then, 1S its reason for existing”? ™™

In ‘Imperial Transgressions’, Jim Davis also raised the issue of impropriety in the
pantomime performance. It is ironic that although nineteenth-century concerns regarding
children and moral standards have influenced some works on pantomime, the definition ot
the latter as a children’s entertainment may have also acted to curtail a wider discussion.
In the opening chapter of Harlequin in His Element, Mayer commented on the critical
disregard for nineteenth-century popular theatre and, particularly, pantomime. He stated:
‘[t]he very titles of the pantomimes [...] suggest a swift return to the nursery or the
childhood hearth’.® Whilst Mayer did not offer further comment, it is an interesting
example of the ‘cultural contempt’ that may have aftected further research in this area.
Similarly, although he explored the influences and flexibility of the genre, Michael Booth,
in his Introduction to English Plays, charted the development of the pantomime as a
children’s genre, noting the increased simplicity of plots and ‘moral boundaries’, a ‘fixed
moral pattern became apparent 1n the opening, in both characterization and scenic
effect’.” In addition, in discussing the Drury Lane pantomimes, he not only referred to
the presence of children in the cast, but also stated that ‘[r]eferences to children in the
audience, to the necessity of pleasing them, and to their real or alleged loyalty to Drury
Lane abound in the texts’.”” However, Peter Holland clearly stated that the consideration
of pantomime as a children’s entertainment is little more than ‘a convenient fiction’ and
many nineteenth-century reviews ot the pantomime commented that it was as popular
with adults as with children.”® In turn, although contemporaneous reviews offered no such
classification, twentieth-century critical works have also tried to define the pantomime in

relation to class interests. For example, David Mayer, in Harlequin in His Element.

“ Holland. p. 203. The concerns of Davenport Adams. regarding the “atmosphere’ brought to the pantomime by
music hall stars are quoted by Jim Davis in "Imperial Transgressions’. pp. 147-148, and in Mander &
Mitchenson. pp. 35-36.

* Maycr. Harlequin in His Element, p. 1.

“ Booth. English Playvs. p. 46.

" 1bid., p. 35.

* Holland. p. 203.
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referred to pantomime as a middle-class entertainment for middle-class audiences, but. in
stark contrast, John McGrath claimed pantomime as a working-class entertainment.
alongside variety and the music hall.” In ‘Impenial Transgressions’, Jim Davis referred to
the tone of the pantomimes at Drury Lane, which, he claims, were “distinctly middle
class, in so far as they tended to mock both the idle rich and the irresponsible poor’.”
Although Davis foregrounded a coherent ideology of national identity and imperialism in
the Drury Lane pantomimes of the late nineteenth century, he recognised the problem of
identifying the composition of the Drury Lane audiences, and the systems of belief they
represented.” Although he allows for the possibility that pantomime ‘had a wide
influence 1n endorsing or confirming social attitudes and prejudices’, Davis admitted that
the audiences ‘would have represented a range of perspectives, so that far more evidence
1s needed before we can be certain of the transactions taking place between performer and
spectator’.” His recent work, Reflecting the Audience: London Theatregoing 1840-1880,
co-written with Victor Emeljanow, moves away from earlier definitions of audiences and,
in relation to my own work, more usefully addresses pantomime production and the use
of local topicality at the transpontine theatres. Davis and Emeljanow’s work has
suggested a wider range of interest groups at the London minor theatres, providing a
useful starting point for my own research into the topical referencing of provincial
pantomimes.

Whilst feminist theory and gay/gender studies are not central to my thesis,
discussions of gender and particularly cross-dressing in the nineteenth-century theatre are
a seemingly popular area of study in relation to the pantomime. In a 1994 book review,
Kathy Fletcher. for example, highlighted Tracy C. Davis’s essay ‘The Actress in
Victorian Pornography . Fletcher noted the essay as being “especially perceptive on

Victorian audiences and the variety of their sexual gazes [which] is particularly relevant

m. 191-192 and John McGrath, 4 Good Night Out: Popular Theatre,
Audience. Class and Form 2nd edn (London: Hern Books. 1996). pp. 28-29, 56.

® Jim Davis. ‘Imperial Transgressions’, p. 149.

" Ibhd.. p. 148.

* Ibid.. pp. 154-155.
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for nineteenth-century scholars analyzing burlesque, extravaganza, and pantomime — the
forms which relied most heavily upon display of the female body’.” Gender studies, that
emerged 1n the 1970s, have instigated interesting research into the Victonan pantomime
and concerns regarding the theatrical presentation of the female form have led again to the
question of children in the theatre and the suitability of pantomime content. Tracy C.
Davis and Diane Purkiss have both discussed the issue of children as theatrical employees
and the dual notion (particularly in Purkiss’s work) of children as representatives of the
ideal child (as pantomime ‘fairy’) and also as working children (in the presumed less than
ideal environment of the theatre, reflected in contemporary concerns about child
prostitution). Peter Holland’s essay ‘The Play of Eros: Paradoxes of Gender in English
Pantomime’, raised the 1ssue of cross-dressing and expressions of sexuality in the theatre.
Principally a discussion of twentieth-century pantomime, he also engaged with the
nineteenth century particularly in terms of the development of the characters of Principal
Boy and Dame and costuming. More recently, Robert Cheesmond’s essay ‘Oh No It
Isn’t: A Functionalistic Definition of Pantomime’, with Sarah-Jane Dickenson’s
companion essay, ‘Oh Yes It Is: A Practical Exploration of the Validity of the Role of
Pantomime’ explored the implications of cross-dressing. This particular emphasis has
formed the core of other articles, notably the oft-quoted essay from 1974, ‘The Sexuality
of English Pantomime’ by David Mayer, but Edwin M. Eigner’s ‘Imps, Dames and
Principal Boys: Gender Confusion in the Nineteenth-Century Pantomime’ and Sharon
Aronofsky Weltman’s ‘Pantomime Truth and Gender Performance: John Ruskin on
Theatre’ have also addressed the perceived problematic boundaries of gender in
pantomime. However, I would argue that all of these articles are limited by their concem

with gender, sexuality and cross-dressing.”

" Kathy J. Fletcher, *Book Review', NCT., 22:1 (1994), 73-79 (p. 74).

“ Sarah-Jane Dickenson, *Oh Yes It Is: A Practical Exploration of the Validity of the Role of Pantomime” in
Popular Theatres? Papers from the Popular Theatre Conference. ed. by Ros Merkin (Liverpool: Liverpool John
Moores University. 1996). pp. 240-251; David Mayer, *The Sexuality of English Pantomime’, 7Q 4 (1974). 55-
64: Fdwin M. Eigner, *‘Imps. Dames and Principal Boys: Gender Confusion in the Nineteenth-Century
Pantomime'. Browning Institute Studies 17 (1989), 65-75. Sharon Aronofsky Weltman, ‘Pantomime Truth and
Gender Performance: John Ruskin on Theatre™ in Ruskin and Gender. ed. by Dinah Birch and Francis O Gorman
(Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002). pp. 159-176.



Readings of the Victorian pantomime have not only been preoccupied with class
and gender; as I suggested earlier, the search for a definition of pantomime itself has
perplexed some critics. Douglas Reid, in his survey of Victorian theatre in Birmingham,
dismissed pantomime outright as “sui generis’, and omitted it from his discussion of the
Theatre Royal, although what exactly he meant by this usage is unclear.” In his essay
‘Oh No It Isn’t’, Robert Cheesmond clearly stated that there is ‘no other theatrical genre
of which the “definition” has been such an obsession of critic, practitioner and audience
alike.”” There has been, as Cheesmond continues to assert, a constant search to define
‘proper’ pantomime, largely contained within ‘outbursts of sentimental regret’.” In part,
this argument of ‘regret’ relates back to earlier concerns regarding the perceived decline of
pantomime, but 1t also, in Cheesmond’s eyes, links to notions of tradition. Cheesmond,
sadly all too briefly, suggests that the issue of definition is defied by the individuality of
productions.” This suggestion is crucial, especially in relation to regional theatres, but
Cheesmond’s argument 1s deflected by the attractions of gender and masquerade, in which
he 1s concerned to define the ‘central matrix’ of characters (Dame, Principal Boy, etc.) as
containing the ‘significance of pantomime’, rather than issues of plot or structure.”

Sarah-Jane Dickenson’s article ‘Oh Yes It Is!” focused on a university based
experiment in pantomime production, which sought to re-examine the genre within the
‘cultural climate’ of late twentieth-century Britain.®® At the start of the article,
Dickenson criticised the perceived ‘tradition’ of pantomime which, she claimed, have
made the genre ‘redundant as part of a cultural theatrical context’. Dickenson cited Peter
Brooks’s relation of ‘tradition’ to ‘frozen’ and, subsequently, obsolete.” In defining

pantomime by ‘tradition’, Dickenson argued that the genre ‘has not been allowed to

" Reid. ‘Popular Theatre in Victorian Birmingham' in Performance and Politics in Popular Drama: Aspects of
Popular Entertainment in Theatre, Film and Television 1800-1976. ed. by David Bradby. Louis James and
Bernard Sharratt(Cambridge: CUP, 1980) pp. 65-89 (p. 77).

* Cheesmond. p. 220.

" 1bid.

Y Ibid.. p. 223.

" Ibid.. p. 231.

" Dickenson. p. 240.

" Id.
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develop and renew itself, consequently divorcing itself from an everchanging culture.”™ |
accept the fact that the term ‘traditional’ can be used in the sense of becoming established
and subsequently expected by audiences, and indeed use the term with that implication

> However, Dickenson’s conclusions deny the essential

throughout my thesis.®
adaptability of pantomime which has ensured its survival since the 1700s. Certainly, and
as I noted earlier, newspaper reports from the late nineteenth century regularly
commented on the changing preferences and novelties in the annual production. in
response to consumer demand. The papers by Dickenson, and more especially,
Cheesmond, have perhaps voiced the concerns of others. Judging by the lack of work on
the Victorian pantomime, since their work was published in 1996, the problem of
definition potentially still exists to detract from other routes of study in the genre.

As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, the study of popular culture has led to an
increased interest in the music hall and non-theatrical entertainments. On-going research
at Royal Holloway, University of London, is further extending the remit, by studying
provincial circuses and fairs. The subject matter of the ‘Shifting Scenes’ conference held
at the University of Manchester Drama Department 1in September 2003, was posited on
the need to identify and encourage research interests in regional theatre and entertainment.
In addition, published work, such as Dagmar Kift’s The Victorian Music Hall, has
successfully extended the survey beyond London, offering a new perspective on regional
hall audiences in Liverpool, Manchester, Glasgow, Aberdeen and Sheffield. Similarly,
Ann Featherstone’s unpublished thesis of 2000 explored the music halls and fairgrounds
of Nottingham and Ilkeston, Derbyshire. However, as Featherstone has identified, there
1s comparatively little work on theatre and entertainment in the Midlands, and she has

suggested that work in this area has been retarded by a perceived lack of cultural

traditions., such as those that typity the North of England. This point echoes similar

" Ibid.

“ | am also aware that the term “traditional” can be used in relation to “high™ art — in other words traditional as
approved — 1n comparison to ‘low" or popular (and disapproved) art forms. | do not subscribe to this distinction.
and would reccommend Robert L. Root’s re-cvaluation in The Rhetoric of Popular Culture: Advertising, Advocacy
and Entertainment, pp. 4-3.
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claims made by Jeremy Crump in a 1986 article on the music hall in Leicester.” Such

assertions have been partially dismantled by the work of those writers, and my own

research seeks to preclude ideas of non-regionality.

In terms of the provincial Theatres Royal, the work of Kathleen Barker 1s
frequently cited: her 1982 thesis, ‘The Performing Arts in Five Provincial Towns 1840-
1870’ is held as a leading example of research into provincial theatre.” Within this work
is a survey of the Theatre Royal, Nottingham in which Barker provided initial guidelines
for the study of the theatre. She discussed pantomime production during the period and
offered some interesting contextual references. Similarly, John E. Cunningham’s Theatre
Royal: A History of the Theatre Royal Birmingham, 1s a useful piece of research that, in
1950, effectively established the remaining archive records of the theatre as a prominent
source of empirical evidence.® His chapter on pantomimes at the theatre, however, is
marked by an apparent dislike of the genre and some factual inaccuracies. For example, he
assumes that the pantomime author Charles Millward was a local man, although my own

research has established that Millward hailed from Liverpool (I discuss the provenance of

‘local’ writers 1n more detail in Chapter 4). An unpublished M.Phil thesis from 1987
offers further evidence of research interest in provincial theatre. M. J. Law’s work on

Aspects of Theatre in Liverpool, 1850-1900 highlighted potential ‘changes in theatre

administration, in audience provision, and in the manner and kind of professional
presentation.”®’ Law argued that these developments were directly related to changes in
the theatre licensing laws and the growth of theatre building in the second half of the

nineteenth century. The writer’s main concern appears to be in locating appropriate

guidelines for a methodology and the work appears to retreat from placing theatres in their

* Ann Featherstone, * “Crowded Nightly™: Popular Entertainment Outside London During the Nineteenth and
Early Twentieth Centuries’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, Royal Holloway, University of London, 2000). pp. 166-
167. and Jeremy Crump, "Provincial Music Hall: Promoters and Public in Leicester. 1863-1929°, in Music Hall:
The Business of Pleasure. ed. by Peter Bailey (Milton Keynes: Open UP, 1986). pp. 53-72 (p. 53). See also Patrick
Joyce, Visions of the People: Industrial England and the Question of Class, (Cambridge: CUP, 1991) in
particular, Chapter 13 *Stages of Class: Popular Theatre and the Geography of Belonging'.

“ Kathleen M. D. Barker. "The Performing Arts in Five Provincial Towns 1840-1870" (unpublished doctoral
thesis. University of Leicester, 1982).

* John E. Cunningham. M.A.. Theatre Roval: A Historv of the Theatre Royal Birmingham (Oxford: Ronald. 1950).

* M. J. Law. "Aspects of Theatre in Liverpool. 1850-1900°. abstract,
<http://www .theses.com/1dx/036/1t036006918 .htm> [accessed 16 December 2000]. 1.
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social context into a direct comparison with London theatres and the biographical study ot
local actors. Douglas Reid has examined the theatre audiences in Victorian Birmingham
(although, as I have already mentioned, he avoids pantomime). Recent archive discovenes
at the Opera House in Leeds have also motivated new research, as outlined at a one dav
conference at Leeds University in 1999. The methodologies of regional theatre research
have, importantly, also begun to recognise the business structures of the provincial house.
Jeremy Crump’s essay, ‘Patronage, Pleasure and Profit: A Study of the Theatre Royal.
Leicester 1847-1900°, discussed the financial life of a provincial theatre. Crump's
emphasis was, principally, on the role of the shareholders and their political and economic
backgrounds. He usefully pointed to the effects of local trade on theatre income and
noted that in the 1860s, ‘pantomimes with striking effects’ underlined the improved
fortunes of one of the theatre’s managers.” Philip Talbot’s essay on the Macclesfield
Theatre Company and Nineteenth-Century Silk Manufacturers 1s extremely valuable.
Written from the perspective of an accountant, turned histonian, Talbot emphasised the
financial records and administrative processes of the nineteenth-century provincial

theatre. He confronted the figures that Jane Moody claimed theatre historians prefer to

ignore, and presented relevant information that contextualises many of the errors and
incoherencies of theatrical book-keeping in the mid-nineteenth century. Tracy C. Davis’s
work extended beyond London to address theatrical employment in ‘The Theatrical
Employees of Victorian Britain: Demography of an Industry’, in which she drew on
evidence from Manchester, Leeds, Birmingham and Liverpool, as well as London. In the
influential The Economics of the British Stage (to which I reterred earlier), she engaged
with regional finances, including those of the pantomime, although her emphasis was on
the national frameworks of provincial pantomime circuits in the later nineteenth century.
Davis briefly referred to the archive records of the Theatre Royal, Nottingham: to the fact

that both local and London suppliers were used, and to the setting up of a joint stock

" Crump. “Patronagc. Pleasure and Profit: A Study of the Theatre Royal. Leicester 1847-1900°, 7\ 38 (1984), 77 -
88 (p. 83).



34
company in 1866, but she did not engage with the fascinating records of pantomime
production at the theatre, the full extent of which provides the basis for Chapter 3 of this
thesis.”

The locally published work on Victorian Nottingham by Richard Ilifte and Wiltred
Baguley include three volumes of relevant interest: Volume 3, which includes a short
history of The Grand Theatre; Volume 7, on the history of the St. Mary's Gate theatre
and the Theatre Royal in the period 1837-1901, and Volume 16 on the Victonan
Christmas.™ Although these volumes do not offer any critical analysis (they are intended
for a general readership), they are valuable indicators of primary sources, both 1n relation
to the theatre and social history research. Similarly Geoffrey Ashton’s essay ‘The First
Two Hundred Years’ gave an introduction to the Theatre Royal, Nottingham, together
with brief and uncritical mention of pantomimes at the theatre, and R. Crompton-Rhodes
provided an affectionate overview of Birmingham productions in The Theatre Royal,
Birmingham, 1774-1924: A Short History.”'

Whilst Victorian pantomime exists largely on the penphery of theatre research,
and regional theatre 1s being slowly rediscovered, the combination of Victorian provincial
pantomime has only been allowed to peep out from behind the drop curtain. Mander and
Mitchenson 1n Pantomime briefly referred to national circuits and the interchange between
provincial theatres of scripts and sets, but there was no discussion of how those
developments and influences atiected or responded to local patterns of theatre-going. Nor
did the authors address those productions that took place prior to the domination of the
national businesses at the end of the nineteenth century.” In the Introduction to English
Plays, Michael Booth drew attention to the importance of regional and ‘minor’ theatre
pantomimes. Although the 1ssue of provincial pantomime was not dwelt upon at length,

Booth highlighted two aspects of interest: the maintenance of the harlequinade element,

* Davis. Economics. p. 319.
* Richard lliffe and Wilfred Baguley. Victorian Nottingham: A Story in Pictures, 20 vols (Nottingham: the

Nottingham Historical Film Unit, 1970-1983), 111 (1971), vii (1972). and xvi (1976).

 Geoffrey Ashton, “The First Two Hundred Years'. in The Theatre Roval Nottingham 1865-1978: 4 Theatrical
and Architectural History [no publication details], pp. 3-14. and R. Crompton-Rhodes, The Theatre Roval,
Birmingham 1774-1924. A Short History (Birmingham: Moody Brothers. 1924).

2 Nfander & Mitchenson, p. 41.



beyond the West End; and the fact that

the provinces [...] preserved a vigorous and often independent theatrical life of
their own, till the breakdown of the local stock company and the reliance [...] upon
the touring company put an end to any such independence and any native
dramatic flowering.”

However, the regional stock companies declined at different times and, in terms of the
annual pantomime, there was not an immediate loss of local identity, nor was there a clear,
comprehensive demarcation between the regional pantomimes of the pre- and post-1870s.
This 1s an aspect of regional pantomime (the local as opposed to West End/Drury Lane
influences) which needs close attention, particularly if both sorts of theatres had equally
strong reputations. There have been glimpses of a critical recognition of this fact, but the
most succinct comments have been made by Derek Salberg, former director of the
Alexandra Theatre, Birmingham. In Once Upon a Pantomime, a work aimed at the general

reader and written 1n 1981, he highlighted the nineteenth-century provincial pantomime

which

had invariably been a local product specifically tailored for that particular theatre
and town [...] devised and often produced by the local manager, who catered for
the special taste of his town and audience.™

A. E. Wilson also, briefly, insisted on the value of provincial productions:

[f I have mentioned but little of the provincial theatres, it 1s not deliberate. A
whole volume might be written about their pantomime achievements. In the past
they have been as productive and have had their own individuality, their own
producers, and their own favourites [...] often drawing admiring visitors from
London.”

Wilson commented on the local flavour of regional pantomime and, like the other writers.

* Booth. English Plays. p. 33.
* Derck Salberg. Once Upon a Pantomime (Luton: Cortney Publications. 1981). p. 60.
* Wilson. Christmas Pantomime. p. 237,



lamented the passing of this into the mass produced touring circuits towards the end of
the nineteenth century. As I mentioned earlier, Davis and Emeljanow brietly mentioned a
possible relationship between pantomime referencing and the local theatres in London's
East End. In Reflecting the Audience, they noted the local places referred to in the
pantomimes at the Pavilion Theatre, London, in 1844 and 1859: ‘None of this proves
conclusively that the theatre was attracting a primarily local audience, but 1t does suggest
that managements were aware of the drawing power of depicting local settings on stage.™™
Booth also offered a brief insight into the East End pantomime. In English Plays, he
stated that they were produced for ‘neighbourhood audiences’ and had ‘their own

" Such comments relate directly to Salberg’s reference

distinctive pantomime traditions.’
to the local tailoring of productions, and also provide indications of potential research
areas. Indeed many of these comments are extremely i1lluminating, pointing as they do to
the mid- to late nineteenth century as a period of independent pantomime production in
the provinces. Despite the hints and indications in all these works, there is no single piece
of academic research on the Victorian provincial pantomime. The work on pantomime in
general, and the current interest in provincial theatre, provide a validating context that 1s
ripe for development. In the chapters that follow I will 1llustrate the quantity of archive
information that can be found in relation to provincial theatre and the evidence it contains

that establishes the provincial pantomime as an independent and flourishing entity that

drew not simply on the London influence, but on established notions of regionality.

M
* Davis and | meljanow, Reflecting the Audience. p. 68.
" Booth, English Plays. p. 54.
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Chapter 2: ‘such an odd compound”

An Introduction to the Genre and an Overview of Local Production.

The history of pantomime and, in particular, the evolution of the genre in the first

p

halt of the nineteenth century has been charted in a number of works.” As I discussed in
Chapter 1, however, that critical history draws heavily on the records of London theatres
and the sometimes biased biographical writings of figures such as J. R. Planché. Whilst
those works are all valuable and while 1t 1s important to take note of developments in the
LLondon theatre productions, attention also needs to be given to the local variations in the

provincial theatres. In this chapter, then, I will give only a summary outline of general

developments in pantomime structure up until the mid-1860s, in order to concentrate on
the specificities of pantomime production at the Theatres Royal of Nottingham and
Birmingham from 1865. Firstly, in order to provide a context for my discussion, 1 will

give some brief details about Nottingham and Birmingham and the local theatres.’

Both towns are situated in the English Midlands, which was a region of

established agriculture and developing industry in the nineteenth century. By 1861,

Nottingham, in the east of the region, was a small town surrounded by villages and
hamlets, with a population of 75,000.* To the south were the agricultural districts of the

Dukeries and to the north and west, the mining communities of Mansfield and district and

' ‘Christmas Amusements: Beauty and the Beast at the Theatre Royal’, BDM, 27 December 1881. p. 2.

* The most cited work on the Georgian pantomime and its inheritance is David Mayer’s Harlequin in His Element:
The English Pantomime [1806-1836, which, together with Jane Moody’s lllegitimate Theatre in London 1770 -
1840 (particularly Chapter 7: “lllegitimate Celebrities’), provides a comprehensive discussion of the structure of
pantomime at this period. The best and most informative work on the structure and development of the Victorian
pantomime are Michael R. Booth’s English Plays and lictorian Spectacular Theatre, plus A. E. Wilson's
Christmas Pantomime and Pantomime Pageant. Sece¢ also: Booth, Theatre in the Victorian Age, which summarises
information on pantomime from his earlier work, and Raymond Mander & Joe Mitchenson’s Pantomime: A Story
in Pictures for interesting pictorial evidence.

' The principal secondary sources drawn on for the local histories throughout this chapter are: G. C. Allen, M.
Com, PhD. The Industrial Development of Birmingham and the Black Country 1860-1927 (London: George Allen
& Unwin, 1929): J. V. Beckett. The Last Midlands from A.D. 1000 (Harlow: Longman Group UK, 1988): John
Beckett, The Book of Nottingham (Buckingham: Barracuda Books. 1990). Asa Briggs, History of Birmingham 2
vols (London: OUP, 1952). n Borough and City 1865-1938, Roy A. Church, Economic and Social Change in a
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