‘See, reflect and spare no trouble
For knowledge makes our pleasures double’

Sergeant Bell and his Raree Show, (London: Thomas Tegg, 1839),
p. 38.



Chapter 2: Introduction

The purpose of this thesis is to understand and legitimise the form
and function underpinning a tradition of itinerant British showman
performance — a style of delivery that has prevailed as part of
popular culture for centuries. In this context, | have used the term
‘showman’ (as distinct from an ‘actor’ or ‘salesman’,) to mean the
presentation by a performer of unscripted, fictional material in public
space, using any dramaturgical means at his or her disposal. Itis a
style that my performance practice has sought to embody over
recent years. It could be considered as part of an intangible cultural
heritage, as identified by UNESCO in 1983:

The ‘intangible cultural heritage’ means the practices,
representations, expressions, knowledge, skills — as well as
the instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces
associated therewith — that communities, groups and, in
some cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural
heritage.1

Such practice as that of the itinerant British showman is commonly
disregarded as ‘low brow’ or illegitimate, but using my unigue recent
experiments and experiences in their practical implementation, |
hope to reclaim a performance form that has both historical
precedent and contemporary relevance and which operates in a
liminal space between heritage performance and contemporary
practice. Over the last three decades, my performance practice and



historical researches have focussed increasingly on the re-imagining
and embodiment of al fresco, popular cultural heritage in which ‘the
medium of transmission is secondary to the act of transmission.’2

These historical popular entertainment forms, which | have re-
imagined for contemporary audiences, contain a subversive potential
which lies buried beneath the accretion of assumptions surrounding
the stereotypes of high and low art. The subversive potential of such
popular entertainment, what Stallybrass and White dub ‘low
domains’, comes from the dichotomy between bourgeois disgust and
desire — a hinterland where the potential for alternative realities can
be played-out:

These low domains, apparently dispelled as ‘Other’, return as
the object of nostalgia, longing and fascination. The forest,
the fair, the theatre, the slum, the circus, the seaside resort,
the ‘savage’: all these, placed at the outer limit of civil life,
become symbolic contents of bourgeois desire.3

Each of the reimagined creations featured in this thesis fit into this
category of ‘otherness’, with the opportunity to explore, distort and
potentially subvert the expectations and limitations of bourgeois
controls of public behaviour and public space.

Significantly, these forms use the audience as collaborators, rather
than mere consumers, just as Oliver Double notes about variety
theatre: ‘the particular circumstances of the show - the audience, the
orchestra, the theatre itself — could be openly acknowledged and



worked into the act.’4 Double regards this as being unique to the

variety form, but it is in fact, a prerequisite of many popular
entertainments.

There is a marked lack of serious consideration or rigorous
theoretical analysis of the marginalised performance forms of street
theatre, fairground sideshows, pierrot concert parties, or peepshows,
which has resulted in them being largely dismissed as
commercialised and not worthy of serious analysis. In addition to the
lack of analytical publications about these topics, there is a particular
paucity of material available regarding the style and content of their
performance. However, alongside my theoretical research and
practice for this thesis, | have also made numerous short films and
series of radio broadcasts that | have adapted, written and
presented. These demonstrate and annotate the biographies and
stories of illegitimate, popular entertainers and which contextualise
my work and thinking for a wider radio and online audience. These
media broadcasts have run concurrently with my live practice of
performing with pierrots, flea circuses and peepshows, providing a
context and reach for my performance work that is way beyond that
which is possible with small, immediate, live shows. The broadcast
material attempts to present the stories of past itinerant performers
for as wide an audience as possible. As part of their re-imagining for
a contemporary context, | added my own ‘take’ to the original
material to draw parallels with the present and provide a platform for
alternative perspectives on culture and society. These audio and
video materials have already been seen or heard by a large,
mainstream audience and as such, have framed both my ongoing,



live practical work and my theoretical analysis. These media files are
embedded within this Ebook as the published component of my
thesis, not merely as an annotation. My role in the creation of each
of these public pieces has been as curator, annotator, editor and
presenter: the raw, primary research has, in some instances, been
sourced elsewhere, but their realisation in an accessible, public
format, has been my own work — paralleled by own performance
practice as research, which has then, in turn, informed the published
material. Each of the publications has my own, original material
embedded within it — usually as a way to draw direct contemporary
parallels and link the narrative themes into more twenty-first century
concerns.

The following example is a BBC Radio 4 series entitled Clowning
Around, which explores the history of British clowning from
Shakespearean times to the present day. It incorporates excerpts
from a variety of my previous radio series on itinerant performers
(notably Joseph Grimaldi, Dan Leno and Max Wall), as well as
material from the BBC archives — these are presented by me as an
accessible journey through four hundred years of history of clowning
and comedy. Radio 4Extra source their material from their own
archives and commission new programmes from existing stock. My
role in the following series was to collate and present a coherent
narrative for comedy and clowning in Britain, using collaborators
from my previous research projects (eg Professor Jacky Bratton, Dr
Caroline Radcliffe and Professor David Wiles), together with a
significant number of my own broadcast projects (eg excerpts from
‘An Audience with Joey Grimaldi’, ‘An Audience with Dan Leno’, ‘An



Audience with Max Wall’, ‘The Byng Ballads’, ‘The Memoirs of
Clifford Essex’, ‘Clowning in the Downturn’). These were then
merged with older archive material and a narrative written by me. |
used the mass media in this way to inculcate awareness of the
parallels between historical and contemporary practice in an
accessible form of presentation and through reanimating the
archives, to offer an alternative way of viewing the current cultural
context.

AUDIO 2.1 Clowning Around 3. BBC Radio 4Extra (2015)

AUDIO 2.2 Clowning Around 2. BBC Radio 4Extra (2015)

AUDIO 2.3 Clowning Around 1. BBC Radio 4Extra (2015)



As well as these published outputs, | have contributed directly to a
number of related academic explorations and seminal projects: | was
employed as part of Jacky Bratton’s contemporary re-imagining of
‘The Victorian Clown’ for Royal Holloway, University of London with
Gilli Bush-Bailey; | contributed to Martin Reeve’s thesis on Punch &
Judy; | was the collaborative expert on Jane Milling’s AHRC research
project about seaside pierrots (‘Revitalising the Prom’); | helped
formulate Dave Calvert’s recent papers on pierrot troupes; | worked
with Phil Smith as collaborator on ‘The Geo-Quest’ as part of his
recent books and papers; | worked with Welfare State International
throughout the 1980s and 1990s. Over the years, my primary
perspective has been as a practitioner, or ‘insider’ to performance,
which has enabled me to have an unique understanding of the form
and content, as well as the contemporary possibilities.

The various performance practices explored in this thesis,
demonstrate a methodological process of practice as research s that
moves from an embodied, incremental, proximal knowledge of
performance forms, through critical reflection and explicit practice-led
pedagogy and research, into a final stage in which the praxis (theory
imbricated within practice) manifests new knowledge and insights
into the role and function of the itinerant British showman — both in
their historical and contemporary contexts. | have recreated these
popular entertainment forms in order to explore their function through
practice. For twenty-seven years | created, managed and performed
‘The Pierrotters’ — a re-imagined seaside pierrot troupe which
regularly performed throughout Britain and was the only recent



reincarnation of the form to have performed professional summer
seasons. Alongside my practical involvement, | researched the
history and content of the industry, which has given me an unique
insight into the form. This re-imagining of the pierrot form was not
initially developed with any research inquiry at its core, but rather it
was driven by curiosity and financial necessity — as such, it
represents a process of learning through doing, or ‘liquid knowing’.s
It was only later, as | pursued a more pedagogical role in transferring
the embodied knowledge of the form to a new generation, that my
practice informed more original academic research enquiry to yield
new knowledge. My work on pierrots provided the “clew (thread)”z
that resulted in focussing my subsequent practice as research into
the role of itinerant showman in sideshows and peepshows and the
perceived potential for that role to contain a range of challenging
material.

Five years ago, | created a sideshow booth (‘The Imaginarium’) and
my flea circus, explicitly to explore the potential of creating a ludic
space in ‘ordinary’ urban environments. This now tours during the
summer season and alternates with The Peepshow at festivals and
events all around the country. These attractions were devised as a
means of testing my emerging theories about performance practices
of showfolk in public space and how to construct a temporary, ludic,
carnivalesque environment.

As a result of this preceding work and alongside the fruits of my
parallel research with the broadcast publications, | most recently
created ‘The Peepshow’, which employs a multiplicity of different



medias and technologies simultaneously to ‘challenge the normative
way of looking at the world from a linear perspective.’s This project is
a convergence of my previous research outputs and attempts to
synthesise them by putting into practice my discovery that there is a
mode of itinerant showman performance, in which historical tropes of
popular entertainment can be utilised in ordinary urban spaces, to
deliver political content. This final articulation of the showman’s
performance form is the culmination of my research: it began with
my ‘know-how’ process of cumulative learning through ‘The
Pierrotters’, then developed through the critical reflection and
theoretical analysis of ‘know-what’, in which the tacit, experiential
learning is made explicit, before finally progressing to the synthesis
of ‘know-that’, in which | assert fresh insights and understanding of
the role of the itinerant British showman.g

The very accessibility and familiarity of these popular artforms has
enabled me to make ‘the present interrogate the past not as mimesis
or exact imitation, but as a negotiation about its meaning in the
present.’10 The interpenetration of performative signs which have
absorbed meanings by being steeped in former usage, enables them
to refract meaning in other contexts and times, what Bakhtin termed
‘heteroglossia’, as a polyphonic address to the audience in which ‘its
mediality is the interplay of cinematography and theatricality, its
temporality is the navigation between the epochs, its audience
strategy is the mobilisation of the viewing experience between
exploration, attraction and archaeology.’11 In my work, | combine
together old and new forms, old and new content, old and new
technologies and in so doing, explore both old and new attitudes to



audiences. My investigation of past forms of popular entertainment is
not to create some ‘authentic’ revival, but to use the accretion of
multiple possible meanings from the past in order to engage with
contemporary audiences.

This use of familiar, yet arcane tropes of popular performance forms,
parallels the Situationists’ most widely recognised technique of
‘detournement’, ‘the reversal of “pre-existing” aesthetic elements to
create a new and subversive effect, (a) mixture of pastiche, parody,
and plagiarism’.12 Indeed, popular entertainment has always been
linked with popular politics — almanacs, chap-books, broadside
ballads, radical journals were all peddled in the loose anarchy of the
fairground and street. My recent exploration and development of
historical forms has been a deliberate, political act rather than any
attempt at historical verisimilitude or heritage practice.

In the following paper, | shall demonstrate the potential of embodied
performance practice, using three, specific, British popular
entertainment forms. | shall demonstrate how the heteroglossial,
polyphonic aesthetics of these forms may facilitate counter-cultural,
sagacious, contemporary comment by the showman who is able to
connect the past with the present.

Chapter 3 uses the pierrot troupe as the start of an enquiry into
historical popular entertainment tropes: how form, costume and
peripatetic performance within the defined, ludic environment of the



seaside, enabled us to penetrate mainstream environments with
mildly subversive content and intent.

Chapter 4 explores the potential of a fairground or sideshow
environment to transform ordinary space and provide an artificial,
temporary, portable milieu for the audience’s encounter with the
showman, where carnivalesque misrule can reign.

Chapter 5 uses the recreation of an eighteenth century, raree
peepshow to demonstrate how an historical form, transformed space
and more overt, political content can be combined as an example of
more than just nostalgia, but as contemporary, politicised
commentary.

The conclusion draws my research and practice together and
provides a definition of this type of itinerant practice that can be
applied to a variety of possible performative contexts in the past, the
present and the future.



