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Foreword


If only Lesley Cookman had written her book 40 years ago. That's when I wrote my first pantomime. It's taken me that long to learn how to do it even vaguely right. My finished works have been shaped by the comments of angry comedians, disgruntled principal boys and 'hurt' choreographers. You don't have to go through all that. Lesley has put together a list of dos and don'ts to placate even the most carping of performers - and audiences.


Pantomime is the ultimate dog's breakfast. A bewildering mix of musical comedy, 'drag', audience participation and topical joke. To even contemplate writing one is a sort of madness. But, if you do decide to embark on that rocky road, don't panic. Lesley, step by step, makes complete sense of the ridiculous and guides you from Prologue to Finale in away that is both inspired and, wonder of wonders, logical.


A pantomime should be the happiest sort of entertainment a performer, or an audience member, experiences. Stick to the golden rules so well expounded in this book and it will be. Thank you, Lesley, for filling a long felt want.


Tell me, Baron, how long is a felt want?'


'Buttons, you're fired!'


Roy Hudd









Preface


The first pantomime I saw was at the Granada, Tooting Broadway and starred Jewel and Warris and the Five Smith Brothers, for whom I conceived a grand passion - all five of them. It also started a lifelong love affair with panto and the theatre in general, as it has with so many others. As an amateur practitioner myself, I have had experience of many scripts, good and bad, and I am frequently surprised at what can be perpetrated in the name of pantomime.


This new edition describes how to put together a standard British pantomime for the amateur stage. It does not go into the finer points of writing a play, or grammar, or syntax, it describes how to achieve what an audience going to see a panto expects to see. I talked to many pantomime authors and their approach to the subject was very similar, as you will see, so although this may not be the definitive textbook on writing a pantomime, I think it represents the majority view. I hope I have updated it sufficiently, and included internet technology where appropriate.


I would like to thank all those who have contributed to this book, Paul Alexander, Michael Buchanan-Smart, Eric Fowler, Doris Hilliard, Richard Hills and the late Jim Sperinck of Jasper Publishing, Charles Vance from Amateur Stage and the one and only Norman Robbins. I would also like to thank that great ‘Dame’ and ‘Fellow’ - of the University of Wales - Wyn Calvin, who took the trouble to verify the historical facts for me, and finally, of course, Roy for writing a foreword and without whom, as they say...


Lesley Cookman 2007









1
Introducing pantomime


HISTORY OF PANTOMIME


Pantomime, traditionally, is a Christmas entertainment intended particularly for children. It is an art form that the rest of the world thinks is peculiarly British, claiming, in a puzzled fashion, not to understand it at all. In fact, its development stems from both Italy and France, when John Weaver, a Drury Lane Dancing Master staged The Tavern Bikers (or Bilkers), copying the Italian Night Scenes performed by French troupes at Drury Lane in the early eighteenth century. His next production, The Loves of Mars and Venus, was the first actually billed as a pantomime and he then went on to join John Rich, commonly known as the ‘father of pantomime’ at Lincoln’s Inn Fields Theatre, where the first of the Harlequinades were staged using classical mythology for their themes. These were derived from the Italian commedia del'arte and were played as after pieces to a long evening’s entertainment of farces and tragedies.


Throughout the eighteenth century pantomime continued to evolve, even David Garrick being forced to introduce his first pantomime, Queen Mab, in response to public opinion.


The first recognisable pantomime was probably Robinson Crusoe at Drury Lane, which contained a transformation scene and introduced the infant Joseph Grimaldi. Aladdin and his Wonderful Lamp followed at Covent Garden, with Babes in the Wood performed as an opera at the Haymarket.


Evolving as a separate entity
By 1800, pantomime was emerging as a distinct form in its own right, with the Harlequinade now forming the greater part of the evening’s entertainment, the Dame performed by a man and the whole presented most frequently at Christmas and Easter.


In 1803 Little Red Riding Hood was staged at Sadler’s Wells, in 1804, Cinderella at Drury Lane and in 1806 Mother Goose at Covent Garden and Sleeping Beauty at Drury Lane. During the next twenty years, Puss in Boots, Dick Whittington and his Cat and Sinbad the Sailor all made their appearance, as did the first female principal boy at Covent Garden in 1815. In 1861, H.J. Byron’s Aladdin introduced for the first time the famous Widow Twankey at the Strand Theatre. This production confirmed the casting of the male pantomime dame which remains in common usage today, and the female principal boy, although these days it is usual for professional pantomimes to cast a young man as principal boy.


Arthur Collins did try to break the mould between 1912 and 1915 by casting men in the principal boy role at Drury Lane, but it was not successful. From the beginning of the last century until the present day pantomime has continued in much the same form. It is now considerably shorter, as a public attuned to television and cinema no longer have the attention span to sit in one place for three hours or more, but the conventions remain the same, and woe betide any production that attempts to flout them!


Derivation of the word
The word itself derives from the ancient Greek word meaning ‘We can act everything’ and developed into ‘Acting without words’, now popularly referred to in this country as simply ‘Mime’.


EVOLVING FROM ANCIENT ROME TO PRESENT DAY


From the 1st century BC to the 5th century AD the term pantomime was used to describe solo comic performers who were seen throughout the Roman Empire as a feature of the Bacchanaliae, where cross dressing was also common, although there was no other similarity to the later British pantomime tradition.


In the 14th, 15th and 16th centuries in England, Roman and Greek theatre was studied along with contemporary drama and all female roles were taken by men. In Italy commedia del'arte was developing with the elements of modern panto, comedy, dance and dialogue.


In the early eighteenth century, Harlequinades became popular in English theatre and gradually formed the greater part of the entertainment. Towards the end of the following century, the pantomime story was strong enough to stand alone and Music Hall stars were cast in leading roles, a practice that continues with the casting of ‘pop’, sports and soap stars to this day.


During the early part of the last century pantomime saw its hey day, but rising costs, up to £100,000 for one production in the 1960s, began to take their toll and now there are only occasional West End pantomimes and casts are, in general, smaller and the spectacle less spectacular! However, pantomime continues to prosper throughout the country in some 200 annual professional productions, and amateur performances run into thousands around the world. It is frequently the first live theatre seen by small children, who retain a nostalgic affection for it and, in their turn, bring their own offspring many years later.
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CHARACTERS ASSOCIATED WITH PANTO PAST AND PRESENT


We have already mentioned some of the famous names associated with pantomime, such as John Weaver and John Rich, and, of course, Joseph Grimaldi. He remains one of the most influential figures in pantomime comedy to this day, clowns still known as ‘Joeys’ in his memory and certain pieces of panto business as ‘Joey-Joeys’. Contemporary writing refers constantly to his set pieces, or ‘trickwork’, such as the theft of the string of sausages (also immortalised in Punch and Judy), his assault of a policeman with a red hot poker and his songs ‘Hot Codlins’ and ‘Tippety Witchet’.


Writers who raised the profile of pantomime included the previously mentioned H.J. Byron, E.L. Blanchard and J.R. Planché, who wrote for one of the other great names, Madame Vestris, who was a theatre manager, actress and one of the first notable principal boys. J. Hickory Wood started writing for Arthur Collins at Drury Lane in 1900 and became his regular writer. Although Wood died in 1913, his pantomimes were still being performed regularly well into the 1950s. In the latter half of the last century perhaps the best known of all writers was the late John Morley, whose Aladdin at the Theatre Royal, Nottingham set a new record for a pantomime run. His natural successor is Norman Robbins, whose scripts have been performed professionally as well as by amateurs for the last thirty years.


Names probably better known today include Dan Leno and Marie Lloyd, both immense stars of the Music Hall and latterly, Florrie Forde. Variety stars made pantomime their own, in particular the ‘Dame’ parts. George Robey, Douglas Byng, Arthur Askey, Billy Dainty, Les Dawson, Jack Tripp, Wyn Calvin and John Inman all played remarkable Dames, and Christopher Biggins is still playing them. Today, there are few artistes whose names are ineluctably connected with panto, apart from the afore mentioned Christopher Biggins, but without doubt the best known of all is Roy Hudd. He performs, writes and directs panto, which, along with Music Hall, is one of his great loves. He almost single-handedly keeps panto profile high in this country, for which we are all grateful.


WHY PANTO IS AS IT IS NOW


The nostalgia aspect of panto has already been mentioned; as John Morley said, the adult who brings his child to see pantomime expects it to be unchanged, and, indeed, it is, in all essential respects. It is shorter, for reasons mentioned earlier, the language is more up to date and there may be the inclusion of elements previously unheard of, such as Spacemen, rockets and Aliens, but all of these will bend to the conventions of pantomime.


For economic reasons, lavish West End pantomimes are no longer mounted, but in the provinces there will be two or three hundred a year. Speciality acts are not as frequently introduced as before for the simple reason that there are no longer many speciality acts around. Television stars will be given the opportunity to perform as the audience expects, either with a familiar comedy routine or a hit song and suitable dialogue will be introduced for a sports or soap star. The cost of importing these stars often means that less is spent on the remainder of the show, sometimes to its detriment as a whole.


Amateur advantages
Amateur pantomime has no such restrictions. There are no stars and no-one gets paid, so there can be a huge and varied chorus and any available funds may be spent on staging and costume. Because no single character needs the limelight throughout, the balance of the piece can be better maintained and the conventions can be observed to the letter, to the delight of the audience.


There can be few amateur pantomime societies who have not heard the comment: ‘It’s better than anything on the professional stage,’ referring to their latest production. This is because the audience feel truly involved and recognise all their favourite elements of panto. They never feel cheated as they sometimes do at a professional production.


At the end of his book, ‘The Story of Pantomime’, published in 1949, A.E. Wilson says: ‘Let us hope that pantomime-writers will continue to honour the traditions that still linger.’ That is what this book aims to do.


Pantomime is one of our only true British art forms and as authors, we must both help it evolve and preserve its traditions.
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