
 1 

 

 

 

 

 

Contemporary Punch and Judy in performance: an 

ethnography of traditional British glove puppet theatre. 
 

 

Martin John Reeve 

 

 
 

 

Royal Holloway College 

 University of London 

 

Submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I declare that the work presented in this thesis is all my own. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Martin John Reeve 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 3 

Abstract 

 

 

No sustained research has been done into the traditional British glove puppet form 

Punch and Judy since the 1980s; no ethnographic research has ever been done on it. 

The research addresses the gaps in this knowledge and seeks to discover how 

production and reception of the form has changed in the last 25 years and how it is 

currently constituted. The research is particularly concerned to discover who is now 

performing the show, how it is performed and where it is performed. It is also 

concerned with how its reception is mediated by current preoccupations with 

nostalgia and the commodification of the historical. 

 

The research relies on close comparison with previous studies; it also investigates the 

approaches of earlier commentators. More centrally, it is an ethnographic study of 

current practice undertaken in close association with many of the performers 

themselves, especially members of the Punch and Judy College of Professors who are 

collaborative partners in the project. Through participant-observation, the research 

seeks to get closer to understanding the dramaturgy, the material culture and the 

motivations of the performers themselves than previous studies have attempted to. 

 

The research has discovered that significant changes have occurred in Punch and Judy 

in the past 25 years, in two principal areas. Firstly, in the control of the tradition by 

performers themselves. They have set up organizations, instituted dedicated festivals 

and produced discourses about their traditions, practices and aspirations. Secondly, 

there have been changes in the contexts, geographical and cultural, within which the 

form sits. It is no longer to be found mainly at the seaside, but more typically at 

festivals which deliberately invoke a sense of the past. Whilst these two changes 

mark a significant break with the continuities of context and styles of performance, 

the form itself remains remarkably resilient. 
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Preface 

 

 

A Punch and Judy show 

The puppeteer arrives alone. He parks his van in a roadside bay 50 yards or so from 

where he will pitch his booth, on a wide green just out of sight of a beach which is 

over a little rise. He unloads a long hold-all and a large suitcase and straps them onto 

a golf trolley. He puts coins into a parking meter, something he will have to 

remember to do several times during the day. Today he is lucky, he has found a 

nearby parking spot and will not have to carry the heavy equipment too far, though he 

has reduced the weight as much as possible, losing unnecessary puppets, the ones he 

thought when he made them would be sensational, but which in practice have limited 

mileage. He has got rid of one or two routines for the same reason, though he might 

do these in other circumstances, or, for a change, swap with some he is using today. 

He is lucky also because the weather is good; itôs a near-cloudless day and, at 11 in 

the morning in early July, the sun is high. He left home an hour ago and the roads 

were clear. During the school holidays when people are heading for the coast he will 

have to leave earlier. He is booked to play this pitch twice a week during the summer 

months. The money is not as good as some bookings, but it is regular and as the local 

council are paying, it is guaranteed to be in his bank account within the month: a bird 

in hand. If a really lucrative booking comes in, he can get a deputy to do this one. As 

it is a familiar pitch, it is relatively stress-free: he knows the likelihood of getting a 

parking space, he knows where he can buy a coffee and sandwiches; he can keep the 

booth in sight when he does and he knows he can ask people here to watch it for him 

when he goes to the toilets which are also nearby, and clean. There are a few kids 

playing football a little way off, two or three young mothers stroll by with their 

pushchairs and up to the promenade to buy ice-cream and a tea from a café. 

 

He pulls the trolley to his usual spot. He unpacks the wooden frame and the canvas 

covering. It is a ólazy tongsô frame and opens out like a concertina in two halves. The 

top half is secured into the bottom half with aluminium sleeves. Extra wooden struts 

slot in place horizontally to add stability. The one across the front has hooks to hang 

his puppets on. He places the booth facing the grassy rise which will act as a seating 

rake; the audience will face away from the sun. He wraps the red and white striped 
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canvas around the frame, zipping it up at the back. He puts the canvas roof on top and 

attaches the óplayboardô on which the puppets will move about and bang their heads. 

He velcroes a short tasselled cloth around the front of the playboard to disguise the 

join; various characters will poke their heads under this during the show. He hangs 

the three pieces of the proscenium arch, the two sides and the top, around the opening 

at the front of the booth - he has put a lot of thought into making these and is pleased 

that he can attach them without using wing-nuts or bolts. The proscenium carries the 

Professorôs name - most Punch performers call themselves óProfessorô - and declares 

itself a óPunch and Judyô show. It is brightly and cleanly painted and shows a picture 

of Punch and Judy and the baby. One or two passers-by ask him what time the show 

will start. He secures the tent with guy-ropes which have red, white and blue bunting 

which flutters in the breeze. He hangs bright red velvet curtains inside the proscenium 

and places a wooden clock on the playboard announcing the time of the show. He 

hooks a loud-speaker on to the top of the proscenium and goes inside to connect it to 

the battery operated amplifier. He tests it by playing a short burst of fairground music 

from his ipod which he has plugged into it. He takes the puppets out from the case: a 

Monkey, Joey the Clown, a Policeman - though sometimes, if he is doing a 

óVictorianô show, he uses a Beadle instead - a Doctor, a Crocodile, the Devil, Punch, 

Judy and the Baby. He always hangs the puppets in the same places so he can put 

them on without looking. He hangs a óhammockô inside the tent under the playboard 

so he can drop them in when he has finished with them. Finally, he tests his swazzle - 

Punchôs voice - to make sure it is moist and working. He sets another one to hand in 

the booth in case he loses this one, or swallows it. He tidies everything away into the 

booth leaving enough room to stand. He plays óhands in front of faceô so his head is 

directly behind the proscenium and hidden by a back-cloth; he can see the audience 

through this, but they cannot see him. He has set up the booth hundreds of times 

before and can do it in 20 minutes if he is not interrupted. He has a few minutes to 

spare and he unfolds a camping chair, sits and reads his newspaper. 

 

A young man from the council recreations department cycles up to ask if everything 

is OK. They have a chat and a laugh and the man cycles away again. Itôs nearly time 

to do the show. The puppeteer puts on some fairground music to draw a crowd, 

although seven or eight have arrived already, a couple of young mothers, a 

grandparent and a few four or five year-old children, eating ice-cream and enjoying 
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the rare sunshine. During the holidays there will be a bigger, more mixed crowd, but 

the puppeteer is quite happy with a small crowd today. As the music plays more 

people gather, one mother has brought a picnic rug to sit on. The puppeteer interrupts 

the music to announce, óRoll up, roll up and see the Punch and Judy show, starting in 

three minutes.ô By now there are perhaps twenty people assembled. 

 

Some performers come óout frontô at the start of the show, but this Punchman prefers 

to stay inside the booth. He announces over the PA that the show is about to start, but 

that the stage needs a clean, so, ófor the little ones, here is Mickey the Monkey.ô 

Mickey draws back the curtains and fetches a mop and bucket. He tries to mop the 

stage as the music continues, but, to the delight of the children, the bucket keeps 

moving away from him and the mop starts to hit him on the head. Mickey disappears 

and we hear the Punchmanôs voice again, óthe clock is gone, itôs time for the showô. 

 

Joey appears and encourages the audience to ówakeô Mr Punch, getting them to shout 

out ówake up Mr Punchô. At first this is not successful, so he blackmails the parents 

into joining in, telling the children that if they donôt, óitôs because they donôt love 

youô. This is taken in good humour and gets a big laugh from the adults. They shout, 

but Punch calls up that he is having a ówee weeô; water shoots up from below the 

playboard, splashing the audience. One or two children scream with laughter; Joey 

rocks with laughter and says, óOh dear, what a naughty boy!ô Punch emerges and 

dodges about the stage, noisily banging his head on the proscenium and the 

playboard. Joey tells him ówe want a nice show with lots of laughsô.  

 

Punch calls for Judy from ódownstairsô. She is reluctant as she is doing the washing 

and says in a deep, gruff voice, óI donôt want to get my knickers in a twistô. Punch 

insists and she comes up. She sees the audience and, more demurely, says, óI didnôt 

know we had companyô.   Punch asks for a kiss; Judy replies, óI like a kiss, a nice big, 

wet, soppy kissô; the children laugh. She counts to three and they go into a stylised 

kiss, their heads circling each other and then ókissingô very noisily. Judy declares, 

óyouôre worse than the milkman! Iôll go and get the babyô. She tells the audience, óWe 

called him Bill because he came at the end of the month.ô  They throw the baby to 



 14 

each other; Judy remarks, óthis is very difficult for puppets to do you know, 

sometimes we even get a round of applauseô. The audience applaud. Punch then sits 

on the baby, Judy asks what he is doing; óbaby sittingô, he says.  

 

She leaves Punch to look after the baby, giving the audience strict instructions to call 

her if Punch hurts the baby at all. Punch tries to teach the baby to walk, placing him 

at one side of the stage, standing at the other and crying, ówalky, walky, walkyô. 

When Punch shouts ósweetiesô, the baby shoots across the stage into his arms. This 

happens several times. The baby starts to cry and Punch pats him on the head to try to 

calm him down; the baby cries even louder and Punch picks him up and repeatedly 

knocks his head against the proscenium. This makes matters worse, so he throws the 

baby downstairs, shouting gleefully, óthatôs the way to do it!ô The audience have 

started to call for Judy who comes to see what has happened. She asks the audience if 

Punch threw the baby downstairs; Punch says, óOh no I didnôtô, and without 

prompting, the audience cry, óOh yes you didô. 

 

Judy fetches her stick and tells Punch to bend over. She asks the audience if she 

should give Punch, óa little smack or a great big smackô. óA big smackô, they cry. She 

smacks his bottom. Punch grabs the stick and they fight over the weapon, moving up 

and down at either end as if they are on a see-saw. He wins and hits her. Judy says, 

óMy mother was right, I should never have married him.ô Punch floors her with the 

slapstick, rolls her backwards and forwards on the playboard and tosses her 

downstairs, again crying, óthatôs the way to do itô. 

 

Immediately, a Policemanôs whistle is heard and the slow-witted óPC Jellybottomô 

pops up looking for óa very naughty man called Punchô. The audience tell him Punch 

is downstairs; as he looks down, Punch comes up behind him and hits him on the 

head. A chase ensues during which the Policeman is hit several times from behind. 

Eventually he confronts Punch who knocks him down, rolls him about and tosses him 

downstairs. One mother says to her child, óheôs naughtyô. 

 

Joey reappears and plays hide-and-seek with Punch, hiding behind the curtains, then 

under the playboard, continually outwitting Punch. He lets Punch find him and tells 

him he has a surprise for him; he goes off to fetch it. Punch sits, excitedly musing on 
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what the surprise could be. Joey comes up with sausages, which he calls ósquasages, 

because I canôt say sausagesô. The children try to point out this inconsistency to him. 

He goes off to fetch a frying-pan, leaving the sausages on the playboard. Punch sings 

a ditty, ósausages for breakfast, sausages for tea, I like sausages and they like me!ô He 

repeats this several times, swaying from side to side. As he does, unseen by him, a 

Crocodile appears, also swaying in time. The children start to point and shout, the 

Crocodile disappears. Punch sings again, the Crocodile appears again, this time 

nearer to Punch; he bobs down and moves the sausages. Punch tries to work out what 

is going on. He sits on the sausages to prevent them being stolen. The Crocodile 

comes up and opens his jaws. Some of the children start to scream. There is by now a 

great deal of tension amongst the younger children, some of whom cling to their 

mothers; the parents are clearly enjoying the level of engagement their children are 

showing. Punch hits the Crocodile with his stick; the Crocodile swallows it and grabs 

the sausages which he also swallows. He bites Punch on the nose and, after Punch has 

struggled to free himself, the Crocodile disappears.  

 

Punch lies flat out on the playboard and calls for the Doctor, who appears, telling the 

audience, ómy name is Doctor Duck, because Iôm a bit of a quackô. This joke is lost 

on some of them. He examines Punch, and gets a kick on the head for his troubles. He 

tries to get Punch to stand up, but Punch keeps collapsing. He brings his ómedicineô 

for the Crocodile bite. The medicine is in the form of a stick. Punch offers to give it 

to the Doctor who replies, óDoctors never take their own medicine - you must have a 

dose of this three times a dayô. Punch retorts, óNo, I mustnôtô, grabs the stick and 

knocks the Doctor out, rolling him on the playboard and tossing him downstairs. He 

exclaims, ówhat a pity, what a pity, what a pity!ô 

 

There is a growl from below and a red, horned, cloaked and leathery-winged Devil 

appears, telling Punch, óI am Beelzebub, I am Old Nick, I am The Devil and Iôve 

come to make you sufferô. Punch replies, óI donôt want any supperô; óIôve come to 

take you somewhere hotô; Punch asks, óCosta Del  Sol ?ô; óNot Costa Del Sol, but it 

will cost you your soul, Iôve come to take you to Hell, where you will spend the rest 

of eternity shaving monkeys, and there will never be another Punch and Judy show 

ever againô. Punch offers to fight him and they go off to get their sticks.  
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Joey comes up and encourages the audience to cheer for Punch if he is winning and 

boo the Devil if he is winning, since, if the Devil wins, there will be no more Punch 

and Judy, óAnd we wouldnôt want that would we?ô The fight begins and after several 

reversals of fortune, accompanied by loud cheers and boos, Punch hits the Devilôs 

stick out of his hand, knocks him out and rolls him on the playboard. Joey appears 

and declares, óMr Punch has beat [sic] the devil and the old Punch and Judy show is 

safeô. They pick up the Devil by his feet and drop him downstairs. 

 

 Joey tells the audience itôs the end of the show, to give themselves a big round of 

applause and to give three cheers for the Punch and Judy show and for the local 

council who have put the show on óabsolutely free of chargeô. They wave goodbye 

and disappear below. The Punchmanôs naked hand comes up, waves to them and 

draws the curtains. 

 

The audience get up and head off to look at the sea or to have lunch. The puppeteer 

unzips the tent for some fresh air and starts to hang the puppets up again for the next 

show. He will do three today. In between times, he reads his paper and eats his 

sandwiches and talks to the occasional inquisitive passer by. At the end of the day he 

packs up and drives home.
1
 

 

Note 

1 This partially composite description of a show is largely based on performances given by 

Professor Carl Durbin at Teignmouth in Devon during the summer of 2007.  
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Introduction  

 

 

Overview of Contemporary Punch and Judy 

Punch and Judy is a popular British glove puppet form which is normally played by 

one performer in a temporary booth erected in a public space, such as in a street, at 

the beach, at a festival, in a park, or at a country fair. It is also often performed in 

private settings, usually childrenôs parties. It is very strongly associated with the 

seaside, although these days it is not very often to be found there. It is one of a 

number of popular European puppet forms believed to have derived from the Italian 

Pulcinella glove puppet show, but has developed its own characteristics. It emerged 

as a glove puppet show in Britain in the Regency period (1790s - 1830s).  

 

Most presentations of the show revolve around a basic core episode: Punch disposes 

of his wife, Judy, and their baby, and then deals with the consequences. Nowadays it 

usually ends with Punch triumphing over forces more dangerous and naughty than 

himself, the Devil and the Crocodile. This restores the moral balance. (One 

significant change which has occurred in recent years is that in the past Judy was 

nearly always ókilledô; now her removal from the stage is more ambiguous, and in 

some shows she even makes a return at the end.) Within this loose structure there is 

considerable narrative latitude. There is no fixed script and the amount of 

improvisation varies from performer to performer. Some stick quite rigidly to tried 

and tested routines and jokes, others are highly responsive to audiences or their own 

momentary whims. Most experienced performers have a range of routines they can 

incorporate or leave out, and since the show is intrinsically episodic, this does not 

usually undermine any sense of coherence. The show is characterised by a great deal 

of knock-about (óslapstickô) humour and there is much fighting. Punch persistently 

challenges the status quo in the form of Judy, a Policeman, a Doctor, or even a 

Hangman. Many performers and commentators believe that the oppositional nature of 

a two-handed performance makes this kind of conflict inevitable. There is room in the 

show to introduce topical figures, usually to be lampooned; these tend to have a short 

shelf-life.  However, some topical figures have outlived their originals to become an 

expected part of the performance. The show relies heavily on audience expectation.  
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Punch and Judy is predominantly a childrenôs form, although performers nearly 

always incorporate jokes made for the benefit of adults; the best deliberately structure 

the show around this double-audience dynamic in quite sophisticated ways. 

 

Whereas the performerôs income once depended on collections from passing trade, 

something which probably determined the episodic nature of the show, now it is far 

more likely to come from pre-booked shows. Such collecting is called óbottlingô.
1 

Fees vary considerably, from as little as Ã30 or Ã40 for a childrenôs party to perhaps 

Ã300 or more for a dayôs booking at a large corporate event. Most performers are very 

mobile, sometimes driving a hundred miles or more to perform, even travelling 

abroad. 

 

It is extremely difficult to gauge the precise number of performers working today; 

estimates vary between 100 and 300. My researches suggest that the figure may be 

around 150.
2
 This includes performers who do the show as part of a repertoire of 

childrenôs entertainments and do not think of themselves as principally Punch and 

Judy performers. Even so, based on historical accounts, the number of performers is 

probably as great, if not greater than it has ever been at any one time.  

 

I have met no performer who makes a living exclusively from Punch and Judy. Even 

those who perform it regularly might also work as magicians, perform other puppet 

shows, make and sell puppets or ventriloquistôs dolls, or have a pension from a 

previous job. One or two have full-time jobs in unrelated industries and perform at 

weekends; a few are actors doing Punch between acting work. Some find it very 

difficult to get by, and many express anxiety about the unpredictability of the work. 

Nonetheless, a hard-working performer who has built up a good network of clients -  

places to which he can go back again and again, regular schools tours, perhaps a 

regular holiday pitch - and is prepared to do other kinds of puppetry, might hope to 

make £30 000 a year. However, it is in the nature of the work that it is very difficult 

to generalize about income. It is hard to get precise figures from performers, 

especially as some have what they call a óback pocketô which eludes official scrutiny.  

 

Economics notwithstanding, óprofessionalô performers may be distinguished from 

others, and these are the ones with whom this study is mainly concerned. 
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óProfessionalsô are characterised by a dedication to the form, a serious interest in it, a 

willingness and desire to maintain a high quality of performance and to engage in 

professional relationships with bookers, and an expectation that they will be paid a 

fee commensurate with their skills and effort. With this often go the typical 

necessities of the professional entertainer: publicity and an accountant.  

 

Many performers express a considerable affective connection to the show and this 

goes a very long way to making up for the sometimes financial hardship of the work. 

On the whole they very much enjoy what they are doing and are sustained by the 

belief that they are making a unique, valuable and valued contribution to popular 

culture.
3
 For some, being a Punch and Judy performer is deeply connected to their 

sense of identity, for others it offers pleasurable challenges in the exercise of an 

undoubted skill. 

 

Most Punch performers are men, although there are no proscriptions on women 

performing. Currently there are probably fewer than 10 female performers in England 

and Wales and perhaps as few as five or six.
4
 It is difficult to be exact since some 

women who work under the umbrella term óchildrenôs entertainerô do Punch and Judy 

along with other things. This preponderance of men seems always to have been the 

case and women figure small in the literature except occasionally as wives and 

helpers. 

 

The view that the show is usually handed down from father to son is no longer 

accurate, though there are still instances of this. It is doubtful that it ever was to the 

degree that it is popularly held to have been. Performers now learn from books, from 

watching each other, from re-constructing shows from memory, and, increasingly, 

from seeing performances on video or DVD. 

 

One significant change which has occurred since Robert Leach conducted his major 

research in the 1980ôs (Leach 1985, see also below) has been the amount of work 

performers are doing abroad. As I discuss later, there is a history of performers 

travelling in Europe, and from its earliest days the show has been influenced by 

international puppeteers. There have been some deliberate cultural exchanges, 

notably by Percy Press Junior in the 1960s and 70s. There has also been a long 
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history of performers travelling to former British colonies; in some cases the show 

has taken root there. In recent years, however, especially with the advent of puppet 

festivals, these trips have become more frequent and regularised, particularly to the 

continental Europe. Again, as I detail in Chapter Six, the exchange has been two way. 

Not all performers travel abroad with much frequency, but a few do. Among these are 

Clive Chandler, Rod Burnett, Dan Bishop and Konrad Fredericks. It is in the nature 

of exchange that performers develop personal associations with festival organizers 

and are invited back time and again. This is part of an ad hoc but growing pattern of 

exchange of puppetry ideas. This exchange has been considerably facilitated by the 

advent of cheap air travel. The implications of this in terms of the development of 

popular puppetry are far reaching, and, as I suggest in the thesisô conclusion, this 

needs to be the subject of further research. What is important for current purposes is 

to be aware that for a number of performers, internationalism and their sense of 

themselves as having an international audience, are important to their understanding 

of themselves as Punch performers. 

 

Punch and Judy has a considerable resonance outside of actual performance and to a 

remarkable degree it remains an icon embedded in the fabric of British culture. Many 

British people, even if they have not seen a Punch and Judy show, have heard of it 

and can make some attempt at describing some of the episodes and some of the 

characters in it. Conversations I have had with a wide range of people during the 

period of the study have thrown up a number of consistent views. Most people seem 

to have some view of the show which they are prepared to express without 

prompting. These views range from the slightly negative: óI didnôt think it was still 

goingô; óIt used to scare me as a kidô; óItôs a bit violent isnôt itô; óI thought they had 

banned itô, to the affectionate: óI used to love Punch and Judy when I was littleô; óItôs 

only a bit of fun, isnôt itô; óthereôs far worse on the tellyô. In equal measure it seems to 

be powerfully associated with violence, nostalgia and childhood. 

 

This familiarity and strength of feeling has made it a useful trope across a range of 

cultural registers. It has often been cited in popular sit-coms and TV programmes, 

especially those which have a nostalgic intention. I am thinking in particular of its 

appearance in episodes of Hi Di Hi, made in the 1980s and set in a British holiday-
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camp of the 1950s, and Heartbeat, made in the 1980s, 90s and 2000s, a reassuring 

police series set in a small fictitious Yorkshire country town in a fondly remembered 

1960s. It is occasionally referenced as having sinister undertones in popular films and 

TV, as for example in an episode of the popular detective series Midsummer Murders 

in which the local Punch and Judy performer triggers off a series of murders. M.R. 

James made use of its sinister potential in a short ghost story, óThe Story of a 

Disappearance and an Appearanceô. The ódarkerô elements of the show have made it a 

useful cultural reservoir for artists working in a range of media. Notable among these 

are Harrison Birtwistle and Stephen Pruslinôs 1964 opera, Punch and Judy; Susan 

Hillerôs 1990 installation at Tate St Ives (remounted in 2004 at Tate Modern), An 

Entertainment; Russell Hobanôs 1980 post-apocalyptic novel, Riddley Walker; and  

Jan Svankmejerôs  disturbing 1966  animation, Punch and Judy. Other important 

works which strongly cite or in other ways interpret the show are Tony Hancockôs 

1963 film, The Punch and Judy Man (Summers 1998 [1963]), Neil Gaiman and Dave 

Mckeanôs 1995 graphic novel, Mr Punch - the Tragical Comedy or Comical Tragedy 

and, with a similar title, an animation by the Brothers Quay in 1986. It has also 

provided inspiration for post-punk artists, KLF, and the cabaret style band, The Tiger 

Lillies. The range of purposes to which the show is put by this eclectic set of artists is 

understandably wide. Some use the show to investigate the nature of memory, others 

to consider questions of violence, others to celebrate its liberational energy. Where 

these cultural products have ignored the ameliorating comic elements of the show, 

they tend to have been dismissed by performers themselves. 

 

The show also has a persistent place as a social referent. When Paul McCartney and 

Heather Mills -McCartneyôs marriage ended acrimoniously in 2006, at least one 

national newspaper drew parallels with the puppet show (Fig. 1). When David 

Cameron was elected leader of the conservative Party, he famously declared óan end 

to Punch and Judy Politicsô. The show has become a place through which to reflect 

on issues around partisan strife, to comicalise and thus process that strife and to 

incorporate strife into a larger scheme of stability. 
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Fig.1 Paul McCartney and Heather Mills McCartney as Punch and Judy; front page of 

The Daily Express, 19 October 2006 

 

Because of current sensitivities around the public display of violence, a degree of 

ambivalence attaches to the show. Nonetheless, it has found institutional 

acknowledgement as a marker of British identity. In 2000 it was exhibited in the 

Millennium Dome; in 2001 pictures of the main puppets appeared on a set on British 

postage stamps; in 2004 Professor John Styles was awarded an MBE
 
(see Edwards 

2004b) and in 2006 it became an óOfficial Iconô, one of a list of Icons of England in a 

Government scheme set up to ópromote discussion of what it means to be English and 

to define English cultureô (Edwards 2006b: 10).
5
 

 

Punch and Judy in Britain has not been subject to the same kinds of intervention by 

national or exterior agencies with agendas which, as I suggest below, have shaped 

popular puppetry in some other countries. This has left it in the position of being both 

reviled and supported and finding its own way through these pressures. Its ambivalent 

position is typically summarised by Sue Clifford and Angela King in their 

encyclopaedic ócelebrationô of óthe commonplace, the vernacular and the distinctive 

[in English popular culture]ô: óSomehow the Punch and Judy show embodies the wild 

aspects of popular culture, shifting, offensive, anarchicô (2006: 338).  
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The Ethnography 

The myth that ethnographers are people without personal identity, historical 

location and personality and would all produce the same findings in the same 

setting is the mistake of naïve realism. 

                                                                                                  John D. Brewer 
6
  

 

The overview I have outlined above tells us what the form looks like, but it does not 

account for how it has come to look like this, nor does it tell us how it looks from the 

point of view of the performers. I would like to say one or two things about how I 

intend to do those more complex jobs. 

 

There is a close relationship between the theory by which I frame the research and the 

methodology by which I have carried it out. A major conclusion of this thesis is that 

in the last 20 or 30 years performers have come to take charge of how they see 

themselves and how they are seen. At the time of the last major study (Leach 1985) 

performers did not belong to organizations which validated and gave a sense of 

identity in the way that they do now, nor did they take charge of the representation of 

the form in the way that they do now. These changes may be thought of as changes in 

power relations and they hinge upon access to the means by which performers 

construct a sense both of self-identity and of identity for the form. I frame discussion 

of these changes through the ideas of a number of cultural theorists, including 

Raymond Williams (1973, 1981, 1985, 2001a, 2006), Stuart Hall (1964, 1980, 1996, 

2006), and Anthony Giddens (1984, 1990, 1991), who themselves call upon the work 

of Gramsci (see especially, Mouffe 1979: 168-204) and Foucault (1972). The 

theoretical frame may be summarised in this quotation from Hall, 

 

 [é] because identities are constructed within, not outside, discourse, we need 

to understand them as produced in specific historical and institutional sites 

within specific discursive formations and practices, by specific enunciative 

strategies. Moreover, they emerge within the play of specific modalities of 

power [...] (1996: 4). 

 

This theoretical position assumes the centrality of strategies of identity-construction; 

I prefer the term mechanisms since it more accurately acknowledges the constraints 

rather than the possibilities by which agents negotiate power, but it serves a similar 

purpose. With Giddens (1991: 37-39), we may distinguish modern (and ólate-

modernô) mechanisms from ótraditionalô or pre-modern ones. The distinction between 
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modern and pre-modern is important because it accounts for the contingency of 

modern identity-construction compared with the supposed essentiality of traditional 

identity-construction. In the case of contemporary Punch performers, those 

mechanisms include the ability to produce discourse and the ability to stage festivals 

and thereby to influence the way in which the form is read. This situation is complex, 

however, since current performers rely on practice which has developed as a result of 

former modalities of power; namely that the show is still considered a piece of 

childrenôs entertainment and that performers depend on that view for their living. It is 

not a satirical show, though it might contain elements of satire. It will be seen below 

that the character of the show came about as a result of pressures at a particular 

moment and was part of a much larger process of (class) identity-construction. Early 

on in the thesis I map a history of changing power relations from the earliest days of 

the form to the current situation. I go on to explore the current situation.  

 

The changing relationship between the performer and the show, or the tradition - the 

performersô ability to take charge of it and the constraints on that - is most clearly 

visible through attending to the ópracticeô of performers.
7
 It is not sufficient to look 

just at the things which performers produce, the show and the puppets; we need also 

to consider how those things have come about, what is intended by them, how they 

are used and how they are received. This means, at the very least, asking performers 

why they do what they do, understanding the degree of control they have over this, 

and grasping what it is they get from doing it. This requires an ethnographic 

methodology. This methodology is further supported by the invitation of performers 

to carry out such a study. 

 

Ethnographies do not take place in a vacuum; each is a unique product of a number of 

interests meeting. In this case, the interests of some of the puppeteers themselves, of 

the ethnographer and of what is sometimes termed óthe academyô.
8
 These interests 

met through the funding initiative of the Arts and Humanities Research Council 

whose own concern was that the collaboration should produce new findings which 

would make their way into the public domain. These interests represent the 

background to the study. At times, each has come to the fore and exerted its pressure 

on the shape of the final document.  

 



 25 

Two connected areas form the focus of the research. One is the show itself: what does 

it look like now, how has it changed since the last research was carried out, and what 

space does it occupy in the social and cultural landscape? The other is the people who 

perform the show: who are they and why do they do the show? I would like to plunge 

in with a brief ethnographic account through which the questions which have come to 

the fore in the process of the research might be identified.  

 

Towards the end of my field-work, as I was grappling with my ódataô, I was invited to 

a meeting of performers. This had been arranged by the Punch organization which, 

along with Royal Holloway College, was one of the two collaborators in the project 

and through whom the research had been instigated: the Punch and Judy College of 

Professors (the College). Although the College has been in existence since the 1980s, 

this was the first time it had met in such numbers. Of the 18 members, 12 were 

present. Previous meetings had seen only four or five together, and these usually 

coincided with Punch and Judy festivals. This was the first time the College had 

congregated for the simple purpose of meeting, of celebration, and of taking stock. It 

is probably the case that the meeting was encouraged by my research. I had broached 

the idea of getting people together to see how they would engage with each other and 

to throw some questions around. This idea was taken up by Punchman Glyn Edwards. 

He had been instrumental in setting up the research as part of his ongoing work of 

keeping Punch and Judy alive and thriving; he might be thought of as a principal 

gate-keeper to the community, certainly as far as this project is concerned. Edwards 

describes himself as a óPunch and Judy activistô. The means by which he promulgates 

the form, and what that tells us in broader terms about the relationship between the 

agent and the traditional form in contemporary society, is of central interest in the 

thesis.  The meeting provided a snapshot of the College as it existed at that moment.  

 

On a cool, sunny, blustery day in March 2009, the performers met at a beachside café 

in the Devon resort of Paignton. Discussions had taken place by email about the 

location of an appropriate venue. London was rejected because, although it might 

once have seemed a ónaturalô choice, several members are based in the South West. It 

was also felt that holding it there would reflect the ability of performers to go 

anywhere, and to break with the historical centre of gravity of the form. Performers 

drove down or took the train. Those members who did not make it were mostly part 
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of an older generation for whom Devon was, as one put it, just ótoo farô. One older 

member had a paid show elsewhere and felt that the need to earn money took 

precedence. Performers came from London, from the Midlands, Cornwall, Brighton 

and Dorset. Paignton was chosen also because one of the members, Mark Poulton, 

lived there, and as his wife and young daughter had made themselves scarce for a few 

days, he could accommodate some of the performers. Some members of the College 

have become close friends and it is quite usual to ócrashô on somebodyôs sofa or in 

their workshop when performing away from home.  

 

Paignton held some historical significance for performers, too; it had seen a number 

of resident Punchmen over the years. The first was John Stafford who had worked 

there from the 1920s to the 1960s. Poulton emailed a photograph of Staffordôs pitch 

to members before they arrived. Another was Michael Byrom, whose 1972 

monograph on Punch and Judy was considered to have inspired a new generation of 

Punch performers (Leach 1985: 144-145); one or two of these performers were at the 

meeting. Poulton himself had worked the pitch in the early 2000s. 

 

Edwards had asked members to bring their Punch puppets as a tangible reminder of 

what they had in common and to show them off to passing tourists and to the local 

BBC TV news reporter whom Mark Poulton had invited to record the event. As 

performers arrived and chatted on the patio outside the café, the reporter put together 

an item for the early evening news, interviewing performers and corralling them 

behind a wall by the beach where they would pop up to squeal raucously into the lens, 

finally orchestrating a piece-to-camera where he was battered over the head with their 

slapsticks.  

 

As we sat around a long table for lunch, I looked at the people who had gathered for 

the first time and who I had got to know during the previous 18 months of field-work. 

The youngest was in his 20s, one or two in their 30s, most in their 50s and 60s. It was 

a broad range of people. Some knew each other only by reputation. Two or three had 

trained as actors and still worked as actors; a couple were trained visual artists. Most 

did other forms of puppetry, some in television; one was an ex-TV producer, two or 

three were highly respected and influential figures in the puppetry community in 

general. Very few made their living only from performing Punch and Judy. Some 
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were married, some had children, some were gay, and some were single. All of them 

often travelled away from home to perform the show; all of them were paid to 

perform it. There were only two women at the table, Edwardsô wife, Mary, and 

Alison Davey, Professor Brian Daveyôs wife. Mary, an accomplished puppeteer and 

puppet-maker in her own right, does a warm-up with marionettes before her 

husbandôs show and Alison dresses the puppets and acts as interlocutor for Brian 

during his show. Everyone at the table had some hands-on connection with Punch and 

Judy. 

 

Fig. 2 College members on the beach at Paignton (photo, Mary Edwards) 

 

The afternoon was given over to semi-serious discussions and I was invited to ask 

about things which had eluded me till now. This was a moment to consider my 

relationship with this community. Some of them I had had little contact with; others I 

had seen a great deal of, travelling with them, watching their shows again and again, 

interviewing them, watching them in their workshops, recording their shows, 

photographing their puppets and booths, staying in their houses. I had stored many of 

these memories, some on paper, some on camera, some on Dictaphone, and others in 

my head, and taken them back to my study to make sense of, to listen to again, to 

transcribe and to catalogue. All of this work rested on a bed of endless, pleasurable 

chatter, of talk about the show. Punch performers like to talk about what they do, 
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what it means to them, the experiences they have had with it. In talking about their 

experiences, they shape them, give them meaning, hold them up to be looked at, 

reshape them, and give them more meaning. They create a seamless narrative. Each 

does this in a different way. My task, as I see it, is to take their meanings, their 

stories, the things they hold in their hands and move about, the interactions they have 

with their audiences and each other, and give them back in my own words.  

 

Later in the afternoon, the puppeteers headed out to the beach for a óphoto-callô, to 

make a record of the event. They stood on the sand and threw their puppets in the air 

and cheered (Fig. 2). I was struck by their ability, and need, very rapidly to 

encapsulate and express a sense of identity through apparently spontaneous 

performance. In the evening we watched on television the news report that had been 

filmed that morning. What only a few hours ago had been a live event with its 

awkwardness, its roughness, was now edited into a discrete story, digitised and 

broadcast for public consumption. 

 

We sat down again to eat and drink and talk. A quiz was held with questions about 

Punch. I was both embarrassed and relieved that I scored highest. I had proved 

myself; yet I realized that these people were not historians or theoreticians, that they 

are engaged more in doing the show than in thinking about it. 

 

The events of that day were a reminder of the questions which this ethnography has 

sought to refine and to answer. How did this group of performers come to be together 

and associate as the College? How does their ability to meet and exchange ideas 

impact on the tradition? What is the make up of the community of performers? How 

do their differences impact on the tradition? Why do they relate to each other in the 

ways that they do? How are these different people interpreting the form? How are 

their individual narratives brought together to produce a narrative for the tradition? 

What is the role of the College in this? How is the form mediated? What is its place 

in the culture? How is it interpolated by exterior agencies? What role do performers 

play in how the form is understood?  

 

Along with these are a number of epistemological questions which I will address first. 

What was my position in all of this? How have I come to be here and what shadows 



 29 

and light does my being here throw on the picture? It is through these that questions 

about methodology, the literature and the orientation of the study might be addressed. 

 

Positioning the ethnographer  

 

There are at least two sides to the matter of being positioned, both have a bearing on 

the outcome: how one positions oneself and how one is positioned by others. I will 

begin with the first. 

 

Paul Rock suggests that it is an advantage for the ethnographer to have some prior 

familiarity with the territory, 

 

[é] venturing into terrain that is too alien will be disconcerting because it 

offers no paths and little reassurance that one is looking around oneself with 

an intelligent and informed eye. The new and the strange which is not too new 

and strange may be the best compound, if only because ethnography demands 

a coming-together of the insiderôs understanding with the outsiderôs 

puzzlement [é] (2001: 33). 
 

I was already familiar in two ways. I have been an actor and a street theatre performer 

for several decades. I have experienced the tribulations of the entertainer and the 

demands of work in an environment where a theatrical event has to be created almost 

from scratch, from the strong idea you present to a passing public and the challenge 

of keeping their eyes and ears fixed on you. In my performance work, however, I had 

never encountered a Punch and Judy show; we never appeared on the same bill, as it 

were.  

 

My other familiarity was cultural. Punch and Judy was my first experience of live 

theatre. I was taken by my mother to the local village hall when I was about five or 

six. I remember coming in from the penetrating cold to the dim claustrophobia of the 

crowded hall and seeing on the stage at one end a booth which must have been set up 

already. I do not remember Mr Punch himself, but I vividly recall two episodes: the 

Crocodile putting his head above the playboard and stealing the sausages, and the 

Hangman being tricked into his own noose. Both produced a palpable frisson in the 

audience. This was in the early 1960s. Perhaps the fact that at home we had no 

television and seeing entertainment of any kind made by other people was a rare 

event accounts for the sharpness of the memory, or perhaps its intrinsic colour does. 
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However it is, the Punch and Judy show has always been a part of my cultural 

background, it has always been there. It is there not only as an early memory, but also 

as a readily available, if eccentric, reference point, part of the British repository of 

shared images.  

 

At the start of the research, then, for me the show was an exotic yet familiar form 

whose workings were a mystery. It contrasted significantly with my own experience 

of working in ómainstreamô theatre, partly because it seemed to be a conservative and 

deeply populist form, representing an attachment to the past which most of my own 

theatre work strove to break from. In my street theatre work the past was referenced 

only in order to be reappraised. Much (subsidised) British theatre is underpinned by a 

desire, at least nominally, to move the agenda forward. Punch and Judy seemed to be 

a highly conventionalised form which moved in the opposite direction. 

 

I brought to the research also an interest in the question of convention more generally. 

In my Masters thesis, I had explored the tension between form and meaning, and I 

had looked at how two very different theatre practitioners, Augusto Boal and Jerzy 

Grotowski, had striven in opposite ways to rid the theatrical experience of the 

determining impact of convention (Reeve 2002). I was curious about how Punch 

performers manoeuvred within the apparently narrow constraints of tradition, to what 

extent they were liberated, reassured or frustrated by convention. 

 

I would like to say a little now about how I was positioned by the puppeteers.  

 

Since the last major study was made, and for reasons which are detailed in the next 

chapter, some performers have taken steps to ensure the survival of the form. As I 

have suggested, these steps include the formation of organizations, the production of 

discourse and the instigation of festivals. This contrasts with an earlier less 

interventionist situation which, as I indicate later, relied much more on economic 

pressures to determine the shape of the tradition.
9
 This change raises all kinds of 

questions to do with the óreflexive monitoring of actionô (ibid: 37)
 
and how that 

conditions what action looks like.
10

 In contrast with what was happening in the early 

1980s and before, performers seem to be taking charge of their tradition, qua 

tradition. The instigation of this study was itself a part of that process. This had 
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implications for the choice of ethnographer and the relationship between 

ethnographer and the Punch community. To some extent this reverses the 

ethnographic paradigm as it is expressed by another puppet ethnographer, Joan Gross. 

She reflects on the difficulties of giving a voice to the óotherô in ethnography (or 

puppetry), óWhatever model one follows, representation confers power and control on 

representers (puppeteers or anthropologists) because they determine the voices of the 

otherô ( Gross 2001: xvi).
11

 The study of a reflexive process presents challenges for 

the ethnographer in terms of his own position and the impact he has on the subjects of 

the study and the form itself. This is even more so when the ethnographer has been 

invited to make the study as part of the production of discourse which is itself part of 

the narrative of reflexivity which is being examined. In other words, at times in the 

research process, I have found myself within the frame I have tried to keep hold of.  

 

The College were pleased that I was applying to do this research because I was 

already known to them through my work as a street theatre performer as well as an 

actor and a theatre director. I had known one of the key instigators, Clive Chandler, 

when I was an undergraduate in the late 1970s. He was to become my non-academic 

supervisor. Al though I had never met Glyn Edwards and he had never seen my work, 

he was receptive to me, I learned later, because I had performed as óMr Lucky, the 

man with the raining umbrellaô. This was a walkabout street theatre show in which I 

was dressed as a drab figure from a landscape by Lowry and carried a heavy suitcase 

and an umbrella which rained on the inside and because of which I was in a perpetual 

state of comic despondency. This appealed to Edwardsô sense of the absurd and he 

believed I was a man who would understand the thinking of the Punch performer, 

would be familiar with their world and would speak their language. Other performers 

told me they welcomed my doing the work as they regarded me as óa friend of 

Punchô. This kind of statement suggested a sensitivity about how they were seen 

which I came to realise fuelled many of their activities. In the middle of the research 

Edwards made the disquieting remark that had I not been a ófriend of Punchô, óa lot of 

false trails would have been laid downô. This suggested a considerable degree of 

protection about the form.  

 

The reverse side of this coin is that the ethnographer provides opportunities for the 

subjects of study to present themselves in particular ways. He or she becomes an 
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óethnodramaturgô (Victor Turner, cited in Fabian 1990: 7); when the subjects are 

performers, this is accentuated. As Johannes Fabian says, óThe ethnographerôs role 

[é] is no longer that of the questioner; he or she is but a provider of occasions, a 

catalyst in the weakest sense, and a producer (in analogy to a theatrical producer) in 

the strongestô (ibid). It is sometimes difficult to know what is done for the 

researcherôs benefit and what would have happened ónaturallyô. Just such a confusion 

occurred on my first field-trip. I was on the sea front in the Welsh seaside town of 

Aberystwyth. Edwards had just put his frame up; it needed to be carried further down 

the promenade. I was filming at the time. Four performers picked it up and marched 

with it singing óI do like to be beside the seasideô. The area was practically deserted 

and I could not help but think that this was for my benefit and wrote as much in my 

field-notes. Edwards corrected me, saying there were people about and that the 

performers would have done it anyway.  

 

Not all the performers I worked with were habitually óonô, most could make 

distinctions in their own behaviour about when they were and when they were not; 

most responded to me, at least in the privacy of their own homes, without affectation 

or show. I was generally met with honesty and an eagerness to engage in discussion. 

 

It is not unusual for ethnographers to undergo a process of deliberate or fortuitous 

initiation prior to which their identity as understood by the community is uncertain 

and after which they become part of the group, accepted as an honorary (or even full) 

member.
12

 This was my own experience very early on in the research and it occurred 

at my first encounter with members of the College at a three-day Punch and Judy 

festival in Aberystwyth in August 2006. This festival had been running for a number 

of years and Professor Chandler who had organized it thought it a good opportunity 

for me to get to know some of the community and especially for Edwards and myself 

to sound each other out. Five members of the College were performing as well as 

other puppeteers, some from abroad. Friends, relatives and helpers were also around. 

We lived and ate together in a modern university hall of residence on a hillside above 

the town, overlooking the sea. In the daytimes, puppeteers would head for the sea-

front to perform; I would go with them. The evenings were spent drinking, eating and 

talking. One of the performers, Richard Coombs, was a new member of the College 

and on the third evening he was to have his óinitiationô. Edwards announced that I 
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should become an honorary professor for the duration of the research and that I would 

be initiated then, too. 

 

In the rather anonymous surroundings of a modern university common room in the 

midst of cans of beer, half-empty bottles of wine and a scattering of dirty plates and 

cutlery, an óinitiation ceremonyô was hastily improvised. This was conducted by 

several members of the College and witnessed by a dozen or so other puppeteers and 

friends. In the sheer panic of the event, my recollection of Coombsô initiation is 

vague; however, my own remains vivid. I had to stand on a chair in the middle of the 

room and was required to recite verses from the song, óOh I do like to be Beside the 

Seasideô in an óacademic mannerô whilst being hit over the head by several 

performers wielding slapsticks. I was instructed to uphold the highest standards of the 

tradition and not to bring the tradition into disrepute. The ceremony was accompanied 

by a cacophony of professors, hooting and jeering through their swazzles to 

undermine any sense of decorum which might otherwise infect the proceedings.  

 

Through this process, what Clifford Geertz (1968) and George E. Marcus (1997) call 

complicity was achieved, even to the degree that I was in an arguably reverse position 

to that of the óPunchmanô in an early researcherôs work (Mayhew 1949 [1851]) in 

which, as I suggest below, the informant is a kind of over-determined puppet in the 

text. It would be inaccurate and unfair to push this analogy too far, but I have at times 

been tempted to see myself amongst a group of performers used to moving inanimate 

objects about, anxious to state their case and getting me to do it for them. The 

óinherent moral asymmetry of the fieldwork situationô (Geertz 1968: 151) was, if not 

entirely turned on its head, at least turned in the interests of the performers. It is not 

my intention to get too tied up with this debate, but to signal it as an ongoing 

condition of the research.
13

 None of this is to suggest that relations have been tense, 

although I have had to exercise sensitivity in some areas.
 
 

 

Discussion of my relationship with the performers suggests a very different stance 

from the one adopted by writers about Punch and Judy in the past. As I will argue in 

the next chapter, the literature about Punch has tended to reinforce the function of the 

form as part of the hegemonic ódiscursive formationô
 
which early on used Punch to 

help construct an emerging set of class identities, and to see it through that lens.
14
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One of the findings of this thesis is that there has been a struggle for the construction 

of Punch through a range of discourses.  

 

Whilst some academics, notably Scott Cutler Shershow (1994, 1995) and Rosalind 

Crone (2006), have commented on Punchôs role in this process of construction, these 

have been historical studies and have not had the advantage of a contemporary 

óinsiderôsô view. Robert Leach conducted interviews with performers which sought to 

understand Punch as an oral tradition (1980, 1983), but in that work he did not see it 

as part of a process of self-construction. This was partly because the performers he 

interviewed were from an older generation and were not engaged in abstract 

reflections on the tradition. What constituted the tradition for Leachôs interviewees 

was already settled by family convention. That group has largely disappeared.  

 

It is worth saying a little here about Leachôs significant contribution to the literature 

since it is a starting point for my own work; it helps to define it and yet it contrasts 

with my methodology. In part, my work continues the history of Punch from where 

Leach left off and brings the story up to date. Some of this history has to do with the 

emerging new relationship performers had with the tradition in the 1980s and how 

that has developed since. 

 

 Leachôs work came about at a moment when popular culture was beginning to be 

discovered as an academic subject. The work of Stuart Hall and Raymond Williams, 

among others, did much to enable popular culture to be read as an expression and 

signifier of broader cultural conditions.
15

 Leach sought to locate Punch and Judy as 

an historically important form whose roots were embedded in the cultural and 

political upheavals of the eighteenth century. Importantly, he was the first to explain 

the make-up of the show as a response to the beginnings of institutional repressions 

of a developing underclass. He suggested that the emerging triumvirate of the law, 

religion and marriage as forms of social control were manifest in the show as the 

Hangman, the Devil and Judy. He was also probably the first to explicate a subliminal 

sexual motivation for Punch, for example suggesting Punchôs fear of the Crocodile 

might be a form of vagina dentate (Leach 1985: 173). Though these views were 

rejected by some commentators, they offered a way of looking at the show which 

sought to account for its persistence. 
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Leach was also researching at a moment when the óbottledô show was giving way to 

the now dominant contracted show. The ad-hoc relationship between performers and 

their audiences when performers might just turn up and perform was being replaced 

by more predictable appearances. This change, I argue below, was instrumental in 

shifting the performersô sense of self.  

 

Leach produced a useful taxonomy of performers against which to see the changes 

that have take place in the last 25 years. He identified three groups of performers: The 

swatchel omis, performers who are part of a family tradition of Punch, often 

inheriting the show and the puppets from their fathers. The beach uncles, probably 

the dominant form in the mid to late twentieth century; these performers were not 

usually part of the family groups, and, loosely speaking, derive from the tradition of 

the pre- and post-war beach performers. And the counter-culturalists, generally 

college-educated performers emerging in the 1970s and 80s who were drawn to the 

tradition because it offered an alternative to corporate ideology, both through the 

iconoclastic figure of Punch and the lifestyle of the independent performer. Though 

each group performed the show in characteristically different ways, they contained 

many of the same elements and audiences probably did not make distinctions 

between them. Audiences still tend not to make distinctions, but performers have 

different views which it has become my purpose to investigate and describe. What 

had happened to these groups since the 1980s was part of the story to be told.  

 

Looking at the form from the inside meant becoming, in ethnographic terms, a 

óparticipant-observerô (Brewer 2000: 61). Although I never performed the show, I 

learnt to swazzle, I learnt to operate the puppets, and I devised part of my own script. 

I also worked closely with the performers, sometimes helping them set up, sometimes 

collecting money, carrying bags, finding parking-spaces, driving them about and 

building relationships with bookers. Participant-observation is an invaluable way of 

gaining insight into the experience of the community the ethnographer is working 

with, but it can present challenges. In larger group settings it is easier to disappear 

into the human foliage, as it were. When, as is usually the case with Punch 

performers, they are working alone, having a researcher alongside creates a radically 

altered working environment. 
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 I used various strategies to deal with these challenges. During the recording of some 

shows and the observation of audiences, I would arrive at a venue separately from the 

performer and would not make a big fuss of being there, simply saying hello, perhaps 

commenting on the weather and keeping a low profile. At other times, in an attempt 

to elicit the performerôs view of the event, I would arrange to travel with the 

performer. I would ask lots of questions and would be as helpful as possible. When I 

wanted to find out information not available from watching shows, I would arrange to 

interview performers in their homes or at places of their choosing. On a number of 

occasions, I would spend several days at a performerôs house, perhaps accompanying 

them to shows, watching them make puppets or rehearse, or engaging in discussions 

about their work. I video-recorded scores of shows to study later and took thousands 

of photographs. I taped many hours of interviews which I later transcribed.  

 

A consistency is apparent in the ethnographic methodology and the new kinds of 

agency which are revealed by it. The College invited the study to be done as part of 

its project of addressing popular misconceptions about the form, especially its 

persistent association with Victorianism and violence, and to bring knowledge and 

understanding of it up to date. This, rightly, assumes that performers have a choice in 

what they are doing and are engaged in endowing what they do with meaning. It also 

recognises that performers are using contemporary resources and strategies to do this. 

The study came about through an organization which probably would not or could not 

have existed under the previous kinds of association, either the families, or the more 

economically determined form of the mid twentieth century. Folklorists, whose study 

has been traditional forms, have in recent decades recognised the centrality of agency 

to the production of forms. Performers are no longer regarded as ópassive bearers of 

traditionô (Glassie 2001: 43) and methodologies of recording and study have reflected 

this view. Henry Glassie and others have come to use the term óperformance theoryô 

(ibid: 45) to describe the relationship between agents, what they do, and the texts they 

produce.
16

 Performance theory helps us to locate the individual voice within the 

larger structure of a tradition, to examine how the individual voice is in dialogue with 

that tradition, and to value the individual voice as an essential element in the 

continuation of a tradition. The performer is ópositioned at a complex nexus of 

responsibilityô (Glassie 1995: 402), ókeeping faithô with both the past and the present. 

The active participation of the tradition-bearer impacts on the evolution of the 
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tradition, and is enabled in particular ways by the conditions within which the 

tradition finds itself. In this case these are the conditions of late-modernity, 

characterised by association over distance, methods of dissemination of information 

about the form, the ability for performers to meet and exchange ideas, and the 

production of discourse which seeks to control reception of the tradition. We might 

borrow Nikolas Roseôs term ótechnologiesô to describe these particular 

characteristics. Rose defines technologies as:  ó[é] assemblages of knowledges, 

instruments, persons, systems of judgement [é], underpinned at the programmatic 

level by certain presuppositions about, and objectives for, human beingsô (1996: 132).  

All of these characteristics were visible at Paignton. 

 

The study amongst other puppet ethnographies 

The ethnographic approach allows access to a field whose boundaries are still being 

mapped. In a puppet masterclass I attended run by John Bell in London in May 2009, 

researchers working in the area of performing objects expressed a common anxiety 

that, unlike in other disciplines, puppetry lacked a consistent theoretical perspective 

through which to be discussed. Whilst there was a sense of freedom in this, there was 

an accompanying sense of anxiety. As a group, we felt that we were forging new 

ways of thinking and talking about the supposedly inanimate object. Fortunately for 

my own research, there is a particular body of puppetry work amongst which this 

study is intended to sit and this provides some signposts. As well as a number of 

important non-ethnographic studies of modern and historical folk puppetry, including 

Catriona Kelly on Petrushka (1990), Metin And on Karagöz (1975) and Bennie 

Pratasik and John McCormick on European folk puppetry more generally (1998), 

there are a few noteworthy ethnographic studies of contemporary folk puppets.
17

 

Among these are Ward Keeler on wayang (1987), Jane Marie Law on awaji ningyo 

shibai (1997) and Joan Gross on Tchantchès (2001).  

 

What is most interesting, and useful, about all of these ethnographies is the way the 

folk puppet is seen to articulate concerns which are central to the community in 

which it finds itself. Ward Keeler suggests that óIn contemporary anthropology, much 

is made of the ways in which meaning is constructed by a cultureôs membersô (1987: 

261). He sets about understanding how meaning is constructed in Javanese culture 
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through the event of the wayang shadow puppet performance. In so doing he reveals 

subtleties about Javanese social interaction which other approaches might find 

elusive. Similarly, Jane Marie Lawôs study of awaji ningyo shibai puppetry and 

puppeteers (1997) is a way of bringing to the surface Japanese post-war concerns 

with identity. Law posits the revival of the traditional puppet as allowing a 

reconnection with the past. Joan Grossôs study of the Liège puppet Tchantchès (2001) 

is a way of looking at power relations in a linguistically heterogeneous community. 

Processing the anxiety of how one is identified through how one speaks is the central 

motive of Tchantchès performances, just as that anxiety informs interactions between 

different linguistic communities in Liège. Researching puppet ethnography is a way 

of understanding a communityôs relationship with itself. 

 

To put the present study next to these is to ask, firstly, what is it of which, in its 

contemporary context, Punch and Judy speaks, what does the performance of a Punch 

and Judy show bring to the surface, for performers, for audiences and for the wider 

community within which it finds itself? And secondly, how does the ethnographic 

method allow us to do this?  

 

Each of the three ethnographies I have cited provides a model in different ways and I 

borrow from each of them. Law begins with a history of ritual puppetry in Japan 

which offers a background to how that form is currently re-construed and re-

constituted in the light of contemporary needs. I locate Punch in an historical process, 

but suggest that Punch meets different contemporary needs than does Awaji puppetry. 

As I suggest, this difference revolves around the highly ritual nature of Awaji 

puppetry as distinct from that of Punch. Whilst there are ritual elements in Punch, 

notably its reliance on reassuring familiarity, these elements are far more secularised 

and far less pivotal to the role the form plays. Nostalgia, for example, plays an 

important role in both cases, but although it is part of the fabric and the pleasure of 

Punch, it is less central in confirming a sense of identity. What I take from Law is her 

confidence that there is a relationship between traditional puppetry and national, 

regional or class identity, that this has developed and modified over time, and that 

this can be got at through understanding how the performers approach their work.  

 

Gross has useful things to say in several ways. Again, these revolve around how 
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puppet theatre can be instrumental in mediating a sense of identity. She describes not 

only how the Walloon puppet theatres initially spoke directly of the identity of 

working-class performers and audiences, but how, in their decline, they became 

adopted by larger forces, the bourgeois audiences and the state, in their use of 

folklore as means to secure a sense of national identity. In the process they became 

óreified and packaged for consumptionô (Gross 2001: 67). Punch was never adopted 

by the British state to the same degree, but its being spoken about by educated 

commentators changed its relationship to its audiences and its manipulators. As a 

result of the interest in Tchantchès by new audiences, contestations over what 

constituted the tradition began to develop. Whilst contestations over Punch were not 

so clear cut, we shall see that a similar process of management of a publicly óownedô 

icon by a small group of skilled puppeteers has come about. 

 

In both of these cases, how connections to the past are processed through the 

performing object is of central interest. It is of central interest to this thesis, too. The 

very different conditions within which the object finds itself leads to different 

findings. How past-oriented identity is accessed, affirmed, contested and made 

malleable through the traditional object is a common theme. Understanding this 

process requires a common methodology. 

 

Keeler says something important when he suggests that the problem of ósurpassing 

descriptionô without óimposing alien judgementsô when considering art forms from 

cultures which are not ones own may be resolved by óconsidering an art form in the 

light of the relationships its performance occasionsô (1987: 17). Punch and Judy 

belongs to my own culture, but the point is still useful. Relationships - between 

puppeteers, between puppeteers and audiences, between puppeteers and those who 

write about them - are occasioned by it and its meaning might be read in the light of 

those relationships. This in itself may be justification enough for the ethnographic 

approach, but it also enables us to understand what takes place in a show by 

considering the context within which it takes place: how and why it has come to be 

where it is and how its audiences respond to it. 

 

One further commonality needs to be mentioned. Gross, Law and Keeler place 

themselves within the texts they produce and make explicit reference to their own 
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impacts on the outcome. I have already talked about the implications of this for this 

study. What it points to more generally is that these ethnographies involve a dialogue 

with performers, and that through this the voices of both the academy and the field 

are heard. 

 

In discussing these ethnographies, I am signalling some of the conclusions this 

ethnography makes. Namely, that skilled performers are now more collectively 

instrumental in defining the form and in managing an icon of identity which was once 

publicly óownedô; and that how the traditional form is handled, processed and 

understood, by performers, by audiences and by bookers, tells us something about the 

contemporary, late-modern relationship with the past.  

 

I have discovered that the show plays a different cultural function from what it did 

when I was a child and from what it did when the last major study was carried out. 

There seems to be in Britain at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of 

the twenty-first, a more mediated relationship with the past. Perhaps this is because 

óthe pastô has been commodified, turned into theme parks and so on; or perhaps 

because audiences have come to notice what was always the case, that óthe pastô is 

always in some sense (re)constituted. However it is, the show is more often used now 

to signal an acknowledgement of the past whose very acknowledgement also signals 

a disjunction with the past. Performers are more reflexively oriented towards the 

tradition than they seem to have been a few decades ago; the show is placed in more 

reflexively oriented contexts, too. This increased reflexivity had a bearing on how I 

was positioned by the Punch community. I use the term óreflexivityô to mean, at its 

simplest, óreflecting uponô; something which I will argue is a particular characteristic 

of the post-traditional mode of being (Gidddens 1990: 36-39). 

 

The study, then, is of the contemporary form. Although it contains some historical 

background, it is primarily concerned with Punch and Judy as it existed in England 

and Wales at the time of the study, between my first meeting with the performers at 

Aberystwyth in August 2006 and the Paignton meeting in March 2009. The 

geographical focus has come about both because there are almost certainly very few 

performers elsewhere and because the cultural currency of Punch seems to be 

different in those other places.
18 
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The shape of the thesis 

 
 

In Chapter One I describe how the current sense of identity has come about and how 

it contrasts with earlier conditions. I go on in Chapter Two to look at how the 

organizations seek to manage this sense of identity.  In chapters Three, Four and Five 

I consider the part that individual performers play in constituting the tradition, 

through bringing their own experiences and needs to it, experiences and needs which 

often differ from those of previous generations of performers. Here I consider how 

these impact on the material and dramaturgical aspects of the form. In Chapter Six I 

introduce the notion that context plays a critical part in determining what constitutes 

the form, both through how it is read and situated by audiences and bookers, and 

through how performers respond to those pressures. In Chapter Seven I extend this 

interrogation to include the more general cultural situatedness of Punch and Judy and 

how performers are negotiating its reception, particularly in and through the media.  

 

Writing  styles and conventions 

A degree of shaping takes place in the analysis and writing-up of research data, and 

discussions about the hermeneutics of writing-up occupy much ethnographic 

thinking; notably, the value of óauthor-saturatedô against óauthor-evacuatedô texts 

(Geertz, 1988: 9) is greatly debated. It is my intention to use a variety of modes 

appropriate to the content. Some will be analytical, as far as possible removing 

myself from the text; at other times, when I am involved in a dialogue with 

performers, or implicated in the production of discourse, I will be more visible in the 

text. This will involve subjective description. In the process of writing-up, key 

members of the College, Glyn Edwards and Clive Chandler (as well as my academic 

supervisor, Matthew Cohen) have been shown drafts of chapters and their responses 

have influenced what has been said and how. In seeking to respect both the demands 

of academic rigour and the desire amongst the Punch community that the document 

should be óreadableô, I have sought to strike a balance in the writing.  

 

Two terminological conventions need to be mentioned. Firstly, the gendered pronoun. 

To avoid gender bias it has been my practice, except where determined by context, to 

randomly use óheô or sheô; however, it will be noticed that óheô predominates over 

ósheô in the text, and this reflects the preponderance of men in the field. Secondly, 
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and partly for the same reason, I generally use the term óPunch performerô rather than 

the more conventional óPunchmanô. This raised issues with some performers. Partly 

they felt this might somewhat limit perceptions of them as they do lots of other things 

besides performing. More importantly, as was put to me by Clive Chandler, 

óperformerô lumps the best and the worst together and ignores the fact that the best 

individually create their shows and exhibit a smaller degree of mere replication 

implied by the term. Whilst I understood his concerns, no workable alternative was 

found. It needs to be stated, then, that the term is used when referring to them in their 

role as Punch puppeteer, whatever that role encompasses, and especially when 

distinguishing them from other types of puppeteer. It is hoped that any generalisation 

is avoided through talking about specific cases.  

 

Notes 

 
1 Commentators disagree over the derivation of this term, though most performers believe it 

comes from the supposed practice of money being collected in a bottle during the 

performance. This would prevent the collector, or óbottlerô, from stealing any of their 

earnings. The bottle was then smashed to retrieve the contents.  Supposed elaborations on this 

practice involved the bottler holding a live fly in his hand. If the fly were alive at the end of 

the performance, it would suggest the bottler had not opened his hand to pilfer the takings. 

 

2 This loose figure is based on membership of the Punch and Judy Fellowship, conversations 

with performers and a survey of Yellow Pages. Henrik Jurkowski was confident in 1998 that 

the number was around 300 (1998: 195). This difference does not indicate a decline so much 

as a problem in getting any kind of accurate figure. Some of the difficulties in estimating 

numbers may have to do with the anonymity of performers. Glyn Edwards, a leading Punch 

performer and someone who was instrumental in setting up the College and the PJF,  has told 

me he thinks the number is around 300, but did not challenge my assertion that it could be 

nearer 150. 

 

3 The term ópopularô is contested, especially when used in conjunction with the term 

ócultureô. I use it in the way that Catriona Kelly does in her discussion of Petrushka. She 

distinguishes ópopularô from óhighô, and in preference to ófolkloreô, since folklore 
carries the sense that it is less concerned with óimmediate contexts and historical factsô than it 

is with óremote originsô (1990: 8-9). 

4 I have seen shows by two female performers, Katey Wilde (Professor Peanuts) and Denise 

Pettit (Mrs Back-to-Front). Wilde is the daughter of Glyn and Mary Edwards and uses the 

performing name of her late grandfather who was a professional magician. (Glyn Edwards 

and Katey Wilde will be further discussed below). Pettit performs shows mainly for younger 

children. I have spoken to another female performer, Miraiker Battey, but I have not seen her 

show. Two important female performers have stopped performing in the last decade, Caroline 

Frost (Professor Caz) who is mentioned by Robert Leach (1985: 141) and who contributed a 

paper to The Slapstick Symposium (see below), and Wendy Warham, who worked a pitch at 

Swanage in Dorset. Rosa Peasley of Wolverhampton, now in her 70s, continues to perform 

(see Edwards 2009: 5). 
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5 Punch and Judy, Icons of Englishness website: 

http://www.icons.org.uk/theicons/collectionm/punchandjudy (accessed 18 December 2006). 

 

6 Brewer 2000: 99 

 

7 For a distinction between object and practice as a means of understanding a cultural form 

see Williams 1973: 16. 

 

8 For a discussion of the relationship between óthe academyô and óthe fieldô see Clifford 

Geertz (1988). 

 

9 óInterventionô is akin to Richard Schechnerôs notion of órestored behaviourô (1985: 77); this 

involves the deliberate reconstruction of events or practices.  

 

10 Anthony Giddens contrasts how traditions and cultural forms are more consciously shaped 

in the late modern period with how in pre-modern times they were shaped by local and less 

considered forces, such as the seasons, harvest and relations with the immediate community. 

This, he suggests, has considerable bearing on the whole idea of tradition, to the extent that, 

óIn oral cultures, tradition is not known as such, even those that are the most traditional of allô 

(1990: 37). The break with the embedded sense of self which this suggests, as it is currently 

experienced, is explored in Bauman 2008. 

 

11 This reversal is not unheard of in recent ethnography.  It has been explicitly acknowledged 

in work with Native Americans, amongst others, who have employed ethnographers to 

further a particular cause. These ethnographies sometimes come under the term óappliedô or 

óactionô anthropology (see Bennett 1996, and Payne 1998). 

 

12 The often quoted example of this is Geertzôs initiation into a community he was studying 

in óDeep Play: notes on the Balinese Cockfightô (1973). 

13 I saw a more graphic example of the control of discourse later on when a non-College 

performer who held very different views to that of The College was invited to a College-led 

workshop on the grounds, as Edwards graphically put it, that it was óbetter to have him 

standing on the inside of the tent pissing out, than on the outside pissing inô; a particularly apt 

analogy for a Punch performer 

 

14 The term ódiscursive formationô is borrowed from Foucault (1972: 31-40). Lidchi (1997: 

191) gives a workable definition: ó[é] the systematic operation of several discourses or 

statements constituting a ñbody of knowledgeò, which work together to construct a specific 

object/topic of analysis in a particular way, and to limit the other ways in which that 

object/topic may be constitutedô. I am suggesting that it is ósystematicô at the level of society 

as a whole, and, increasingly, at the global economic level. 

 

15 For a clear analysis of the emerging cultural studies perspective at this time, and a 

discussion of the complexities to which it gave rise and of which it is necessarily composed, 

see Stuart Hall (1980).  

 

16 This needs to be distinguished from the more familiar theatre studies understanding of 

performance theory which is a broader term perhaps most familiarly discussed in Richard 

Schechner's book of the same name (2003). There are similarities in that Schechner is 

interested in how the notion of performance extends beyond conventional theatre boundaries 

and how context is considered to contribute to its meaning; but in folklore studies, the term 

has a more precise definition and pre-dates Schechner's use. 

 

17 See also, Bogatyrev (1999), Danforth (1983), Foley (2001, 2004), Kamenetsky (1984), 

Keller (1959), Malkin (1976), Myrsiades and Myrsiades (1988), Ozturk (2006), Sherzer and 



 44 

Sherzer (1987), Smith (2004), Solomonik (1992), and Virulrak and Foley (2001). This list is 

not exhaustive, but it gives an indication of the range of non-ethnographic writing about 

traditional puppetry forms. 

 

18 Although Leach says that óScotland never seems to have been very receptive to Punch and 

Judy [é]ô (1985: 113), recent unpublished research suggests that there were quite a few 

performers there in the past. I am in correspondence with Martin MacGilp who has made 

some very thorough, unpublished, studies of local library and newspaper archives in Scotland 

and is uncovering evidence of shows which have not been reported in the more available 

puppet journals (see MacGilp 2009). He has found mention of several families performing in 

Scotland for a number of generations, including the Morrisons and the Codonas. From 

approximately the 1930s to the 1950s, George Peat had ófive unitsô touring the west of 

Scotland with Punch. However, as MacGilp suggests, Punch would be unlikely to be 

considered an icon of Scottishness as it has been of Englishness. Punch also appeared in the 

British colonies, certainly after the Second World War. Bruce Macloud, an important Scottish 

performer, toured Australia, New Zealand, India, Ceylon and South Africa. There are still a 

few Punch performers in Australia; one, Chris van der Craats, has told me there are three or 

four. Paul McPharlin was involved in the production of a number of Punch shows under the 

New Deal in the USA in the 1930s (see Hayes, 1930 and Howard, 2006). 
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Chapter One: History, historiography, association, organization and festival: the 

formation of an identity 

 

In this chapter I map a history of Punch and Judy from its earliest days to the 

formation of the Punch and Judy College of Professors, in order to lay foundations 

upon which to talk about the contemporary situation. This takes us up to the moment 

where the last major study left off. I lay out the cultural conditions under which the 

form developed and suggest that the emerging dominant culture during this period 

strove to ó[é] reorganize popular culture; to enclose and confine its definitions and 

forms within a more inclusive range of dominant formsô (Hall 1981: 223). I argue that 

this shaped the performersô perceptions of themselves and helped determine the 

function and content of the show. I go on to suggest that, by contrast, in recent 

decades performers have become active bearers of their own tradition, taking charge 

of their own narratives. The thesis argues that this more than anything else accounts 

both for the variety and the consistency of shows which are currently performed. It is 

in analysing this taking charge that the actual human beings, their motives and 

contesting personalities rather than historical processes can more easily be seen. I 

conclude with a description of an event where this combination of human 

intervention and historical process finds expression: the Covent Garden Mayfayre. 

 

Rhetorics of celebration and subordination in the histories 

It is difficult to separate the actual history of Punch and Judy from the writing of its 

history. Gross argues that óWhen puppet theaters enter the intellectual discourse we 

can detect the process of selection and reshapingô (2001: 43). This process began very 

early on in the history of the glove puppet form of Punch and Judy. For reasons 

particular to the time it emerged, the show very quickly seems to have become 

appropriated within a developing middle-class discursive formation which served to 

construct an identity for the working-class. Most Punch historians have not remarked 

on this relationship; however Scott Cutler Shershow (1994, 1995) and Rosalind 

Crone (2006) do a very thorough job of describing the showôs role in what they 

suggest is a mutually constitutive construction of identity.
1
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Fig. 3 Cruikshank illustration from the Payne-Collier transcription of  Picciniôs Punch 

and Judy show. Judy is belabouring Punch (1828: 108) 

 

The marionette Punch had been mentioned by Pepys in his diary on 1662, and 

appearances at shows were documented by, among others, Sir Richard Steele in 1709 

(Leach 1985: 22) and in a poem, óA dialogue between Mad Mullinex and Timothyô  

by Jonathon Swift in around 1730 (ibid: 23). Early writings about the glove puppet 

show were distinct from these, however, in that they appear to have been deliberately 

produced for an educated audience. This may reflect developing notions that such an 

audience existed. 

 

John Payne-Collierôs 1828 transcription of a specially arranged performance by the 

octogenarian Italian performer Giovanni Piccini, with engravings by George 

Cruikshank, (Fig. 3), is prefaced by a óhistoryô of puppetry in England. It has a faux-

literary style and extensive footnotes, some in Greek.
2
 The book was reprinted many 

times and is still available. Speaight suggests that Collier produced the text more as a 

ócreativeô than a documentary act (1970: 82), and in reading it we need to be aware of 

the special nature of the performance. Piccini was brought out of semi-retirement to 

perform and the show was halted several times so that Cruikshank could sketch the 

principal incidents. This is less problematic, as Leach suggests, than the óliterary 

overtonesô of the text itself - a text, he believes, impossible to play with the swazzle 

(1985: 15). The transcription may well also contain episodes and dialogue Collier 
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remembers from seeing the show as a child in Brighton.  It is a fascinating but 

unreliable glimpse of the show performed by perhaps its earliest exponent. 

(According to Leach [1985: 145], the script was the basis of a revival of a more 

subversive trend in performance in the 1970s and 80s.)  

 

Some 30 years later, the exoticism of the show seems to have remained of central 

interest for the educated classes. In John Mayhewôs 1851 interview with a 

óPunchmanô, the showman is positioned within a discourse which accentuates and 

thus controls his otherness. The interview is part of Mayhewôs huge documentary 

account of the capitalôs underclasses, London Labour and the London Poor. Some 

indication of Mayhewôs opinion is clear from the fact that he places the showman in 

the category of the ónomadô as distinct from the ócivilized manô (see Himmelfarh, 

1981: 312). He is not given a name, he is a kind of exotic puppet within the frame of 

Mayhewôs account; an account to which, according to Gertrude Himmelfarh, 

Mayhew óadded colour of his ownô (1971: 316). Importantly, the puppeteer accedes 

to his being cast in this role. We should not be surprised by this; these men were 

trying to make a living, and, anyway, as McCormick and Pratasik point out, óIn most 

cases the showmen accepted patriarchal values without question and believed in the 

status quoô (1998: 11).  

 

Twentieth century writers, Speaight (1955, 1970) and Byrom (1972), although they 

offer histories, do not ólocate ñPunch and Judyò in the actual processes of social life 

and cultural transmission at a particular periodô (Shershow 1994: 527). Leach goes 

some way towards doing this (1995: 30-48), but in raising Punch to the status of 

working-class hero, he ignores the fact that Punch is entirely self-seeking and ó[é] in 

no sense represents liberation for its second titular characterô (Shershow 1995: 167). 

It is as if, like other working-class óheroesô, Mother Courage or Shweyk, for example, 

or indeed Richard Hoggartôs myopic working-class óusô (1957: 72-101), Punch is a 

victim of his own charisma, individualism and desire for immediate gratification. 

These celebratory accounts which valorise Punch in either direction construct 

narratives which only reconfirm the process of assimilation.  
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The performersô historian, George Speaight 

The account to which performers themselves are most attached is that of George 

Speaight. Glyn Edwards in his obituary of Speaight states, óGeorge was pivotal to the 

Punch and Judy tradition as it has currently developed [é] George gave us the 

history of the tradition so that we might take it and help it blossomô (2006: 7). 

Speaightôs History of English Puppet Theatre (1955), whilst in print, was the most 

comprehensive source for those interested in Punch and English puppetry. The 

research he did was thorough and painstaking, and his passion for Punch and Judy led 

him to hold an influential position. He was frequently brought out in defence and 

advocacy of the tradition, for example appearing as Pepys in Punchôs official 325
th
 

birthday celebrations in Covent Garden where he was interviewed by Glyn Edwards 

for his 1987 television documentary, As Pleased as Punch. Speaight was an 

articulate, enthusiastic and fondly regarded advocate. 

 

 

Fig. 4 George Speaight as Samuel Pepys at the 325
th
 birthday of Punch, Covent 

Garden (from the collection of George Speaight at the V&A) 

 

But his was a partial and paternalistic view; one which is evident when we consider 

how he distinguishes between the marionette and the glove-puppet. He sees the 

marionette as óan actor in miniatureô (1970: 17), in the world of the ówealthy and 

sophisticatedô (ibid: 10), and the glove puppet as a óspecies on its ownô (ibid) in the 

world of óthe simple - the pure at heartô (ibid: 16). Amongst these he identifies an 
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otherwise disparate community: ópeasants and labourersô and óartists and poetsô 

(ibid); a community deeply imbued with an English and bucolic sensibility, albeit one 

which has been grafted onto an urban environment, and one which sees Punch as 

drawing his vitality from the tradition of óThe English Clownô (ibid: 22-29).  Speaight 

situates Punch as an intrinsically English creation. It is a view which locates the 

origins of Punch not in the changing urban landscape of the late Regency period, but 

in an idealised pre-industrial environment.
3
 Whilst it is easy to see how he can place 

Punch among the aesthetic of other vernacular English forms, ófigureheads of ships, 

and the flamboyant horses of fairground roundaboutsô (1970: 119), we must consider 

that that notion of Englishness might itself be a construction, and one made from a 

particular (class) standpoint.  

 

I take a different historiographical approach. Whilst acknowledging the complicity of 

performers in the construction of class identities, and the fact that the writings 

constitute much of the meaning of the form for performers, I seek to separate the 

actual chronology from the discourses in an attempt to account for its absorption into 

the fabric of the bourgeois discursive formation of which Speaightôs óhistoryô was a 

product.  

 

 Early Chronology of Punch 

Some commentators see an ancient ancestry in Punch. Byrom and Speaight draw a 

very faint line back to the stock figures of the Dorian Mimes; this may derive more 

from conjecture than hard fact. However, most commentators are agreed that the 

character of Pulcinella in the commedia dellôarte, which may have been a descendent 

of those Mimes, was the forerunner of Punch, the name being an anglicising of the 

original (see Rudlin 1994).
4
  

 

How the Commedia figure Pulcinella transformed eventually into the English glove 

puppet Punch is a matter of some debate. We know that Punch was a very popular 

marionette from the late seventeenth century, having been brought to England as 

Pulcinella by Italian puppeteer Signor Bologna (Pietro Gimonde), very soon after 

1660, following the interregnum. Samuel Pepys wrote of seeing a performance with 

Punch in it by Bologna in Covent Garden in 1662, and in the next few years recorded 

shows by other Italian puppeteers. Punch, the marionette (in this case with a rod into 
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the head and strings or wires to the limbs), soon became a regular character in the 

thriving puppet theatres of the eighteenth century, often providing comic relief. 

According to Philip John Stead, he was finding his way óinto every kind of puppet 

showô (1950: 60). He and his wife, then called Joan, catered for sophisticated 

audiences on the stages of the leading puppet companies of the time, those of Martin 

Powell and Charlotte Charke (Speaight 1970: 51-59). The puppet also appeared in 

shows in fairground booths around the country. Speaight suggests that glove puppets 

were sometimes used as well, appearing óat the windowô as an outside attraction to 

the larger marionette shows inside (1970: 72). Contemporary illustrations support his 

view (Fig. 5). 

 

Fig. 5 Detail from The Humours and Diversions of Southwark Fair by William 

Hogarth, 1733. Two glove puppet figures can be made out above the box to the left of 

the hobby horse, apparently crossing sticks; the sign above reads óPunches Operaô. 

 

It is unclear whether these glove puppet performances contained Punch, or to what 

extent they resembled the show as it later became. Speaight believes they did, but his 

evidence is scant (Speaight 1995: 201). By the end of the eighteenth century, 

however, Punch had completely transformed into the glove puppet booth form we 

know today. In this form it retained many of the features of the marionette show, 

among them Punchôs shrewish wife, whom he regularly beat, and his encounter with 

the Devil. The show gradually introduced new features including a live dog, Toby, a 
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Hangman, a Clown, a Policeman or Beadle, and later, a Crocodile. Several of these 

originally purely puppet characters came to be associated with actual figures of the 

day.  Scaramouch became Clown Joey after Joey Grimaldi; the Hangman came to be 

named after Jack Ketch, the most famous hangman of the early nineteenth century; 

and the servant, óNiggerô, or óShallaballaô became Jim Crow after the very popular 

black-face music-hall character performed by T.D. Rice in the 1830s (see Fisler 

2005). 

 

It is difficult to know the exact state of marionette puppetry in England at the end of 

the eighteenth century, though it seems to have been in decline. What is clear is that 

glove puppetry started to become more visible. McCormick and Pratasik suggest that 

this was due to another continental influx, óThe Napoleonic period released onto the 

roads of Europe a wave of showmen (especially Italians), with their simple booths 

and small troupes of glove puppetsô (1998: 114). 

 

Fig. 6 Samuel Collings: The Italian Puppet Show (Leach 1985: 38) 

 

Among these show people was Piccini who arrived in England in 1779. It was shortly 

after this that the first records of the show appeared in the form of paintings and 

drawings. In these, the show is depicted in the streets with an audience comprising a 

wide social spectrum, and a mixture of adults and children, though predominantly 

adults (Fig. 6). It is unlikely that the subsequent establishment of the form was due to 

one man, and though Piccini is the only performer of whom we have any certain 

record, the seemingly rapid spread of the show suggests that it was taken up by others 

very soon after his arrival. Since Punch was already a popular figure, it is not difficult 
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to imagine puppeteers seizing on the idea. The fact that there were probably a number 

of different versions alongside the one we know today adds weight to this view 

(Leach 1985: 37-47). Speaight is reluctant to give much credit to Piccini, arguing 

instead that existing showmen hit upon the formula for success almost by accident: 

 

[é] the puppet showmen were reduced to performing where and when they 

could in the streets, wherever people passed and could be induced to listen 

[é] they stumbled unawares upon the recipe for success [é] people would 

stop who would not have gone in to see a show (1950: 180-181). 
 

In being thrown out onto the streets, as Speaight puts it, the show became very 

closely associated with its alfresco audience and their concerns. In order to keep the, 

literally, passing trade, the show had to reflect their interests. At this stage of its 

career it reflected deep anxieties about marriage and the law, satirically expressed. 

The exaggerations of violence towards one-another, child, Beadle, Doctor and 

foreigner, may have been a kind of wish-fulfilment amongst people whose lives were 

daily characterised by these irritations and anxieties. 

 

What is interesting in England is the degree to which the figure was adapted to an 

already existing character whilst remaining consistent to its original. Punch is only 

one of several ódescendentsô of Pulcinella, but in other European countries, and 

presumably through the same process of showmen crossing borders and 

intermingling, the character took root but transformed more radically, or came to be 

ousted by newer popular figures or already existing ones. In German speaking areas, 

for instance, the role was taken over by Kasperle, in Holland by Jan Klaassen, in 

Hungary by Vitez Laszlo. Speaight suggests that only in the countries not defeated by 

Napoleon did the óPulcinella character survive in its assimilated formô (1970: 145).
5
 

A question arises from this: if popular puppets or puppetry responded to local 

conditions, what were the local conditions which meant that in England Punch 

remained, at least outwardly, the same? I think the answer lies in the second part of 

my enquiry: how Punch became assimilated into the bourgeois discourse. 

 

Historical context of the early form: assimilation by middle-class audiences 

Picciniôs arrival in England and the transformation of the show into a glove puppet 

coincided with a period of deep and rapid social and cultural upheaval. We might 
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think of the resulting change in terms of Williamôs notion of óstructures of feelingô 

(2006: 36), from one set or expression of social relations to another. The impact on all 

cultural forms and their ability to represent the emerging hegemony was called into 

question. Each had to find its own new place, adapt or perish. As James Walvin 

suggests, human beings were entering unknown territory, ó[The] complex, 

interrelated forces of urbanisation and industrialisation had produced a society which, 

by the 1840s, was qualitatively different from any previous human societyô (1978: 3). 

The laxities and excess of the Regency period were being replaced by the sobriety, 

industry, regularisation of work and moral uprightness (at least outwardly) of the 

Victorian. This inevitably wrought changes on popular forms of culture which were 

often subject to suppression. However, attempts to suppress popular forms and 

activities were not as straightforward as might be supposed and the changes often 

seem to reflect a sense of regret toward their passing, so that many remained in some 

residual, appropriated or even reinvigorated form.  

 

Robert Malcolmson (1982) suggests that where popular forms and activities did 

survive, this was usually because they accorded with some economic or (middle) 

class interest, or were made to. So, for instance, 

 

[...] those fairs, especially the smaller ones, which blended pleasure with 

business were usually much more resilient than those which were strictly for 

pleasure; when a fair became economically redundant (and many did during 

the Victorian period) it was much more liable to attack (Malcolmson 1982: 

34). 

 

Where class interests were less directly bound up with economics, other 

considerations were invoked. The gentry hunted, but the blood-sports of the working-

classes were frequently outlawed. The basis of this type of discrimination was usually 

presented as moral. The Society for the Suppression of Vice, one of a number of such 

organizations which came into being in the early part of the nineteenth century and 

whose purpose was the improvement of public morals, argued that ó[é] surely a 

greater benefit cannot be conferred upon [the lower classes], than to deprive them of 

such amusements as tend to impair their healthô (cited in Malcolmson 1982: 41).
 6
 

 

New laws were put in place and old ones revived to regulate behaviour in public 

places. The vagrancy laws, originally introduced in the sixteenth and seventeenth  
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centuries to deal with the threat of armed gangs then roaming the countryside, were 

re-instituted by a parliamentary select committee in 1821, along with a number of 

other laws, with the intention of the moral reformation of the people. It was clear, 

though, that these laws could be directed against itinerant performers, and objections 

were raised in Parliament by members who did not share the reformersô zeal. One MP 

hoped, ó[é] that my friend Mr Punch, as well as any persons who carry wild beasts 

for show, will not be included in the list of vagrants by this law, as they are subject of 

great and general amusementô (cited in Wilson 2007: 390).  

 

Feelings about Punch were indeed mixed. On the one hand he was the most 

ubiquitous example of entertainments considered to encourage idleness, and which 

therefore should be shunned in an age whose industry was largely prompted by a fear 

that the fruits of industry could easily disappear - a fear made the sharper by the 

reality of revolution across the Channel - and on the other hand he represented a time 

when the óair was freerô (Wilson, in Reeve 2008a).
 
In the 1820s, according to Ben 

Wilson, óOlder people looked back at Punch as a time when you could do what you 

wanted before the moral police came alongô.
7 
Punch was an especially acute reminder 

to the nineteenth century bourgeois of, ó[é] what it was like when in youth he was 

really aliveô (Sennett, 1977: 152). He represented also the kind of plain-speaking and 

lack of hypocrisy on which the English had prided themselves and which the new 

respectability was in danger of destroying. He was a repository of a particular kind of 

folk-memory which was held dear, but was no longer deemed entirely acceptable. 

The show continued to be played in the streets, but increasingly performers adapted 

themselves to the new conditions. Crone describes the changes succinctly, 

 

It was a sense of nostalgia that prompted early Victorian middle- and upper-

class men to invite Punch into their homes. They had found immense joy in 

the show during their youth as young ómen about townô, seeing in the puppet a 

reflection of the pleasurable elements of Regency culture, including hedonism 

and misogyny. The process of street clearing and the increasing regulation of 

public space in respectable neighborhoods helped to fan this sentimentality as 

respectable men feared that Punch shows were fast becoming a relic of the 

past (2006: 1071). 

 

This ambivalence with its confusions, regrets and possibilities was part of a larger 

process of creation of class-identity occurring at this time (see Williams 1958: xiii-

xx). 
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Fig. 7 Punch in the Victorian drawing room c.1871 (Speaight 1970: 119) 

 

Wilson suggests that in this different landscape, new economies were operating 

(Reeve 2008a). If Punch was to survive it would survive in a new way; as the 

purchasing power of the middle-classes increased, so they came to control the market 

and define the culture along the lines of the new respectability. Punch was cherished, 

but seen as vulgar.  Its invitation into the middle-class drawing rooms in the middle 

of the century was suggestive of two counter-tendencies. Firstly, it reminded the 

newly arrived petit-bourgeois of the pleasure they had had as children when they 

watched the show in the streets and before they had drawing rooms to seek shelter in, 

and secondly, it was a means by which they could control and emasculate the 

vulgarity of which Punch was the keenest exponent. Mayhewôs Punchman (Mayhew 

1949 [1851]: 437-438) makes a distinction between the shows he performs for óthe 

street peopleô, who are óall for the comicô, and the ósentimental folksô, for whom he is 

obliged óto preform [sic] werry steady and werry slow [é] spiling [sic] the 

performance entirelyô.  He blames óthe march of hintellectô for the need to adapt, and 

indeed the economic prosperity at the beginning of the century produced a class of 

upwardly mobile families which were radically changing the make-up of society, 

demanding better education and buying and reading ómagazines eager to educate the 

willing massesô (Wilson 2007: 316).  

 

Along with this came the now economically viable insulation of childhood. Crone 

suggests, óThe development of the Punch and Judy show after 1850 was fuelled by a 


