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PRAISE FOR
CORNWALL UNCHARTED

‘I fell in love with Cornwall all over again with this captivating, beautifully written book. Paul Taylor-McCartney threads queerness through the county’s extraordinary land and seascape – showing how place and locality matter to the way we think about and experience desire, friendship and community. In a narrative at once historical, poetic and deeply personal, he centres the county in a wider queer history of artistic and political networks, of punitive national laws, and of the devastation wrought by the HIV virus. There is, he shows, a particular Cornish inflection to queer concealment, creativity and culture (Taylor-McCartney’s guiding themes) – and has been for centuries.

Richly illustrated and with tantalising guides to further reading, Cornwall Uncharted vividly remaps this corner of England – for everyone.’

Professor Matt Cook, author of Writing Queer History (Writing History) and Queer Beyond London: LGBTQ stories from four English cities

‘A wonderfully written and timely presentation of Cornwall’s queer history. A book that reminds us of the diversity of voices this county has always held and that it is a place where the landscape itself has provided haven and shelter. A marvellous achievement.’

Sam K. Horton, author of Gorse and Ragwort




FOREWORD

When we first started researching queer Cornish history nine years ago, the concept that queer lives had always been nestled within our history and our landscape was often met with scepticism. When we first attended Cornwall Pride in 2017, people were surprised to see a Cornish heritage institution among the stands. We went with the mantra of ‘we have always existed’ and this rallying cry is still prevalent in the work of Queer Kernow CIC today. Queer stories are often hidden – sometimes purposefully buried – but any historian will tell you that absence of evidence isn’t evidence of absence, especially during periods of criminalisation. Since its founding in 2020, Queer Kernow CIC has worked with museums, galleries and archives across Cornwall to uncover these hidden histories and share, educate and engage the public with the findings. We are so pleased that Paul Taylor-McCartney is shining a spotlight onto the rich history of queer lives in Cornwall and the way that these stories are intrinsically tied into the landscape that surrounds us.

In the first book of its kind, Cornwall Uncharted illustrates how our small Celtic nation is an agent in its own queer history; how its landscape and culture is not just a staging for its players but very much part of the story. Through his careful examination of archives, literature and landscape, Taylor-McCartney has crafted a book that explores the themes of concealment, culture and creativity throughout the centuries and into the modern day.

This study weaves a trail through six distinctive Cornish landscapes, from the bustling urban taprooms, familiar to figures like Samuel Foote, to the secluded shorelines of artist colonies that served as a haven for creatives such as Gluck, Tuke and Bryher. Various chapters introduce notable Cornish figures spanning a considerable period, from the fourteenth century to the modern day. With beautiful illustrations from James Innerdale and the author’s own ‘Traveller’s Reflections’ scattered throughout the book, Cornwall Uncharted feels as if you are stepping into these unique landscapes alongside the author as he brings these queer Cornish figures to life.

The journey through queer history is just as varied as you would expect from Cornwall’s diverse landscape. Taylor-McCartney explores the origins of drag as they relate to Samuel Foote’s risqué performances in Georgian England, the creativity and queerness of great Cornish artistic spaces throughout the centuries, the determined campaign for rights and recognition, celebration from modern day organisations and, of course, the darker side of queer history: painful stories painted across the land that resulted in tragic loss and solemn reflection.

Cornwall Uncharted treads a unique and refreshing path across the land, a new way to explore the beauty of Cornwall and appreciate the queer figures that lie intertwined with the rugged cliffs, desolate moors and quaint fishing villages that we call home. We were here. We will always be here. We hope that you enjoy the journey.

Sophie Meyer & Nicki Foley

Founders of Queer Kernow CIC




STATEMENT ON TERMINOLOGY AND ATTRIBUTION

Throughout this book I use the term ‘queer’ in three principal ways. First, where individuals named themselves, lived with partners in clear view or were publicly known in their lifetime as queer, I describe them using the terms gay, lesbian, bisexual or queer, as appropriate. Second, where there is strong evidence of same-sex desire or gender nonconformity but no open declaration, I refer to queer attachments and offer queer readings of a life or body of work. Third, where the evidence is limited, or where families and estates might reasonably prefer to honour a person’s own silence, I remain close to what the historical record can substantiate: specific relationships, encounters, periods of difficulty and moments of official scrutiny, without assigning a definitive identity. I also employ ‘queer’ as an umbrella adjective for sexual orientations and gender identities that fall outside heterosexual and cisgender norms. I do so with an awareness that – while widely reclaimed at the time of writing – the term remains contested because of its history as a slur. Methodologically, I draw on queer theory’s use of the word as a critical lens through which to consider how sex and gender variance have been represented, regulated and lived in distinct historical and cultural contexts, while seeking to avoid anachronistic labelling of earlier periods. Within LGBTQIA+ usage, I also follow the common convention that the ‘Q’ may denote both ‘queer’ and, in some contexts, ‘questioning’.




INTRODUCTION

Cornwall Uncharted offers the first full-length, critical examination of Cornwall’s underexplored queer histories. It takes a wide-angle view of the region and traces a layered narrative across six thematic domains. My argument is simple but, I hope, persuasive: Cornwall has been, and still is, a vital site for queer concealment, culture and creativity – themes that are inseparable from the region’s varied, inspiring and much-loved landscape.

The idea for the book began with a walk to see the lighthouse on Godrevy Island, St Ives Bay. As I stared across the choppy, tidal waters that separated land from island, I remembered that a young Virginia Woolf had seen the same lighthouse during childhood holidays in St Ives, and the view would later help shape her seminal novel, To the Lighthouse (1927). That small link between place, memory and fiction set me to thinking about Cornwall as a refuge. I began to wonder how and for whom this region might have offered cover: a place where queer writers, performers, artists and public figures could live and work with a little more room than their home streets allowed, particularly before the Sexual Offences Act (of 1967) that signalled the start of decriminalising sex between men in England and Wales – when suspicion of queerness or of sympathising with queers could carry grave consequences for the individual and those close to them.

As an openly gay man, those early musings clarified my purpose. I wanted to use my writing, and my relative freedom, to bring concealed figures into view. My aim was not to sensationalise private lives, but to recognise and pay homage to a long, entangled lineage of queer creatives and campaigners who found, on this Atlantic edge, room to experiment, to create their own culture, and also, in many cases, to love whom their hearts so desired, rather than what society deemed permissible and legal, and all done while serving the common life of parishes, towns and audiences.

A necessary caveat follows. For much of the period covered here, the risks of exposure were severe. Public declarations were rare and private admissions, if made at all, were coded. Many of the primary sources I consulted as part of the research – parish records, court papers, letters, journals, club minutes, newspapers, sketches, dedications and family stories – speak in half-tones. They show patterns of silence, euphemism and gesture: a change of household; a studio arrangement; a cluster of friendships; a scandal hurriedly denied; a will that provides for a ‘companion’ before kin. Therefore, some attributions remain provisional, and quite a few assumptions about gender and sexual identity may never carry the weight of incontrovertible proof. This is not because the lives that feature in this book were any less real than yours or mine, but because personal, social and legal pressures at the time did not allow the kinds of public confessions that many modern queers, me included, can and should never take for granted. After all, these kinds of private lives were never meant to grace the public record.

My research has led to some remarkable discoveries about a diverse range of people and places. In several cases, the archive introduced me to figures I had barely known before. Yet, throughout, I have tried to manage the project as an act of care: continually striving to see the whole person behind a name or an achievement and safeguarding complexity by leaving room for uncertainty. I have learnt that present vocabularies, queer or otherwise, cannot always adequately map the past. That said, if this book helps even one person recognise a lineage to which they belong or gives another a wider sense of a group who helped shape Cornwall’s artistic and public life, the effort will have been worthwhile.

The method owes much to existing community and county work. Organisations and collections across Cornwall have shown that queer history is already here, if one knows where to look, and their work has acted as both source and guide. In particular, Queer Kernow’s credo (https://queerkernow.co.uk) that ‘Queer History is Cornish History’, its ‘Queer Trails Map’ and Cornish Queer History Project, as well as the LGBTQIA+ collections at the Kresen Kernow Archives and the ongoing work of the Cornwall Museums Partnership, present the image of a collective body of people doing their utmost to bring ‘hidden’ histories into public view. Together with local archivists, museums, Pride organisers and community historians, these services and initiatives have not only given me the courage to write this book, but they have confirmed the value of reading Cornwall’s landscapes, institutions and everyday sites as a dispersed, living archive in its own right. As a consequence, I came to read cliffs, coves, lanes, studios, chapels, pubs and parade routes as record-keepers, and to treat tide tables, route maps, garden walls and oral testimony as part of the region’s urban, coastal and rural environs, places where memory is stored in paths and practices as much as in paper. For that reason, I include a short personal reflection at the end of each chapter, tracing how these histories and sites feel underfoot today.

Three inter-related themes run through the book: concealment, culture and creativity. Although concealment often carries negative connotations, here it names what the Cornish coast and towns make possible. Coves, slipways, walled gardens, chapel yards and narrow lanes have encouraged – and no doubt still do, to this day – artists, performers, writers and public figures to live more honestly by choosing when and how to be seen; neither hiding nor parading, but timing visibility to tide and street. From such geographies, a distinct culture often emerged, built on self-made circuits of studios and inns, assembly rooms and printers: an everyday infrastructure that answered to place rather than to urban-centred duty.

Of note, the topic of class is also considered. Many of the figures who made Cornwall their home – particularly the creatives – arrived with considerable financial, cultural and social capital: money of their own, family names, London and international networks, schools and clubs, patrons and publishers. Those means bought time and rooms and sometimes helped soften scandal, making travel and disappearance easier. Most native Cornish people did not have that luxury. Farmers, fishers and miners worked to weather and wage. Privacy was thin, parish talk travelled fast, and the law fell unevenly.

Yet these engineered circuits would have also relied on local labour and craft – the framer, the boatman and the caretaker, to name but a few – so these two classes of people most likely often worked together. In this light, many of the ‘outsiders’ discussed here helped incubate creative industries and lay the foundations for the region’s rich artistic culture – a line, I would argue, that runs into the present, alongside the unfinished task of widening who gets to belong within contemporary queer culture.

Creativity, in another respect, is the conversion of setting into artistic and literary form: tides into narrative tempo; weather into verse; granite edges into compositional edge; and, importantly, alternative selves coming into view alongside refigured political and personal outlooks. I do not argue, as one historian once did, that creativity in the arts is somehow inherently linked to being queer. I do, however, employ the queer concept of ‘doubleness’ or ‘double address’ when discussing works by some literary figures, particularly internal conflict and ‘divided’ self-perception, as individuals attempted the tricky act of navigating a heteronormative or cisnormative society while holding a marginalised sexual or gender identity.

The journeys traced here are also framed by legal snapshots, so chapters move between ecclesiastical censure and the 1533 Buggery Act, through the 1861 consolidation and the 1885 Labouchere Amendment, to twentieth-century armed-forces bans and the partial decriminalisation of 1967, with its ‘in private’ caveats, and on to later reforms. By consulting and referencing Bodmin’s gaol and assize calendars – including court lists that record names, offences, dates and verdicts – I attempt to map how and where certain relationships entered the legal record. I also examine the terminology used by judges, courts and newspapers to describe these cases, noting how official language framed intimacy, suspicion and ‘offence’ in different periods, usually employing terms that would be considered both dehumanising and derogatory by today’s standards.

It is also worth stating what this book is not. It is not a full, chronological history of people and movements related to Cornish queer identity. This was a conscious act on my part, as I was keen to explore unconventional and unbeaten paths to the present day – with resulting journeys reflected on by a set of themes. Furthermore, although the research is extensive, it is not complete and is unlikely ever to be, which is a typical feature of queer research of this kind. New evidence continues to emerge through archival work, community projects and fresh scholarship, including the testimonies of those whose lives were changed forever by the AIDS crisis of the 1980s and 1990s. For that reason, this book can only ever offer a snapshot of Cornwall’s queer histories at the time of writing.

I could not include every figure, period, discipline or sub-region. Some figures receive extended attention over others (Samuel Foote, Virginia Woolf and Daphne du Maurier, for instance) and some areas or sub-regions appear only in passing, or not at all, including significant portions of Cornwall’s north coast (such as the communities of Padstow and Bude). That imbalance is not intentional; it merely reflects what the record offered and where evidence could be checked and verified.

Nor is this a book that treats every friendship as erotic or every coded sentence as confession. I note possibilities and patterns and draw on a wide range of sources to substantiate my points, but I do not claim proof where none is available. I make very few assertions that have not already been suggested by earlier writers and researchers, as well as by community historians and descendants. Neither is this a religious history of Cornwall, and it does not try to compete with the many valuable books already written about Cornish Methodism and chapel life. Those studies map a rich and complicated story of belief, class, politics and community, showing how chapels shaped everything from education and music to mutual aid, respectability and local authority. My use of religion here is more limited. I return to chapel and parish culture only when it clarifies the book’s central concern: how people learned discretion, how reputations were made and unmade, and how local forms of watchfulness shaped what could be said, done or quietly understood. In many towns and villages, the chapel functioned as a social hub as much as a spiritual one, and knowledge often travelled through its networks without ever becoming official record. That silence matters to a queer history. It helps explain why concealment so often appears not as a dramatic act, but as an ordinary practice: a daily calibration of speech, movement and visibility within communities where belonging carried conditions.

And finally, this is not a heritage brochure. Maps and routes here are interpretive tools, not instructions. My aim is to open paths for others to explore: to invite debate, discussion and correction and to leave room for new evidence and voices not yet in the record.

***

Our journey starts in the streets of Truro, Penzance and Newquay in Chapter 1: Urban Centres of Queer Concealment and Performance, walking from taprooms and halls where Samuel Foote, Oscar Wilde, Annie Williams and Lettice Floyd learnt how to manage visibility – turning jokes, lectures and suffrage meetings into early queer stages. From there, we follow the coast road to Lamorna, Newlyn, Falmouth and the Isles of Scilly in Chapter 2: Artistic Colonies and Coastal Retreats, stepping into gardens, studios and island paths where Gluck, Marlow Moss, Ithell Colquhoun, Cedric Morris and Arthur Lett-Haines, Henry Scott Tuke, Bryher and H.D. test new ways of living and ‘looking’.

The route then swings north to Godrevy (St Ives) and inland to Launceston in Chapter 3: Lighthouses and Keeps, reading lighthouse beams and castle stairs with Virginia Woolf, Edward II and Piers Gaveston, and Charles Causley, as devices for pacing approach, distance and desire. Turning off into lanes and moorland tracks, Chapter 4: Rural Hinterlands and Secret Valleys takes us through Zennor, Sennen and the Fal River and Estuary, where John Heath-Stubbs, Tamsin Wilton, Mary Butts and Violet Trefusis show how legend, oral history and quiet villages allowed queer lives to pass with minimal fuss.

We then follow roads to Fowey and up to Bodmin in Chapter 5: Du Maurier’s Cornwall: Hideaways and Carceral Histories, pairing Daphne du Maurier’s coves and house-fronts with the cells and the parade grounds of Bodmin Gaol and Bodmin Keep, respectively, including the case of Sergeant Ernest Oke and Private William Davey, to consider how the same landscape can shelter and punish in equal measure.

Finally, Chapter 6: Modern Quest: From Post-War Portraits to Twenty-first-Century Voices traces post-war routes through St Ives, St Austell and scattered town centres, reflecting on the work of Barbara Hosking, A.L. Rowse and John Milne, before moving into the AIDS years, where pressure, loss and the need for care reshape how queer life is organised and recorded. It follows the Outback newsletter, queer pubs and clubs and emerging support networks as practical responses to stigma and distance, then turns to Cornwall Pride, Queer Kernow and contemporary writers and artists as the map fills with marches, archives and more open creative work, built on the long memory of survival.

Chapters 1 to 5 focus mainly on historical figures – creative and civic – who are deceased, and draw on archival and published sources to support a reading. Chapter 6 continues this pattern, but as it moves from the post-war period to the present day, it also captures contemporary civic movements, living testimonies and legal changes that continue to shape the region and queer culture.

Taken together, these excursions incorporate everything from hidden rooms and side paths to parade routes and festivals. A full-colour map, illustrated chapter frontispieces, archival photographs and paintings, excerpts from literary works, selected personal reflections and works of note particular to each domain accompany the main text. A further guide to works by contemporary creatives and a directory of support networks and organisations for anyone affected by the book’s subject matter are also included. My hope is that, taken together, they present Cornwall’s queer history as a nuanced landscape, shaped by timing, discretion and craft, and they invite readers to see the region’s past, its present and its possible futures with new eyes.




1

URBAN CENTRES OF QUEER CONCEALMENT AND PERFORMANCE
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ON ANY GIVEN Saturday night, a Cornish drag performer such as Vicki Vivacious – a cabaret queen and contestant on RuPaul’s Drag Race UK – might take to the stage, sequin sparkles catching the houselights. Few in the crowd will consciously link what they see to an older version of the same craft. In this chapter, I argue that what we now call ‘drag’ – a recognised staple of queer identity and performance – has a local ancestry that runs back to Samuel Foote (1720–77), the renowned and celebrated Cornish comic actor and playwright, who learned his public voice at Truro Grammar by day and tried cross-gender turns by night above the town’s taprooms in a local entertainment billed simply as ‘Humours in Petticoats’.

He later carried that repertoire to London’s Haymarket Theatre, making Truro an early testing ground, although the same mix of mimicry and nerve that drove his metropolitan success also fed the scandals and accusations that marked his later years. At the same point in Penzance’s history, pilchard markets, moonlit coves and the Union Hotel offered likely meeting points and discreet entertainments.

Fast-forward in time and press notices and local memory place a celebrity visitor in the same town. Irish writer and playwright Oscar Wilde (1854–1900), who was later tried and imprisoned for ‘gross indecency’, lectured at St John’s Hall, showing how parlours and assembly rooms could act as theatres of coded recognition.

During the Victorian era, Newquay (another urban centre) grew as a resort of boarding houses, seasonal hotels and staff lodgings, where company could be found with fewer questions asked. The civic leg of this chapter is anchored by Annie Williams (c. 1860–1943), teacher and suffrage organiser, and fellow campaigner Lettice Floyd (1865–1934). From about 1908 to 1914, they organised for ‘votes for women’ from committee rooms above shops and friendly lodgings, with Williams’s teaching in Newquay woven through their political exploits and campaigns. They linked Cornish towns with London suffrage networks and carried the message into rural and coastal districts, their longstanding same-sex partnership sitting quietly alongside public purpose.

Here, concealment was a matter of route and timing and culture is what emerged from those choices – creativity turned streets and parlours into settings where visibility could be rehearsed and the boundaries of public and private selves could be quietly negotiated.

SAMUEL FOOTE: UNDER TRURO’S WATCHFUL GAZE

First light lifts off the Fal River and the town is damp and busy. Carts scrape the cobbles, a bell sounds by the market, gulls work the air above the quay. Doorways open, voices carry, and the day begins ‘under watchful eyes’.1

Truro in the 1720s was busy and closely run. Markets, river traffic and court days set the rhythm. The Corporation, guilds and Quarter Sessions issued licences, heard oaths and levied fines, so public life moved inside clear rules. Counting houses and inns kept practical talk going – ores, freight and insurance – but they also trained anyone listening in how to speak well in company, how to read a room and when to hold back. The streets carried the same lesson: you could be seen by a neighbour, a clerk or a constable at almost any corner.2
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Engraving of Samuel Foote, British writer and actor, after Jean-François Gilles Colson (before 1769).



Samuel Foote (1720–77) grew up inside this frame and near its centre of gravity. His family were not marginal traders but comfortably placed and widely respected. His father, Isaac, dealt in tin and allied commodities at scale and appears in borough records as a man of standing – a name that sat alongside officeholders and stannary business. The family home was close to the commercial core and the Footes kept good order. Supper talk taught precedent and persuasion, and success brought expectations as well as means.3 Samuel’s mother, Anne, ran a sociable parlour that drew clergy, factors and visiting officers, which would have given her sharp-eared son close lessons in timing, mimicry and tact. Early notes on Foote point to a boy who was quick to copy ‘a dignitary’s tone or an alderman’s gravity, and to turn a room with a glance or a pause’.4 A sister, Mary, later appears as confidante, her London letters reading like tidy reports home to a family used to public notice.5

Truro’s urban policies would have allowed very little leeway or provided opportunities for true privacy. Courts and vestries decided who could open a house to supply drink, music or performance. Assemblies were permitted and then observed, and reputations moved through print with startling speed. Advertisements, legal notices and theatrical bills would have taught a young observer how praise or censure could be made in ink and how quickly a paragraph could undo a name.

In this environment, aspiring performers learned to trust instinct and keep options open. A taproom corner might serve for a sketch, custom might offer brief protection, but one still moved on before the laugh sharpened into judgement.

Already, one of our three themes emerges. Concealment was not only fear, it was a working skill. People tried out parts of themselves in code – a voice, a stance and a quip – then tucked them away again when the steward entered. One judged the crowd, trimmed a line, kept a mask to hand and learned the timing that let ‘feeling surface without inviting a charge’.6

Foote’s later career makes sense against this backdrop and against his family’s status. The comic carriage, the quick mimicry, the cut that lands and then retreats, all feel Cornish in origin, and the confidence to use them belongs to a boy raised in a household that knew both respectability and scrutiny.

FOOTE: TRURO GRAMMAR SCHOOL AND THE CLASSICS

Frost veils the yard at first bell. Boys arrive in woollen coats, slates underarm, shoe nails scratching on granite. Inside, tallow and iron gall hang in the air. Mullioned windows stripe trestle desks set with inkhorns and tins of pounce. This is Truro Grammar School (later Truro Cathedral School), an ancient foundation refounded in 1549. By the eighteenth century, it supported progression to Oxford through exhibitions tied to Exeter College, helping to shape a local supply of educated clergy and professional men.7 The curriculum is orthodox and ambitious, with Latin taught to fluency and Greek to a level sufficient to help pupils decode the New Testament and Homer, and all geared towards the speaking and writing skills required for provincial office.8
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A typical Truro Grammar School lesson (c. 1732), author’s own pencil sketch.



By Michaelmas 1732, 12-year-old Samuel would have been working through the standard grammar-school programme, with Greek and set rhetorical exercises forming the core of the mid-forms. The day’s tempo would have been strict: parsing at eight, construing at ten, verse after dinner, declamation before dismissal. Under the newly appointed headmaster, George Conon, boys were required to translate Cicero without crib, measure Virgil’s hexameters and argue set commonplaces on duty, virtue and the gods. Exacting, yes, but it built precision, a stock of tropes and the poise to speak under watch – in young Samuel, it undoubtedly laid the muscle memory of public speech.9

Conon taught by memory and emulation. Pupils copied a Ciceronian period, then recast it, matching the turn and improving the close. A pupil in Foote’s class, Richard Polwhele, later described Conon as a ‘sound grammarian, a Christian firm in belief and punctual in practice … we feared him and we loved him’.10

Outside, Truro itself would have served as a second classroom. Auction rooms, coffee houses and Assize Week taught that words have purchase in public. Packets brought newspapers and handbills whose italics introduced a vocabulary of reputation and satire to match the school’s armoury.11

Foote would have absorbed it all. Copia, saying the same thing several ways, becomes mimicry; decorum, fitting style to audience, becomes the comic’s ear for a room; structure becomes timing. If mischief grows beside mastery, it develops within discipline itself. In that ‘doubleness’ lies the seed of Foote, the adult performer: a boy shaped by a respectable provincial institution that aimed to polish civic virtue and, unwittingly, honed the tools of satire.12

FOOTE: COACHING INNS AND POPULAR SPECTACLES

Step off Cathedral Green after dark and the same town tilts to another register. Lanterns bob along Lemon Street; carts grind to a halt beneath creaking yard arches; the door of a coaching inn yawns open to warmth and smoke. Inside, the ceiling presses low, the beams are tar black. A boy with a fiddle saws a jig near the hearth. Tankards clink, wagers are laid, and a bench is dragged forward to make a stage no wider than a trestle table. In eighteenth-century Truro, inns such as the Coach & Horses worked as nerve centres of the road economy by day and as improvised theatres by night. They were places where carriers, chapmen, sailors, students and clergy found common ground in noise and spectacle.13

Provincial inns across England routinely hosted ballad singers, fairground comedians and masked turn pieces borrowed from commedia dell’arte. Truro, with its tin traffic and coaching connections, likely offered much the same repertoire.14 A scrap curtain pinned to a beam supplied the green room; a candle set in a sconce made footlights; a hat passed through the crowd closed the bill. The appeal was not polish but peril: performance lived on the edge of audience temper and town gossip.15

It is in such a room that Samuel Foote begins to practise transformation. Reports of his earliest turns are thin, but later reminiscences and the known contours of provincial entertainment suggest a boy who is quick to parody a worthy merchant, a curate’s nasal cadence or a market woman’s scold; voices that an urban centre such as Truro would have supplied in abundance.16 A change of cap, the lift of a skirt over breeches, a hand to the hip: the gesture reads first as joke, then – held a heartbeat longer – as something more ambiguous.

Cross-dressed sketches were a familiar currency of Georgian comedy, yet their play with voice and posture could also signal a pleasure in gendered masquerade that exceeded satire.17 Foote’s relish for such queer-themed play – developed and mastered later, on London stages – may well have found its first safe crackle here, where a crowd’s roar offered both cover and charge.18
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A young Samuel Foote performing a cross-dressed sketch at the Coach and Horses Inn, Truro (c. 1735), author’s own pencil sketch.



Attitudes to same-sex desire in this period were contradictory and perilous. The statutory offence of ‘buggery’ remained a capital crime in law – with the death penalty still formally attached – while provincial papers periodically reported assize



FROM TAPROOM TO HAYMARKET: FOOTE’S PROVINCIAL EDGE AND METROPOLITAN AFTERLIFE













FOOTE: LOCAL MEMORY, SCANDAL AND AFTERLIVES
















MARKETS, QUAYS AND NIGHT ORDERS: PENZANCE AFTER DARK









OSCAR WILDE IN PENZANCE: PERFORMANCE AT THE EDGE













ANNIE WILLIAMS AND LETTICE FLOYD: SUFFRAGE CIRCUITS AND COMPANIONSHIP















A Traveller’s Reflections – Truro
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The Friendly Young Ladies (1943) – Mary Renault


House of Cards (2017) – Garrett Leigh
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Notes from an Exhibition (2007) – Patrick Gale


A Perfectly Good Man (2012) – Patrick Gale


Driftwood (2010) – Harper Fox


Suddenly Beck (2021) – Vawn Cassidy


NEWQUAY

What to Bring to Your Ex-Girlfriend’s Wedding (2022) – Sabrina Kane


Forever Finn (Belong to Me #3) (2023) – Vawn Cassidy
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