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         Panto is in the blood in Britain. I mean, you only have to say, ‘Oh no, it isn’t!’ and everyone around you will shout, ‘Oh yes, it is!’ in reply. In Australia, where I grew up and studied musical theatre, we don’t really have a big culture of going to pantomime, so it wasn’t overly familiar to me as a kid.

         When I look back, however, we did have our own version of it as a family, when we used to put Christmas shows on. We didn’t have mobile phones or the internet, and TV was limited to a small number of channels – not like cable or the endless choices you have on streaming today; the only reliable entertainment you had at Christmas back then was what you created for yourselves. We’d write our own scripts, we’d sing songs, we’d do old skits and pretend to be ghosts and ghouls, diving into our dress-up box for costumes. It was so much fun for us and became something we did every year after Christmas dinner. I guess it kept us children occupied and out of the adults’ hair, but it also really gave us performance and communication skills.

         That Christmas show had elements of pantomime – the festive occasion, the dressing up and gathering round with family – but it wasn’t quite the same, of course. I wish we had pantomime as a tradition in Australia. Apart from being huge fun, it’s a really good introduction to live theatre and it gets you over that hurdle of being afraid to go out and sit with a bunch of people you don’t know. When you’re in the theatre, enjoying the same form of entertainment, laughing at the same jokes, it automatically makes you part of a community.

         I would be lying if I said that I fell in love with pantomime straight away. I did act in one in Australia, when I was twenty – it 4was Jack and the Beanstalk at a small but popular venue in Sydney, called Phillip Street Theatre. Even then, in my first panto, I was playing the villain: Freddy Fleshcreep. I remember singing contemporary pop songs, like Michael Jackson’s ‘Bad’, but that’s about it. I certainly don’t recall understanding pantomime as a genre. I thought it was just for kids; I’d never considered it a legitimate type of art. There was a general attitude towards actors in pantomime of: ‘Oh God, they’re in panto, that’s the end of their career.’ Possibly as a result of that, I had no respect for it, so I never thought that I would ever get involved again myself.

         I moved to the UK in my twenties, where I worked as a dancer until the age of thirty and performed in musicals, then became an associate director and then a director-choreographer, gradually stopping performing. That is, until producers Michael Harrison and Jonathan Kiley – who used to run the company Qdos Pantomime, which was bought by Crossroads Pantomime in 2021 – had the bright idea for me to play a villain in a panto after seeing me as a judge on Strictly Come Dancing. They tested me for a season. I thought I would be awful as by that point, I hadn’t been on stage for sixteen years. Most people who perform in pantomime master the genre by working in the chorus to start with, then coming up through the ranks and learning from the principal players as they do so. By the time they have lead roles, they’re used to the ad libs and the fluidity of pantomime. But I was walking in comparatively blind, with my one stint in Jack and the Beanstalk in Australia a good while in the past. Michael and Jonathan said, ‘Just give it a try: we’d like you to play the Evil Queen in Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs.’ I figured I’d give it a bash. It was a production 5at Venue Cymru in Llandudno, North Wales – a lovely big theatre, and a good testing ground for newbies to panto.

         I was so overweight – I mean, I had a fifty-two-inch waist – so it was a massive shock having to get back into shape for being on stage. Michael and Jonathan booked me because I had become known for being the ‘mean’ judge on Strictly. They didn’t know or care if I could sing, let alone act, so I think they were happily surprised when I came to rehearsals and could do both. As for the costumes, I’d only ever done drag at parties, and in La Cage aux Folles back in 1985, when I played one of Les Cagelles, the dancers who worked at the drag nightclub on the French Riviera where the musical is set. I learned a lot about make-up performing in La Cage aux Folles – it’s such an incredible piece of theatre to be in – but it wasn’t the same as pantomime make-up, so I had to learn quickly what panto drag required. What with that and all the corsets, eyelashes, wigs and numerous dress changes required for the role of the Evil Queen, I was thrown in at the deep end.

         The first week of shows was terrible. I hated every minute of it. I didn’t know what to expect and had to learn a lot, very quickly. As a dancer or when acting in musicals, you aren’t trained to communicate with an audience – beyond projecting properly – and breaking the fourth wall, the imaginary barrier separating actors from from audience, was totally different from what I was used to. That, and I wasn’t ready for so much ad libbing. I didn’t realise at the time that the ad libs are generally not ad libs as such. They’re usually prepared beforehand: you’ll have a list written down to choose from on any given night. It means you never get really caught out without a funny 6line. But I wasn’t armed with those when I started out. I was treating it too seriously as an actor, too, presenting myself as a polished musical theatre version of the Evil Queen rather than leaning into my Strictly ‘villain’ persona. I was used to getting into character and staying in it without doing those knowing winks to the audience that you have in panto.

         The second week was just as bad. I hadn’t worn heels for years and was still adjusting to being back on stage after such a long break. Sometimes there were three shows a day – on Sundays there would be one at ten in the morning, then an afternoon show and then an evening show. That after a performance on the Saturday night nearly did me in!

         But by the third week, I’d lost two stone and was starting to get fitter. I had to have all my costumes taken in by six inches. When I did an interview with Michael Hogan in the Guardian back in 2019, he joked that I should patent the panto diet: eat whatever you feel like over Christmas and still lose weight, because you’re burning it all off in the performances.

         Unfortunately, I pushed myself a bit too hard and I got injured, because I was throwing myself into it wholeheartedly after not having danced for so long, so I had to go on painkillers and was having physio every single day. It was like getting a vintage car working again.

         Little by little, though, I found myself enjoying pantomime. I still didn’t fully understand it, but Jonathan Kiley was a brilliant teacher, showing me how I could play with the audience and deviate from the script. That freedom was incredible to me, though it took some time to get used to talking to the audience – never mind them booing and that being a good thing! 7

         I started to appreciate what an art there is to pantomime, and how difficult it is. It’s more difficult than doing a musical, I think – you’re dancing, you’re acting, but then there’s a much more symbiotic relationship with the audience. And you’ll often find yourself playing multiple parts in panto. In Snow White, I was playing the Evil Queen and the old lady, of course, who she turns into to make Snow White eat the poisoned apple, and then I was breaking character to be ‘Craig Revel Horwood, judge off Strictly Come Dancing’. It took a while to get my head round it, but when I did, I found the whole thing immense fun.

         Then I got a terrible review. I remember it was a double-page spread, with a headline mimicking me as I am on Strictly Come Dancing, something like ‘Far from fab-u-lous’. They said I was an old fat queen in drag, and who needed to see that on stage. I thought that was my panto career over there and then, but thankfully Michael and Jonathan invited me back to appear the following year. People had apparently written to the newspaper, up in arms about the negative comments, and said the reviewer was wrong. That’s the glorious thing about pantomime: more than any art form, the audience is a crucial part of it. And if the audience loves you, that’s all that counts.

         I played the Evil Queen in Snow White for three years, I think, and then they tried me as the Wicked Stepmother in Cinderella, then as Hook in Peter Pan. Pantomimes are a bit like musicals on acid: they require a mix of classical training, jazz training and musicals experience. That said, once you’ve learned the craft of panto, you do see similarities that crop up across the different productions that can help you find your feet quickly once you’ve done two or three. The jokes are usually 8variations on a theme, and generally delivered with the same verve and intention; it’s just the characters that change. Even then, they’re ‘stock’ roles: the hero, the heroine, the villain, the comic foil and so on. All the shows have plenty of double entendres, the smutty jokes that go over the children’s heads. Then there are jokes specifically aimed at the kids, so everyone’s laughing, but for different reasons. And the productions always have clever scripts. Yes, they’re formulaic, but they’re also topical and have to appeal to all ages and demographics.

         That’s what keeps pulling me back to pantomime. If you go to a Taylor Swift concert, you know the audience is going to be made up of Swifties, i.e. mostly girls of a certain age. Or when you go to see boy bands like Take That or Westlife, the crowd is likely going to be women around forty-five years old, who loved them thirty years ago. But when I look out from the stage of whatever pantomime show I’m in, every year without fail, the audience is full of people of all ages, ethnicities, sexualities … The kids don’t have to turn around when they hear a joke and say, ‘What do they mean by that? Why is it so funny?’ because even the rude jokes are delivered with such physical humour (such as a very visible wink to the audience) that the kids can enjoy them, and the parents can chuckle to themselves, appreciating the joke on a different level. Panto is for everyone: no matter where you work and no matter what you do, whether you’re a high court judge or a toilet cleaner, you’re all having the same experience. It’s deeply ingrained within the community, because it brings people together.

         In some ways, pantomime reminds me of Strictly Come Dancing. Both have touched the hearts and minds of the nation and 9given them something to get excited by and people to root for and aspire to be like. They’re good entertainment for three-year-olds and ninety-three-year-olds alike. And I’m the villain in both … In fact, Strictly has found its way into pantomimes across the country, with productions adding in a ‘good judge’ and an ‘evil judge’, who score the dancers in the show. I’ve had kids come up to me saying, ‘I’m playing you in my pantomime at school!’

         I do feel ashamed of how rude I was about pantomime when I was younger. How dare I even consider slagging it off, thinking it was a terrible, sub-art form?! So much hard work, expertise, care and craftsmanship go into it. The writers who do the scripts for panto productions each year have to do lots of research to ensure they know the surrounding areas of each venue, and the local politics, to be able to make the shows topical and fun for each particular audience. Those in-jokes make people in the audience feel even more a part of the community, because ‘outsiders’ won’t get them in quite the same way.

         When the Covid pandemic hit and all the theatres closed down, people really missed live entertainment. And of course it has an impact on us if we can’t go to something we’re accustomed to seeing every year with friends and relatives. Covid taught us all a valuable lesson: that we do need to be together. We need to experience things with other human beings – laughing together, booing together, being scared together, cheering together – and we were starved of that for a time. It had a profound effect on the industry, as well as audiences. I felt people had a newfound appreciation for panto when shows came back on; as performers, we could feel the audiences’ excitement to be back in the theatre and that is reflected in the fact that 10post-pandemic pantomime ticket sales have broken records each year since.1

         I live in a village of around fifteen hundred people and they all come out to watch the local panto, including me. Unusually, it’s put on in March, which, given I’m performing in panto from November to January, makes it a rare one that I can actually make it along to. It runs for a week and everyone loves it. In many ways, it’s just like the big pantomimes that get put on in cities – the stories are the same, the roles are the same, the costumes will look similar and you have the usual ‘Oh no, he didn’t!’, ‘Oh yes, he did!’ audience interaction. But what’s wonderful is that it is hyper-localised. We all know each other, and when people perform in the panto, we get to see a different side to them – the gardener’s up there doing a dance, for instance. It becomes a celebration of everything the village has achieved in the year and a way for us all to gather together and have fun. You’ll hear very different reactions to local performances like this compared to the big professional shows. As a small community, everyone in the audience has an investment in every single person on the stage: maybe that’s because they’re your vet or your GP, or maybe you’ve provided the dress for the person playing the Dame or a prop for Buttons, or maybe you’re helping put on tea and cake in the interval. At its heart, that’s what pantomime is about, and getting to watch it in my home area really has helped me appreciate it on a new level.

         It’s nearly twenty years since I started doing panto and I’ve only come to love it more over that time. Through the pages of this book, I look back at its evolution into the form we see on stage today, and talk to my fellow performers and professionals 11in the business about their experiences of and reflections on the wonderful world of pantomime. Plus, I’ll tell you a few fun tales from my own time walking the boards as some of panto’s most wicked – and wickedly fun – villains. 12

         
            NOTES

            1 Georgia Luckhurst, ‘Crossroads Live Hails Record-Breaking 45m Ticket Sales’, The Stage, 6 December 2024, https://www.thestage.co.uk/news/crossroads-live-hails-record-breaking-45m-ticket-sales.
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         One of the many fun aspects of acting in pantomime is that you become part of a world of people who share your love for it. I wanted to talk to some performers for this book who, like me, had come into the genre from other backgrounds, to hear about their experiences and thoughts about this too often overlooked theatrical form. First up is the wonderful Sir David Suchet, beloved actor of many roles, most famously that of Agatha Christie’s twirly mustachioed detective, Hercule Poirot. He made his pantomime debut as Captain Hook in Peter Pan at the Bristol Hippodrome in the 2023–4 season.

         We’ve both played Hook – such a fun role – and I wondered how you found playing a villain, and whether you’d have preferred to play one of the ‘good’ characters instead?

         Captain Hook was a joy to play. He is such an iconic character. I love playing villains! In fact, before my role as Hercule Poirot my career was dominated by my playing villainous roles both in the theatre and on screen. I was awarded an Emmy for playing Robert Maxwell!

         Did you go to pantomimes as a child and if so, what are your memories of it?

         I remember the first panto I was taken to. It made a huge impression on me. My grandmother took me to Where the Rainbow Ends. I now know that it is not considered a pantomime in the true sense of the word (it has no Dame), but it was 16my very first experience of seeing fairies and angels and suits of armour actually moving on a stage! After that we used to go to our local theatre and on a regular basis to the pantomimes at the Golders Green Hippodrome.

         Did you have preconceptions about pantomime before acting in it?

         Ever since I was a child, I have enjoyed going to see pantomimes, but I had no preconceptions about acting in them: I knew what was needed but didn’t have any idea about what to expect.

         Pantomime is a genre that is heavily reliant on audience interaction. How do you find the dynamic with the audience, particularly with pantomime having such a range of ages coming to see it?

         This was the most challenging for me. I had never been on any stage – ever – and been booed one minute and cheered at the next! I’d also never been on stage and had children running about the auditorium with sparklers (battery operated) and talking loudly and sometimes yelling at me! I don’t know if I ever got used to it, but I enjoyed it enormously.

         As someone who has performed in many Shakespeare productions with the RSC, did you find parallels between Shakespeare’s plays and pantomime? This has come up when I’m speaking to frequent pantomime performers: they see panto as being very much in the tradition of Shakespeare’s theatre work. 17

         Certainly. Shakespeare expected there to be audience participation with his ‘Fools’, and I know that Shakespeare’s soliloquies are meant to be spoken directly to the audience. Apart from those examples I am not sure that I could make a general statement about pantomime being in the tradition of Shakespeare. It obviously originated from the Italian commedia dell’arte and as you’ve explored, in the eighteenth century, John Rich popularised the ‘harlequinade’ in London. And today much of our pantomime draws on the tradition of the music hall.

         Coming from a musicals background, I was amazed how much of a physical test pantomime turned out to be when I first did it. What did you find to be the hardest aspect of the genre as a newcomer to it?

         One word – endurance. The physical demands should never be exaggerated. I went into physical training long beforehand as I knew that this was going to be one of the most challenging aspects of me, at the age of seventy-seven, playing Captain Hook. I went home totally exhausted every single performance night. Remember, in pantomime there are two performances daily.

         You’ve performed in drag as Lady Bracknell – could you be lured back to the pantomime stage as an arch villainess?

         Everything in me would love to return to pantomime and I would only ever consider either the Dame (a traditional one, e.g. in Mother Goose) or the lead villain. I wouldn’t want to 18play an arch villainess. Whether I could perform in pantomime now at the age of eighty, though, is very doubtful.

         My local village puts on a panto every year in March and I love to go along. Do you go to watch pantomimes now, and if so, do you have a favourite panto story and venue to see it in?

         I now go to pantomimes with my grandchildren and to see my theatre mates perform. I enjoy seeing those with whom I shared the stage at the Bristol Hippodrome. I will treasure the onstage moments I had with the most wonderfully accomplished comedian Andy Ford. He taught me so much. One of the first lessons was, ‘David, you must learn to almost never look at the person you’re talking to. This is panto!’ I will also remember the wonderfully talented female impersonator Ceri Dupree and the most talented singer and musical performer Faye Tozer.

         Lastly, do you have a favourite pantomime?

         I suppose that would have to be Mother Goose.
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         One of my absolute favourite things about panto is that when you perform in one, you can sense the rich history that you’re stepping into, and hear, see and feel the connections it has to other art forms. The pantomimes we go to see today are mostly based on fairy tales – Jack and the Beanstalk, Dick Whittington, Cinderella – or fantastical narratives like Peter Pan, and that is a large part of their fabulous, escapist magic. The form’s own roots, however, are very real and, fittingly for a form of entertainment that speaks to a broad demographic, they reach far and wide. In fact they go back to ancient Greece, as far as we know – the word ‘pantomime’ comes from the Greek, meaning ‘imitator of all’, and originally referred to individual performers who used mime and physicality to entertain an audience, sometimes with a musical backing.

         Here, however, I’ll mainly be looking at its more recent history, where you can see clear hints of today’s pantomime template emerging. I’m not a historian, so this is a look at some of the genres that have shaped pantomime as I’ve learned about them over the past couple of decades working in it. It’s neither a comprehensive nor an academic guide to pantomime’s roots – and if you do want to read that, I’d highly recommend Jeffrey Richards’s excellent The Golden Age of Pantomime, on the Victorian era of panto, or The Pantomime Life of Joseph Grimaldi by Andrew McConnell Stott, which takes a more focused look at one of its greatest stars.

         The longer I’ve performed in them, the more pantomime’s rich influences have revealed themselves. One of my favourite quotes about pantomime comes from the brilliant Simon Callow, and speaks to the nebulous nature of the genre, but 22also to its heart: ‘There has always been a certain uncertainty about what panto is – which continues to the present day. Above all, it’s about the relationship between the actors and the audience.’1

         The genre is a little like a sponge, soaking up influences of the various eras it has emerged from, survived through and thrived in, expanding, but never losing its essence or shape. It is, at its core, a form of art and entertainment meant for the masses, and it’s notable that all the influences that have shaped it have been similarly populist, designed for a cross-section of society.

         MISCHIEF, ROLE REVERSAL AND … SHAKESPEARE

         A key part of that mass appeal – and pantomime’s greatest draw, for me – is its mischievous subversion of power dynamics. The good and usually poor character (think Cinderella, Aladdin, Snow White) succeeds in the end, winning out over the wicked and usually rich character (think the Evil Stepmother, Jafar, the Evil Queen), i.e. the one I normally play. In real life, it’s vanishingly rare for the poor to succeed when pitted against the rich, or for anyone to have a true rags-to-riches trajectory. Seeing it up on stage is like wish fulfilment. Additionally, the audience is given the power to shape the play along the way: to shout, cheer and boo the players, and get involved themselves – sometimes literally being invited up on stage to join in.

         This combination of subversiveness and emotional release can be traced back to ancient times. The satyr plays, which were 23performed in the aftermath of three tragedy plays, emerged in ancient Greece, and in them we can see early hints of the raucous and cathartic qualities of pantomime. The main characteristics of the satyr play included a chorus of satyrs (which were mythical half-man, half-beast creatures), fancy costumes, lots of heavy innuendo and jokes of a lewd nature – all of which have a trace in today’s pantomimes, from naughty double entendre to the role of the audience commenting on the action of the play.

         Similarly bacchanalian antics to those of the satyr plays could be found in ancient Rome in the guise of the festival of Saturnalia, which celebrated the rule of the god Saturn. Saturn’s mythical reign was one of unmatched prosperity and peace, so the festivities were suitably merry. As part of the Saturnalia celebrations, social roles were reversed for the day, with a ‘King of Saturnalia’ being elected to oversee the merriment.

         This brief handing over of power to those who have none also took place in Tudor England, when there was something called the ‘Day of Misrule’, where the lord of the land and his
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