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In the process of an empirical collection of 1830s to the 1930s Exeter street performance and public ritual events certain patterns of development have begun to emerge, inviting a theoretical engagement. In Exeter these patterns of development, weaving and woven together (some in common with other English cities, others more localised and specific), have combined to generate a local culture that is remarkably, though not uniquely, translucent and insubstantial, particularly given the city’s reputation as an “historic” one: “Exeter is emphatically a city of the past.” (p.239,  Freeman). Central to this ‘hollowing out’ has been an antagonism to theatricality and symbolism, which continues today. The consequences of this for new kinds of public performance in the city are propitious. 

Performing Authority: Display and Force

In the 1830s Exeter was governed locally by the Chamber; meeting in closed sessions and elected by a tiny enfranchised male minority: 586 Freemen from a population of 28,285 in 1835. Secrecy, enclosed and privileged zones of governance and ‘meaning-making’, and the organisation of populist events of general display which sought to incorporate the local populace  into disciplined spectacle (and accommodate specialised groups organising within and across class lines) were the main tools of control deployed by the city’s powerful. 

The proximity of the slums of the West Quarter to the wealthy Southernhay meant that owners were often known personally to their employees: “(b)etween Barnfield Crescent and Tudor Street there could be no gulf as divided, for instance, St James’s Street and the east end of London.” (p.35, Newton, 1968). Economic and political power had a familiar, everyday face and, in the case of some new owners, a personification of volatile ‘unity’ in Protestant factionalism. 

It was a far from certain authority that was exercised - The Report of the Commissioners on Municipal Corporations of 1835 reported that “the corporation of Exeter being self-elected, and conducting their affairs in private meetings, have not gained the confidence of the inhabitants.” (quoted, p.228, Freeman) At times, particularly when ideologically reproductive groups (religious and sectarian, trade guilds, social and educational associations) fell out with each other, stability was precarious. Direct, unmediated challenge to authority in itself was unusual in the city, rarely premeditated and certainly never revolutionary in organisation. In fact, it was in the contradictions within deployments of theatricality by the locally powerful, intended to incorporate the public, that disorder was most often generated. When the disciplines and hierarchies of display broke down, the force that underlay the authority of the local state was exposed: its agents - the police, the special constables and the army. 

In the 1830s policing in Exeter was changed from a night watch, little more than a performance of presence carried out by “an easy going body of men… usually carrying out their duties at the end of a day’s work” (p.61, Newton, 1968), to a regular police force. This was less a professional reform - old ways persisted with 30 plus dismissals for drunkenness on duty in its first ten years, multiple dismissals for visiting prostitutes while on duty in 1851 – and more an integration into the ceremonial life of the civic authority, “The day police were the four sergeants at mace and the six staffbearers. The two junior staffbearers alone were regarded as full-time police, who were not to receive the perquisites enjoyed by their seniors for traditional duties.” (p.63, Newton, 1968) 

This attempt to integrate force with ceremonial display ran up against opposition from within – for there was a militant protestant, iconoclastic tinge to the rising wealth beginning to find representation in the Chamber, with a dislike for ceremony, religious or civil, informed by the philosophy of utilitarianism, often presenting progressive and reactionary political and religious faces simultaneously. This tendency was expressed in local culture too - The Public Select Library advertised as a positive virtue that “dramatic productions … (are) excluded”.  (Besley’s Exeter Directory) It was to be the crucial ideological rupture in local culture for half a century, at times threatening the ruling group’s internal coherence and at others the loss of social as well as cultural control of the public in a series of popular ‘street performances’, part-rehearsed, part-improvised - crucial, representative moments expressing contests of performative and anti-performative forces and decisive moments for their respective futures. 

In 1835 the mouthpiece of the utilitarian ‘movement’, the Western Times, described civic ceremony as “the silly pageantry of the big hat and the “gert” long sword of the gentlemen who strut before the men in crooked hats.” (p.3, Western Times, 3.1.1835) Resistance was equivocal; even the leading Tory of the time, “Iron Sam” Kingdon, was reported to remark “for his part he did not like the petticoat sort of things worn on (court) occasions.”  (v. ff.17 and 20, Ellis) Open controversy broke out in the mid-1830s, when the ceremonial role of the civic Swordbearer came under criticism. The role was “an offence to utilitarian principles” (p.43, Newton, 1968). The resolution of the dispute is telling: the role of Swordbearer was amalgamated with a new post of Superintendent of Police - a crucial early event in a process that saw the theatrical expression of ceremonial role, in and for itself, attacked by the demand for immediate, non-symbolic returns for civic authority. The office and its regalia were preserved, but to be increasingly hollowed-out of meaning and symbolic representation. The message was clear – a fraction within the local ruling layer were championing a new local culture in which function and not meaning would be of paramount civic concern, and symbol and display only the costume of its utilitarian force. ‘Costume’ for its own sake, even in secular affairs, should be given up as a blasphemy, a waste of money and an insult to hard work. Discrete ideological symbols and performances, floated free from any immediate function, were undermined in a move equivalent to the challenge to ritual transubstantiation and its replacement by a purely metaphorical use of bread and wine. Similarly, and simultaneously, in the local press a campaign was beginning to rescue the ‘message’ of realistic plays from the ‘frivolous’ theatricality of melodrama, fore-grounded performance and popular non-character-centred genres.

There was resistance from some elements of the local ruling elite who consciously or instinctively feared the surrender of their display power to a void that might be undesirably filled by others. 

The Exeter Police continued to have a collective performative face; till the early years of the 20th century there were nightly parades of the Police in single file from their police station in Waterbeer Street, through Goldsmiths Street to the High Street where “six turned left and six turned right to start their all night patrol.” (p. 9, Daw). However, the ultimate success of utilitarian and naturalistic ideological forces is apparent a century after they were first imposed: “From being mere watchmen and ‘thief-takers’ our police have developed into an indispensable instrument of Government, local and national… ‘In every court and alley the policeman stands for good citizenship: he is a reality that the most ignorant can comprehend…’” (p.39, Dymond) The policeman no longer conveys or represents authority, but his own moral ‘character’ must suffice. 

The special constables were quite different from the watch or police - “men of property small and large” (p.61, Newton, 1968) who would assemble in times of disorder, under the call of the mayor, when displays of authority had failed. The force of very last resort, however, was the army.

Military Performance: from Force to Display

The appearance of soldiers at public events where control and authority had become ambiguous was of a different order from that of police, or special constables - rather than symbols of order that in the end the mob would respect, the soldiers were the actual instruments of violence on which all that authority rested. Again and again the mere parading of soldiers would bring to an end disturbances that the police had been able to only partly contain but not disperse - so in 1867, November 4th, when the young men and women of ‘the Young Exeter Party’ (as the Exeter ‘mob’ was called in the press) were ranging unopposed through the city - “For four or five hours the streets were in the possession of a crowd of perhaps a couple of thousand ruffians…” (p.5, Trewmans’ Exeter Flying Post, 6.11.1867) – a parade of the 20th Regiment from Devonport was enough to see possession returned to the authorities. 

The calendar date of this disturbance is significant; it was at mobilisations of sections of the local working class around the symbolism of November 5th that popular street performance was at its most theatrical, intense and volatile in Exeter. For almost forty years there were highly theatricalised displays at these bonfires and their hinterland of events. They conjured ideological symbols in common with those in authority, but were displayed and enacted with such intensity and with a certain metamorphosing power that threatened the events’ transformation, the symbols’ transubstantiation. The boundary between display and violence was soft and fractal. Even when facing soldiers on Bonfire Night in 1867 the crowd’s behaviour could be playful. The soldiers, with bayonets fixed, drove revellers demanding their traditional bonfire (banned that year by the City Council) out of the Cathedral Close, but the mob surged back when the soldiers withdrew - a sort of dance, in and out. The mounted yeomanry and special constables, patrolling provocatively with swords drawn, were then part-routed when fireworks were thrown amongst them. Bayonets fixed, swords drawn and yet none used - the only weapons deployed were ornaments – a play of appearances liable at any moment to tumble over into violence. 

A rather remote organisation in the early 19th century, very much “from outside the city”, by the early 20th century the army’s displays were so regular a part of the city’s life that they ceremonialised its space and time. Walter Daw remembers how a regular walk home in the early twentieth century was turned into a march for him: “(the) Depot band from Higher Barracks played the ‘Devons’ to a compulsory church parade in the cathedral at 9.15am (every Sunday)…. Very often after serving at 8am at St Paul’s I would wait at the top of Longbrook Street and march beside the band to the Cathedral before returning home for my breakfast.” (p.4, Daw) The marching of soldiers was normalised as a participatory ritual and complemented by the opening of Higher Barracks in Howell Road for the Whit Monday Exeter Cart-Horse Parade in the early 1900s and after the First World War for Regimental band concerts outside the Officers’ Mess. 

Popular Performance – Nov 5th and Cholera Riots: the theatricality authority feared

Every November 5th anti-Catholic, anti-High church demonstrations accompanied a bonfire in the Cathedral Close. There was no iconoclastic reserve in the making of dummies and effigies. Burning tar barrels were carried and bowled through the streets - “Special constables were sworn in for the occasion one of whose duties was to prevent the barrels leaving the Yard; but generally some of the youngsters succeeded in escaping and riotously chased their barrels through the streets until they fell to pieces.” (pp.35-36, Folk Festivals and Traditions of Devon) There was a ritual sense of danger, of transformation. Preparations were elaborate. The ‘guys’ for 1850 include 12 Roman Catholic bishops of England, a number of Puseyite clergymen and certain former members of the church, - the procession flanked by “officers of the Inquisition with instruments of torture for Heretics… Renegade Members of the Church of England, with a Fool’s Cap on their Head, a Bandage on their Eyes, a Padlock on their Lips… The Band playing the “ROGUES MARCH”…”” (p.3, Western Luminary, 5.11.1850). “Exeter (was)… ready enough to burn in effigy Tractarians, ‘Puseyites,’ cardinals and Jesuits each 5 November.” (p. 57, Newton, 1968) Despite the ferocity of the rhetoric and imagery -

“Up with the ladder, down with the rope

Please give a penny to burn the old pope.”

(p.35, Folk Festivals and Traditions of Devon ) -

I have been unable to turn up any evidence of actual physical persecution of Catholics during these events, though there were substantial riots against high church Anglican clergy in the 1840s. Rather than a pogrom against a hated or feared minority – even in the very heady atmosphere of 1850 when a young woman, Miss Julia Munk, claimed to the mayor that she had been lured into an empty house “by an elderly gentlemen in black having the appearance of a clergyman… (and forced) to recant the doctrines of the Church of England.” (p.3, Western Luminary, 24.12.1850) - the November 5th demonstrators ‘performed’ a resistance to ‘false’ authority and it was this that made their mummery threatening to agents of other authorities that might become part of a widening target.

Bonfire Nights were not the only officially sanctioned transgressive rituals; similar, contemporary behaviour within an official ‘pageant’ was “the reserved customary right to throw water over the (Ascension Day) procession by the servants and younger inhabitants of the houses to be passed through.” (p. 3, Kerslake) And public demonstrations of anti-Puseyite sentiment had been encouraged and condoned by a fraction of the civic authorities for some time – notably during the  “Surplice Riots” of 1844 and 1845. In 1844 a mob jostled the incumbent of St Sidwells for wearing a surplice in the pulpit: “…it rained in torrents but that did not disperse the crowd. The congregation on leaving St Sidwell’s where their conduct had been most irreverent, were joined by at least two thousand yelling people, and the streets were as full as a fair. …The Rector was soon covered from head to foot with filth of all descriptions… gibes, coarse jokes, and laughter filled the air…” (from “Memories of my life by an elderly Bachelor”, quoted p.16, Pile). This spectacular was the exercise of an alliance between ‘new money’ and an old ‘mob’, a rising section of the ruling class demonstrating its flexibility but in the process undermining its religious stewardship, part of the secular-hollowing out of Exeter’s Protestantism from the inside. The ‘mob’ was a stage army for the local newspapers, agitated by ‘new money’ like Mark Kennaway, the wine merchant; reform-radicalism was wed to illiberalism to protect liberalism, sectarianism, and new-money paternalism from theatricality, foreigness and reaction. The price for this alliance was high for ‘money’ and by the 1870s its secure place in local power structures had long seen it reject the explicit, performative route – its final sclerotic solidification (its ‘job done’ ideologically) can be seen in the Dartmoor granite of the Exeter Protestant Martyrs Memorial, erected before an aging audience in 1909 in Denmark Road. (p.28, Stirling) 

Religious conviction seems to have been more than a mere excuse for disorder - in the “index of church attendance” of 1851 Exeter was only bettered by Colchester in the whole of England. Newton sees the sectarian demonstrations as “anachronistic, but exciting. They provided an outlet while politics were left in safe hands” (p.105-6, Newton, 1968) – the mob denying themselves both the magic of the high church and an assault on the enclosed ritual spaces of politics, but creating their own magic in the streets, planned and often sophisticatedly decorated, deploying variegated symbolism, imitation and parody (and indeed something close to paganism) to attack the Puseyites and Catholics: “At the front would be a representation of Gog and Magog, followed by many people in various fancy-dress costumes. Then came priests, friars, monks and nuns behind an immense wire cage, about seven feet high, containing a figure in full canonicals - representative no doubt of the unpopular Pope Paul IV  - and accompanied by a very discordant band.”  (p. 36, Folk Festivals and Traditions of Devon) The developing performativity of these nights clearly worried the authorities who tried to ban their most theatrical elements; masks and tar barrels were ineffectually forbidden in 1848. Did the authorities fear that the parodic masks – with the extra element of disguise – might widen enmity towards specific Catholic and Puseyite priests to church (and secular) leaders in general?

In 1879 the last serious November 5th riot (and indeed the last serious riot in the city) took place when the council decided to stop a wagon load of firewood in St Thomas from being brought into the city for the bonfire. The police lost control of the ensuing fracas. Barricades, habitually erected to protect the City Bank in Cathedral Close, were torn down and this economic target repeatedly attacked. It was a sign of waning sectarian passions that the chant during the reading of the Riot Act was “Cheap Bread!” “For a few years the Salvation Army replaced Roman Catholicism as an excuse for rough behaviour in the streets” (p.208, Newton, 1968); a shuffling of scapegoats in a declining ritual of imitation and parody, rooted in a diminishing, competitive desire for the same object – transformation. 
 These “gunpowdery” popular events were not unprecedented. A similarly disorderly carnival occurred at the beginning of the Cholera outbreak of 1832: “…drunkenness prevailed; derisive, blasphemous and wanton songs were sung; rioting and opposition to the enactments of law took place.” (p.216, Shapter) A significant section of the working class in Exeter ‘elected’ ecstatic celebration and derision of authority as the best exorcism of epidemic. The partner of this celebration was a generalised, anti-authority, paranoia; it was widely believed that physicians were intentionally spreading the disease. Roles were imaginatively inverted. 

Paranoia and demand for ceremony were combined when a crowd gathered at one burial: “They were buried alive,” - “they were murdered,” - “it was burying like a dog.” The service that followed became one of those instances when official ceremonial was hijacked by the poor of Exeter to stage their own play of order, meaning and volatility: “the burial-ground was crowded with an excited, buzzing people; the police were protecting those engaged with the funeral; the clergyman, rendered conspicuous by his surplice, standing at a distance from the grave, proceeded with the service, his voice unheard, and the body lowered at the proper part of the service by a signal given. “ (p.237, Shapter) The distance of the clergyman – the withholding of ceremony from the poor – inflamed the crowd. 

The authorities took steps to counter this mutability with a public ritual of collective self-discipline: “August 22nd was set aside as a day of public humiliation and prayer…” (p. 160, Newton, 1984)  This had some effect: “as the disease progressed, the people became appalled, and repenting, appealed, by public humiliation and prayer, to the Great Disposer of all events to stay the pestilence.” (p. 235, Shapter) Perhaps the working class of the West Quarter were sobered by the example of the fish porter “W.P.” who died on the 8th August having been “the leader of those who assaulted the police” at Soutthernhay burial ground…” (p.242, Shapter). But they continued to make militant protests at funerals and graveyards against the authorities, who, before August 22nd, seemed bent on curtailing ceremonial - recommending to clergy that bells not be tolled for deaths and funerals. The working class resolutely defended their right to ritual against function; early on in the epidemic a semi-riot was generated by the prophylactic tarring and covering in brown paper of a man’s coffin. Riotous gatherings surrounded gravediggers who did not maintain the usual ceremonials and carried coffins in webbing (“underhand”) instead of on shoulders: “…gravedigger’s ‘webs’ were cut to pieces” (p.145, Shapter) by St Davids parishioners.  There was an almost ecstatic concern for appearance, ‘correctness’, station and symbolism. In Rackclose-lane a crowd stopped the authorities removing a body with unseemly haste. The idea of the body - for people who possessed little else - had an almost sacramental, a-symbolic significance. There was clearly a boundary which when crossed by official disrespect for ceremony would bring people collectively into the streets, attaching themselves to official events. These feelings far outweighed fears of infection.  

Here is the contradictory nature of display in early 19th century Exeter: on the one hand a motor for belonging civically, showing deference to and imaginative integration with the higher authorities, on the other hand a vehicle for protest and immediate, unprogrammed demands; the former weak because of its rooting in inequality; the latter unstable and often collapsing back into the former. Despite the instances of riot and injury I have found no record of fatalities and precious little punishment as a result of these performative uproars – they were not ‘real’ events in which power was in question, but the theatrical acting out of dislocation and inequality within a cycle of explicit, pleasurable (see the “excited, buzzing people” at the cholera burial) performance. For the ruling groups in Exeter they represented dangers which, despite their repeated resolution in re-integration, threatened the order of the streets whenever provoked by sections of the ruling group for factional ends: the1841 an electioneering procession of sitting MP, Edward Divett, “being most objectionable…The big loaf and the little loaf, stuck on poles, were fitted only to excite and influence the worst passion and feelings among the lower classes.”  (Western Gazette, 12.6.1841) In the face of recurrent perils the local authorities took an increasingly rationalist, anti-theatrical approach, disciplining themselves and others in the deployment of the vivid, integrational displays characteristic of the early and mid-19th century, transforming civic ‘audiences’ from active to passive, and civic display from  ‘sacramental’ and transubstantiative to functional and utilitarian, responding to similar national pressures with little ‘local’ resistance. But not infallibly: In the early 1900s the National League For Opposing Women’s Suffrage held a public meeting at the Barnfield Hall that voted in favour of votes for women!

Anti-Performance In Prison, Theatre and Elsewhere
The administration of prisons in Exeter is demonstrative of the growing resistance to performative local culture. Public whipping was confined to the Borough Gaol after 1825, and subsequently replaced by solitary confinement. The drift was towards the de-socialisation of the prisoners. In 1835 the new Devon County Jail in New North Road introduced the “silent system” … a prohibition on words and gestures… a vision of prison as a place where only the commands of staff and the cadence of the prisoners’ marching feet would be heard, putting an end to collective defiance and mutual encouragement.” (p.50, Forsythe) Uniforms and the cropping of hair were established in the Borough Gaol by the 1850s. At the same time the practise of displaying the prisoners in the streets of Exeter on their way to trial was discontinued and closed horse-drawn vans introduced, because “it was now felt that this procession fostered the expression of reckless defiance before the onlooking crowd or encouraged banter and chatter with free comrades.” (Visiting Justices of the Peace Journal, Devon Records Office, entry 27.6.1855) Individual narratives were silenced on the streets and in the jails and restricted to the press and legal records.

The liminal culture of the city’s own Borough Gaol, from its time in the South Gate to its New Gaol site on Queen’s Street, was one in which food, money, trade and persons flowed back and forth, in which punishments when inflicted were done so publicly and noisily, demonstrably and were intended to be exemplary. The border, the very wall, between freedom and incarceration was ‘performed’ publicly and explicitly as a rather soft one, one which the general public had the choice to avoid crossing. But it also provided a flow of narratives and potentially uproarious events. The Borough Gaol was closed in 1863.  

The theatre in Exeter experienced a similar de-popularisation in the mid to late 19th century. Never an extreme Puritan city, Exeter had opened its first post-Commonwealth theatre in 1720 on the upper floor of the Seven Stars Inn, just outside the city boundary in St Thomas, and then in 1737 in the heart of the city in Waterbeer Street just behind the Guildhall. The Town Clerk immediately attempted, unsuccessfully, to use licensing regulations to close the theatre. But this aggression was reciprocal: in 1745 when John Wesley preached against actors in Exeter and proceeded to take over the Waterbeer Street theatre and transform it into a chapel, one of the financial backers of the theatre, Andrew Brice, organised a street campaign against Methodism, disrupting their meetings, couching the agitation in theatrical terms, flyposting the new chapel threatening “A Tragick Comedy for the benefit of Mr. Cennick (minister) to which must be added a concert of Rough Music.”  (Quoted p.43, Crane) 

Populism and Puritanism never gelled in 19th century Exeter – they were either in direct conflict or, as on Bonfire Nights, a volatile mixture. What Krishan Kumar describes as “an inherent tension between religion and nationalism… Protestantism … far too many-sided to be squeezed into any national form” (p.114, Kumar,) holds good for local identity too. An anti-performative ‘Puritanism’ only gained precedence in Exeter through a ‘progressive’ Liberal political elite fraction that was coming into influence in the mid-19th century, regarding theatricality itself as a potential threat: even in the late nineteenth century the Exeter Police had a small hut strategically placed directly outside the Theatre Royal in Longbrook Street. This fraction was in tune with local newspaper campaigns, (part of a wider ideological movement), to ‘rescue’ “serious” or “legitimate” drama from the populism of melodrama and pantomime; there was a dangerous crossing of boundaries, a making of the audience active, in these popular forms. This ideological operation was in deep contradiction with the tradition of serious and popular together established by Andrew Brice at Waterbeer Street (on and off the stage). It was well on its way to success by the time of the division of serious to the Theatre Royal and popular to the Hippodrome in the early 20th century. 

The music hall at the Hippodrome continued to transgress boundaries and activate its audience - “members of the audience… invited onto the stage to be shaved by an elaborate machine… a man fired a rifle from the back of the auditorium whilst his partner caught the flying bullet on stage with a plate” (p.7, Daw) – but there was little agitational content. By the 1920s the Theatre Royal had become dependent on an almost exclusively middle class audience - a far cry from the 1880’s when the poor of the West Quarter sat in the same theatre as the middle and ruling classes, (if on a different architectural level), and would, on the occasion of the fire of 1887 at a performance of Romany Rye, pay with their lives for their remote enthusiasm in the ‘gods’; more than 160 dead and almost all from the West Quarter. In the 1920s the Theatre Royal staged Tango Teas in an attempt to broaden the appeal of the theatre, but the problem was too radical: they had separated the popular from the serious in their ‘product’ and any number of extra-theatrical activities would prove ineffective in returning the theatre to a ‘popular’ clientele. Instead the international development of cinema, the demolition of both Theatre Royal and Hippodrome, and their replacement by a theatre on the University campus confirmed the separation of ‘seriousness’ from ‘local’ or ‘popular’. 

A similar attitude was expressed in local public art. Of a new statue in Northernhay a visitor remarked: “The cloven foot of the classical paganism protrudes no incongruous point to the eye from sole to foot. The very costume … is the dress of a living man…” (Burrit, E., A Walk From London to Land’s End and Back (1808) quoted in Gray) Naturalism – dominant at eye-level, while the grotesque (demons under North Street gables, the reptile of War in Northernhay Gardens) is confined to the roofs and tops of pillars - gave the iconoclastic new wealthy an apparent rational clarity, though it meant abandoning powerful ideological resources to the use of others (the trade unionists of 1834, the Bonfire paraders) and marked a certain reliance on an internalised self-discipline among those they most feared. This was rewarded during the 1926 General Strike: “W.G.Chinn of N.U.R. Number 2 Branch said that it was the Strike Committee’s purpose to prevent large crowds from gathering in the streets in case it led to disorder and at times this was done by taking the men into the Cathedral.”  (p.35, Kirkby) The Cathedral was used as a bromide. Very different from the 19th century when crowds were kept away from the meaning-full and provocatively magnificatory space of the Cathedral Close. The streets and Close were now more carefully policed and unspectacular spaces, the confluence of seriousness and performance confined before a minority audience and in a de-popularised theatre. 

Advancing suspicion of display is clear: through the 1885 rejection of large bows and green and white feathers on new ceremonial hats, (p.32, Parry) to 1929 when Charles Josiah Ross’s attempt to revive the pageantry of the Company of Weavers, Tuckers and Shearmen was rejected, despite having a specimen robe made up at his own expense. A photograph of the 25th June 1933 procession to mark the 800th anniversary of the Cathedral (p.59, A Century of Exeter), shows an order of procession little changed for a hundred years, but the costumes appear mainly to be only from the shoulder up. 

These anti-performative ‘reforms’ of punishment, art, ceremonial and drama were conducted within the privileged spaces of civic and social committees and commercial boardrooms. The fraction of the locally powerful initiating them had learned from the unfortunate experiences of predecessors who had used display against display. 

From Actor To Spectator - From Active To Passive

Representative of the change in public events was the 1892 visit of the Conservative Prime Minister, the Marquis of Salisbury. Long gone were the days when local politicians like Edward Divett would finance unreliable support from the poorer quarters of the city and agitate by parading provocative symbols. This political demonstration was highly disciplined, composed of the respectable and committed, and sophisticated in its use of muted spectacle – with 400 torches and many transparencies and bannerettes bearing moderate, largely a-political slogans such as “Long Life To Sir Stafford And Lady Northcote!’ The parade marched through the very heart of the slums of the West Quarter, an active seeking of deference – a symbolic request that the West Quarter imitate the deference of the marchers to their leaders - for a march that was, in effect, a symbolic closed space of power on the move, (the marchers did not want the spectators to join them, they wanted their passive respect.)

By 1909 the performance of history, even an a-Christian, potentially subversive one, could be carried off within safe physical boundaries and disconnected from the political or religious life of the city. An ‘historical’ pageant at Bury Meadow on the theme of ‘Briton and Roman Exeter’ performed a fictional Druidism in violent battle with an historical Roman army, paganism was depicted with enthusiasm and many cymbals, but the conflict was contained in a pacifying spectacle: “A girl tending to sheep and a lad to the oxen. A Ronic altar is displayed. Children play with bows and arrows…”(Programme of events: opp. no. 139, Thomas, 1983) 

The living parodies of Bonfire Night were reduced to texts: with mock death cards for the end of horse-drawn trams in 1905: “succumbed to an Electric Shock”, for the demolition of the old Exe Bridge, and one with the words “Poor Old Liberals” after a 1910 Petition Hearing saw the Tory MP instated; this was sufficiently inflammatory for one of its distributors to have his barrow overturned, but generally these cards invited passive amusement or disgust. (p. 88, Helmore). When acted parody returned to the streets of Exeter, in 1908, it was in the privileged hands of the students at the University College of the South West who began to elect their own Mock Mayor “of the Collegiate Borough of Bradninch-In –Exon… The massive chain of office has large leaden medallions… Added to the regalia were a red and black robe trimmed wit fur (1920), a hat (1922), a handsome jewel (1924), and the gold pen used by H.R.H. The Prince of Wales in signing the Freeman’s Roll (1927)”. (p.52, Folk Festivals and Traditions of Devon) A mildly parodic take on the city council, it became a shadow, aspirational imitation of it, with a knowingly self-deprecatory motto: “Je ne pense pas”. 

Photography played a role in the growing passivity of local public life – with international cinema production, advertising, mass production and mass private transport. Photographs of public events in Exeter reveal a public aware of and reacting to the presence of photographers, including posing (a foot raised onto a box here, formal rectitude there, a crowd halted and still staring down the unresponsive lens). By 1931 those at the back of the crowd are grinning and craning forward to get in the frame, ignoring the focus of the event, (p.57, Thomas, 1999), the lens simultaneously ordering even casual passers-by into formal poses, exciting crowds with the idea of their own individual, disengaged images. The reactions of the public in these photographs betray an awareness of the made-ness of these images and the way they displace meaning to a later immobile product; for some informed by a visit to a photographic studios like those of Henry Wykes; a hybrid of drawing room and film studio (the intimate made unreal). (p.12, Thomas, 1999)

Explicit and hidden

Over the period studied, the visual culture of Exeter was transformed by public health legislation, local reform and the diminution of content-filled symbolic personage. The explicitness of both name and function of the Shittbrooke, an “open sewer that ran through the city until the cholera outbreak...”  (p.37, Express & Echo, Special Millennium Edition, 4.12.99) was culverted. Slaughterhouses in Butchers-row, piled with putrid heaps of offal in the 1830s, were regulated. Farm animals were seen in diminishing numbers, dung heaps removed. By the 1930s even the milkman “who walked the streets with a yoke across his shoulders from which hung the two large pales of milk”  (p.10, Daw) was gone. Funerals were often large, public, ceremonial occasions – in 1885 the funeral of a Methodist luminary, Thomas Rowe, JP, was accompanied to the Higher Cemetery by a procession half a mile long and watched by crowds. But by 1939, though the coffin of Inspector Rounsley is paraded by ranks of police, the general public are uninvolved. Unlike those early 19th century face to face encounters between Barnfield Road and the West Quarter, the suburbanisation of both workers and owners in the 20th century meant that their meeting in the streets was likely to be one of mutual indifference and anonymity.  In 1869 executions at the County Jail ceased to be public events. No longer were “(t)housands of people massed in Exeter to gaze at the executions. The fields where Exeter Central railway station was later sited… packed, as were the slopes of Northernhay...” (p. 13, Barber)

Shit, food, slaughter, power and state murder were all rendered euphemistic and privatised. The spaces of the city were individualised, the structure of closed space – once the privilege of upper and middle class homes, boardrooms and council chamber (no ceremonial event in Exeter, from the Stone laying for St Luke’s College in 1853 to the opening in 1905 of the new electric tramway, was complete without a closed, invitation only, dinner, usually at the New London Inn Hotel) – was democratised. Once, such democratisation had been violently suppressed: like the “nonsensical mummery” (p.99, Hoskins) performed by trade unionists in a back room of The Sun Inn, Guinea Street in 1834. A captain of the Watch spied on the event through a hole bored in the wall, calling in his fellow Watch members to break up the meeting. The “mummery”, borrowed from freemasonry, was not unlike a High Church ritual with “garments like surplices”, there was transubstantive imagery: “a gaunt figure of Death painted on canvas about six or seven feet high” (p.100, Hoskins), masking, hooding and blindfolding, theatrical ‘props’ - wooden swords and axes – and an almost parodic imitation of their betters: “hoods of sheepskin like judges’ wigs”(p.100, Hoskins) This theatrical and ritualistic verification, in secret and hidden space, of un-controlled allegiance-making was unacceptable. 

The authorities policed and suppressed both the use of hidden space and the explicit public expression of resistance. In 1842 the city’s Recorder declared: “the public houses in the city required careful attention.” (p.71, Newton, 1968). As late as 1871 a bricklayer told a public meeting “a man could not express his feelings… as he could in larger towns for fear of becoming a marked man.” (p.3, Western Times, 24.2.1871).  Equally, any working class appropriation of public space for even a-political display was suppressed. Skimmerton Riding “almost exclusively confined to the West Quarter” being a case in point; a representative example consisted of “two persons fantastically dressed in garments of huge proportions and gaudy appearance, followed by a mob … of 700 to 800 persons… Charles Bragg was dressed in a huge light grey coat of vast dimensions, with a hat of corresponding extent…and carrying a birch broom. (John) Croker was disguised in a lady’s dress, ornamented with a profusion of ribbons of divers colours, and led a dog, trimmed in the same …” The response of the police was characteristically swift: “…(Bragg and Croker) were overtaken by (Inspector) Stuches, who desired them to disrobe, which they did with much dissatisfaction… The bench fined (them) 10s (shillings) each, and in default of payment ordered them to be committed to prison for a week.” (p.5, Woolmer’s Exeter and Plymouth Gazette, 1.3.1851) 

Control by Display

The working class were increasingly made the objects of display, not makers of it. Impoverished sufferers had to present themselves individually to persons of wealth who could purchase and distribute £1 tokens or “recommends” for admittance to the Royal Devon and Exeter Hospital. On a larger scale: a display of the poor was arranged by the Exeter Branch of the Conservative and Unionist Women’s Franchise Association who “took the Barnfield Hall for an exhibition of sweated labour. Three living examples were produced…”  (p.11, Kirkby) When the working class were allowed to perform they were encouraged into ‘othering’, not collectivising, as by the Sisters of St Wilfred’s Convent in 1891: “A platform was put up in the Tudor Room and the men (from the slum area around the Mint) wore black curled minstrel wigs, trousers with red stripes, coats of many colours with flapping tails, and all had black faces… the music was provided by the Rev. Mother…”  (p.11, St Wilfred’s Centenary) 

‘Carnival’ was commercialised and individualised. In the early 20th century Cowick Street and Alphington Street would be thronged for the St Thomas Carnival with folk patronising the stalls, buying ‘ticklers’ and bags of confetti which the young men delighted in throwing at the girls or putting down their backs.  (p.6, Daw)The Gog and Magog imageries of the Bonfire Night carnivals were gone, their ‘leadership’ ceded to professional eccentrics like the West Quarter’s Artful Thomas who was a commercial display; working as a sandwich board carrier, parading as a chicken laying a golden egg for The Gold Rush at The Franklin, or Tommy Shilston, who led the carnival “up Buddle Lane” carrying a live fox. (Author’s notes of reminiscences from former West Quarter residents for the author’s A Spirit in the Quarter.) 

The City as Scenery

One substitute for an active portrayal of the city to itself was the creation of a ghost architecture, a recreation of the city as scenery. Canvas imitation gates and arches were made in 1889 and 1897 (p.33, Berry & Gosling). There were 12 floral arches erected along Sidwell Street in 1889 for the Bath and West Show with the slogan ‘Plough deep while sluggards sleep.” (p.33, Berry & Gosling)  Another gate appeared in the Exeter Pageant of 1902 in which Henry VI received the keys to South Gate (p.20, Thomas, 1999). A series of Bazaars and Fayres organized by the Mint Methodist Church in Victoria Hall, Queen Street began in May, 1897 with a three day ‘Olde English Fayre’ with an anodyne version of a medieval street. Exeter’s late 19th century performance of itself to itself is contained, a past unconnected to the present, nostalgic and no longer dangerous, a disappointed  ‘nowhere’ (see Morris) that was once much greater under the Romans, the fourth largest city in the country during the reign of Queen Anne. It re-enacted itself as  “quaint, antique ” (visitor to Exeter, p.243, Athanaeum, no. 2812 of 21.8.1869)  

Patterns of Developments over Time 
Civic Exeter has nurtured an image of itself as “historic”. Yet, Exeter’s history as a city that has shrunk as often as it has grown has rendered it as nervous about excavating its own controversial archaeologies of space as it is dismissive of the history of its governed and their right to cultural and physical centrality; the West Quarter was demolished in the 1920s and 1930s, the city’s chorus removed from the urban stage and dismissed to the “Siberia” of suburbia. No longer would it be possible for events to occur like those around the 1887 Theatre Royal fire when “(T)he city was aroused and people gathered in great numbers, anxious for friends and relatives known to have gone to the play that night, and awed by the fiery spectacle before them.” (p. 304, FPA Journal).

In performing the suppression and surrender of local popular ‘performance’ to a national and international commerce of entertainment and to the privatisation and suburbanisation of explicit civic life, city authorities gave up (happily or unthinkingly) local identities in exchange for a more passive, consumerist populace and an increasingly anonymous commerce. In a complementary motion, the late 19th century saw a number of educational, scientific, temperance and study associations set up in the West Quarter, shadows of the elite, independent Institutions of the 18th Century (the Devon and Exeter Institution, a late example, still survives). New areas of study were opened to working class people, encouraging a fractured self-reliance rather than collective expression. Collective actions that did occur were divorced from the means to generalise or perform themselves – an 1887 march of working class students from St Luke’s College, “(m)ost… had come from British or Board Schools.” (p.256, Fuller) against poor standard of maths teaching and disciplining of their leaders, stalled at the Fore Street Tavern Assembly Room; unable to spread or theatricalise their cause.  Previously vivid public events had become muted private ones: funerals of firemen or policemen, and executions, for example.  Where public authority was exercised spectacularly it now had to draw on national significance - a coronation or a declaration of peace. 

Space was transformed in Exeter. Performative, active space was almost entirely shut down and in its place there was a democratisation and redistribution of closed space – euphemistic, rational, secure, conspiratorial – social discipline was no longer enacted as a public event, but privatised.

This de-popularisation and hollowing out of performance forms, rituals and spaces was driven by longer rhythms of economic disappointment as well as shorter-term ruling class inhibitions. This combination undermined confident, progressive action at civic level, but at the same time rendered its conservatism weak; generating not quite a cultural tabula rasa, but rather, beyond the bland anti-classical celebration of the great and the good, a broken and fragmentary legacy of marginalised and undervalued local history, and older, more translucent, traditions. Both these strains are returning in the work of recent local historians, contributing to the potential for a hybrid, non-civic, non-academic re-imagining of Exeter culture; a far from unique, but still remarkably and unusually frictionless surface for the making and making over of narratives and performances.
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