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The Wantage Mummers: Every year the same – but different.

The Wantage Mummers have been performing the same play for nearly forty years. This
paper illustrates how they annually refresh the performance without altering the traditional
words or course of action and examines the effect of this on the performers and the audience

Fig 1. Wantage Mummers at the Hatchet, Childrey in 2011
Father Christmas, Jack Vinny, Beelzebub, King Alfred, Molly, Doctor, French Officer,
Happy Jack
In 1977 a few men decided to put on a mummers play as part of Wantage’s summer
celebration of the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee1. They found a text2 which was linked to the
nearby village of Steventon and customised it for the occasion by changing the characters to,
among others, The Queen, Prince Charles and Prince Philip. Having found mumming fun the
group decided to perform every Christmas and for this stripped the text back to its original
form, save for the retention of King Alfred (born in Wantage in 849) as the hero and an
enhancement of the Beelzebub role which is described later3. This script has been used ever
since except for one or two years early on when, to provide variety, the Chaddleworth 4 play
was performed.

Since inception Wantage Mummers (Fig 1) have only performed on Boxing Day and always
in the open-air with, for the first half of its existence, additional performances inside pubs,
some of them in the evening. However, for the past 20 years performances have only been
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open-air at three venues. There has always been a performance in Wantage Market Place and,
for decades, one in Faringdon Market Square. The third performance has been at various pubs
but for over a dozen years has been at The Hatchet, Childrey. The performance times have
become standardised; 10.00 Faringdon, 12.00 Wantage, 13.00 Childrey.
In the early years the performances were similar with costumes largely based on what players
might have worn in the previous century, although the portrayal of Jack Vinny as a punk
rocker in the first performance was a portent of things to come (Fig 2).

Fig 2. Boxing Day 1977

Bits of business have always been important but it was later on, and perhaps reflecting a
turnover in some of the people involved, that the current philosophy fully evolved. This is to
make the play distinctly different each year while keeping the text sacrosanct. Hence no rewriting and the traditional story line maintained and with ad-libs severely reined in, although
this does not extend to the off-stage characters who provide a greek chorus to steer and
stimulate audience reaction. Within these constrains Wantage Mummers feel free to make
changes in costume and theatrical business, ie essentially sight gags, so that each year’s
performance is novel and, in many cases, referable to contemporary events.
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Regarding costume, King Alfred, wearing an approximation of Saxon warrior dress, and the
French Officer, in Napoleonic frock coat, stay essentially the same. (It must indicate
something about mumming that a thousand year gap between hero and villain is considered
unremarkable). Other parts may change costume with different players - reflecting their view
of the character, or perhaps just the contents of their wardrobe. Over the years Molly has
shown interesting variations – ranging from the quintessential Dame, through “ze Madonna
wiz ze big boobies”, to a disturbing apparition of beauty (Fig 3). The noble Doctor has upon

Fig 3. Different interpretations of Molly

times reflected personal attributes (academic dress in the year the player was awarded his
PhD), popular culture (more than once Dr Who and his sonic screwdriver have appeared) and
contemporary events, eg in Oct 2006 Alexander Litvinenko was poisoned with radioactive
polonium, so in Dec 2006 the doctor appeared in a chemical suit and examined the deceased
King Alfred with a geiger counter (Fig 4). The other main character, Jack Vinny, has usually
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Fig 4. The Noble Doctor in various guises
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had costumes 5 based on his “come from Spaane” origins but recently, an example of the
player influencing the character, has turned into a green man (with Spanish overtones). Of the
minor characters, Happy Jack has always been a tramp and Beelzebub’s persona will be
described later in this paper.

Some of the visual gags which Wantage Mummers introduce centre round unsuccessful hitech attempts to cure the slain King Alfred before the Doctor eventually produces the
traditional “pills to cure all ills”. As befits his lowly foreign status the deceased French
Officer just gets a soaking from Jack Vinny’s collection of pigeon’s, donkey’s and grace
hooper’s bodily fluids plus a dentally induced evisceration (Fig 5).

King Alfred gets defibrillator treatment

Fig 5.

French Officer gets his guts pulled out

Sound also plays a part in performance, Wantage Mummers have always incorporated music,
not only for the coming-on song and for the couple of morris dances performed after the play
while the collection is made, but also to highlight the action. For decades the fights have had
music and have become increasingly stylised (see
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KeAI2zWsFk4 at 7.15 minutes). Traditional swordplay is
still at the heart of the fights but each year the perfidious French Officer cheats to the laughter
and boos of the audience. This usually involves him pulling a gun and if King Alfred
4

Jim Birch, The Wantage Mummers: Every year the same – but different, Mummers Unconvention,
Gloucester, 2014.

responds in-kind manipulating the situation to his advantage (Fig 6a), only once has King
Alfred’s weapon technology triumphed (Fig 6b). Most years a tatty cap-gun makes an
appearance,

Fig 6a. Alfred’s elephant gun gets bent

Fig 6b. Alfred’s RPG outguns the French Officer

which gets a laugh, but a further surprise is introduced when, on the French Officer pulling
the trigger of this feeble weapon, the concealed special effects man produces an unexpected
very loud noise which makes the audience jump. Recently Wantage Mummers decided that
even this was getting a bit tame so the cap-gun was rigged to explode into flame (Fig 7).
Occasionally the method of killing King Alfred has been turned into contemporary comment.
Football fans will recall that in the 2006 World Cup a French player (Zinidine Zidane) was
sent off for a memorable foul – in that same year the French Officer disabled King Alfred by
a head butt to the chest (Fig 8).

Wantage Mummers development of the play has
7. The gun explodes
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Fig 8. Head butt fells Alfred
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Wantage Mummers development of the play has been influenced, perhaps unconsciously
initially, by the places in which it has been performed. The open-air performances have
always been at sizeable venues, eg to accommodate the current Wantage crowd the audience
have to stand as far back as possible so the performance area is about 7m x 14m. This means
that the mummers now have to arrange props and business on a scale which is visible over
those distances.
Although the intention of Wantage Mummers is to perform the original play with only sightgags added there has been some breaking of the rules. A decade ago the mummers found that,
because of all the business going on, it needed a backstage man to look after the props, do the
sound effects and help collect the money. It seemed only proper that he should have a
costume – so Old Father Christmas arrived in 2004. As a non-speaking and non- acting
addition this seems to not challenge the mummers’ desire to retain a traditional performance.
Considered rather more serious is the twenty year old decision, taken in a moment of
weakness, that Wantage Mummers would get a laugh from the audience by changing “I be
the nawble Doctor Good/An with my skill I’ll stop his blood” to” I be the nawble Doctor
Squires/I can cure any man with me pliers”, Dick Squires being, at the time, a well- known
local doctor, as was his father before him. The change has been kept in but now it is not
funny because three quarters of the current audiences have no idea who Dick Squires is. The
mummers are now debating whether they should revert to the “proper words” or whether
Wantage Mummers through the passage of time, have legitimately developed the tradition.
That there is such soul searching about a small change to a script which is already not wholly
original might be thought perverse, or can be taken as an example of how quickly
performance practice hardens into a tradition.
There has also been a significant enhancement of the Beelzebub character. The play ends in
the traditional way with the entrance of Old Father Beelzebub carrying club and dripping pan
and often in devilish guise6, although his costume, may change from year to year if there has
been some incident to which a visual reference can be made, eg in 2002 he was dressed as
that well known terrorist, Sammy Bin Liner (Fig 9) while, by way of political balance, in
2004 he appeared as a big-eared George W Bush. After speaking the traditional
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Fig 9. Sammy Bin Liner plays Beelzebub

verse which ends the play but with “…brings a rhyme…” substituted for “…brings a
fiddle…” Beelzebub adds a curtain speech. This has been a feature of the Wantage Mummers
performance since the start of the revival, in which time (except for two occasions caused by
absence) only two people have played Beelzebub. The speech consists of satirical verses on
the events of the year. The texts of the past twenty five years’ monologues have been
archived and form an interesting social record. In the mummers view, this speech, being
spoken after the action has finished, does not interfere with the traditional form of the play
but does add an interesting difference each year.

The introduction of fresh material every year certainly has an effect on the performers and
Wantage Mummers believe also affects the audience. The performers have the mental
challenge of thinking up new business every year and the first rehearsal, where this is done,
tends to be one of great hilarity as various highly amusing scenarios are trialled, most of
which have to be rejected as being too tasteless for public performance. With every year
having some differences from previous years the performers do not get stale and their
excitement at seeing how the new tricks will go down communicates to the audience. This is
enhanced by Wantage Mummers only performing on one day in the year, Boxing Day is a
special day for the mummers and this comes through in performance.
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For the audience, the introduction of bits of business and topicality means that the play
appeals on several levels. It is traditional and there are probably people who attend on that
basis, but it also contains pantomime for the kids (and adult kids) and the topical allusions are
appreciated by the discerning. The latter segment of the audience is likely to be particularly
interested in Beelzebub’s speech and it is possible that some people come mainly for the
speech as a few subsequently buy a copy of the text off the Wantage Mummers website.
People who have watched previously, liked the show, and are considering coming again are
encouraged by knowing that they are going to see something a bit different, but not so
different that they will not like it. This leads to repeat business and with Wantage Mummers
having been going nearly forty years there are now three generation families attending.

Fig 10. A regular audience join in the spirit of the performance

This build-up of a core audience coupled with performing “same place-same time” means
that Wantage Mummers have become imbedded in the local scene. Going for a morning stroll
to have a drink and watch the mummers is what people around Wantage do on Boxing Day
(Fig 10). Although most of the support is local the mummers have met people who have
travelled up to 50 miles. The mummers have not counted the audience over the years but
estimates that, on a fair weather Boxing Day, up to four hundred people now watch, which is
a little over one percent of the catchment population.
What does exist is a record of collections made for donation to local and national charities
from 1982 to present (Fig 11). The income has been inflation corrected to 2013 GBP on an
economic status (ie perceived wealth) basis. In total, Wantage Mummers have donated over
8
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£20,000 to charity and the current rate of audience giving is about £4 per person. The data
shows a rise to a plateau through the ‘90’s and early ‘00s followed by another rise from
2002/3 before levelling out from 2010 onwards. Why the audience was quite so generous in
2012 (£1609.46 plus €2 and four chocolate coins) is unknown. Considering the latter rise, it is
unlikely that people became three times more generous
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Fig 11. Collections 1982 to 2013 (inflation adjusted to 2013 £)

between 2002 and 2010 (although there is a feeling that individual giving has increased perhaps encouraged by the displaying throughout the performances of a placard stating the
amount given to charities the previous year) so probably around two thirds of that rise is a
reflection of a growth in audience between 2002 and 2010.
The evidence, supported by the general impression of the mummers, is that critical audience
mass was achieved around 2004 and this triggered substantial growth to the present level.
Current audience numbers at the three venues are roughly fifty, two hundred and one hundred
and fifty. With the exception of the first venue this is about full capacity as effective audience
space is limited by sight line and, particularly, audibility issues. Wantage Mummers have
received requests to mike-up but feel that, apart from the logistics, this is not compatible with
a traditional mummers’ performance. There may be an argument for it regarding just
Beelzebub’s monologue but so far no action is planned. The mummers also have no intention
of increasing the number of venues to spread the audience out as the present set-up is a
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sufficient day’s work, there is also no desire to lose the specialness of the event by
performing outside Boxing Day.
This paper has illustrated a way of upholding a traditional mumming play whilst
simultaneously providing something new for the audience to appreciate each year and
providing the performers with annually renewed interest. The pleasure the mummers get from
performing and the capacity audiences attracted indicate that this approach works, at least in
the Wantage locality and for this set of mummers.
…………………………………………
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Notes
1) Recollections of founder mummers Tom Bower, Paul Smith and Max Williams.
2) The source is forgotten but consideration of what was available in pre-internet days and a
comparison of the texts indicates that it was almost certainly taken from “A Glossary of
Berkshire Words and Phrases” (English Dialect Society, London, Trubner, 1888) by Barzillai
Lowsley . His notes indicate that what he terms “the mid-Berks play” was observed in (at
least) Steventon, Brightwalton and Compton (villages 5-10 miles from Wantage) and it can
be inferred that the printed words are those used in Steventon. For the founder mummers the
linkage to Steventon was enhanced by the mother of one of them, Max Williams, recognising
the words from performances of the Steventon mummers she had seen as a child in the
neighbouring village of Marcham. Mid-Berks text at:
http://www.archive.org/stream/aglossaryberksh00lowsgoog/aglossaryberksh00lowsgoog_djv
u.txt
3) Compared to the Lowsley text a few lines of extraneous tangle talk have also been cut
from Molly’s introductory speech.
4) Text at http://www.vwml.org/record/TFO/2/1/29/5. Chaddleworth is a village about 10
miles from Wantage.
5) Lowsley records Jack Vinny being dressed as a jester.
6) Lowsley records Beelzebub being dressed as Father Christmas.
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