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ABSTRACT

DRAMA IN NEWFOUNDLAND SOCIETY: THE COMMUNITY CONCERT

By
Chesley John Skinner

This study focuses upon the Newfoundland community
concert, a theatrical production utilizing the variety and
revue style of presentation with programmes consisting of
dialogues, songs, recitations and readings, and produced by
the various communities as a primary means of raising money
to support church, school and other essential services, It
was the one dramatic event common to all parts of this
province of Canada, and until the 1950s was a major form of
entertainment which contributed positively to the self-
sufficiency and the cohesiveness of each community.

The primary source of information was the collection of
audio tapes and their transcripts housed at the Memorial
University of Newfoundland Folklore and Language Archives
(MUNFLA) in St. John's, Newfoundland. These were

supplemented by a questionnaire designed specifically to
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Chesley John Skinner

gather information about concert traditions and further
assisted by interviews conducted in various parts of
Newfoundland with people who had, at one time, been
instrumental in organizing and performing in the theatrical
events.

The process by which these events were produced and
presented is examined here within the historical and
sociological context in which the practices developed, and
discussed under the headings Organization, Content,
Presentation, Acting Style and Audience Reaction.

The material gathered from the different sources attests
to the widespread popularity of the concerts as major
celebrations within the framework of the communities
utilizing the available resources. It was theatrical, and
for the most part was presented in the comic mode. It drew
on the rich folklore of Newfoundland in that it presented
the songs and recitations which recorded important
happenings and situations; it allowed the dialogues to be
changed to fit the tastes of the group, and contributed to
the lore by introducing items from the outside thereby

enriching and sustaining the oral tradition.
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

l.1 Purpose of Study

Newfoundland culture shows evidence of certain charac-
teristics which identify its European roots and which
reflect the forging of these 0l1ld World elements with things
unique to this island-arrested society. This uniqueness 1is
most apparent in the folklore and customs which have
developed reflecting the society's prominent motifs and
beliefs. Foremost among these is a major preoccupation with
celebration and entertainment as shown by the extensive
canon of songs and stories, and by the community initiated
traditions involving drama, dancing and mummering.

During the past two decades much research and study has
been conducted into Newfoundland's lore and language, par-
ticularly with regard to the mummering practices. So too,
the songs and stories have been collected, classified, and

analyzed according to the various presentational styles and
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subjects. However, except for cursory acknowledgments, the

presence of drama in Newfoundland culture remains unexplored
and unresearched. The purpose of this study is to inves-
tigate that aspect by examining the one dramatic event which
was common to all areas of the province: the community
concert.

The community concert was a theatrical event which
employed the variety and revue style of presentation in that
its program consisted of songs, recitations, dialogues and,
in some cases, readings. The organizational and production
aspects of the programs, including casting and rehearsing,
were done by groups within the community using local people
as performers. Some of the materials which were presented
were written especially the events, but in most cases came
from published sources.

Initially this study was formulated as a personal effort

to examine a dramatic event which had been an important part

1
For example see; H. Halpert and G. M. Story, eds.,
Christmas Mumming in Newfoundland (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 1969), and Kenneth Peacock, ed. Songs of The
Newfoundland OQutports, National Museum of Canada Bulletin, 3
Volumes. (Ottawa: Secretary of State, 1965).




of my growing up in Newfoundland. This desire to find out
more about concerts before the o0ld practices had died out
altogether was reinforced while a student at Memorial
University of Newfoundland where the examination of the lore
and language of Newfoundland instilled in me an intense
appreciation for those aspects of my cultural heritage and a
strong motivation to understand them within a wider context,
Finally, and most importantly, this research was undertaken
to examine the community concert as a theatrical event and
to ascertain how it was produced and presented within the
context of Newfoundland's unique sociological and historical

milieu.
1.2 Justification of Study

The community concert by virtue of its widespread
popularity was a major entertainment force within New-
foundland society. It provided a forum for their songs and
stories and an opportunity for those with the desire and
talent to present them in a theatrical setting. Until now
no attempt has been made to examine this event with regard
to its nature and the overall purposes it served. This study
will be the first endeavor at researching and synthesizing

the available information on this dramatic event.



The study will also contribute to the recent attempts to
understand the uniqueness of Newfoundland by studying one of
the entertainment modes which developed as an integral part
of the culture.

Prior to Confederation with Canada in 1949 there was very
little financial aid available to the communities to support
essential services, so in order to maintain some degree of
self~-sufficiency money had to be raised at the local level.
Chief among those fund-raising enterprises was the concert.
When more money became available after Confederation the
need for the community to contribute was minimized, con-
sequently the concert was not produced as frequently.
However, now that external funding may be declining the
community has once again turned to 1its theatrical and
dramatic traditions to aid in raising money for local
projects. To that cause this study will provide community
groups and producers with an accurate and detailed account
of how the concerts used to be presented and therefore aid
in re-establishing it as the significant form of enter-

tainment it used to be.
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1.3 Definition of Terms

Mummering

This Christmastime activity has it roots in Medieval
Europe and is still practiced in Newfoundland. Today the
custom takes the form of disguising oneself by dressing in
an array of odd clothes and going from house to house in the
community requesting permission to enter. This informal
house-visit requires that the hosts identify the mummer and
when so done the disguise is removed. During their stay in a
home the mummers may dance, sing, partake of food and drink,
or just answer, in a disguised voice, the questions of the
inquiring host.

In some parts of Newfoundland mummers are referred to as
Jannies. The two words are defined as being the same in the

Dictionary of Newfoundland English:

Mummer: One who takes part in a mummering, . . .
An elaborately costumed and disguised person who
participates 1in various group activities at
2
Christmas; FOOL, JANNY.

2

G. M. Story, W. J. Kirwin, J. D. A. Widdowson, eds.,
Dictionary of Newfoundland English (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 1982), s.v. "mummer," "mummering." For a
detailed discussion on Mummering see: Herbert Halpert, "A
Typology of Mumming," in Christmas Mumming in Newfoundland,
pp. 34 - 61.
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Time

In Newfoundland a Time is a Soiree; an organized community
event usually sponsored by some organization and held in the
school, 1lodge, or a parish hall. The expressed purpose of
such a gathering is almost always to assist some cause
deemed important for the group. The Time includes dancing,
sale of food and crafts, and, in some cases, a concert. The

Dictionary of Newfoundland English defines a Time as:

«+ « +« A party or celebration, especially a
communal gathering with dancing, entertainment, etc.

. . In the smaller places during the fall and
winter months almost every night there would be a
3

time on, as any social function is called.

Dialogues

A dialogue is a short dramatic script requiring a minimum
of two actors and usually relies on slapstick techniques for
the desired comic results, In some cases in Newfoundland
they were written locally, but more often than not they were

obtained from published dialogue books. The Dictionary of

Newfoundland English defines dialogue as:

3
Dictionary of Newfoundland English, s.v. "Time."




Part of a play to be acted. A play or act
performed or spoken as a part of a concert. The
chairman then announced that those members of the
entertainment committee who had parts in the
dialogue not perfected may come back to the Hall to
practice. . . . A staged production, in a Christmas

4
concert for example, would be called a dialogue.

1.4 Methodology

The first two chapters of this study will present a
sociological and historical perspective of the context in
which the concert tradition developed, as well as a discus-
sion on the major entertainment forms which co-existed with
it.

Findings relating specifically to the community concert
are presented here wunder the headings: Organization, Con-
tent, Presentation, Acting Style and Audience Reaction.
These allow for a detailed examination of the production
process such as the selection of program pieces, the casting
procedures, directing, scenic conventions, and the perfor-
mance of the various pieces before an audience.

Preliminary research for this study examined the printed

4
Dictionary of Newfoundland English, s.v. "Dialogue."




references to the Newfoundland concerts. Except for a few
remarks made in diaries about the attendance or that it was
well received, nothing of consequence was found. The St.
John's newspapers carried advertisements for the amateur
theatre productions, but the concerts were usually un-
announced.

Except for a weekly published from 1859 to 1893 at Harbour

Grace, Harbour Grace Standard and Conception BaY Advertiser,

the only other Nineteenth Century newspaper outside the
Capital was published at Twillingate on the northeast coast,

‘The Twillingate Sun. The latter was a fortunate discovery

which contributed immensely towards defining the concerts
traditions from 1880 to 1894, for in each weekly issue it
carried reports on the entertainment scene in Northeastern
Newfoundland. These reports include descriptions of con-
certs, what was included in the programs, as well as the
names of those who participated; they are quoted extensively
in the following chapters.

The main source of information for this study of the
community concert was the audio tapes and transcripts housed
in the Memorial University of Newfoundland Folklore and
Language Archive (MUNFLA), a facility officially established

in 1968 as a "regional archive which concentrates upon






folklore, folklife, language and oral history of the
Province of Newfoundland and Labrador."5 A large proportion
of the collections were deposited by folklore students and
faculty and cover a wide range of topics which the Archive
has classified under eighteen separate headings.6

Most of the tapes consulted contained references to more
than one of the subject headings with the most common being
stories, songs, and anecdotal material about life and work
in the Newfoundland communities. Many of the tapes are
conversational in nature with the student interviewers
allowing their subjects to reminisce about those things they
felt most comfortable with. However, many of the earlier
taped interviews were conducted by faculty and deal with a

particular topic such as mummering or folksongs.

Accompanying most of the tapes used in this study were

5

"A Guide For Users of The Memorial University of
Newfoundland Folklore and Language Archive," Rev 10/79,
P. 1. (Mimeographed.)

6

These major areas include: Childlore, Custom, Documents
and Printed Materials, Folk Beliefs, Folk Dance, Folk
Language, Folk Legend, Folk Music, Folk Poetry, Folksong,
Folktale, Foodways, Material Culture and Work Techniques,
Miscellaneous, Oral History, Personal Experience Narrative,
Proverbs, Riddles and Conundrums.
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manuscripts which had been transcribed to reflect the
accents and speech patterns of the informants. (In all cases
the tapes were checked to verify what appeared in type.) 1In
instances where no transcripts exist those quotations used
herein were taken from the tape making no effort to edit or
otherwise correct the sentence structure,.

Although the time spent at MUNFLA was enlightening in
terms of the oral history of Newfoundland and the unique and
colorful folk customs, it was, however, somewhat frustrating
because "concerts" was not a major heading and no indexing
had been done according to that subject. Only a few projects
had been deposited which were devoted solely to this
dramatic event. Much of what was uncovered was found
inserted in the mummer materials having been volunteered by
the informants as a kind of aftermath. Fortunately enough
references to "dem wonderful concerts we used to have," were
discovered to suggest that the practice had been widespread
and regarded as significant happenings in the 1life of the
communities.

Although the Archive served as the primary source for
information the study was not restricted to it. In areas
~ where it was found lacking, other avenues were sought out

and examined. To this end, a questionnaire was designed in
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the summer of 1979 and later administered by some of the
faculty in the Department of Folklore at Memorial University
of Newfoundland to their students (see appendix D). The aim
was to gather as much data as possible on the subject and as
a result asked a lot of questions arranged under specific
headings.

The student responses to the Traditional Community Concert
survey were disappointingly terse, usually answered with a
simple "yes" or "no" without accompanying commentary. Con-
sequently other subjects had to be found, so a number of
questionnaires were sent to selected people in Newfoundland
who were known personally or who were recommended by friends
and other informants.

The responses of the non-student group provided fresh
insight into the nature of the dramatic event in question,
due, most likely, to the fact that many of the informants
were older and had at one time been participants in the
community produced concerts.

The archival materials relating to concerts were further
supplemented by field research personally conducted for this
study. No particular pattern was established; in whatever
area I happened to visit resource persons were sought out

and interviewed. The interviews were conducted informally in
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homes. In cases where a tape recorder was not used notes

were made immediately following the sessions.

The tape recordings of interviews conducted specifically
for this study from 1979 to 1982, as well as the Traditional
Community Concerts Questionnaire responses have all been
deposited in the Archive and have, therefore, been assigned
a master accession number identified in this text by the
prefix MUNFLA. Tapes and transcripts carry the letter "C";
i.e., MUNFLA C4858 80 - 15. Responses to the questionnaire
which was administered through the Centre all carry the
designation (Q80B and appear 1in the citations as follows:
MUNFLA Q80B-1, Q80B-2, etc.

Throughout this study certain interviews are relied upon
quite extensively, " simply because they provided the most
significant and useful information. This is especially true
with regard to the sessions spent with Mr., John Osmond, Mr.
Rueben DeGruchy, and Mr. Wilfred Skinner (no relation). All
three gentlemen had been instrumental in the production
and/or presentation of concerts at some time in their lives.
They are not wunlike many of the other informants whose
songs, stories, and reminiscences made up the collections in
MUNFLA. As an attempt to provide some indication of the

context in which this phase of the research was conducted, I
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present short biographical notes on these three major

contributors.

John C. Osmond

Mr. Osmond was born in 1909 in the small community of
Margaree on the south west corner of the island about five
miles from Port aux Basques. He attended a one-room school
which was sponsored by the Anglican Church and left after
finishing the Intermediate level examination and was sub-
sequently employed in the fishery. When in his early
twenties he moved to Ontario where he worked at various jobs
until he returned home and once again became a fisherman. He
continued in that line of work until 1939 when he moved with
his family to Port aux Basques and worked as a carpenter
until his retirement.

It was while he 1lived in Margaree that he performed in
concerts as well as organized and directed them.

Mr. Osmond was interviewed in his home in Port aux
Basques, 16 April 1979; the tape and transcript of that

session have been assigned the designation C 4858 80 - 153.

Rueben DeGruchy

Mr DeGruchy was born in 1899 in the small community of
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Rencontre West. He was fortunate in that he was able to
attain a respectable education and at one time considered
becoming a teacher but chose instead to work in the fishery.
He worked on the Grand Banks of Newfoundland, and at one
time was employed in the whaling industry. At the age of
forty-eight a hunting accident cost him the use of one eye;
after that he was employed as a clerk in the local store and
continued in that capacity wuntil the whole community of
Rencontre West was moved in the 1late 1960s wunder the
Newfoundland Government's Centralization Programme. Mr.
DeGruchy moved with his daughter and her family to the town
of Fortune on the southeast coast. He has an extensive
repertoire of folksongs and stories and during the interview
he shared many of them and recounted incidents about
performing them in concerts in Rencontre West.

Mr. DeGruchy was interviewed at his daughter’'s home in
Fortune, 20 August 1979. The tape and transcript have been

assigned the designation C4857 80 - 152.

Wilfred Skinner

Mr. Skinner was born in 1920 in the small, isolated
community of Richard’'s Harbour. Despite being employed in

the fishery with his father at the age of twelve he managed
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to attain a basic education . During the interview he
related how he was prepared to write the Intermediate Level
Examinations but his family was not able to supply the two
dollar registration fee. He spent a number of years fishing
on the Grand Banks of Newfoundland until he returned home
and worked as a «clerk in the 1local store. Like Mr.
Degruchy, he and his family were moved under the Centraliza-
tion programme in the 1960s. Mr. Skinner moved to Port aux
Basques where he has been employed as a janitor in a high
school ever since., Before moving from Richard’'s Harbour he
served on the Select Vestry of the Anglican Church and was
therefore responsible for raising money to maintain its
upkeep; the primary means of doing that was via concerts and
Times which he organized and performed in.

Mr. Skinner was interviewed at his home in Port aux
Basques 27 June 1982. The tape of of that session carries

the designation C6193 83 -134.
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Chapter 2

AN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

The Newfoundland community concert conventions, like other
aspects of the culture, reflect the historical milieu in
which they were developed. The prohibition against settle-
ment by the British authorities, the various streams of
immigration, the unstable economy, and the subsequent cul-
tures which evolved in the isolated communities, all relate
to the entertainment modes which, in many respects, are
unique to this island society. This chapter will present an
historical perspective on Newfoundland with particular em-
phasis on how the community concert was shaped by the
political and economical forces at work there since the time

when settlements were established.
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2.1 Background

Newfoundland’'s recorded history dates back to the Fif-
teenth Century beginning with the voyage of John Cabot in
1497 and the subsequent explorers searching for the New
World. In 1583 Newfoundland was formally claimed as a
possession of Great Britain by the envoy of Queen Elizabeth
I, Sir Humphrey Gilbert, thus giving it claim to the title
of "Britain's Oldest Colony." The arrival of the Europeans
may have been precipitated by the search for the East but
the discovery of the abundance of codfish made it one of the
more significant New World discoveries of that period.
Newfoundland became like "a great ship moored off the Grand
Banks, during the fishing season, for the convenience of
English fisherman".

Despite the laws issued by the British parliament and the
authority invested in the West Country merchants who vir-
tually had a monopoly on the Newfoundland fishery, people

did settle on the island finding refuge in the myriad of

7
Reported before the House of commons by an Under
Secretary of State in the American Department in 1793.
Quoted by D. W. Prowse,A History of Newfoundland(London:
Macmillan and Co., 1895), p. xix.
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coves, harbours, and bays along the coast. The initial
settling was a slow and clandestine process, but neverthe-
less the new found land came to be populated "behind the
backs" of those who sought to prevent the colony from
becoming anything but a fishing station under the absolute
control of Britain.

The Nursery for Seamen, as Newfoundland was considered,
was given legal expression in the Western Charter in 1634
thus condoning and sanctioning the traditional practices of
the West country merchants. The Privy Council had proclaimed
"that according to ancient custom every ship or fisher that
first entereth a harbour in behalf of every ship, be Admiral
of said harbour.”8 These surrogate governors, or Fishing
Admirals as they were known, had absolute control over the
harbour and its inhabitants with the direct order from the
British House of Commons. The ultimate expression of the
British government to "ensure the sovereignty of the West
Country merchants was to forbid the settlers from living

within six miles of the shoreline. For people whose

8

Quoted by Gordon O. Rothney, Newfoundland: A History
(Ottawa: Canadian Historical Association, 1964), p. 7.
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livelihood depended on fishing and therefore access to the
ocean, this was disastrous. The West Country merchants were
so protective of their gift from the king that in enforcing
the order in Council they destroyed all houses from Cape Ray
on the southwest corner of the island all the way to Cape
Bonavista on the northeast section. Officially Newfoundland
became "simply the English fleet moving west across the
ocean in the spring ,and returning back home to England
again in the autumn."9

It wasn’'t until 1699 that the first sign of hope came for
the unfortunate inhabitants living in " feare, and danger of
violent death."10 A small number of Newfoundland settlers
including John Downing and Thomas Oxford were so angered at
having been attacked and at having their property destroyed
by the admirals, that they went to London and presented the

case for the settlers. Subsequent to their presentation, the

first Western Charter, a gift from the Stuart king, was

9
Ibid., po 11.

10

Newfoundland historian G. O. Rothney refers to these
words of Thomas Hobbes describing men living in a "state of
nature". Rothney, p.15.
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replaced by an act of parliament recognizing the in-

habitants.

« « « Provided always that all such persons
[inhabitants] as since the 25th of March 1685 have
built houses and stages that did not belong to
fishing ships since 1685 shall peaceably enjoy the

11
same without disturbance from any person whatever.

The new statute became known as King William's Act and
remained as the fundamental constitutional document throu-
ghout the Eighteenth Century.

The King William'’s Act recognized that there were settlers
living in Newfoundland who were not directly connected with
the West Country merchants and the fishery. It was a
positive indication to those who decided to make their homes
there. With settlement having been given legal status and
some protection from the whims of the fishing admirals the
community existed in relative peace. It 1is at this stage
that the various traditions of the 0ld World began to merge

and give the communities their distinctive Newfoundland

11
Act of William III,An Act to Encourage Trade to

Newfoundland. Quoted in Prowse, A History of Newfoundland,
p. 233.
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character as expressed in the entertainment forms such as
the concert which incorporated their songs, stories, and

oral literature.
2.2 The People - Origins and Roots

In an attempt to understand the community concert as a
major entertainment practice which brought together the
traditional songs and stories in a theatrical setting it is
necessary to understand something of the people who produced
them. The culture which evolved as distinctly Newfoundland
is 1inextricably tied to the traditions which were trans-
ported from Europe. The religious differences and the
folklore of 1Ireland and Britain continued as viable forces
in the lives of the immigrants, and in a place where oral
traditions were strongly at work these aspects of culture
survived,

The concerts were most often produced under the auspices
of the community churches, and as a result reflect religious
differences more than any other form of entertainment; there
were Catholic concerts which relied heavily on Irish songs
and sketches and concerts produced by the various protestant
groups whose programmes, according to reports in the

Twillingate Sun, often included English folksongs as well as

hymns and dialogues with a didactic intent.
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It is estimated that by 1775 there were 12,000 European-
descended people in Newfoundland. For a place so rich in
resources and having been known for nearly two hundred years
this is an astonishingly small number. Who were these
people who came to this part of the New World where climate
and geography did not work to provide a totally hospitable
environment? The romantic myth about the hardy and ever-
suffering ancestors must be shelved in order to discern some
aspect of the truth about the beginning immigration to
Newfoundland. One study from Memorial University of New-
foundland has attempted to present the facts regarding those
who came in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries; and
with the assistance of statistics and information gleened
from the diaries of wandering scholars and dilettantes of
the period, a picture of the early settlers becomes
discernible.12

Over-populated Ireland provided the West Country merchants

with a continual supply of young men ripe for recruitment

for the Newfoundland fishing industry. They came bringing

12
_ John J. Mannion, Ed., The Peopling of Newfoundland
(Memorial University of Newfoundland: 1Institute of Social
and Economic Research, 1977.)
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with them their 1Irish traditions and customs and religion
and apart from the intermingling with the English on board
ship during the Atlantic crossing they remained distinctly
Irish as the protestants remained distinctly English. In
many parts of Newfoundland this distinction is still evident
today. Only a few communities grew up in Newfoundland which
contained the two religious groups; in such places the
Catholic families settled on one side of the harbour and the

Protestants on the other.

In the 17th century the English had occupied
almost all the main harbours from Trepassey to
Bonavista Bay, and in the following century the
Irish also dispersed along this shore From the
beginning, however, the Irish tended to concentrate
on the Avalon ,particularly from St. John's to
Placentia, and were also prominent in some of the
more populous centers of summer settlement in the
bays north of St. John's to Fogo 1Island; elsewhere
the English dominated. The pattern is clearly dis-

13
cernible today.

The English who settled in Newfoundland came primarily
14
from Dorset, Devon, Somerset, and Hampshire. At first the

13
1bid., p. 8.

14
Ibid., p. 7.
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immigration was seasonal in that the men left their homes in
the spring and returned to England in the fall. However,
with the Newfoundland fishery on the increase it became
necessary that some people stay the winter to protect the
fishing stage, flakes, and other building belonging to the
company. The 1initial practice of staying one winter
naturally led to two or three, thus, creating a permanent
mode of migration.

"Ye common people go to Newfoundland"lswas the message of
those recruiting labourers for the fishery on the other side
of the Atlantic. The common people went despite the adver-
sity of the climate and the authorities under which they
worked and, by staying on and persevering, complicated the
plans of the West Country merchants. Since the original
settlers in Newfoundland were the "common people" the
entertainment practices which developed did not include such
formal arts as theatre or opera. The only theatrical event
produced was the concert and perhaps 1its popularity is

related to the fact that it was able to accommodate aspects

of their oral literature such as songs and monologues,

15

C. Grant Head, Eighteenth Century Newfoundland (Toronto:
McClelland and Stewart Limited, 1976), p. 86.
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In a time when the sole Newfoundland resource was being
exploited at all costs the merchants in their
entrepreneurial zeal soon saw an advantage to having a
resident population in the colony. Newfoundland was not self
sufficient; it could provide most necessities but the lack
of an agricultural component left the residents dependent on
the importation of grain products. The Nineteenth Century
saw a rapid increase 1in the population of Newfoundland
particularly with regard to the Irish numbers. The movement
was away from the Avalon thus increasing the population of
other parts of the island. Until now the Avalon had received
the majority of the immigrants, especially those from
Ireland, and as a result of having to bear the brunt of the
poor economy for such a 1long time it was necessary that
newer fishing grounds be sought out. The concentration,
heretofore, of the population on one part of the island had

left most of the coastal areas uninhabited and unexploited.

By 1800, the permanent population was still
largely confine 4 to the Avalon Peninsula and the
northeast coast to Notre Dame Bay, with only a
scattering of settlements in the remaining areas of
the island to the north and west, and in Labrador. A
century later this vast area was settled, with
twelve times as many people; the Newfoundland
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maritime frontier was finally closed.16

The result of this migration away from the Avalon was to
spread the population over a large area. There was a rapid
growth of population at this time and significant changes
occurred within the traditional structure. Foremost among
these changes was the disappearance of the class of inden-
tured servants and the emergence of the colonist as an
ordinary fisherman. With the population spread over such a
large area and with communications between the different
centers nearly non-existent the communities tended to devel-
op their own unique character as a result of the isolation.
It was at this stage that the community concerts became a
significant part of the community, both as an entertainment
vehicle and as a money raising enterprise.

St. John's became more and more the centre of trade and
commerce and the only contact with the international fishery
trade. The rest of Newfoundland became more and more
isolated and removed from the commercial activities as the
power of the local merchants declined. It became absolutely

necessary that the communities become self-sufficient,

16
Mannion, The Peopling of Newfoundland, p.l
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With this fundamental social change, the basic
structure of modern outport society began to emerge,
socially more egalitarian and occupationally less
specialized than in the previous century. Labor and
production were now almost completely organized
around the family household unit which aimed towards
a greater degree of self-sufficiency and engaged in
a wide 17range of self-supporting domestic
activities.

It was during the Nineteenth Century that the many
communities away from the Avalon Peninsula were settled and
a concerted effort made on the part of their inhabitants
towards some degree of self-sufficiency. The 1lack of
communication with the outside world and even with St.
John's caused a dependency within the community groups which
forged the various 01ld World backgrounds into traditions
which became common to a particular harbour, cove, or bay.
The isolation factor, according to Mannion, is the greatest
single factor contributing to the uniqueness of the New-
foundland character.

Newfoundland'’'s cultural landscape 1is unique in
contemporary North America, not Jjust because the

population is predominantly restricted to a necklace
of communities around the coast but because of its

17
Ibido’ po 11.
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historic isolation from the mainland; the landscape
and the technology that helped create it have
preserved until recently an Old World character.18
An integral part of the community cultures which evolved
from the 0ld world traditions was the entertainment modes.
These were adapted to fit in with the seasonal occupational
aspect of the community and as a result were most evident
during Christmas and the winter months. The activities of
the isolated communities included jannying, mummering, sing-

ing, story-telling, and dancing, as well as the use of drama

in the form of concerts.

2.3 Church and School

As if the problems caused by the international fishery
trade and those brought on by the natural disasters were not
enough Newfoundland was also not immune from violence and
dissension caused by differences in religion. The Nineteenth
Century was a time when Roman Catholic and Protestant
differences were very much a concern of the whole population

often causing physical violence to persons and to property.

18
Ibid., p. 15.
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The influx of over 24,000 Irish immigrants between 1811 and
1830 sharply increased one particular ethnic group and
religion. This was a time when Representative Government was
being established and the political superiority of one
religious group over another was very much feared. The fears
and traditions brought over from the 0ld World surfaced on
this side of the Atlantic and manifested themselves in a
number of grisly episodes such as as the one in 1835 when
the editor of the Public Ledger was attacked by masked men
and had his ears cut off.19

The religious dissension in the 1830s aggravated distrust
of one denomination for another which resulted in com-
munities being split, separate schools built, and enormous
amounts of money and energy spent ensuring that co-operation
remained at a minimum. These divisions were reflected in

the community concert traditions in that they were referred

to as belonging to a particular religious denomination such

19
From an account of the event by the victim printed 1in
the Public Ledger, June 9, 1835, discussed by G. M. Story,
"Newfoundland: Fishermen, Hunters, Planters, and Merchants,"
in Christmas Mumming in Newfoundland, ed. Herbert Halpert
and ?. M. Story. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
1969.
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20
as the Methodist or Church of England concert. The most

significant consequence of the re-awakening of these 0ld
World rivalries was the establishment of schools along
denominational lines with the Churches having the power over
personnel and curriculum, as well as being responsible for
the maintenance and upkeep of the buildings. This resulted
in too much time and money being spent to sustain a rather
clumsy educational system which, after the introduction of
various protestant denominations, demanded that one com-
munity have a school for each group. It was not unusual to
find a small community in Newfoundland with three or four
schools and churches. Until 1950 it was the responsibility
of the communities and the churches to maintain its school
facilities. There was a minimum of financial assistance from
the government so money for this purpose had to raised

locally, usually through such events as concerts.

20
Some informants for this study attributed the

disappearance of the concert tradition in some communities
to the establishment of of a number of newer religious
groups in the 1940s and 1950s such as the Pentecostal
Assemblies, Dramatic events and other traditional
enter?ainment were often disapproved of by these evengelical
organizations,
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Despite the attempts by the churches at establishing and
maintaining schools there was a paucity of educational
opportunities in Newfoundland prior to Confederation with
Canada. In 1949 the province had one of the highest rates of
illiteracy in North America. No where is this more evident
than in the journals of the Society for the Propagation of

the Gospel missionaries such as Archdeacon Edward Wix.

Assembled twenty-four persons to full service. As
not one in this settlement could read, I was
requested to read a letter containing intelligence
of the most interesting kind, of which the family
had been in ignorance, although they had had it by
them for weeks.I many similar settlements, I was
engaged in writing letters for the people to rela-
tives who had been settled, some ten, some twenty
years, 1in other parts of the island, and with whom
they had been unable to hold any communication since
their original settlement in the country, or, at

21
least, since their dispersion.

Similarly, the Reverend Julien Moreton recorded in his diary
his observation regarding the 1lack of education 1in
Nineteenth Century Newfoundland; he disclosed that "of the

334 persons married in seven years only forth-nine could

21
Edward Wix, Six Months of a Newfoundland Missionary'’s

Journal from Februar to August, 1835, (London: Smith,
Elder and Co., 1836), p. 24.
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22
write their names". For this study of the popular culture

vis a vis the community concerts, these journals and
missionary reports have proven to be extremely useful in
that they provide a detailed picture of the social milieu of
the last century when the practice became widespread. They
present a vivid picture of a society where oral tradition is
relied upon for the preservation of its songs and stories,
as well as the day to day events. The concerts which began
in such an environment utilized these items of the folklore
in a theatrical setting.

Along with their observations regarding the lack of
education these early missionaries also recorded facts about
the quality of 1life in Newfoundland during their sojourns
there. The influx of people to Newfoundland and the sub-
sequent settling of the many isolated coves and harbours
around its coast had begun to show its effects by the middle
of the Nineteenth Century and continued to do so until the

Twentieth,

22
Rev, Julien Moreton, Life and work in Newfoundland.

Reminiscences of 13 Years Spent There (London: Rivingtons,
1863), p. 23.
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As well as establishing the Church of England in New-
foundland the Society for the Propagation of Gospel laid the
foundation for education as well. The people whom they
referred to in their 1790 report as "a barbarous, perfidious
and cruel people" were in need of schools and the rudiments
of education.

Order was slowing being established; not through the
efforts of the government but through the churches. The
lawlessness which had threatened the existence of the
population was slowly being eliminated as the clergy took
responsibility for the educational as well as the spiritual
needs. The church had become the prime motivating force for
the people of Newfoundland and was to have a distinct
presence in all levels of government as they developed. By
the mid Nineteenth Century, as a result of men like
Archdeacon Wix, most of the island’'s population adhered to
one religious denomination or another, and as a consequent
the churches made a more concerted effort to staff the
various parishes. As the churches were established in the
many small communities throughout the 1island it became
necessary that these places organize to support them. The
clergy and teacher arrived and with them brought ideas as to

how to maintain the new services; at this stage the concert
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became a regular event produced under the auspices of the

church and school.
2.4 Economic and Social Conditions

Among the factors which were inherent in shaping the
concerts traditions in Newfoundland perhaps the most sig-
nificant were those related to the social and econonic
conditions, for apart from the entertainment and celebration
aspect these events were produced out of necessity. The
community dramatic events attempted to provide some
semblance of a welfare programme for the needy as well as to
maintain certain community services.

Prominent in the Nineteenth Century Newfoundland picture
is tragedy, poverty, and disaster. The fragile economy was
dependent on one single resource leaving the whole popula-
tion at the mercy of the elements and the success or failure
of the inshore fishery. Newfoundlanders, although isolated,
were not immune from the effects of the changes in world
politics, In 1815 France and America barred Newfoundland
fish from domestic markets by demanding extremely high duty
taxes. The action had a devastating effect, so much so, that
it brought on a commercial crash at the close of 1815. 1In

1817, just two years after the crash, the inshore fishery
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failed and 1818 was one of the coldest winters on record
freezing the waters around St. John's thus cutting off
shipping. To complete the picture St. John's experienced the
first of a number of major fires in February 1816 destroying
most of the town. Other fires added to the misery of the
capital and therefore the rest of the island in 1817, 1846,

23
and 1892,

In 1860 there was widespread pauperism due to the failure
of the fisheries and nearly one third of the colony's total
revenue was required for the relief of the poor., Con-
sequently there was little money left in the government's
coffers for services such as education.(The complete picture
of education in Newfoundland during most of the nineteenth
century is to found in the annals of the Benevolent 1Irish
Association, the St. John's Society, the Newfoundland
society and those groups who worked under the auspices of
the Wesleyan Church.)

As mentioned at the beginning of this section it was the

23
A detailed account of the early history of St. John's
including discussion on the major fires is shown in R. G.
Moyles, "Complaints is Many and Various, but the 0dd Devil
Likes it™ (Toronto: Peter Martin Associates, 1975).
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presence of so many poor and distressed people in New-
foundland that prompted organizations to raise money to
alleviate their suffering. Quite often the fund-raising
endeavors involved dramatics as was the case in 1770 when
the Gentlemen of the Navy performed Nicholas Rowe's The Fair
Penitent in St. John's . An account of a similar event was
reported in the Harbour Grace Standard in 1864 when some
gentlemen of the town endeavored to raise money for the poor
in their community. Louise Whiteway in her detailed
analysis of 1life in Newfoundland in 1867 states that,
"concerts were given under the auspices of the Poor Relief
Association since poor relief in some form or other was ever

24
a pressing necessity". The Twillingate Sun carried a

number of reports from 1880 to 1900 of concerts which were
produced to assist the poor; one case in particular was to
alleviate the suffering of someone who had lost her house in
the St. John's fire. As the island came to be populated and
communities took on their separate identities, organizations

were established such as the Society of United Fishermen and

24
Louise Whiteway, "Newfoundland in 1867."Dalhouise Review
46 (1966 - 67): 57.




37

the Loyal Orange Society. Both of these groups prospered in
Newfoundland, thus they were established in nearly every
Protestant communit:y.z5 Around the same time as the frater-
nities were set up the women began to establish societies
under the auspices of the various churches and devoted their
time almost exclusively to assisting the poor through fund
raising or by other means.

Economic conditions improved slowly after 1939 with the
establishment of military bases in Newfoundland by Canada
and the U.S.A. A new era of prosperity dawned; New-
foundlanders, in the thousands, were employed by the
Americans and cash was available in unaccustomed amounts.26
The prosperity continued somewhat after the war with

politicians like Joseph R. Smallwood preaching Confederation

with Canada and the promise of a better standard of living.

25
The Society of United Fishermen (S.U.F) was founded at
Heart’'s cContent, Newfoundland in 1862; the Loyal Orange
Society (L.0.A) was founded in 1863 and quickly spread to
all parts of the island. Both groups figure strongly in the
production of dramatic concerts and will be dealt with at in
length in subsequent chapters.

26
David Alexander, "Development and dependence in
Newfoundland 1880 - 1970," Acadiensis 4 (Autumn 1974): 3
- 31.
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In 1949 the "Nursery for Seamen" became the tenth province

of Canada.
2.5 Post Confederation - Centralization

The community concert tradition grew out of a necessity.
It provided a forum whereby the people could bring together
their songs, and stories, and with assistance from published
scripts were able to support important services as well as
provide a home grown entertainment. With Confederation
major changes were introduced into the Newfoundland society,
none were more significant than the government’'s attempt to
reverse the Nineteenth Century migration patterns by enforc-
ing a centralization programme.

Compared to the rest of Canada Newfoundland was far behind
in terms of living standards and educational opportunities.
Isolation was still the chief obstacle to the establishing
of facilities and supplying services. For the most part
communication in 1949 was still restricted to coastal
steamer and the telegraph. Although there was a railroad
connecting the east coast with the west access to it was
obtained by first travelling by boat or overland on foot.
In 1949 there were 1,500 rural communities most of which had

fewer than three hundred inhabitants. In an attempt to
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remove the major obstacle to providing the essential ser-
vices the government of Newfoundland with assistance from
the Government of Canada undertook to centralize many of the
smaller communities., It was the expressed intention of the
government to assist the populations of the isolated settle-
ments to move to larger towns where the essential services
already existed. As a result, the number of smaller com-
munities was reduced by moving the people, and oftentimes
their homes, to what was labelled "growth centers." For
example:

In 1965 a revised version of the [resettlement]
programme was inaugurated under joint federal-
provincial sponsorship. This time the specific goal
was declared to be the complete evacuation of 600
communities and the relocation of 70,000 people in
selected "growth centers". In its first five years
the revised programme had closed 119 communities and

27
relocated 16,114 occupations.
The spread of the population in the Nineteenth Century to

make room for the immigration increase was responsible for

the peopling of the "isolated" communities.In his reminis-

27

Ralph Matthews, "There's No Better Place Than Here"
(Toronto: Peter Martin Associates Limited, 1976), P. 2.
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cences gathered in The Winds Softly Sigh R. G. Sparkes, who

grew up in one of these out of the way places, recalls a
vigsitor saying, "Dear God! 1I can understand a man coming
here to die; but to live? I just don't believe it.”28 To the
exclusion of everything but the need to harvest the sea, and
with very little contact outside the immediate area, the
villages grew and attained their individual characters
hallmarked by a dependency on one natural resource and
tempered by the human resourcefulness which persisted
despite the difficult and trying times,. That resource-
fulness 1is reflected in how these people chose to give form
to their capacity for celebration; investigating one aspect
of that is the focus of this study.

With centralization the sense of community was disrupted
and the identity which had been forged out of the unique
background of its people and the geography of the area was
soon lost in the larger growth centers. In these centers the
people found that church and school responsibilities were

different as were the empioyment opportunities. The benefits

28
R. F. Sparkes, The Winds Softly Sigh, (St. John's,
Newfoundland: Breakwater Books Ltd., 1981), p. Vi.
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and amenities the centralization programme brought were no
doubt welcomed but that which was lost in the move must be
remembered. The concert which had been a community effort
organized to ensure a degree of financial independence
required a sense community in order to succeed. In the
larger centers that sense no 1longer existed and the one
dramatic event which had helped sustain the isolated vil-

lages was no longer possible nor necessary.

2.6 Summary

This background to the study has concentrated on the
economic history, the people and the settlement patterns in
an attempt to provide an explanation of the the wunique
character of the Newfoundland society. It has dealt too
heavily perhaps on the written historical record which tends
to be a bit myopic for in the lateral vision the answer to
why people stayed and survived can be discerned from their
their folk song, stories, dancing, their traditions which
touch ancient mystery via mummering, their use of drama and
performance, and their belief in the Church and in each
other. These cultural items must be accorded credit when
dealing with the intriguing question of survival in the
"great ship moored off the Grand Banks"; along with, what

David Alexander describes as:
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its [Newfoundland's] enormous capacity to absorb
hardship without sinking into despair, and the deep
conservatism which assures survival but may indicate
an inclination to absorb <change rather than to
initiate reform.29
The people with the "inclination to absorb" created a rich
legacy of oral culture, music and song, at the same time as
they battled the elements, the hostility of government, and
the lack of co-operation from geography and the climate.
With the fishery being the primary and sole occupation the
winter months became the time,not only for restoration and
repair of equipment, but one which left time for relaxation
and leisure. It was during this time of the year, par-
ticularly at Christmas, that the capacity for celebration
was attended to, in some part because of religious dictates
but mainly because it was a time when "the work was all

done"™ and through the auspices of the church, school, and

lodge, the communities entertained by song, dance, mummer-

29

David Alexander, "Literacy and Economic Development in

?;gg?egnth Century Newfoundland,"” Acadiensis 9 (Autumn
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30
ing, times, and concerts.

The people who settled the island of Newfoundland "behind
the backs of the west country merchants and the British
authorities” persisted in a pre-industrial society by becom-
ing master craftsmen, fishermen, hunters, and nurtured a

folklore rich in 0l1d World and New World Cultures. They

were, above all, communities on a human scale and

societies with a consciousness, or an 1illusion, of
31
mastery over their environment.

30
., The newspapers consulted for this study of the concert
lnvariably mentioned entertainment events in the December
and  January issues. Some publications carried similar
notices in February and March but seldom anything of this
nature between March and November, except for one newspaper,

the Grand Falls Advertiser which served a non-fishing
community.

31

Story, "Newfoundland: Fishermen, Hunters, Planters, and
Merchants, " p. 33.
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Chapter 3

FORMS OF ENTERTAINMENT: THE WRITTEN RECORD

In the preceding chapter references were made to the
Newfoundland culture generally which evolved from the com-
bination of 01d world traditions and the geographical
isolation exacerbated by the economic of the area. This
section will discuss the entertainment modes which identify
this culture; namely, mummering, theatre, and the Soiree or
Time, with emphasis on their relationship to the community
concert.

Information used in this chapter, besides coming from more
traditional sources, was also found in the Memorial Univer-
sity of Newfoundland Folklore and Language Archive.32 No
attempt will be made to draw conclusion with regard to the

entertainment modes except to present the research that

32

All subsequent references to the Archive and its
holdings will be in the abbreviated form: MUNFLA.



PAn

v s . d
wilef p
ey
/>



45

provides a more comprehensive picture of the Newfoundland
society and assist in placing within its proper context the

community concerts which are the focus of this study.
3.1 Mummering

Any discussion of traditional entertainment practices in
Newfoundland must focus first on the age-old tradition of
mummering. In the Newfoundland context this practice is
identified by disguising oneself both physically and
vocally, and seeking admittance to homes within the com-
munity.33

The first printed reference to mummering in Newfoundland,
according to Story, was by the Reverend Anspach, a mission-
ary with the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel
(S.P.G.). 1In his account of 1life in Newfoundland The

Reverend Anspach wrote the following regarding the Christmas

practice.

33

In recent years, since the establishment of MUNFLA the
traditions of mummering have been surveyed, examined, and
Subjected to varying degrees of analysis by anthropologists,
folklorists, and journalists with the result being a
Cogsiderable number of publications on its various aspects.
Chief among the studies is a collection edited by Herbert
Halpert and G. M. Story, Christmas Mumming in Newfoundland,
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1969).
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Another custom, which 1is said to be still ob-

served in the North of England, prevails in

some

parts of Newfoundland, though not with general
approbation: it is called mummering; men and women
exchange clothes with each other, and go from house
to house singing and dancing, on which occasion
Christmas boxes are expected, and generally granted
previous to the performance, in order to get rid of
them. The author must, in justice to the native

inhabitants of Conception Bay, observe, that

fre-

quent attempts have been made to introduce this
practice among them, but they have been generally

34
resisted and publicly reprobated.

References to mummering in printed sources are scant.

There may be a number of reasons for this but paramount

among them is certainly the scarcity of printed sources in

general. Those people with the ability and the time to write

and who produced what documents there are

about

Newfoundland's past, usually visited the island during the

summer months when the fishery was in full swing,

during

which times any type of organized celebration would have

been difficult to find. Besides, mummering was a Christmas

—

34

Rev, Lewis Amadeus Anspach, A History of Newfoundland

(London: Sherwood, Gilbert and Piper, 1819), p. 475.
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35
activity and relegated solely to that particular season,

One of the more thorough pictures of the practice, however,
is given by a British geologist J.B.Jukes who was retained
by the Newfoundland government in 1839 and 1840 to conduct a

geological survey.

The 1lower orders ceased work; and during
Christmas, they amused themselves by what seemed the
relics of am old English custom, which, I believe,
was imported from the West of England, where it
still 1lingers. Men, dressed in all kinds of fantas-
tic disguises, and some 1in women's clothes, with
gaudy colors and painted faces, and generally armed
with a bladder full of pebbles tied to a kind of
whip, paraded the streets, playing practical jokes
on each other and on the passers by, performing rude
dances, and soliciting money or grog. They called

36
themselves Fools and Mummers.

Like J. B. Jukes, the other reference to the mummering
practices in Nineteenth Century describes the traditions as

they were carried out in St.John's. In this case Sir Richard

35
For a detailed discussion of the European mummering
traditions see E. K. Chambers, The English Folk-Play (New
York: Russell and Russell, 1964, reprint of 1933 edition.)

36

Je B. Jukes, Excursions in and about Newfoundland,
During the vears 1839 and 1840, 2 vols. (London: dJohn
Murray, 1842), 1:220.
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Bonnycastle who visited Newfoundland a few years after Jukes
provides information on a different aspect of the mummering
tradition: the mummer play. The most common expression of
this practise was the informal house visit with the par-
ticipants disguised after the manner described by Anspach
and Jukes. However, the visiting tradition where people
variously disguised come into a house intent on not having
their 1identities revealed was, in some parts of the island,
overshadowed by a version of the Medieval mummer play of St.

George and the Dragon. Although the practice of performing

this play has 1long since died out, it was, according to
Bonnycastle, a part of the Christmas celebrations held in

St. John's in 1842.

There was, and still 1is a sort of saturnalia
amongst the 1lower «classes, in St. John's par-
ticularly, which 1lasts three days, commencing at
Christmas, with boys only.

The mummers prepare, before the New Year, dresses
of all possible shapes and hues, most of which are
something 1like those of harlequin and the clown in
pantomimes, but the general color 1is white, with
sundry bedaubments of tinsel and paint.A huge paper
cocked hat is one favorite headpiece, and everyone,
among the gentlemen, excepting the captain or
leader, and his two or three assistants, is masked.
The ladies are represented by young fishermen, who
are painted, but not masked. Some of the masks are
very grotesque, and the fools or clowns are fur-
nished with thongs and bladders, with which they
belabour the exterior mob. Much ingenuity is observ-
able in the style of the cocked hats, which are
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surmounted with all sorts of things, feathers in
profusion, paper models of ships, etc.

They perform, at those houses which permit them,
a sort of play,([Mummer Play] in which the unmasked
characters only take a part, and which is very 1long
and tiresome after once hearing. It is a dialogue
between the captain and a sailor, and commences with
Alexander the Great, and continues down to Nelson
and Wellington. They are both armed with swords, and
mock battle goes on all the while, till one supposed
to be slain, when the doctor is called in to bring

37

him to life again.

Participation in the Newfoundland mummer play was
restricted to a small group of people who had been taught
the lines and the business. ° Unlike the informal house
visit where anyone could be a mummer; with the play, people
had to be selected to become a part of the fraternity. Those
who became participants in this ancient drama were most
likely entrusted with the verses and dialogues by someone

passing them down by word of mouth. With the play being

—

37
Sir Richard Bonnycastle, Newfoundland in 1842 (London:
Henry Colburn, 1842), p.138 - 40.

38
An intensive search was under taken in the early sixties
by members of the Department of Folklore at Memorial
University of Newfoundland to record the mummer play. Dr.
Herbert Halpert and Dr. John Widdowson fortunately salvaged
the final remnants of this tradition.
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presented just a few times during the year at Christmas it
would have been difficult for anyone to have learned the
lines from watching the performances.

The Newfoundland mummer play was an organized affair; it
was rehearsed as to who entered when and where and included
a march around the community going from house to house to
perform.

The formality and the fraternal aspect of the mummer play
contrasts sharply with the community concert. The former was
restricted to those who were admitted to the brotherhood
- those who had been selected to participate in the mystery.
The concert was open to anyone with the talent and the
willingness to be a part of it, and instead of using
people's homes as the performance space the concert was
stationary, with the audience coming to it, thereby making
it more of a community event.

Unlike the concert the Mummer Play uses neither song nor
music but instead demands that the dialogue be performed
according to the conventions it has always employed. There
is very 1little room for improvisation or spontaneity. A
significant difference is that the concert was viewed as a
Positive event filled with exciting entertainment; the

Mummer players were often regarded a mysterious characters
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who elicited fear. One informant recalled that the mummer

"soldiers" were extremely frightening, "particularly to the
39
children".

The practice which Bonnycastle reported in 1842 continued
until the early Twentieth Century when it finally gave way
to the more popular aspect of this Christmas activity

- disguising or mummering.

In no area have we yet found an explanation of
why the traditional performances of the play died
out, apparently shortly before the First World Wwar.
When we contrast this with the continuing vitality,
in most areas, of Newfoundland's most popular form
of mummering, the house-visit , we can only assume
that the mumming of this latter kind has continued
to 1live because it serves various useful functions.
For some reason the mummer'’'s play, perhaps because
of it formal nature, did not take on a new func-

40
tional significance, and was allowed to die out.

Whether the formal nature sparked the demise of this

custom or not, it is generally agreed that around the early

39
From notes taken during an interview with Mr. Herbert
Foley at Tilting, Newfoundland, August 1979.

40
Herbert Halpert, "Typology of Mumming," in Christmas
Mumming in Newfoundland, ed. Herbert Halpert and G. M. Story

(Toronto: University of Toronto for Memorial University of
Newfoundland, 1969), p. 61.
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part of this century the presentation of the play gave way
to the informal house visit. References to this topic in
the the MUNFLA mummer collections all agree on the time when
the practice ceased. For example; "But 'tis [Mummer’'s Play]
died out you know, its never been here since 1907."41 A
similar claim was made in an interview conducted in another
part of the island; "I was no more than fifteen years of age
when they stopped doing dat [Mummer Play], and I'm seventy-
five now [1969].42

As previously mentioned, the practice of mummering
remained after the play had died out. The house-visit type
of mummering is still widespread in Newfoundland and is
common to all geographical regions. (The Mummer Play was
confined, somewhat, to the east and northeast coasts.)
Mummering, or jannying as the activity is sometimes called,

is practiced during the Christmas season by people of all

ages., It consists primarily of disguising oneself with a

41

John  widdowson interviewing Mrs. Lambert Foley at
Tilting, March 13, 1962. MUNFLA C74 64 - 13, MS. p.8.

42

G. B. Wareham interviewing L. Lockyer, Alex Barrett, and
Wilson Warren at Arnold's Cove, December 27, 1969, MUNFLA C
736 70 - 29' MS. po 11.
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mask and unfamiliar clothing and then visiting the various
houses in the community. Two immediate aims of the mummer is
to be allowed to enter a home and to be identified (or not)
by the host. Once identified the mummer removes the facial
disguise with the successful mummer being the one who fools
the host and is able to leave unidentified.43

Mummers are frightening figures who wear homemade masks of
cardboard, oakum, etc.; dress in overstuffed clothing and
sometimes carry the grotesque hobby horse. The physical
aspects when combined with the anonymity, give the mummer a
certain respect because of his mysterious nature. Mummers
speak very 1little except to answer the questions of the
inquiring host, however, when they do it is with a disguised
voice.44

The visit by a group of mummers involved dancing to

accordion music, offers of food and drink (alcoholic for

43
For an interesting discussion on this aspect of
Mummering see, Gerald M. Sider, "Christmas Mumming and the
New Year in Outport Newfoundland," Past & Present, No. 71
(May, 1976¢).

44

This is done by changing the pitch and quite often
Speaking ingressively.
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adults) and lasted for about twenty minutes. Those who were
identified removed their disguise but those whose identities
remained a mystery left without revealing them.45

Like the disguisers and mummers of England and Europe the
Newfoundland participants in this "ancient pastime of the
citizens" did not escape the ire of the authorities.46
Particularly during the period of religious unrest in the
Nineteenth Century did the mummering practice come under
attack with laws being enacted to prevent the practise from
taking place. Fights broke out in the streets in some east
coast communities and in one place 1in Conception Bay a

protestant was murdered by a group of Roman Catholic

mummers. The Harbour Grace Standard issue of December 17,

1862 carried the following announcement proclaiming the

police ban on mumming.

45
An extremely accurate and detailed account of mummering
in a southwest coast community both from the point of view
of the host and the participant is to be found in Claire

Mowat’'s The Outport people (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart
Limited,™71983).

46

M Cited by vViolet Alford, Sword Dance and Drama (London:
erlin press, 1962), p.52.
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Any person who shall be found at any season of
the year, in any town or settlement in this colony
dressed as a mummer masked or otherwise disguised,
shall be deemed to be guilty of a public nuisance,
and may be arrested by any peace officer with or
without a warrant, and taken before a Justice of the
Peace in the district of place where such person may
be found, and, on conviction in a summary manner,
before such justice, may be committed to gaol for a
period not exceeding 7 days unless he shall pay a
fine not exceeding 20 shillings. Police Office,

47

Harbour Grace, December 17, 1862.
The same announcement was carried in the St. John's papers
of the time. The Harbour Grace publication carried it for a
number of years, certainly from 1862 to 1865 and according
to one entry the proclamation had produced the desired

effect.

Christmas passed without too many incidents - no
larceny - people respected the law, due to the
suppression of mumming seen as the best measure

48
taken by Harbour Grace.

The community concert required no such legislation: it was

47
"Notice," The Harbour Grace Standard and Conception Bay
Advert i ser, 14 January 1863.

48
The Harbour Grace Standard, 11 January 1865,
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a community affair, organized and produced to assist some
particular cause, and compared to the mummering practice it
was tightly controlled and formal.

The Mummer Play which dealt with death and resurrection
and peopled with such diverse characters as St. George, St.
Patrick, and a Turkish Knight, was dropped from the mumming
activity in Newfoundland. There may be a number of reasons
for this change in the practice: a gap may have occurred in
the oral tradition process in that it was not passed on to
another generation; or because a director or Captain of the
Mummers could not be found; but most likely it was because
the rehearsal and performance was too formal and required
too much time from people who had very little to spare. The
remnant of the "ancient mystery” manifested in the informal
house visit required very little planning - anyone could
participate regardless of skill., And it served to bring
people together during the lull period. The establishment
of such avenues of communication served to unite and to

ensure the the continuing life of the rural community.
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3.2 The Time

In this survey of the entertainment modes common to
Newfoundland perhaps the most popular and, in some ways most
important, is the Time. In the Newfoundland idiom this event
means a soiree; a community social usually sponsored by an
organization and held in the school, parish hall, or a lodge
belonging to the Society for United Fishermen (SUF) or Loyal
Orange Association (LOA).

The Time is somewhat similar to the concert. In fact it
was generally the practice that a "Time" follow the presen-
tation of the dialogues, songs, and recitations. Both
brought the community together in a kind of participatory
entertainment with the expressed aim of raising money for
the good of the group.

Usually held during the Christmas season but not neces-
sarily restricted to any one period of the year, the Time
was the nucleus of the organized entertainment around which
the 1local talent and skills were allowed to be shown. Like
the concert it served to bring the whole community together
and provided them with a forum in which to let loose by way
of dancing and singing and generally having a good time. It

accommodated all age groups from the very old to the very
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young and in a fair-like environment provided something for

everyone. Newfoundland essayist Ray Guy recalls the

as it used to be conducted during his youth.

"Time"

I can mind, when I was small, being, lodged off

down on the coats in the back of the school
dances.

at

This 1is where they put you at about two 0O'clock

in the night when you commenced to get groggy

and

wanted a nap. There was a row of desks shoved in
tight to the wall for all hands to put their coats
on. . . . First they had the Sale of Work. Second

they had the First Table followed by a Second

and

Third Tables depending on how many was there. They

might have a Guess Cake or Grab Bags and third

they

had the Dance. . . . By means of these affairs they
built schools, churches and halls, assisted dis-

49
tressed persons, sent parcels overseas.

Anecdotal writings about Newfoundland usually refer to

specific "Times" such as the School Time, the Orangemen's

Time (LOA), or the Fishermen's Time (SUF). Each organization

had a particular day during the Christmas season when

their

event was held; for example, Boxing Day, January 26, was the

49

Ray Guy, You May Know Them as Sea Urchins, Ma'am, ed.

EFiq Norman (Portugal Cove, Newfoundland: Breakwater
Limited, 1975), p. 89.

Books,
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50
day assigned to the Loyal Orange Association.

one informant mentioned that Times were held to coincide
with the opening of school but they were more 1like picnics
and the "real Times" were held at Christmas when there was
one nearly every night.51

In his account of Christmas in Deep Harbour Louis
J. Chiaramonte explains that the Time was given throughout
the Christmas holidays and describes it as, "any function
given in the s8chool or 1local Orangemen's Lodge; a card
party, a dance, or a dance combined with a soup supper maybe
given by any organization that wants to raise money".

These events were extremely important to the life of the

community for in these informal, yet structured, events the

50

Sparkes, The Winds Softly sSigh, p. 120; and Aubrey
M. Tizzard, On Sloping Ground: Reminiscences of OQutport Life

in Notre Dame Bay, Newfoundland (St. John's, Newfoundland:

Memorial University of Newfoundland Folklore Publications,
1979), p. 228,
51
C. Skinner interviewing J. Osmond at Port aux Basques
April 1980, MUNFLA C4858 80 - 153.
52

.Louis J. Chiaramonte, "Mumming in Deep Harbour," in
Christmas Mumming in Newfoundland, p. 81.
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people were permitted a kind of revelry through dancing,
singing, performing, not unlike the 1license provided by
festivals 'everywhere. The serious, responsible working man
was permitted to shelve that side of himself which he
presented everyday throughout the year and was allowed to
replace it with more carefree, lackadaisical, and almost
Bacchic characteristics. During this period singers would
emerge with both serious and comical songs of the folksong
tradition sung in solo performance.53 Of the few published
references to the Time as an event in Newfoundland 1life
perhaps the best descriptive account is given by the Rev.
G. H. Earle in his essay on growing up in the outports. What
he relates is typical of this social event of the year when
people spent their time involved 1in these carnival-like
activities.
The women too had their meetings, the highlights
for us being their two semi-annual "Times" in the
Lodge. Here would be the big cooked scoff of

saltwater birds or pork and cabbage with a grand
assortment of vegetables of which everybody partook.

53
George J. Casey, Neil V. Rosenberg and Wilfred
W. Wareham, "Repertoire Categorization and performer
-~ Audience Relationships: Some Newfoundland Folksong
Examples," Ethnomusicology 16 (September 1972): 398.
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Crowds of children would congregate around the
"fish-pond" and try their 1luck, others would be
pushing their hands in the bran-tub and all gobbling
homemade candy and ice cream. Later in the evening
the hall would be prepared for dancing and sets
formed wherever there was room. A fiddler would
perch himself on a chair on top of a table in the
center of the hall and for §5 play all night,
beating time with his feet and bathed in perspira-

tion. The instrument was not a fiddle but an
accordeon [sic] but nevertheless he was called the
fiddler. - The "Time" would be the topic of discus-

sion forS4many days, especially the comical
episodes.

Similarly the concert provided the topic of conversation
for a period following its production. Some informants
recalled that children picked up certain phrases from the
dramatic event which then became part of the regional
lore.55 Particularly funny dialogues were discussed as were
the antic of the actors, the new songs and other material.

The "comical episodes" referred to above may have included

practical jokes, slightly unabridged 1language, incidents

54
Rev., G. H. Earle, "I Remember Life in the Outports," The

Book of Newfoundland IV. Joseph R. Smallwood, editor, (St.
John"s, Newfoundland: Newfoundland Book Publishers Ltd.,

1967), p. 236.

55
Simms, MUNFLA Q80B - 52.
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involving dancing, and the varying degrees of inebriety some
participants may have achieved.

In 1light of the history of Newfoundland as outlined in
Chapter One with its harshness and the continual struggle
against the elements, the economy, and the authorities, the
"Time" was just that - a time out from the toil and routine
of everyday 1life to experience a little of the pleasure of
celebration. Perhaps not quite Dionysian but similar enough
to be recognized as belonging to that particular facet of

the human experience.
3.3 Theatre Tradition in Newfoundland

Of the three modes of entertainment discussed here the one
most like the community concert in many respects is theatre.
Ironically it is also the one with which the people of
Newfoundland were most unfamiliar. There are a number of
reasons for this. Theatre, as it is generally perceived and
Practiced demands certains things of those who participate
in it. Foremost among these are the ability to read, a
knowledge of the art form, and time to prepare the product.
On all three accounts the Pre-Confederation Newfoundland
Society is found wanting.

There was a high degree of illiteracy in Newfoundland in
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the Nineteenth and early Twentieth Century. For example, in
1891 thirty-two percent of the population over ten years of
age was totally illiterate.( The figures for Ontario and the
Maritimes for the same period was only six percent and
thirteen percent respectively and in the U. S. A. in 1900
eleven percent of the population over ten years of age was
illiterate.)s6 The figure for Newfoundland strongly suggest
that the ability to read a playscript and to memorize it,
and then to submit to the plan of a director would have been
a difficult undertaking for most people. One of the
considerations in selecting dialogues for the concerts was
that they be relatively simple since a number of the
participants had very little education.

Some knowledge of theatre and its traditions, and accepted
conventions are a major asset in attempting to produce a
play for an audience. It is difficult to imagine a culture
unfamiliar with this particular art form endeavoring to to
bresent a play from the canon of dramatic literature without

ever having seen a performance or, for that matter, ever

56

, David Alexander, "Literacy and Economic Development in
Nineteenth Century Newfoundland," Acadiensis 1980, p. 8.
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having read one. The field work for this study revealed over
and over again that many people failed to recognize the word
"theatre." 1In some instances the word drama was known and
understood by some of the older informants, but to ensure
that the interviews focused on the topic of inquiry the

words "concert" or "dialogue", and in some cases, "play" had

57
to be used.

Perhaps the most significant reason as to why theatre and
play production was not a major part of Newfoundland society
is that the art demands a considerable amount of time from
those who participate in it. As pointed out elsewhere the
whole outport scene was one of a continual struggle for
survival with only a short respite taken during the
Christmas season. The time available for rehearsals was
limited to preparing short dialogues, recitations, and
songs. Patrick O'Flaherty writing about the Newfoundland
outport life stresses that:

The unforgettable fact of life in the pre-1949
outport was its burdensomeness, the need which the

57
This does not apply to many Newfoundlanders today since
MOost students have encountered travelling theatre shows by
local and national companies.
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milieu imposed upon the inhabitants for endless,
repetitive labor combined with thrift if existence
was to be kept bearable, . . . A fisherman using
trawls or hand-lines would probably spend as much
energy just getting to the fishing grounds as most
present-day salaried Canadians use during their full
58
day's work.
Certainly not the ideal environment for the production of an
art so demanding as theatre. The expression of the pre-1949
Newfoundland society was more easily given in song as
59
evidenced by the numerous collections of such.

It is not germane to suggest that illiterate societies do
not have the capacity for theatre or for the use of drama.
Far from it. But the Newfoundland society was something of a
potpourri of 0ld world values and traditions transferred to
the isolated communities around the coast. Theatre as it had

existed in England in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries

most likely was not a part of the cultural background of the

58

Patrick O'Flaherty, "Looking backwards: the Milieu of

the 0l1d Newfoundland Outports," Journal of Canadian Studies
10 (1975): 3.

59

See Kenneth Peacock, Songs of the Newfoundland Outports,
3 vols. (ottawa: National Museum Of Canada Bulletin,
Secretary of State, 1965).
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founding population. The ritual within that society was
restricted very much to the church events with the special
holidays 1like Christmas being times when the more distin-
guishable products of oral tradition were permitted to
surface at events such as the concert. Given the industrial
milieu, the cultural traditions which developed in New-
foundland reflected those things which had to do with
fishing, hunting, and logging.

It 1is not surprising that the theatre tradition in
Newfoundland’'s history is confined to St. John’'s along with
a few amateur attempts at Harbour Grace and Grand Falls. In
the case of Grand Falls the community organization was
remarkably different from the rest of the island since it is
a papermill town started at the turn of this century by the
Anglo-Newfoundland Company. At Grand Falls people were not
dependent on the fishery but were ensured a good wage and
the security which went with it. Unlike the fishermen the
factory worker had set hours and ample time for leisure and
recreation. In Grand Falls and 1its satellite centers of

Bishop's Falls and Windsor there were amateur drama groups,
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60
choirs and other special interest organizations,

Despite all the factors which mitigated against the
establishment of a theatre tradition it did have a presence
there, albeit, much stronger in the Capital. This section
will outline the highlights of that presence attempting to
present a survey of the printed references to the existence
of theatre 1in Newfoundland. It will illustrate that,
although similar in terms of conventions, the concerts
tradition in Newfoundland did not develop as an offshoot of
theatre. Except for those people who lived in St. John's
the rest of the population was unfamiliar with the produc-
tion and presentation of full length plays. However, the
revue type theatre or concert was widespread. The study of
the theatre does point out one similarity, however, with the
concert; both were produced initially to raise money to
assist the poor and needy.

The first reference in the early newspapers of a theatre
event in St. John's was an advertisement carried in the

Royal Gazette, March 18, 1817:

60
The development of these Central Newfoundland towns is

well documented in the Grand Falls newspaper, The Grand
Falls Advertiser.
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For the Benefit of the Poor

Theatre in St. John's At the Store lately oc-
cupied by Mr. William R. Row This Evening Will be
performed the celebrated tragedy of The Fair
Penitent. Doors to be opened at half past 6 o’'clock
and the performance to commence 1/2 past 7.

Tickets - at 5s. each, to be had at this office,

61

and the office of the Merc.[entile] Journal.

The Fair Penitent, as were subsequent amateur production

of that period, was undertaken to raise money for the poor.
In a prologue written for the occasion by Mr. Wakeham of HMS
Pike a rather grim picture is painted of the human condition
complete with images of mothers mourning starving infants.
The players in the drama were there, it said, to momentarily
deliver the distressed from their plight and asked that such
a noble objective might excuse their shortcomings with
regard to skill. Mr. Wakeham, the writer of the prologue,
was certainly no stranger to British drama of the early
Nineteenth Century. The form and style used is not unlike
tﬁat spoken by English actors and managers to introduce,
excuse, apologize for the play, or to assist in setting the

stage for the event. His references to the "buskin'd stage"

61

"Advertisement," The Royal Gazette [St. John~s, Nfld.],
18 March 1817.
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and the treading of same to "portray the growing passions
which our bosums show," and to "shew fair virtue's native
loveliness," distinctly show a familiarity with the sen-
timents and language of the late Seventeenth and early
Eighteenth Centuries. It is safe to speculate that the navy
and army personnel stationed in St. John's in 1817 who had
had some previous experience with theatre initiated this
significant project.

The Fair Penitent was successful in raising money for the

poor and subsequent productions were mounted. April 15, just

a month after their first show, the gentlemen of the navy
62
and army presented The Point of Honour to a full house.

Like other newspaper reports of productions staged during
this period the Royal gazette drew attention to the

worthwhile nature of the cause they supported.

Great praise is due to the young Gentlemen for
their enterprise in bringing forward such perfor-
mances, and it is but justice to say, that the
Characters both Male and Female, were well sup-
ported, and that the discerning audience bestowed on

62
Described as a "melo-drama" by the newspaper this play
was one of many by Charles Kemble, 1775 - 1854. There are a

9um?§r of publications of A Point of Honour the first being
in 00.
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them the applause which their merit so justly
deserved. A considerable sum of Money has been
raised in consequence, for the distressed objects of
the Town. . .the community has been highly gratified
and amused, and the Gentlemen who were the actors
have given scope to their talents, which 1is of
itself commendable. . .We feel not the least wish to
criticize or point out the merits or demerits of one
performer above another, because when their motive
is considered, it would be palpable
injustice-- Every encouragement should be given to
such laudable undertakings. Several Gentlemen of
the Town volunteered their services with their
Musical instruments, which added much to the
63
pleasure of the Evenings' Entertainments,

The first, and one of the very few, references involving
professional theatre in St. John's was in in 1806 when the

Governor General wrote:

Gentlemen - the four persons named in the margin,
who are arrived here from Quebec, being players,
have requested I will allow them to exhibit their
theatrical representatives in St. John'’s. You are to
do so, so 1long as they shall continue to conduct

64
themselves in an orderly and decent manner.

Note that the license was to perform in St. John's only.

63
"Theatre, St. John's," The Royal Gazette, 15 April 1817.

64

Colonial Records, 1806, quoted in O'Neill, The Oldest
City, p.237.
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Both Sir Richard Bonnycastle and J. B. Jukes, visitors to
Newfoundland in the Nineteenth Century, make reference to
amateur theatre in the capital. Jukes reported that in
1840, "there was an amateur theatre, the profits of which
were devoted td charitable purposes and a performance took

place once every fortnight in which several parts were well
65
sustained by actors and the audience". Bonnycastle made a

similar observation and added a note regarding the make up

of the audiences which attended these amateur affairs.

A theatre has long been established by amateurs
in which a company of players have been performing
this winter; but the taste for this is not very
great amongst the wealthy classes who do not mingle

66
very frequently in public.

The preceding account of theatre traditions in New-
foundland refers only to the the capital of Newfoundland,

St. John's. As pointed out earlier in this section the rest

of Newfoundland encountered very little along the lines of

65

Jukes, Excursions in and about Newfoundland, During the
Years 1839 and 1840, p. 221.

66
Bonnycastle, Newfoundland in 1842, p.100.
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formal or professional theatre. Unlike St. John's the other
communities did not have a non-fishing population with the
time or skill to attempt this. Even in St. John's those

actors who produced the first play, The Fair Penitent, were

not <citizens of the city; they were gentlemen of the navy
and army, people who were educated and, being officers, no
doubt had sufficient leisure time to attend to the art.
Apart from St. John's the only other center which sup-
ported an amateur drama group in the Nineteenth Century was
Harbour Grace. As in St, John's the "young men" of this
major center produced their plays for the benefit of the
poor. What was presented was the archetype of the community
concert consisting of a programme of songs, poetry readings,
minstrel dialogues and the short play Box and Cox, plus a

67
stump speech. The newspaper, The Harbour Grace Standard,

diligently reported the events of the evening, but as with

67

. Defined by Wilmeth as: "A comedy feature primarily in
minstrel shows and vaudeville; a version of the traditional
story-telling monologue. . . . the major part of the variety
section, in which minstrels concentrated on the misuse of
%anguage, making the stump speech more an exercise in the
Infinite possibilities for malapropisms and nonsequiturs
than. a commentary on the subject of the lecture". Don
B. Wilmeth, The Language of American Popular Entertainment
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1981), s.v. "Stump Speech.®
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the St. John's reports, the purpose overshadowed the artis-
tic component.

The relief of the poor being the highly 1laudable
object had in view, we are sure that the corps will
meet with continued encouragement, particularly,
too, that as »beginners the members have evinced a

68
remarkably aptitude for their work.

The first performance of the Harbour Grace theatre corps
had no less than two reports in the next issue - one in the
form of a letter to the editor and the other a column by the
editor himself. As well, the corps published a list of their
expenses along with the sum they had donated to their
objective. It 1is of interest that included in the expenses
was eleven shillings paid to the police constable!

Theatrical traditions play a considerably small role in
the development of Newfoundland. This does not, however,
imply a "all work and no play" mentality; far from it. The
social history of Newfoundland when juxtaposed with the
harsh economic history is a testament to what David

Alexander calls "its enormous capacity to absorb hardship

68

"Amateur Theatricals," The Harbour Grace Standard, 1
March 1865.
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without sinking into despair and the deep conservatism which
69
assures survival",

3.4 Summary

Three important Newfoundland entertainment traditions
which a whole community could participate in were mummering,
the Time, and, to a lesser extent, theatre. Except for the
mummering which was a small group activity, the other two
were organized for the benefit of the needy and to raise
money 1in support of the church and school. However, neither
of the two fulfilled that function as well as the concert
- the only dramatic event common to all parts of the island.
How it was able to do this is the subject of the following

chapters.

69
Alexander, Literacy and Economic Development, p. 7.
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Chapter 4

ORGANIZATION

As indicated 1in the preceding chapters, the community
concert developed as a popular entertainment form in New-
foundland and persisted as such wuntil the 1950s. 1Its
widespread popularity was due, in part, to the fact that it
fulfilled important needs in the community. It provided a
safe environment for celebration as well as assisting in the
running and maintenance of those institutions which were
vital to the community. These events were produced on a
regular basis without the aid of specific interest groups
such as drama societies and without the expertise of someone
familiar with theatrical conventions or possessing formal
training in the art. This chapter will discuss how these

concerts were organized, produced, and staged.



76

4.1 Purpose
70

The primary purpose for producing a concert has always
been something other than to provide entertainment. However,
in all instances the informants for this study remembered
quite vividly good times accorded them as a result of the
entertainment event. From the first record of dramatic
activity in Newfoundland in 1812 by the Gentlemen of the
Navy when they "tread'd the buskin’'d stage" 1in order to
raise money for the poor, down through to the concerts of
the late Nineteenth Century and to those of recent times,
the proceeds have all gone to some charitable, civic or
religious cause.

It was established in Chapter One that prior to becoming a
province of Canada the Newfoundland communities were almost
totally responsible for the building and maintenance of
schools. The finances to ensure that the buildings were kept
in usable condition and that there was fuel such as coal and

wood to heat them, were almost all raised through community

70

Purpose is used here in reference to the community need
the concerts were intended to finance or attend to.
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efforts. Paramount among those efforts was the concert
consisting of songs, recitations and dialogues. Early ac-

counts in the Twillingate Sun attest to the needs of the

communities being met via this entertainment event.

Sunday schools "worked up" concerts to raise money for
church related causes and community groups "put off"
dramatic entertainments to support more immediate and press-
ing needs as was the case in October, 1892 when members of
the community of Twillingate "got up" a concert to raise
money to assist a lady who had lost all of her possessions
in the sSt. John's fire of that year. An advertisement for
the event appeared thusly:

The entertainment, in behalf of a fire sufferer,
as announced in previous pages, will take place in
the court house on Wednesday evening next to begin
at seven o’'clock. The programme for the occasion is
likely to be a very interesting one and as the
admission fee 1is only twenty cents it is hoped a

71
large audience will greet the performers.

A subsequent issue of the newspaper carried a description

of the programme and some anecdotal material regarding the

71
"Local and General," Twillingate Sun, 24 September 1892,
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production of the concert. It apparently introduced a
novelty - a Twillingate Minstrel troupe which took up the
second half of the event. Significant too with regard to the

particular concert was that one of the organizers was the
72
then famous opera singer, Georgina Sterling.

The lady for whom the concert raised the money expressed

her gratitude in the same publication.,

Mr. Editor,- Miss Pride wishes through your
columns to return her very sincere thanks to Misses
Sterling and ladies and gentlemen who rendered them
such hearty assistance in the late entertainment
gotten up for her benefit, also to the general
public who so liberally patronized the Festival, as
the handsome amount realized testifies.

She hopes that the future of all will be free of
disaster, especially such as she was called to pass

73
through. Yours truly, Friend.

An interview conducted in 1972 by a Memorial University of

¢

72

Georgina Sterling was born at Twillingate, Newfoundland,
studied voice at Toronto and became a prominent opera star
of her time, even singing at La Scala. A number of
references are made in the 1local press to her visits to
Twillingate and of her contributions to the community such
as singing in concerts and assisting with their
organization.

73
"Card of Thanks," Twillingate Sun, 8 October 1892,
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Newfoundland student revealed that, consistent with the
majority of MUNFLA's contributors, concerts were a part of
the informant's past. And, as with other such events, the
financial side of the productions was an important aspect.
Well I took part in most everything was goin' on,

we used to get up plays. . . Christmas concerts

[were] something that everybody looked forward to. .

« « I've known Christmas concerts here in 1918 when

we would take a hundred and thirty-five dollars to

one hundred and forty dollars [from tickets at forty

74

cents each.
Again, like so many of the Newfoundland people who con-
tributed to this study, this informant stresssed that
although raising money was the primary motive in getting the
concerts started it soon gave way to a greater and perhaps
stronger one: the creating of an environment wherein people
could enjoy themselves. "The main reason was for enjoyment.

75

« « but we also used to raise quite a bit of money."

The numerous reports on concerts published 1in the

74
Lewis Cole interviewing Victor March at Green's Harbour,
February, 1972. MS pp. 9-10, MUNFLA C1288 72 - 98.

75
Ibid., page 10.
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Twillingate Sun from 1880 to 1898 all stress the purpose

which the productions were intended to serve. Such was the
case in 1894 when the small community of Herring Neck on the
northeast coast reported the entertainment news to the

regional newspaper,

An entertainment which was to have been given in
Green's Cove schoolroom of the 5th ult. (Shrove
Tuesday) for the purpose of raising money towards
getting new windows and otherwise repairing the
School Chapel there, was postponed owing to the icy
hand of death being 1laid upon a near and dear

relative of one of its chief promoters. It was
further postponed to Thursday 22nd ult., when it
76

took place in St. Mary's schoolroom, Salt Harbour.

Similarly a concert was held at Pilley's 1Island on St.
Patrick’s Day 1894 in "aid of the liquidation of the debt on
the Church of Bngland."77

Things seem not to have changed with regard to purpose of

the concert as evidenced in a letter from an informant who

had recently produced a number of these entertainment events

76

"Entertainment at Herring Neck," Twillingate _Sun, 9
March 1894,

77
"Pilley's Island Notes," Twillingate Sun, 28 April 1894.




to raise money for a community cause; "About seven years
ago, we revived the custom of variety concerts to raise
money for a proposed swimming pool for our town.“78 Recall-
ing the concerts held in the 1920s an informant commented on

the worthwhile nature of their purpose which he felt

contributed to their box office success.

In those days fifty cents was a lot of money, but
at the same time people didn't worry too much about
what they had to pay to get in because it was all
for the church . . . and when you are doing it for

79
that nobody questioned the price.

Not all reports, however, emphasized the financial motive.
Some such as the record of a concert held at Marshallville
in 1894 stresses the pedagogical nature of the enter-
tainment; not surprisingly, since 1it, like many of these
community efforts, was sponsored by the Sunday School.

Such entertainments 1in those places are cal-

Culated to improve the rising generation and lead to
much good. The children in the outports generally

78
Letter from Ruth Matthews to C. Skinner, 20 March 1982,
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,C. Skinner interviewing J. Osmond at Port Aux Basques,
April 1982, MUNFLA C4858 80 - 153.



82

are smart and intelligent and with the development
of the faculties with which nature has endowed them,
and capable of holding their own against children
who are 1living in centres surrounded from their
earliest childhood with all the educational ad-
vantages possible.80
Some of the Nineteenth Century reviewers were not as
serious in stating the motive and purpose. In a number of
instances the writers of the social events columns for the
communities in Notre Dame Bay spoke of the reason for the
event 1in more secular terms. One such event held in
Laurencetown in 1894 was produced because "it was so dull
all winter until the seals came . . . after[wards] we got up
a concert."81
Those students who reponded to the questionnaire on
concert production indicated that they were familiar with
school concerts and that the purpose for their production

was entirely for entertainment. The concerts organized by

schools were produced by teachers and students usually for

80
"Marshallville Sunday School Anniversary," Twillingate
Sun, 28 April 1894.

81
"Laurencetown Concert," Twillingate Sun, 12 may 1894.
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the benefits of family with very little attention paid to
raising money. Such concerts were presented just before the
Christmas and Easter vacations or sometimes before the end
of the school year.82

The church-sponsored concerts were usually produced by the
organizations of the various denominations. For example, the
Anglican Church Women's Association was a popular producer
of concerts.

The organizations which are most often associated with
concerts were the Society of United Fishermen (SUF) and the
Loyal Orange Association (LOA). These organizations usually
had a lodge which provided a performance space for concerts

and was large enough to accommodate most of the community.

The Twillingate Sun carried reports of the SUF and LOA

annual meetings describing in detail the events which marked
the respective day of each group. Along with descriptions of
the parades, the church visit, and the banquets, were the

contents of the concert programme and the names of those who

82
.The school concert is attended to in this study inasfar
as 1t reflects the practices of the adult community concert.
In many cases the teachers organized and directed both types

Ozhevents, thereby ensuring a carry over from one to the
other,
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performed each item. As mentioned previously, these reports
seldom commented on the quality of the performance except to

mention that everyone did their parts well.

According to «custom, this Society (SUF) had its
anniversary on Feb. 2nd . . . . In the evening later
on, an entertainment was given in the name of the
lodge, by the help of friends, who willingly as-
sisted to make the anniversary a success. And
certainly we have seldom attended an S. U.
F. gathering which judging by the applause and the
good order maintained throughout, has given greater
satisfaction to all present. And much gratitude is
due to those who worked up the dialogues, and

83
practised the music.

Similarly, the LOA ended their festivities with a concert.

After doing our best to 1lighten the tables of
their burdens, the Hall was cleared of tables and
c., and seats placed for the concerts. Owing to the
state of the weather lately, those getting up the
Entertainment had short time at their disposal but I
think nevertheless they are to be complimented on

84
their success.

Sometime in the Nineteenth Century the Temperance Movement
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"S. U. F." Twillingate Sun, 6 February 1892.

84
"Sermon to Orangemen," Twillingate Sun, 31 January 1891.
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took hold in northeast Newfoundland. This particular
organization was aligned with the Methodist and Con-
gregationalist churches and spread their message of the
destructivenss of alcohol both from the pulpit and the
stage. In the case of the latter, reports of their concerts

which occurred in the Twillingate Sun reflect a didactic

purpose.

On Tuesday, March 1lst the members of "North Star"
Division No. 15, and Central Stream Band of Hope
assembled in the Hall at 1 o’'clock to celebrate the
28th anniversary of the institution of the division.
A (concert) was given in the evening at 7:30. A
good programme of recitations, dialogues, songs,
addresses etc. was well executed and duly ap-
preciated. . . . We think the cause of Temperance is
to have strong defense in the rising generation, and
that as those older who drop from the ranks one by
one, young strong hands and earnest will take up the

85

work and carry it on towards completion.

Items on that particular program included dialogues ap-
propriate to the Temperance Movement such as The Young

Teetotaller, Why They Smoke, interspersed with songs en-

titled "Dare to Say No" "Firmly Stand," and "The Temperance
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"S of T," Twillingate Sun, 31 January 1892,
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86
Light."

Like the reports of SUF and LOA concerts, those detailing
similar events of the Temperance group did not 1list a
specific cause for which the money was raised. 1In fact, it
would appear that in the 1890s in the Twillingate area of
Newfoundland the fraternities produced some concerts for
their annual celebrations solely for the entertainment of
family and friends of the members. Except, of course, in
the case of the Temperance-sponsored events which sought to
edify as well as entertain; in a number of instances their
programs carried the note that the various pieces were
"interesting, but instructive."87

The Newfoundland society which emerged in the Eighteenth
and Nineteenth centuries gave form to the dramatic impulse
through the variety concerts; always under the auspices of
some community project. In the Pre-Confederation days when
government grants were not in the least sufficient to

support schools the only way a facsimile of a formal

86
Ibid.
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"Methodist Church" Twillingate Sun, 7 April 1887.
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education could be assured was by the financial respon-
sibility being met at the community level. The capacity for
celebration served the society well: it found an outlet in
the song and dance during the holidays and perhaps most
distinctly in the form of the concert which provided an
environment where the song and dance could be presented
along with a program of dialogues and recitations.

The communities pooled their resources and after some
preparation presented a product to the rest of their members
which provided an outlet for the dramatic impulse thereby
satisfying the fondness to "imitate and to observe
imitation.”

People have always felt the need for some kind of
entertainment, and if it's not been readily avail-
able in its traditional forms they have it in other
forms.88

The production of the concerts was inextricably tied to

fulfilling two important needs of the community. Although

the financial component is given preference in the written

88
Myron Matlow, ed. American Popular Entertainment
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1979), p. 3.
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accounts the entertainment aspect is remembered most vividly
by the informants. The first was taken for granted - it was
understood that someone would benefit from the money raised
at the events; but the second, in many ways, was just as
immediate and perhaps more significant in maintaining the
society which had developed. It was at the concerts that
they learned new songs and recitations and participated 1in
the production of dialogues where they could "act the fool"
and generally have a good time. Typical of the enthusiasm
with which the events were remembered, is in this reply to
one interviewer’'s question as to whether concerts were held

in the community at one time: "Concerts! That's what we
89
did. And good ones too!" Or this response to a similar

question: "We used to have wonderful concerts in dem days."
90

89

90
W. S. Abbott interviewing Raymond Fagan at Kelligrews,
16 March 1974, MUNFLA C1984 74 - 145,
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4.2 Production

The "getting up" and the subsequent "putting off" of the
concert paralleled, to a certain extent, the production
process of any theatrical event. It involved the organizer,
the person who "got it up" by asking people to take a part
in the concert and then the arranging of the rehearsals and
ensuring that the participants were ready for the audience.

All the sources contributing to this study, including the
questionnaire and MUNFLA holdings, revealed that the or-
ganizer cum director was almost always the teacher.

Well the person who was responsible would be the
poor belaboured, tired-out school master. He had
the job of organizing all this [concert] the decid-
ing whether they should pay 10 cents or 15 cents for

admission . . . . And he had to supervise the acts .
91

One respondent expressed his belief that "Concerts were the
highlight of the year in Grole [south west coast]. I believe

that a teacher's competency depended on the type of concerts

91
William J. Gushue interviewing Ted Bugden at Corner
Brook, 28 December 1966, MUNFLA C344 66 - 20.
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92
he could produce."

The practice of depending on the teacher to organize and
produce the concert was in effect during the beginning of
this century as revealed in a conversation with an eighty-
four year old gentleman who related this about the enter-
tainment event: "Concerts--them o0ld things--lot of fun I
tell you. I used to be in them all the time. Didn't have
them every year--only when the teacher got them up."93 The
comment is virtually the same throughout the Province. The
teacher was the person whom people looked to for leadership
in arranging community events relating to church and school
affairs, and especially in the production of the concerts.
This is not surprising given the educational milieu of the
first half of this century. As mentioned earlier, there

were very few people who could read, and even fewer with the
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94
knowledge to "put off" an event such as a concert,

A report of a concert in the Twillingate Sun praises the

teacher for his efforts in producing the event and then
commends the school board chairman for hiring him." . . . is
to be congratulated on his choice of a teacher for Tilt Cove
as he could not have chosen one more suited to the place and
community."95

The concerts which were organized by people other than
teachers were usually produced during a time when the

community had been unable to procure the services of one."

In olden times it was always the teacher but later on (1950)

94

The role of the teacher in Newfoundland schools until
recently encompassed much more than attending to the
learning process. 1In many cases the teacher was the only
person in the community with more than a few years of formal
schooling and was expected to write letters for the
residents, petition government for assistance, and represent
the clergy. 1In fact the teacher was much like a surrogate
clergyman who in the absence of the minister conducted all
the church services including baptisms and burials.
References to the teacher's role in the community can be
found in Rowe, Development of Education in Newfoundland.
Many of the 1interviews conducted for this study attest to

ib% importance of the teacher in Newfoundland community
ife,

95
"Tilt Cove Jottings." Twillingate Sun, 4 April 1894.




92

96
some people with a bit of learnin’ got up the concerts."

4.3 Directing

"Getting up" a concert entailed much the same in terms of
responsibilities and duties as does producing any event for
the stage. It is clear from information gleaned from the
various sources that once the teacher had decided to produce
the concert the next step was to procure dialogue books and
other suitable material to include in the program. Inquiries
as to where the scripts of dialogues and recitations were
obtained revealed that the popular Newfoundland supplier was
a St. John's stationery store, Dicks and Co. The other
source for these sketches and concerts pieces was the T. S.
Denison & Company of Chicago.

It [the concert] was mostly dialogues. I used to
send away to a publishing company in Chicago. I had

97
their catalogue - they had some really good plays.
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4"Profile," Newfoundland Herald TV Week, 8 November 1979,
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Another organizer related his experience regarding the

dialogue books:

The teachers had them [dialogue books]. I had a
set come one time--one of the clergymen sent me a
set of concert books. They was hard--wasn’'t good
plays in them. All right I suppose<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>