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EARLY STAGE PIONEERS

Naomi Paxton

The legacy of the early women theatre pioneers is one of courage, creativity, and perseverance. Playwright Aphra Behn is recognized as one of the first women to write professionally for the stage. Her first play was produced in London in 1670, a decade after Margaret Hughes, Anne Marshall and Katherine Corey changed the English stage forever by making their debuts as actresses. These 17th century pioneers paved the way for future generations, and 18th- and 19th century stars include tragedian Sarah Siddons, playwright Susanna Centlivre, actress and manager Madame Vestris, actress and writer Fanny Kemble, and internationally celebrated French actress Sarah Bernhardt, who had a stage career spanning sixty years.

Women Pioneers of American Theatre

The versatility, ambition, and creativity of theatre women as performers, writers, managers, designers and producers shaped the American theatre of the 19th and early 20th centuries, creating new networks and opportunities on and off stage for women to participate fully in the business of the stage. Laura Keene and Louisa Lane Drew were among the first female actress-managers, beginning their management careers in the 1850s and 1860s, respectively. Women were also writing for the stage in the first half of the 19th century, including Louisa Medina who was the house playwright for the Bowery Theatre in New York in the 1830s, and Anna Cora Mowatt, best known for her play Fashion, first produced in New York in 1845.

Pioneering and influential literary agent and producer Elisabeth Marbury began her career in the 1880s. One of her early successes was the management of Frances Hodgson Burnett’s 1888 stage adaptation of her novel Little Lord Fauntleroy, which was produced in London and New York. By 1914, Marbury had offices in Paris, London, Berlin, Madrid, Moscow and New York, and represented many famous European and American playwrights, including George Bernard Shaw, Georges Feydeau and Oscar Wilde. She lived with influential interior designer and socialite Elsie de Wolfe, and both supported calls by theatrical suffragists and feminists for better representation of women’s voices and stories on stage. Prolific playwright and producer Rachel Crothers explored feminist issues and ideas in much of her work from the 1890s to the 1940s, paving the way for writers such as Lillian Hellman to bring their political activism to the stage.

Women who openly supported the campaign for women’s enfranchisement include actress Helena Modjeska, who had success in both the USA and her native Poland in the latter half of the 19th century; Pulitzer Prize winning playwrights Zona Gale and Susan Glaspell; actress-manager Jessie Bonstelle; actress and writer Mary Shaw, who represented the women of the American stage at the International Women’s Congress in London in 1899; playwright Martha Morton, who founded the Society of Dramatic Authors in 1907; playwright Sophie Treadwell, best known for Machinal (1928); actress, director and animal welfare campaigner Minnie Maddern Fiske, and multi-faceted performers and creatives Eva Le Gallienne and Margaret Webster. After years of experience as actresses, producers and managers, in 1946, Le Gallienne and Webster co-founded the American Repertory Theatre with producer Cheryl Crawford, who went on to co-found The Actors’ Studio a year later with Elia Kazan and Robert Lewis. Crawford was also influential in the early acting careers of Helen Hayes, Bojangles Robinson, Mary Martin, Ethel Barrymore, and Paul Robeson, among many others.
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Zita Johann and Clark Gable in Machinal, 1927


Suffragists and racial equality campaigners Rowena and Russell Jelliffe co-founded the Karamu Theatre in Cleveland in 1915, establishing a policy of interracial casting and providing space for marginalized and underrepresented voices. Pioneering women of colour in the American theatre include poet and playwright, Georgia Johnson, who focused her writing for the stage in the 1920s on exposing racial violence, exploring racial identity and the social status of Black women and their children; actress and director Rose McClendon, who co-founded the Negro People’s Theatre in Harlem in 1935; playwright and performer Alice Childress, who helped to found the American Negro Theater in 1939, and playwright Lorraine Hansberry, whose 1957 play A Raisin in the Sun was the first by an African American woman to be produced on Broadway.

Women pioneers who moved between stage and film in the early 20th century include actresses Marie Dressler, Alla Nazimova, Ethel Merman, and Tallulah Bankhead, and writers Dorothy Parker and Mae West. Radio also opened up opportunities for stage performers to reach new audiences. Molly Picon, whose versatility as a performer and musician brought Yiddish theatre and entertainment to international audiences, including Jewish refugees in Europe after World War II, was just one of many performers who had their own radio shows.

Technological innovators in this period include dancer Loie Fuller, who experimented with directional and coloured stage lighting in the 1890s; actress Maude Adam, whose interest in lighting led to her work with the General Electric Company in the early 1920s and to develop a lightbulb for use in filmmaking, and lighting designer Jean Rosenthal. Scenic and costume designer Aline Bernstein worked in theatre and in film, becoming the resident designer at the Civic Repertory Theatre in 1928, and was the founder and President of the Costume Institute at the Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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Martha Graham, 1948


Dancer and choreographer Martha Graham founded the Dance Repertory Theatre in New York in 1930, inspiring many other women working in dance, including Agnes de Mille, one of the first female choreographers to work on Broadway. Stella Adler and Uta Hagen are among those who used their acting experience to develop innovative training methodologies for new generations of theatre performers in the 1940s and 50s. Writer and theatre critic Rosamond Gilder was the first woman member of the New York Drama Critics’ Circle and one of the founders of the International Theatre Institute in 1947. She worked with the ITI to facilitate touring and creative exchange opportunities, and with libraries and museums to document theatre collections and archives in the USA.

Women Pioneers of British & Irish Theatre

By the late Victorian period, the British stage was opening up to the New Woman, who was questioning the traditional ideas that had excluded her from education, employment, economic independence and political participation. In 1880, philan-thropist and temperance campaigner Emma Cons took on the management of the Old Vic Theatre in London, providing entertainment, lectures and classes for working people. Her niece, Lilian Baylis, took over in 1912, bringing Shakespeare to the Old Vic audiences. Baylis also reopened Sadler’s Wells Theatre, was instrumental in founding English National Opera, and worked with former Ballets Russes dancer and choreographer Ninette de Valois to create the Vic-Wells ballet company in 1931.

The first drama school was founded by actress-manager Sarah Thorne in 1885 at the Theatre Royal in Margate, and offered instruction in elocution, movement and interpretation. Other women pioneers in performer training include Elsie Fogerty, who founded The Central School of Speech Training and Dramatic Art in 1906, and Beatrice de Leon, who co-founded the London Academy of Dramatic Art in 1923.
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Actresses’ Franchise League, 1911


Pioneering theatre women were producing new work and new ways of working to challenge political, social and economic inequality. In 1908, the Actresses’ Franchise League and Women Writers’ Suffrage League was formed to harness the skills, creativity and visibility of feminists and suffragists in the theatre industry. Members included Victorian stage legends Ellen Terry, Lillie Langtry, Madge Kendal and Marie Lloyd; playwrights Elizabeth Robins, Beatrice Harraden, and Madeleine Lucette Ryley; actress-managers Lena Ashwell and Gertrude Kingston; and Edwardian stars Decima Moore, Gertrude Elliott, and Lillah McCarthy.
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Lady Gregory, 1911


Suffragist, manager and producer Annie Horniman was instrumental in founding the Irish National Theatre Society in 1903 and the Abbey Theatre in Dublin a year later. The Abbey was managed by dramatist Lady Gregory, who had created the Irish Literary Theatre with W.B. Yeats and Edward Martyn in 1899. Gregory wrote or translated nearly forty plays, adapting many Irish legends for the stage. Suffragist actress Maud Gonne founded Inghinidhe na hÉireann (Daughters of Ireland) in 1900, an organisation with members including playwright Alice Milligan, writer Hanna Sheehy-Skeffington, and actresses Maire Quinn and Sara Allgood, who were also involved with the Irish National Theatre Society. Other pioneering Irish theatre women closely linked with the Abbey over the course of their careers include actress, manager and teacher Shelah Richards, playwrights Teresa Deevy, and actress Ria Mooney, who in 1948 became the Abbey’s first female producer.

Annie Horniman also founded the first regional repertory theatre company at her Gaiety Theatre in Manchester in 1908 and staged the work of contemporary playwrights, such as Henrik Ibsen and George Bernard Shaw. She encouraged local writers who formed what was known as the Manchester School of dramatists, the leading members of which were Harold Brighouse, Stanley Houghton and Allan Monkhouse.

A year later, the Glasgow Repertory Theatre was founded, with actress Madge McIntosh as one of its principal directors, and in 1914 McIntosh moved to Liverpool to be the director of the Liverpool Repertory Theatre. The Pioneer Players was formed by director Edith Craig, journalist Christopher St John and playwright Gabrielle Enthoven in 1911. In 1924, Enthoven donated her enormous collection of theatrical memorabilia and ephemera to the Victoria and Albert Museum, founding its theatre and performance archives.
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Agatha Christie Memorial, London by Ben Twiston-Davies, 2012


Playwrights who had multiple successes on the West End stage in the first half of the twentieth century include Gertrude Jennings, Cicely Hamilton, and Clemence Dane, although the best-known remains Agatha Christie, whose novel The Murder of Roger Ackroyd was adapted for the stage under the title Alibi in 1928 by Michael Morton. Christie then chose to adapt her novels for the stage herself, with Black Coffee (1930), And Then There Were None (1943), Appointment with Death (1945), and The Hollow (1951). Her play The Mousetrap opened in 1952 and ran continuously in the West End until the pandemic forced closure for several months in March 2020.

Pioneering theatre women in the 1930s and 40s who used their work to initiate conversations about social change include Jamaican writer, poet and broadcaster Una Marson, actress and producer Nancy Price, who co-founded the People’s National Theatre in 1930, and director Joan Littlewood, who formed the Theatre Workshop in 1945.

The first actress to be made Dame Commander of the British Empire (DBE) was Actresses’ Franchise League member May Whitty, who received the honour in 1918 in recognition of her charitable work during World War I. Many other notable theatre women have since become DBEs, and current Dames include luminaries Eileen Atkins, Judi Dench, Angela Lansbury, Helen Mirren, Joan Plowright and Maggie Smith. The honours system is designed to be a recognition and celebration of the work and influence of nominees and recipients. However, its increased visibility also comes with problematic legacies of privilege, colonialism and Empire that many theatre women in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have chosen not to participate in.

The contribution of women to the theatre in the English-speaking world has been vital to the artistic, technical and economic development of the industry, yet it is often underrepresented in popular and public histories of the performing arts. Sustained campaigning by feminists has opened doors, but there is still significant underrepresentation of women in senior artistic roles across the theatre and entertainment industries and a lack of visibility of women’s work in the most prominent and prestigious performance venues. Decades of systemic inequality and exclusion from influential networks have limited access to opportunities for women and other underrepresented groups to tell their stories on larger stages, and to be included in the canon of English-speaking drama. The work is there, but it has been less visible. Fortunately, we can look back to the women theatre pioneers of the past for inspiration, and carry their stories forward with us as the campaign for equality in the theatre continues.
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Naomi Paxton is a researcher and performer. She is an AHRC/BBC Radio 3 New Generation Thinker, and received the TaPRA Early Career Research prize in 2019 for her body of work on suffrage theatre, which includes two edited collections with Methuen Drama, a monograph with Manchester University Press, the exhibitions Dramatic Progress: Votes for Women and the Edwardian Stage exhibition (National Theatre, 2018-19), What Difference Did the War Make? World War One and Votes for Women (UK Parliament, 2018), and the card game Suffra-Greats! 
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Angela Lansbury and Joan Plowright in A Taste of Honey by Shelagh Delaney, 1961




WOMEN IN THEATRE: POST-WAR TO TODAY

Susan Croft

This book is part of a series called 50 Women in…which celebrates the achievements of women in the world of the arts, sports and sciences. It has proved to be a daunting task to write an introduction for a book on women in theatre post-1945 and I was hesitant to begin. How was it possible to do justice to the field if only fifty women could be featured? How best to represent all the different skills involved and to gather together the breadth of work from regional Reps to live art performance? How to include women theatre-makers in the English-speaking world and at least nod towards other women internationally, to represent women across race, gender and sexual identities, Dis/ability, class and to recognize work with communities and experimental work, as well as mainstream success? A challenging task, to say the least.

This is an overview which touches upon women theatre-makers whose work I have stumbled upon, studied or particularly enjoyed as a writer and curator over the last forty years. Inevitably, there are those who have contributed important work but who have not been included here, due to the limitations of time and space.

In that context, this book must be understood as offering possibilities, suggestions, starting points and examples, examining a selection of careers across this vast and rich field of possible choices to represent some of the vibrant and brilliant diversity of women’s creative practice since 1945, both the celebrated and the unacknowledged.

This rich array of possibility was not always so. While women have no doubt always created theatre in private contexts – in convents, schools and the home – even before the Restoration in Britain, the moment when they were at last allowed to perform in public, they have struggled for acceptance and recognition in the exposed world of the stage, often against the imputation of disreputability.


“Are men than we in greater grace with Heaven?

Or cannot women hate as well as men?

I’ll be the custom-breaker: and begin

To show my Sex the way to freedom’s door.”

– The Tragedy of Mariam the Fair Queen of Jewry (1604) by Elizabeth Cary



As in many art forms, access to the world to which they aspired and where they needed to gain experience was often blocked by male-dominated structures and social stigma. The potent and iconic myth of Shakespeare’s sister or of the hidden female author, excluded and rendered invisible by the prejudice of history, especially her framing as the hidden dark lady of the sonnets, has recently been powerfully revisited and explored in plays such as Morgan Lloyd Malcolm’s Emilia, which aroused audiences of young women to stamping and cheers in summer 2018, or in Caroline Randall Williams’s hybrid work Lucy Negro, Redux (2019), which reimagines a hidden woman author of colour and makes her powerfully visible.

As someone whose career began in the 1980s, I came on the scene at a period in which women in positions of power in the theatre were few and far between. Actresses were present, of course, many of them highly-skilled and celebrated, but the vast majority of plays were male-authored, and producers, directors, theatre managers – those in positions of power over what was seen on stage – were overwhelmingly male. However, this situation was being met with an upsurge of feminist activism in the theatre which began in earnest in the 1970s, making an impact which has transformed our stages, though much remains to achieve.

After my studies, I worked in 1982 in the USA in a company, Omaha Magic Theatre, led by the redoubtable JoAnn Schmidman as Artistic Director and her partner writer Megan Terry, who has been called the ‘Mother of American Feminist Drama’.1 They had met through Joseph Chaikin’s Open Theatre in New York. Using experimental textual, visual and physical vocabularies to illuminate social issues from domestic violence to alcoholism, the OMT toured the Midwest, from prisons to reservations to high schools, as well as creating street performances, and immersive installations at their storefront theatre.

Prior to my US travels, I had scanned the listings in Time Out for feminist theatre and sat enthralled watching Les Oeufs Malades2 in Bag, an early play by Bryony Lavery, performance artist3 Geraldine Pilgrim’s Hesitate & Demonstrate4 in a dream-like evocation of the Brontës in Scars, Sue Dunderdale’s feminist reworking of Measure for Measure for Avon Touring Theatre,5 alongside the strange and disturbing work of Lumiere and Son, under the direction of Hilary Westlake,6 and had caught one of the first performances of Caryl Churchill’s iconic Cloud Nine, toured by Joint Stock.7
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On both sides of the Atlantic and elsewhere in Australia, Africa and the Caribbean, the 70s and 80s saw an explosion of fresh work reaching out to new audiences and the growth of a feminist movement in theatre. Of course there were individual women who had forged careers as playwrights, directors and designers prior to the feminist theatre movement, and many whose work has emerged before or since did not necessarily identify as feminist. However, it was a time that catalyzed real change, identifying the systemic issues of sex bias in the theatre industry that had led to women’s underrepresentation across the field and it supported and galvanized women in finding their voices and developing careers.

My own background is primarily in British theatre, which has a rich and complex story of feminist activism and achievement. This account draws parallels wherever possible with the USA and makes nods towards other English-speaking theatres, but does not pretend remotely to be able to do justice to these equally intricate and fascinating stories. Instead, it invites the reader to explore further among the massive achievement of women in the post-war theatre, which has seen an opening of numerous new career paths across the field.
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In Britain, the first play to emerge from the Women’s Liberation Movement was the ground-breaking Vagina Rex and the Gas Oven. Playwright Jane Arden had started her career as an actress before becoming involved, with her partner, director Jack Bond, in the world of 1960s experimental film and theatre. Her play confronted the experience of female entrapment within the limitations of male expectations, thwarted creativity and explosive anger and pain, drawing on an interdisciplinary vocabulary using rock music, projections and a chorus of Furies. She was an outlier in terms of the movement, having started her writing career in the 1950s with her third play appearing in 19588 when she was routinely compared to 18-year-old Shelagh Delaney (A Taste of Honey appeared the same year) by a press eager to celebrate the ‘gritty, authentic voice of young women’, especially if they had apparently come from nowhere, and if there was a shock value to their plays in exposing social evils or hidden lives.


“I know of nothing more humiliating than the beginning of a girl child’s existence – the sniggering of uncles and the resignation of aunts, pointing to a future of biological landscapes.

(The radio goes dead for a moment. Sound of a police siren. Heavy radio crackle which dies away.)

At fifteen, the alternatives presented themselves – fight– submit – or go mad.”

 – Vagina Rex and the Gas Oven (1969) by Jane Arden



Similarly, press coverage of Sylvia Rayman, whose Women of Twilight was staged in 1951 and looked at the abuse of unmarried mothers, social outcasts who were exploited by baby farms, focused on her age (24) and work as a waitress in a snack bar. But in the immediate post-war period, women playwrights were a comparative rarity. Between 1945 and 1959, only an average of between 9 and 10 women playwrights a year opened in the West End.9 Key names among them included Agatha Christie (The Mousetrap opened in 1952), Daphne Du Maurier, Mary Hayley Bell, Lesley Storm, Bridget Boland, Gordon Daviot,10 Felicity Douglas, Yvonne Mitchell, Romilly Cavan and Enid Bagnold. Included in these numbers are revivals of women playwrights, who had established careers in the pre-war period, such as Dodie Smith, Aimee Stuart, Clemence Dane and Esther McCracken, or Edna Ferber and Mae West from the US, some plays in translation (notably Marcelle Maurette and Zofia Nalkowska), but also London premieres of Broadway successes by Lillian Hellman, Carson McCullers, Mary Chase and, in 1957, Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun, the first play by a Black woman on the West End stage.
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The Mousetrap, the longest-running play, and the first to re-open post-pandemic


Besides these, other stand-out figures in the comparative period (1945-68) in the US include playwrights such as Frances Goodrich (with Albert Hackett), Ketti Frings and Alice Childress, whose 1955 Trouble in Mind was the first play by a Black woman to win an Obie, and musical librettist Betty Comden. Among actresses elected to the American Theatre Critics’ Hall of Fame were Helen Hayes, Maureen Stapleton, Colleen Dewhurst, Angela Lansbury, Lynn Fontanne, Carol Channing, Eva Le Galliene, Uta Hagen – the latter also hugely influential through her writings on actor-training in Respect for Acting – and actress/ producer, co-founder of the Group Theater, Cheryl Crawford. In Washington DC, Zelda Fichandler co-founded the Arena Stage, one of the first not-for-profits and the first integrated theatre in the city, and was its Artistic Director from 1950 till 1991, chair of the graduate acting school at Tisch School of the Arts at New York University and one of the key leaders of the regional theatre movement.

If John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger (1956) represents a watershed moment for British theatre and the advent of the Angry Young Man, then 1958 and A Taste of Honey is equally significant for women and women playwrights in putting the life of a young working class woman from Salford centre stage. While there are examples of edgy subject matter before then, like Rayman’s or US playwright Elsa Shelley’s Pick-Up Girl11 about juvenile delinquency among girls, Delaney’s play, as staged by Joan Littlewood, was remarkable in its refreshing and candid depiction of a working class young woman’s experience. The 1960s also saw the emergence of a few other significant playwriting careers, including Ann Jellicoe, whose prize-winning The Sport of my Mad Mother12 ritualistically dissects contemporary youth culture, and Vivienne Wellburn, whose plays are also focused on teenage culture and sexuality at a moment of growing rebellion.

Women in Radical Theatre 1960-80

After 1968, the end of the Lord Chamberlain’s censorship enabled experimental work to be staged in larger venues than the small-scale club and lunchtime theatres that required audiences to have joined as members at least 24 hours previously. In the US, the explosion of experimental theatre had started earlier in the 1960s with an abundance of new work: events like Charlotte Moorman’s First Festival of the Avant Garde (1963) and Off- and Off-Off-Broadway venues in New York such as the Caffé Cino, Judson Poet’s Theatre, and most significantly of all, Café La Mama, run by the legendary Ellen Stewart, a redoubtable charismatic African American, who funded the theatre by her work in fashion design, and ‘provided not only a space to work in, but a spiritual home that took care to nourish the body as well,13 feeding actors and playwrights with soup as well as inspiration.

Across the country, the new movement, as part of the wider counterculture, fired by activism against the Vietnam War, for Civil Rights and social change, saw the burgeoning of numerous companies from San Francisco to Kentucky, and across the radical theatre movement14 women were a key part of the mix, both as performers engaged in collectively devising work, and as individuals filling specific, named positions.
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A Raisin in the Sun, Broadway, 1959. L-R Ruby Dee, Claudia McNeil, Glynn Turman, Sidney Poitier, John Fiedler
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Judith Malina in rehearsals with the Living Theatre 1983. Photo: Gorupdebesanez


The Living Theatre was set up by Julian Beck and Judith Malina in 1947, as Malina documents in her vivid diaries, initially producing European plays, later anarchic devised pieces like Paradise Now that became physical and spiritual voyages, in search of a revolutionary theatre.15

At the Open Theatre, a laboratory theatre that sought to experiment by exploring the performer’s body and presence, as well as Megan Terry, other key collaborators with Joseph Chaikin were co-director Roberta Sklar, Robbie McCauley, and writer Susan Yankowitz, contributing to the devising process on shows like Terminal (1971) that created scenarios from text, visual and physical images. The Performance Group, set up by Richard Schechner to create environmental theatre at the Performing Garage in SoHo, later became The Wooster Group, under the directorship of Elizabeth LeCompte and, with performers like Kate Valk, Peyton Smith and Nancy Reilly, an engine of avant-garde, experimenting with live presence, video art, recorded sound and their inter-relationships. Ruth Maleczech and JoAnne Akalaitis were co-founders and key collaborators with Lee Breuer and Philip Glass in the intense artistic performance investigations at Mabou Mines. Elsewhere, Joan Holden scripted many of the San Francisco Mime Troupe’s radical agit-prop shows on American imperialism or workers’ struggles. Nancy Walter at the Firehouse Theater in Minneapolis was at the heart of the company’s work with intensive physical and psychological group process that often involved audience participation. It was a period of innovation in dramaturgy and playwriting in response to a new age and to a radical questioning of form and text.

Women and writers of colour were among the key figures to emerge in this context, often questioning the ability of the conventional structure of the ‘well-made play’ to adequately express the experience of traditionally marginalized groups and drawing on other traditions such as oral forms, or exploring new artistic vocabularies, the theatrical equivalent of what an écriture féminine, the term coined by Hélène Cixous, might look like.


“The characters change slowly back and forth into and out of themselves, leaving some garment from their previous selves upon them always to remind us of the nature of She who is Clara Passmore who is the Virgin Mary who is the Bastard who is the Owl’s world.”

–The Owl Answers, stage direction (1965) by Adrienne Kennedy



Collectivity was often about a suspicion of the traditional male author/authority, the primacy of the word in the hierarchy of theatrical signs, as well as trying to empower all members of the group. In this context the innovative work that stands out by writers like African American Adrienne Kennedy, with her disturbing poetic images, mining the cultural inheritance of internalized self-loathing in a racist society in Funnyhouse of a Negro (1964) or A Rat’s Mass (1966), or Cuban American Maria-Irene Fornés, where form and language mutate in response to the needs of the subject and, in some plays, words become inadequate to express a future of physical disintegration and economic collapse. Ntozake Shange was a key innovator in this respect with her ground-breaking piece for colored girls, who have considered suicide when the rainbow is enuf (1974), which she described as a choreopoem, developed into theatrical form through a series of workshops on her poems and influencing the work of further generations of writers, including Suzan-Lori Parks and Bernardine Evaristo.
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Ntozake Shange, author of for colored girls... Barnard College, 1978


American women playwrights like Rosalyn Drexler, Rochelle Owens and Megan Terry were among those produced by director Charles Marowitz when, following his work on Peter Brook’s Theatre of Cruelty season, he set up the Open Space Theatre in Tottenham Court Road, London with RADA-trained actress Thelma Holt. Holt played leading roles in Marowitz’s adapted and collaged versions of Shakespeare’s plays and became the company’s Executive Director, going on to take over the management of the Roundhouse and becoming a highly successful producer in her own right. Marowitz is regularly mentioned as one of the three radical Americans who changed London theatre, alongside Jim Haynes, founder of the Arts Lab in Drury Lane, and ED Berman, director of Inter-Action, the massively influential community arts initiative, established in 1968.

While they were undoubtedly important, this recognition has tended to eclipse that of radical female Americans who were also significant, such as in physical and experimental theatre, performer Beth Porter bringing the influence of Ellen Stewart’s La Mama to Britain in setting up the Wherehouse La MaMa, and director Nancy Meckler, with the Freehold and later Shared Experience, exploring the relationship of text-based and physical theatre, while Nancy Diuguid was key in the development of lesbian and gay theatre in Britain (and indeed African American influences like Rufus Collins who set up the Keskidee Centre in Islington).16

The first Women’s Liberation Movement groups in Britain began meeting in 1969. With the post-war expansion of free university education, women began to aspire to new opportunities, but often this sense of possibility was confronted with narrow gender, race and class expectations. In common with the wider alternative theatre movement at that time, it was strongly collectively-focused, with class politics and socialist feminism to the fore. Catalyzed by the invitation of ED Berman to create a women’s theatre festival at the Almost Free Theatre in 1974, a group of women playwrights, directors, designers and performers came together to create an event, producing workshops, shows and numerous discussions.17

Out of the success of the festival grew two companies, Women’s Theatre Group and The Women’s Company, which would form the nucleus of Monstrous Regiment.18 There were disputes at the start: WTG was initially more focused on serving the women’s liberation movement, empowering and addressing the concerns of ‘ordinary’ women and girls, with plays on sex education, gender roles, career expectations and equal pay struggles, while Monstrous Regiment wanted to create more, richer, roles for actresses and opportunities for women writers, directors and designers to develop their work. Both groups were centrally focused on enabling women to build their confidence and develop their talents in creative contexts that were all-women or where women were in the majority. Both became the seedbed for numerous women to find their voices, such as Pam Gems whose first plays were developed for the Almost Free including The Courtship of Buffalo Bill and Miz Venus for the Women’s Theatre season and then Go West, Young Woman for the Women’s Company,19 before establishing an important career internationally with plays like Dusa, Fish, Stas and Vi and Piaf.
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Michelene Wandor, another of those active in the festival, went on to become one of the first to document the feminist movement in British theatre with books like Carry on Understudies: Theatre and Sexual Politics, criticism in the magazine Spare Rib and the Plays by Women anthologies, publishing scripts to make them available to a wider audience. Relationships of emergent writers with companies could be difficult where the group process threatened to stifle individual creativity, but in the most successful cases, they developed rich working processes that deepened the work and took it in new directions.


“Young women. I have an important message to convey to you. You are needed to fulfil a noble function. I come to acquaint you with a purpose that you may feel the need to engage upon, for God, and for your country. I speak of the education of our children in the new western territory…. I urge you ladies… abandon your lives of shopping and dressing, calling and gossiping. Demand to offer a higher contribution. Go west where you are needed!…”

 – Go West Young Woman (1974) by Pam Gems
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Caryl Churchill was already established as a playwright for radio when she moved into theatre and the workshop process developed with Joint Stock company – taking part in an improvisation process, then going away to develop the script, before coming back to rehearse it – was enriching in plays like Light Shining in Buckinghamshire, Fen and, with the addition of Second Stride dance company, A Mouthful of Birds, while her play Vinegar Tom was similarly developed with Monstrous Regiment. Her continuous reinvention of form, playing with new theatrical and textual possibilities, has inspired further generations of women playwrights. April De Angelis began writing within the collective process of creating work with ReSisters, building confidence in her individual voice to go on to write plays that deconstruct and confront women’s histories, including in theatre. Bernardine Evaristo, now celebrated as a multi-award-winning novelist including for Girl, Woman, Other, began as a writer-devisor-performer with Theatre of Black Women,20 the company she set up with Patricia Hilaire and Paulette Randall. Randall, now a successful director in both theatre and TV, is known for the British premieres of the plays of August Wilson, among others. Out of the working and decision-making processes of Monstrous Regiment emerged women theatre-makers such as Chris Bowler, Gillian Hanna, Lily Susan Todd, Mary McCusker and Ann Mitchell, whose roles and talents migrated across multiple areas as performers, writers, translators and directors. Women’s companies commissioned women writers: Deborah Levy, Jackie Kay, Melissa Murray, Timberlake Wertenbaker and Bryony Lavery were among the many who wrote for WTG, which, as Sphinx Theatre, under the direction of Sue Parrish, is still developing new work by women through events like Sphinx Lab, its Glass Ceiling and Vamps, Vixens and Feminists series, while it has toured shows like Pam Gems’s The Snow Palace, based on the life of Polish playwright Stanisława Przbyszewska and April De Angelis’s classic exploration of 17th-century actresses Playhouse Creatures, and collaborations with partner theatres.
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Playhouse Creatures by April de Angelis. Photo: Hugo Glendinning/ Sphinx Theatre/V&A



“They say the town does not come to see fusty old men in squashed hats declaim Caesar but to see actresses in the flesh, living and breathing, the real creatures...”

– Playhouse Creatures (1993) by April De Angelis



Young People’s Theatre and Community Theatre

Young People’s and Community theatre companies have also proved fertile training grounds for women who have gone on to have influential careers, including Theatre Centre, which, under the enlightened artistic directorship of David Johnston in the mid-1980s,21 decided to confront the under-representation of women in their work by setting up a parallel women’s company alongside the existing mixed company, commissioning women and minority company members and others to write, integrating casting and developing ongoing supportive relationships addressing issues around Dis/ability. Among those whose careers were forged through the company, are Libby Mason, Lin Coghlan, Jenny Sealey, Bryony Lavery, Lisa Evans, Nona Sheppard, Adjoa Andoh (as well as Black British male writers such as Roy Williams or LGBTQ playwrights like Noel Greig).



“For the first time I was faced with the reality that I was totally unlike anyone else who did my job – with a couple of notable exceptions [Buzz Goodbody and Sue Todd] they were all men… Manoeuvring my way around England’s cultural institutions with sufficient dexterity to support myself and my child began to feel like walking through a minefield. I pulled the duvet over my head and went to bed for three months, taking with me everything by or about Brecht – the only glimmering of salvation I could find.“

– Pam Brighton, director (1984)78



Rosamunde Hutt at Hijinx in Cardiff and later Theatre Centre emphasized policies of extending access and cultural diversity in commissioning new writing. Winsome Pinnock was commissioned at a formative stage of her writing career by the Half Moon Young People’s Theatre, while Leeds Theatre in Education (TIE) company was co-founded at Leeds Playhouse by performer/director Annalyn Bhanji and was the starting point for Claire Grove, who became a director with WTG and then a BBC producer, and for versatile performers such as Linda Bassett and Deborah Findlay. Eileen Murphy’s work with Pit Prop Theatre, such as Pit Brow Stir, the 1981 play on women miners, was remarkable.

Annie Smart began her design career with TIE/community company, Perspectives, and Nettie Scriven forged hers with Hijinx. The demands of traditionally marginalized groups forced mixed and male-led groups on the radical theatre scene to confront the need to address racism and sexism in their practice and to become more inclusive and, in some cases led to women, frustrated with struggling for change, to create their own groups. The in-yer-face pre-punk theatre company and band Sadista Sisters22 was started by Jude Alderson and Teresa D’Abreu breaking away from Steven Berkoff’s London Theatre Group. In the world of performance art, Natasha Morgan began her company That’s Not It, after being the only woman in The People Show.23 Jill Greenhalgh set up The Magdalena Project with other women across the international theatre laboratory sector, especially women like Julia Varley from Odin Teatret, to create spaces such as workshops and festivals to foreground and explore female stories and mythologies24 and to enable women to network and create new ways of working together.
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