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INTRODUCTION

ELAINE ASTON

Autumn 2023 finds me reaching for the boxes that house my feminism and theatre papers: a personal archive of documents collected over the past 35 years or more of feminist-theatre research – articles, programmes, reviews, publicity, unpublished scripts, correspondence. My recollections of feminist theatre also reside in embodied memories of shows and of encounters with practitioners – workshops, interviews, informal con-versations. Such archival traces inform this introduction, the aim of which is to provide a framework that will resonate with the past-present histories of feminism and theatre brought together in this anthology. These histories need to be preserved – told and re-told – otherwise the danger is that they risk being erased by patriarchal interests and narratives. As playwright April de Angelis1 astutely observes: ‘Women’s history, it seems, gets disappeared on a regular basis’ (see also Lucy Stevens).

Spanning 50 years of women’s theatre, the history that unfolds in Feminist Theatre Then & Now is one that recounts the rich and valuable contributions women have made to UK theatre in their roles as playwrights, performers, directors, or producers; as solo artists or as members of women’s theatre companies, past and present. It also records the persistent inequalities and discriminatory practices of the profession, from the maldistribution of state funding to the systemic malestream culture that moulded the industry into a toxic workplace, as outed by the #MeToo Movement. Moreover, from the outset, it is important to note that this is not a solo-authored monograph but a collection of first-hand accounts by a cross-generational mix of women theatre makers who variously detail their work processes and productions; offer insights into the form and content of their theatre; explain how feminism influences their work and why feminist theatre is still necessary; and reflect on strategies to implement change including the idea of a dedicated women’s theatre. Not only does this afford an opportunity to create an experientially voiced, multifaceted account of feminism and theatre, but it also reflects the collective ethos foundational to the rise of women’s theatre in the climate of second-wave feminism.

Second-Wave Feminism and the Rise of Women’s Theatre Groups

Opening up the box labelled ‘second-wave feminism and theatre’, on top of a disorderly pile of papers I find a letter from Pam Gems in which the playwright reminisces about Ed Berman, founder of Inter-Action, asking her for ‘“two sexy pieces” for his Fun-Art Bus’. She notes her ‘indignation (!)’, but goes on to explain how, despite this inauspicious beginning, she successfully pestered him for ‘a season of plays by women’:

We did a season of plays by women, directed by women, designed by women. We even (a small number of us) painted out the theatre, dried out the basement for a creche and I – newly up from the country, cooked food every day and took it in to be sold (alas, our profit from this little bourgeois venture was stolen). (12 January 1999)

The women’s season that Gems describes took place in 1973 and was instrumental in founding the Women’s Company and The Women’s Theatre Group (WTG). The former was short-lived; the latter, with its roots in street theatre and activism in support of the Women’s Liberation Movement, evolved into what would become the longest running of the 70s groups, subsequently renamed as Sphinx Theatre Company (Sue Parrish & Susan McGoun).

As a women’s company organised through non-hierarchical, collaborative structures, the WTG typified the burgeoning number of groups founded by the close of the decade – groups that were not building-based, but small-scale touring companies reaching out to audiences not only in theatre spaces, but community spaces, church halls, or schools. These groups included: Monstrous Regiment (1975; Mary McCusker), Clapperclaw (1977), Cunning Stunts (1977), Beryl and the Perils (1978), Mrs Worthington’s Daughters (1979), Siren (1979), Spare Tyre (1979; Clair Chapwell) and Clean Break (1979; Anna Herrmann).
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Pam Gems, playwright


Although these groups ‘then’ may seem distant to us ‘now’, a feeling of just how vibrant this flourishing women’s theatre culture was to the feminist landscape at large emerges from the reviews in Spare Rib. As I sat leafing through the theatre columns I collected from the magazine, moving from review to review, immersed in the descriptions of shows seen from the feminist perspectives of reviewers, I came away with a sense of the anarchy and clowning of Cunning Stunts; the musical, feminist satires of Clapperclaw; the agit-prop influences of WTG’s early shows; or the preoccupation of Mrs Worthington’s Daughters with women and history. Overall, this re-awakened a feeling of how exceptional it was for women’s theatre to be reviewed and embedded in the issues and concerns of a feminist magazine.
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Feminism was the backdrop against which the groups were formed. These were the exciting years of the Women’s Liberation Movement, forged in the four demands: for equal pay, equal education and opportunity, 24-hour nurseries, and free contraception and abortion on demand.2 Where these demands evinced something of a consensus, the question of how to advance women’s rights was hotly debated among feminists – differing significantly according to whether women espoused bourgeois-, radical-, or socialist-feminist politics. Similarly, women’s theatre groups varied both in their relationship to the women’s movement and their feminist politics. Some, like WTG, were closely aligned with the Women’s Liberation Movement, others, like Cunning Stunts, did not identify as a feminist company. In my archival box, I recover correspondence with Rose Sharp, former administrator of Monstrous Regiment, in which she explains how, ‘Monstrous Regiment has always been and is now a socialist, feminist company. This is reflected most importantly in our “work process” – we have always encouraged women in all areas of the production’ (23 October 1989). Contrastingly, as a lesbian collective, Siren found inspiration in radical feminism and the ideas of Mary Daly and Andrea Dworkin. There were also groups whose identity and purpose were forged through a particular issue: Clean Break’s fight for women affected by the criminal justice system, detailed by Anna Herrmann; Spare Tyre’s Susie Orbach-inspired work on women’s weight, body image and well-being, outlined by Clair Chapwell. But whatever their feminist-political differences and affiliations, the rise of the groups consolidated the “demand” to move women’s stories centre stage.

In turn, this raised the issue of how women’s lives and experiences were to be represented or told. In these formative, counter-cultural years, groups developed their signature styles; they often drew on popular-political traditions of agit-prop, music, comedy, or cabaret. Whatever the form, the dominant drive was towards the presentational rather than representational: the breaking of the fourth-wall theatre tradition that confined and subordinated women to the patriarchal “drama” of male-dominated subjects and interests. Retrieving my well-thumbed, now barely legible copy of Gillian Hanna’s (Monstrous Regiment) influential 1978 interview, I revisit her explanation of needing to explore dramatic forms that capture women’s ‘broken backed’ lives and experiences; of working on the production of Caryl Churchill’s Vinegar Tom (1976), using ‘music to smash’ the ‘regular and acceptable theatrical form’ of a ‘traditional play’.3 She speculates that in future years ‘women theatre practitioners will increasingly come up against the discovery, or the need to discover, new forms’.4 The fortunes of feminism and women’s theatre will prove decidedly mixed in the ensuing decades, but the quest for ‘new forms’ will endure.

Gains and Losses in the 80s

Into the 80s, these companies remained important to the evolution of feminism and theatre. Many of the women playwrights during the decade were indebted to opportunities created by them. Bryony Lavery, Deborah Levy, Winsome Pinnock, and Timberlake Wertenbaker all had plays performed by WTG. Lavery’s work also featured in Monstrous Regiment’s 80s repertoire, alongside a raft of European writers. Additionally, gay and women-friendly venues such as London’s Drill Hall or the Oval House Theatre provided alternative, counter-cultural stages for playwrights and companies. Elsewhere, at the Royal Court Theatre, England’s premiere venue for new play-writing, there were indications of women’s playwriting progress: in contrast to how only 8% of plays produced between 1959 and 1980 at the Court were by women – chiefly two women, Ann Jellicoe and Caryl Churchill – from 1980 to 1989 it rose to 29%.5 That said, the percentage was consistently higher in the studio, upstairs space than the downstairs, main auditorium. In other words, plays by women dramatists increased, but did not frequently cross over into larger spaces. This was an inequality that The Women’s Playhouse Trust, inaugurated in the 80s, sought to redress by ‘demand[ing] a place for women in the mainstream’– a ‘demand’ that encompassed the idea of obtaining a West End theatre (Parrish). Although the West End theatre did not materialise, what the WPT exemplified was the strategy of a dedicated women’s theatre working within the mainstream to close the gender gap.
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The Drill Hall now RADA Studios
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Mel Taylor & Dulice Liecier in Spell #7 by Ntozake Shange


Meanwhile, the ongoing need for women to carve out their own counter-cultural spaces saw more groups forming in the early to mid-80s. These included Peta Lily’s Three Women Mime company (1980), Julia Pascal’s company devoted to new writing (1983), and regional groups like Birmingham’s issue-based Women and Theatre (1983) and the working-class trio of older women who formed The Chuffinelles in Sheffield (1986). Highly significant were the theatre collectives set up by Black women artists to address the lack of plays and roles by and for Black women: Theatre of Black Women (1982); Imani-Faith (1983), and Munirah Theatre Company (1983). A Spare Rib review of Theatre of Black Women’s production of Silhouette, a performance that invoked the history of slavery, draws attention to a common purpose of these groups and to Black women’s relationship to feminism:

The stated objective of the Theatre of Black Women is to give artistic expression to the experiences of Black women past and present. By reliving our history and current struggles in front of our eyes, these aims, I believe, will be instrumental in helping Black women to define and name our own brand of ‘feminism’, a noun which so far means little to me, appropriated as it has been to describe white women’s experiences.6


What these comments reflect is the need for Black women artists to have a space of their own and for a feminism that is not exclusively defined and circumscribed by ‘white women’s experiences’. As SuAndi, performance poet and champion of the Black arts sector, movingly attests, ‘differences matter’.

The difference that the publication of a playscript makes to the possibility of sustaining a playwriting career is significant: vital to ensuring plays have a wider circulation, audience/readership, and to securing future productions. Women playwrights found it significantly harder to get published given the risk-averse trend of publishing male dramatists and canonical texts. Pioneering, feminist playwright and critic Michelene Wandor sought to address that imbalance by establishing Methuen’s Plays by Women series. Volume One published in 1982 included plays by a cross-generational mix of writers – Caryl Churchill, Pam Gems, Louise Page, and Wandor.7 These anthologies were hugely important to those of us seeking to make a feminist difference to the male-centric texts and practices of university theatre departments. Moreover, as collections of plays by different dramatists, the volumes highlighted the diversity of women’s drama in terms of content and form. As Volume One exemplifies, subjects are wide-ranging: the witchcraft of Churchill’s Vinegar Tom; sisterhood and politics in Gems’ Dusa, Fish, Stas and Vi; breast cancer in Page’s Tissue; and Wandor’s depiction of the poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning in Aurora Leigh. And in terms of form, to encounter the plays side by side is to register the Brechtian-feminist terrain of Vinegar Tom; the scenic fragmentations of Dusa, Fish, Stas & Vi; the reporting style of Tissue; and the poetry of Aurora Leigh.
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To come out from under the canonical past proved a significant feminist, theatre-making strategy in the 80s, exemplified by Monstrous Regiment’s visual-theatre production of Shakespeare’s Sister (1980, 1982), inspired by Virginia Woolf’s image of the bard’s fictional sister as a woman deprived of an artistic life; Timberlake Wertenbaker’s The Love of the Nightingale (1988), a feminist re-telling of the ancient Greek myth depicting the rape of Philomela, and Elaine Feinstein and WTG’s Lear’s Daughters featuring three daughters, a fool, a nanny, but no King Lear. Lear’s Daughters lingers in my memory because of its finely crafted feminist resistance to the Shakespearean canon that even now continues to occupy the British stage at the expense of new writing, and Hazel Maycock’s larger-than-life, money-grabbing, androgynously depicted fool that captured the greed and socio-economic divide of the Thatcherite 80s – as well as my involvement in getting the script published.

Correspondence in April 1989 with the actress Adjoa Andoh (Regan in Lear’s Daughters) reminds me of the interview we arranged with the company in London – an interview that was instrumental in seeding the idea for publishing WTG scripts. An approach to Sheffield Academic Press on the part of my then colleague Gabriele Griffin, secured contracts for two collections of plays: Herstory Volume 1 & 2. (A buried memory of typing up Bryony Lavery’s Witchcraze for Volume 1 surfaces as a I write this – a somewhat painful exercise in the era of floppy discs and basic Amstrad computers!) All of the plays published in the volumes (six in total) were from the 80s and all deployed what we termed ‘re-visioning’ strategies, whether this was the re-visioning of mythological and literary heritages (Vol. 1) or of “real” women’s lives in the early 20th century (Vol. 2). Overall, these two volumes were an attempt to redress the way that, like women’s erasure from patriarchally written history, ‘women’s theatre groups’ work disappears as it appears’.8

However, the phenomenon of appearing and disappearing is what ultimately characterises the state of women’s theatre by the end of the decade. Despite the gains I have outlined, there were significant losses for feminism and women’s theatre-making. Firstly, while the 80s saw more women playwrights emerging on the British stage, they were still statistically small in number. Introducing Plays by Women 3, Wandor estimates ‘that women in this country constitute somewhere between 10% – 15% of produced playwrights’.9 As previously indicated, they were also mainly confined to studio spaces and to the small-scale touring circuit of the women’s companies, thus reducing public profiles and income. In terms of the reception and reviewing of their work, they also had to contend with the negative perceptions attached to the label ‘woman’ or ‘feminist’ playwright. Hence, the reluctance of some women writers to be published in a ‘volume with the label “by women”’.10

Gender bias in theatre reviewing was a constant source of complaint. Of all the volumes in the Methuen Plays by Women series, my most worn copy is Volume 6. This is because time and again over my years of teaching, I drew students’ attention to Mary Remnant’s introduction11 and her case study of the misogyny heaped on the radical-feminist playwright, Sarah Daniels, notably in the wake of Masterpieces (1983), a play that powerfully opened up a debate on pornography at the same time as igniting a huge anti-feminist rant voiced by a majority of male theatre critics. In short, this served as a feminist consciousness-raising exercise, fostering awareness of gender bias in theatre reviewing ‘then’ (and ‘now’).

Moreover, the feminist movement was in difficulty. Identity politics that were crucial to recognising differences of class, sexuality, or race (as evinced in the formation of the Black women’s theatre groups), made it harder to find common, feminist-political ground. Compounding that struggle was mainstream culture’s disarticulation of feminism as a socially progressive movement: its promotion and positing of feminism as an individualistic mode of bourgeois, self-empowerment, a phenomenon powerfully and memorably critiqued in Churchill’s state-of-the-nation play, Top Girls (1982). Hence, the collective ethos and work processes foundational to women’s theatre groups were now antithetical to the ‘top-girl’ syndrome. More concretely, the increasing shift to a ‘post-feminist’ climate saw the loss of synergies that had existed between the Women’s Liberation Movement and women’s theatre in the 70s – synergies that had proven advantageous to building networks and audiences, securing venues and bookings.

Above all, it was the increasing Thatcherite drive towards private sponsorship and the drastic reduction of state subsidy for theatre that made it so very difficult for the women’s theatre groups to survive.12 Although the Arts Council always publicly denied operating any political agenda, many of the alternative, political theatre groups found their funding withdrawn, as reflected in Mary McCusker’s account of the Council’s rejection of Monstrous Regiment’s ‘new plans for the company’s future’.13 To stand any chance of survival, groups were forced to forego their collectives: to streamline into small, core management teams who were left to cope with increased administrative labour and the time-consuming task of securing funding – this at the expense of a company’s creative output. It is not therefore surprising to find most groups unable to manage. Under these conditions and with a loss of funding, none of the Black women’s companies formed in the early 80s were able to continue. Of the groups cited in this introduction only WTG/Sphinx and Clean Break have kept going, with Clean Break the only company to secure a building. Overall, this constitutes a highly detrimental setback to the evolution of women’s theatre in the UK: the loss of opportunities for women playwrights to have their work staged; the loss of training grounds for women practitioners in all fields of work (directors, performers, designers, lighting and sound technicians); and the loss of supportive, feminist networking that helped to nurture and/or sustain women’s careers in the theatre industry. In short, without the opportunities, training grounds and networks that the groups provided, it was difficult to build on past successes and achieve a sustainable feminist-theatre legacy.
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‘Bad Girls’ in the 90s

Although the early 90s saw the disappearance of many women’s theatre collectives, thus marking a break in the counter-cultural, collectively-orientated women’s theatre tradition, there are nonetheless continuities to be found in the case of women playwrights. Playwriting voices from the 70s and/or 80s such as Gems, Churchill, Lavery, Wertenbaker, Daniels, Pinnock, and de Angelis continued to make a feminist difference to the British stage. Furthermore, although Methuen’s Plays by Women series was ending, Aurora Metro Press came forward with the collection Black and Asian Women Writers (1993). This heralded Aurora Metro’s enduring commitment to publishing women’s plays: 150 plays by women since published, many in translation from other languages.14

From my file on Lavery, I retrieve the programme for Goliath (1997). This was Lavery’s adaptation of Beatrix Campbell’s Goliath: Britain’s Dangerous Places (1993), a feminist analysis of the nationwide riots sparked in 1991 by the social and economic disenfranchisement of those dwelling in the UK’s rundown council estates, rioting rendered and distilled into a solo, one-woman performance by Nicola McAuliffe. Goliath was commissioned by Sue Parrish for Sphinx (WTG) and directed by Annie Castledine. I pause on this production as testimony not only to the enduring, collaborative, feminist energies that fuelled the production, but also to its exemplification of feminist theatre tackling epic questions of social inequality and economic deprivation. There’s publicity too for Lavery’s Kitchen Matters with Gay Sweatshop and Her Aching Heart for WTG (Sphinx) – both in 1990-91, both comedic, defiant rejoinders to funding cuts and the notorious, anti-gay legislation Section 28 (popularly known as ‘Clause 28’).15

Significant among new women’s writing voices of the 90s was the attention given to the dead-end lives and deprivations of young women: the girl-gang plays Ashes and Sand (1994) by Judy Upton and Yard Gal (1998) by Rebecca Prichard. Both premiered at the Royal Court that subsequently also staged Irish playwright, Stella Feehily’s working-class, Dublin-girls-in-trouble play, Duck (2003). And elsewhere, despite the hardship entailed in forming a women’s group, the northern company Open Clasp (Catrina McHugh) set up in 1998 with a commitment to girls and women on the socio-cultural margins and to “acting” in the interests of social change.

These playwriting examples of what I termed ‘bad girl’ theatre16 along with Open Clasp’s founding concern with young women on the margins – the girls, who like working-class Angie in Churchill’s Top Girls, are not going to make it – stood in stark contrast to the vaunting of ‘ladette’ behaviour and girl power in the British media. Like its ‘top-girl’ predecessor in the 80s, the individualistic, sexually aggressive mode of 90s girl power (think Spice Girls), disarticulated feminism from a socially progressive agenda. Now there were proclamations of a ‘new feminism’ antagonistic to the second-wave and promoting the idea of women’s self-empowerment.17 But this ideological shift from the notion of women helping each other to the idea of women helping themselves, merely served to perpetuate rather than ameliorate persistent inequalities. As to bringing about change in British theatre, as Gems observed: ‘the only way is for women in the theatre – actors, designers, directors, administrators – to get together’ – to be supportive of each other.18
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Stella Feehily, playwright


In her 1999 study of women’s directing based on interviews with 13 directors, Helen Manfull notes that irrespective of whether the directors identified with feminism or not, all were ‘adamant about their desire to help and support one another’. She adds: ‘To a person they are hopeful about their roles as women directors and encouraged about their abilities to nurture the work of women writers or emphasise plays with female protagonists’.19 Although there were constraints on just how supportive women directors could be given the persistent male-dominated “direction” of British theatre, as directors and/or artistic directors of venues and companies, women were in a position to nurture and assist the development of women’s playwriting. Some notable examples from the 90s include: Parrish’s enduring and sustained commitment to women playwrights in her role as Artistic Director of Sphinx/WTG, Lisa Goldman’s founding of The Red Room, a London fringe venue and company that supported early plays by Judy Upton and Kay Adshead, and Castledine’s feisty, feminist championing of women’s work. Equally, to cite an example from Irish Theatre (see Jaki McCarrick), during her tenure as Artistic Director at Dublin’s Abbey Theatre (1991-93), Garry Hynes ‘committed to doing at least one play by a woman in the Abbey’s season of new plays’,20 an initiative that proved instrumental in the launching of Marina Carr’s career. Carr is now recognised as one of, if not the, leading contemporary playwright in Ireland. And yet, as the 21st century approached, a level playing field in British theatre (and on the Irish theatre scene) remained elusive – an aspiration rather than a reality.
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Despite the rich, diverse qualities of women’s playwriting exemplified here and the supportive efforts of those women in the industry seeking to bring about change, the struggle to close the gender gap was fraught with difficulty. The 90s wave of ‘in-yer-face’ plays by predominantly ‘angry young men’ had a silencing impact on women’s theatre voices.21 Antipathy to feminism (on and off the stage) also marginalised women’s work as did the prevailing negative preconceptions of theatre critics – a largely unchanged cadre of male, white, Oxbridge-educated reviewers. The latter often (albeit not always) evinced little enthusiasm for women-centred subjects and were notably unreceptive to the experimental forms women explored and developed. How different the reception of her controversial debut play Blasted (1994) would have been, Sarah Kane surmised, if she had crafted and confined her war-torn landscape of masculine violence to a mode of familiar realism. Kane’s disavowal of the ‘woman’ writer label saw her categorised as a member of the angry boys’ brigade.22 But her iconoclastic, experientially formed theatre expressive of damaging and violent masculinities resonated with a feminist sensibility – a renewed structure of feminist feeling in British theatre.

21st-Century Feminist Directions

Feeling the structures of inequality in the 21st century, many women playwrights reinvigorated their resistance to the status quo. Over the next two decades, the “cast” of women playwrights continued to expand. It now includes: Bola Agbaje, debbie tucker green, Ella Hickson, Lucy Kirkwood, Rebecca Lenkiewicz, Lucy Prebble, Penelope Skinner, Nina Raine, Anya Reiss, Katherine Soper, Polly Stenham, Laura Wade, and Joy Wilkinson. Whether they identify with feminism or not, like their predecessors, these 21st-century women dramatists crafted plays tackling a range of subjects in diverse forms and styles – tucker green’s poetically voiced, angry black-feminist critiques of white Western privilege; Prebble’s epic treatment of capitalism in Enron (2009); or Wade’s riotous, darkly comedic dramatization of posh-boy antics (Posh, 2010). While eclectic in form and subject matter, this theatre reflects widely shared concerns with the toxicity of patriarchalism, socio-economic privilege and power.

In 2010, explorations of ‘Women Power and Politics’ came to the fore in a season of nine short plays by women, curated by the director Indhu Rubasingham for London’s Tricycle Theatre. It was presented in two parts, ‘Now’ and ‘Then’; I recall how exhilarating it was to see both parts back-to-back. A cross-generational mix of writers included award-winning dramatists Marie Jones (an original member of the Belfast-based, women’s theatre company, Charabanc, founded in the early 80s) and Moira Buffini, whose one-act comedic rendition of Thatcher and Queen Elizabeth II in Handbagged was subsequently expanded into a version that played the West End. In one way, this season testified to the diversity and power of women’s writing; in another, it was a salutary reminder of women’s under-representation in politics and theatre, ‘then and now’.

On the political “stage”, 2010 was also the year that saw a transition from New Labour to a Conservative-led coalition. Austerity, fuelled by the global banking crisis (2007-08), deepened; 2011 was a year of strikes and riots – a groundswell of opposition to the deficits of a bankrupt neo-capitalist system, reduction in state welfare, and escalating hardship for millions of people. It was against this backdrop that the feminist movement renewed and gained traction. A young, intersectionally aware generation of women embraced rather than rejected feminism – initiating a number of campaigns and protests on a range of issues including sexual harassment, domestic abuse, racial equality, and equal pay. In parallel, there was a rise of feminist work tackling the abject state of the British nation: plays that critiqued a competitive, masculine world order endorsing the high-achieving career woman (Lucy Kirkwood’s NSFW, 2012; Penelope Skinner’s Linda 2015); dramatized the state’s welfare system at the point of collapse (Clean Break’s Joanne, 2015); demonstrated conditions for young low-paid and unemployed workers (Katherine Soper’s Wish List, 2016); or, as in Churchill’s Escaped Alone (2016), protested the ecological damage caused by neoliberal capitalism (see April de Angelis, Alison Child, and Bibi Lucille).
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Fenella Woolgar in Moira Buffini’s Handbagged


Also mirroring the feminist movement at large were the escalating demands and campaigns to address the inequalities of the British theatre industry: the calls for the introduction of quota systems, exemplified by ‘ERA 50:50’, the Equal Representation for Actresses campaign founded in 2015 by actresses Lizzie Berrington and Polly Kemp; ‘The Act for Change Project’ launched in 2014 to campaign and lobby for an end to discrimination and the promotion of equality and diversity in the arts; and Lucy Kerbel’s Tonic Theatre, founded in 2011 to support the industry in taking incremental steps towards equality. Collecting and compiling information on gender-parity initiatives for a ‘restaging feminisms’ book project,23 I experienced as energising and frustrating – frustrating because of the déjà vu feeling. Moreover, while equality strategies are essential to change and potentially impactful, as evinced in Ireland’s #WakingTheFeminists Movement,24 a more seismic shift to the toxic culture of the male-dominated industry is also needed to address the depth of discrimination and harassment occurring front and backstage that, Imy Wyatt Corner; Rebekah Smith & Abbie Lowe (Scylla’s Bite) all describe.

With the advent of the #MeToo Movement in 2017 came the outing of sexual harassment. The abuse of power by directors who made use of ‘the casting couch’ was called out and the ability of women to take to social media to publicise such working practices allowed those who had been fearful of reprisals to come together and share their experiences online. On 28 October 2017, the Royal Court’s Artistic Director, Vicky Featherstone, organised a day of action and the drawing up of a Code of Behaviour that encouraged other theatres to take remedial action. There was also a renewed awareness of the “age old” problem of paucity of roles for older women, and of continuing sizeism and colourism whereby darker-skinned women and larger women were unlikely to be cast. As Rebecca Mordan (Scary Little Girls) comments, ‘The unofficial standard is that no woman who is a size 10 or over is cast in a leading role’. Equally, based on her 40 years in the industry, lesbian comedienne Clare Summerskill reflects that ‘the road is a rough one’ for ‘lesbian actresses – especially those who do not conform to stereotypical images of female beauty’. Attention was also drawn to class and intersectional inequalities “acting” as significant barriers to participation in the industry. As producer Maeve O’Neill highlights, ‘Racism exists in the UK and Ireland, and it exists in our theatres. While the arts industry has begun to address these issues, we still don’t see enough representation on stage, backstage or in leadership roles’. Hence the importance of Stella Kanu’s #Connect: Black Women in Theatre at the Oval House (2018-19) that created meeting grounds for Black women practitioners to come together, to share experiences and advice in a non-hierarchical, supportive environment.
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Shazz Andrew in The Tempest by Scary Little Girls and The Minack, Cornwall.


With so many women working as freelance artists, finding a ‘comm-unity of like-minded artists’ is critical, as playwright Hannah Khalil observes, not only for developing creatively, but also for coping with isolation and employment precarity – a precarity that deepens for those women who have children (see Suzie Miller; Cheryl Robson). If women are to have ‘the chance to succeed and thrive’, in director Sarah Brigham’s widely shared view, what they require is ‘a working environment which respects things like caring responsibilities, which offers strong female role models, and asks “what can we do to help”’ (see also Suzanne Gorman; Amy Ng).

An enduring need to be in the like-minded “company” of women has seen no shortage of women’s theatre groups emerging in the 21st century, creating supportive environments for practitioners and writers; reviving and reinvigorating the second-wave, collaborative, group tradition. Intersectional feminism is widely embraced by new and established theatre companies, as reflected in debut works by companies F-Bomb (Rachel O’Regan) and Scylla’s Bite (Rebekah Smith & Abbie Lowe), and Scotland’s long-running, Stellar Quines company (Gerda Stevenson). Intersectional-feminist approaches are those that ensure that women’s stories are not confined to white, straight, able-bodied, class and gender-binary privilege (see Kelly Burke). Think of the popular-political, inclusive, feminist theatre of Artistic Director Emma Rice and her company Wise Children (2018); the diverse and inclusive casting of Morgan Lloyd Malcolm’s Emilia (Shakespeare’s Globe 2018; Vaudeville Theatre 2019) that joyously and irreverently reclaimed women’s writing from the margins of Shakesperean history and culture; or the diverse and non-binary casting that Suba Das, Artistic Director of Liverpool’s Everyman Theatre, initiated in the revival of Churchill’s Top Girls (2023). Equality and diversity and inclusivity. This is where the future history of feminism and theatre resides.

Forward and Back

From the vantage point of ‘now’ the journey of feminism and theatre over the last five decades can be seen as a ‘broken-backed’ narrative of gains and losses, of cyclical endeavours to challenge the malestream – in the words of actress Ann Mitchell, of needing ‘to fight the same fights over and over again’. History repeats because of the perpetual cycles of underfunding and discrimination that militate against the expansion of feminist-theatre horizons from one generation to the next, as reflected in the case of women’s theatre companies that more often than not struggle to survive, grow, maintain training opportunities, or secure a building base as a means to a more sustainable future. Hence, it comes as no surprise to find that the cross-generational voices brought together in this volume attest to equality as far from achieved.

Contributions highlight the need for affirmative actions that include: a policy change in Arts Council funding to close the gender gap, provide support for childcare and increase numbers of women in leadership roles; theatres to “act” for change by commissioning more women playwrights, employing more women both front and backstage, and creating opportunities for supportive networks; and drama schools as well as theatres to have reporting lines and policies to address discriminatory and harmful behaviour.25 Equally, contributors draw attention to the enduring need for feminism in society at large and in the theatre. As writer and performer Roberta Livingston comments: ‘If feminism isn’t implemented into the structure of our society, how can we expect it to be integrated within theatre?’.

In these post-pandemic times, there is an urgency for ensuring such transformative actions are implemented. Reporting on a theatre survey undertaken during the pandemic, the Guardian revealed that ‘more than 60% of women across all roles in UK theatre are considering leaving the industry, with 85% worried gender inequality will worsen post-Covid’.26 Those worries about gender disparity have been confirmed: the post-pandemic trend towards smaller – solo or duo – casts; safe, box-office revivals; and increased financial hardship for freelancers, have indeed rendered the situation for women theatre makers more precarious. As Sue Parrish points out: ‘in the recent National Portfolio awards no women’s professionally producing theatre companies were included’.

And yet, there are cautious notes of optimism among the contributors. Clean Break’s Anna Herrmann argues that ‘change will come’, that ‘new ideas do emerge’, citing the example of the newly formed, Arts Council-funded, Women in Theatre Lab, dedicated to the support of women writers (Polly Kemp & Jennifer Tuckett). 27
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Rukhsana Ahmad, co-founder of Kali Theatre Company, ‘remains[s] positive about the future’ of the company and its nurturing of women of South Asian descent who are now ‘progressing into the mainstream’. Sarah Brigham finds strength in ‘some wonderful female role models’: ‘it is often their example that gives me hope in the future of our industry’. Director Imy Wyatt Corner is ‘hopeful that with the appointment of Indhu Rubasingham at the helm at National Theatre there will be some necessary and important pressure on the industry to shift us towards change.’ And playwright and dramaturg Kaite O’Reilly advocates the ‘daily practice’ of remaining optimistic and hopeful for change’.

Fifty years on from the landmark women’s season in 1973 at Inter-Action, the fight for a feminist future in the industry goes on. In March 2024, prompted by Jennifer Tuckett’s detailed research, a group of women in theatre which included Kelly Burke, Polly Kemp, Cheryl Robson and Jennifer Tuckett, met with Arts Council England to discuss the ongoing under-representation of women in theatre. The outcome was that ACE agreed to consider setting up a gender advisory board, and to look at issues around childcare and new writing commissions.

Feminist Theatre is a history of survival and resilience: of creating, representing, and embodying experiences that malestream culture would sooner we forget. This is a feminist history that deserves to be remembered, preserved, and celebrated for future generations.

≈
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NOTES

1 Highlighted names denote contributors to this volume.

2 These four basic demands arose from the first national conference of the WLM, Ruskin College, Oxford, 1970. Initially conceived as a women’s history workshop weekend, this event inaugurated a series of national WLM conferences through to 1978.

3 Gillian Hanna, ‘Feminism and Theatre’, Theatre Papers, 2nd series, no. 8, Dartington College, 1978, 1-14, p.8, p.9.

4 Ibid, p.9.

5 Ruth Little and Emily McLaughlin, The Royal Court Theatre Inside Out, Oberon Books, 2007, p.238.

6 Review by ‘Maxine’, Spare Rib, January 1984, p.47.

7 Ten volumes were published in total, the last in 1994.

8 Gabriele Griffin and Elaine Aston, Introduction, Herstory 1 & 2, Sheffield Academic Press, 1991, p.8.

9 Michelene Wandor, Introduction, Plays by Women 3, Methuen, 1984, p.vii.

10 Ibid.

11 Mary Remnant, Introduction, Plays by Women 6, Methuen, 1987, pp.7-12.

12 For example, the Secretary-General’s Report, 43rd annual report and accounts, Arts Council, 1987-88, states: ‘We must be able to show … that earnings and private sector income play a larger part in turnover of arts organisations than in the past’ (p. 4).

13 In a past interview with Monstrous Regiment, Gillian Hanna also explained: ‘all those political groups were weeded out in the ‘80s because they were too uncomfortable, and nobody wanted to know. The Arts Council, although they would deny it, also seemed to feel that they didn’t want to support such groups anymore’. Quoted in Feminist Theatre Voices, Elaine Aston, ed., Loughborough Theatre Texts, 1997, p.66.

14 Aurora Metro has recently acquired the back-catalogue of Amber Lane Press with high-profile plays Steaming by Nell Dunn and Once a Catholic by Mary O’Malley being given a new lease of life.

15 Passed in 1988, Section 28 banned schools from promoting homosexuality or literature that endorsed homosexuality as the basis for a “normal” family life.

16 Elaine Aston, ‘“Bad Girls” and “Sick Boys”: New Women Playwrights and the Future of Feminism”’, in Aston & Geraldine Harris, eds., Feminist Futures?, Palgrave Macmillan, 2006, pp.71-87.

17 See Natasha Walter, The New Feminism, Virago, 1999.

18 Gems, qtd in Heidi Stephenson and Natasha Langridge, Rage and Reason: Women Playwrights on Playwriting, Methuen, 1997, p.97.

19 Helen Manfull, Taking the Stage: Women Directors on Directing, Methuen, 1999, p.164.

20 Ibid, p.176.

21 See Elaine Aston, Feminist Views on the English Stage: Women Playwrights 1990-2000, Cambridge University Press, 2003.

22 Ibid, p.80.

23 Elaine Aston, Restaging Feminisms, Palgrave Macmillan, 2020.

24 Fuelled by the virtually exclusive, male-authored programme planned for the Abbey Theatre’s season to mark the centenary of the 1916 uprising, Waking the Feminists proved impactful in its solidarity-building campaign to address women’s marginalisation in Irish theatre.

25 See Giverny Masso, ‘ Drama School Students Report Racism, Casting Bias and Widespread Harassment’, The Stage, 8 March 2022, Drama school students report racism, casting bias and widespread harassment (thestage.co.uk).

26 Nadia Khomami, ‘Theatre in UK Faces Exodus of Women After Pandemic, Study Finds’, The Guardian, 9 October 2021, Theatre in UK faces exodus of women after pandemic, study finds | Theatre | The Guardia.

27 The Lab is inspired by the New-York based WP Theater Lab and Australia’s Women in Theatre Programme. The former started out as the Women’s Project in 1978, founded by Julia Miles. Now called WP Theater, the company has survived economic and organisational setbacks and gone on to produce over ‘600 Off-Broadway plays’ WP History | WP Theater.
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