Modern Anglophone Drama 5 Women
cowPlen & enirep gy Alan P Barr



Modern Anglophone Drama
4y Women

COMPILED & Eimen BY Alan P. Barr

F 3

PETER LANG
New York « Washington. D.C./ Baltimore  Bem
Frankfurt am Main « Berlin  Brussels « Vienna « Oxford



Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Modern Anglophone drama by women / [compiled by] Alan P. Barr,
p.cm.
Includes bibliographical references
1. English drama-Women authors. 2. English drama-20th century.
3. English drama-Foreign countries. | Barr, Alan P.
PRO0ST MaT  622'90809287-dc22 2006030152
ISBN-13: 978-0-6204-8889-9 (hardcover)
SBN-10: 0-8204-8689-5 (hardcover)
ISBN-13: 978-0-8204-8868-2 (paperback)
SBN-10: 0-8204-8868- (paperback)

Bibliographic information published by Die Deutsche Bibliothek
Die Deutsche Bibliothek lists this publication in the ‘Deutsche
Nationalbibliografie”: detailed bibliographic data is available
on the Internet at hitp: / / dnb.ddb.de/ .

The paper in this book meets the quidelines for permanence and durability
of the Commitiee on Production Guidelines for Book Longevily
of the Council of Library Resources.

© 2007 Peter Lang Publishing, Inc.. New York
29-Broadway, 18" floor, New York, NY 10006
www.peterlang.com

_ ~ Allrights reserved. o
Reprint or reproduction, even partially, in all forms such as microfilm.
xerography, microfiche, microcard, and offset striclly prohibited.

Printed in the United States of America



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Every step past the initial idea of a collection of modern plays by
women written in English has been profoundly dependent upon the
gracious, generous collaboration of a multitude of others, literally
spanning the globe. From the very beginning, I found essential the
guidance of scholars from nations as widespread as New Zealand,
South Africa and Canada. At this end of the process, I was entirely in
the hands of formatting and Word wizards.

Scholars like Tony Mitchell of the University of Technology in
Australia, Stephen Watts of Indiana University, Judith Dale of the
University of Victoria in New Zealand, Jerry Wasserman of the Uni-
versity of British Columbia, Mary Trotter of the University of Wiscon-
sin, and Christopher Murray and Anthony Roche of University Col-
lege Dublin were wonderfully forthcoming four or so years ago,
when I ventured my original enquiries—as were André Brink and
Wole Soyinka.

As Director of the National English Literary Museum, Mal- colm
Hacksley was the perfect host as he guided me through their ar-
chives—and then through the Grahamstown Arts Festival in South
Africa. His colleague, Thomas Jeffery, exemplified exactly this same
spirit of cordiality and scholarly helpfulness, when, much later in the
process, he volunteered additional archival material and kindly
agreed to read my introductions to the African plays.

Others to whom I want to convey my gratitude for checking that I
remained (mostly) in bounds in my introductions are Tony Mitchell,
Mary Trotter, and Jerry Wasserman (neatly bookending the endeavor)
and Robert Yeo, a Singaporean dramatist and critic.

And then there is the wizardry. My first enabler was Steve Jones
of the University of Illinois at Chicago, who one day took the dispa-
rate pile of texts and shortly thereafter returned them along with a
CD containing a scanned and optical character read version of each
play. Disc in hand, the next magician, Joseph Bigio, with singular
competence, resourcefulness and diligence, then produced a consis-
tently formatted, camera-ready manuscript. Still, if it had not been for
the last-inning page manipulations and saves of Mara Jauntirans, the
game would have been stalled.

From the time I signed the contract, the staff at Peter Lang has
been quick, efficient, and a pleasure to work with. Phyllis Korper was
always responsive to any question or uncertainties I might have had,



x Acknowledgments

and Sophie Appel has been superb in taking me through the editing
process.

I am grateful for the financial support that Indiana University
Northwest has provided. My colleagues have, as always, been consis-
tently. I am especially appreciative of the good will and good wishes
of George Bodmer.

In fact, the first do come last. From initial encouragement and urg-
ing to final proofreading there was always Dace, the spirit behind the
words.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Acknowledgments
Introduction
Lady Gregory

The Rising of the Moon (Ireland, 1907)
Ama Ata Aidoo

Anowa (Ghana, 1970)
Sharon Pollock

Blood Relations (Canada, 1980)
Judith Thompson

The Crackwalker (Canada, 1980)
Stella Kon

Emily of Emerald Hill (Singapore, 1984)
Renée

Wednesday to Come (New Zealand, 1985)
Alma De Groen

The Rivers of China (Australia, 1986)
Tess A. Onwueme

The Reign of Wazobia (Nigeria, 1993)
Susan Pam-Grant

Curl Up and Dye (South Africa, 1993)
Christina Reid

Tea in a China Cup (Northern Ireland, 1983)

Marina Carr
Portia Coughlan (Ireland, 1996)

ix

12

21

24

77

80
129
133
179
182
215
218
255
258
303
306
345
349
401
404
451
455



INTRODUCTION

To discover an unanticipated treasure of wonderful dramas is an ex-
hilarating and bewildering experience. Five years ago, frustrated by
the absence of any plays by women from any of the anthologies of
modern Continental drama, I compiled Modern Women Playwrights of
Europe. It was a wide-ranging and daunting—even presumptu-
ous—undertaking: ferreting out the remarkable plays written by
European women. That project, motivated by the very real needs I
experienced in teaching drama, had an unexpected consequence.
There emerged a less visible, less recognized, far more widespread
(and daunting) library of plays written in English by women beyond
the borders of the United States and England. Because the British, in
attempting to outreach the sunset, had cast such a broad colonial net,
they left in the wake of their retreating empire a blossoming literature
in English that dotted the globe.

In countries like Singapore, Ghana, Nigeria, and South Africa,
English had evolved into a (or the) literary language. With sometimes
similar and sometimes very different objectives, many of these coun-
tries, in the twentieth century, created a significant and impressive
literature in English, some of it drama, and some of that by women.
Because drama, as an extremely public and social genre, presents dif-
ferent problems and opportunities than poetry or fiction, and because
women—especially in more public spaces—confront particular hur-
dles, establishing that there was a significant body of plays by women
and collecting it posed an alluring and rewarding challenge.

My methodology was fairly straightforward. I searched the na-
tional literary and dramatic histories of countries that produced lit-
erature in English (excluding the United States and England) and
contacted scholars who worked in these areas to discover what ex-
isted and where I could find it. The journey, with its many seductive
detours, was replete with unexpected revelations. The correspon-
dences with scholars and archivists were both delightful and essen-
tial.

My criterion for this collection, conceived as a companion to the
European one, was exactly the same. I was interested in plays whose
literary quality was worthy of international recognition. I had no bias
toward political content, feminist views, or gender orientation. The
argument that continues to rage amongst feminist theoreticians about
the appropriateness or acceptability of realism-naturalism did not
seem to pertain when looking at actual plays. I was as engaged by the
realism of Wednesday to Come and Tea in a China Cup as I was by the
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non-linear structure of The Rivers of China or the extraordinary lyri-
cism of The Crackwalker and Portia Coughlan. Ultimately, it was the
dramatic quality of a play rather than its conventions or convictions
that recommended it. (This should not be taken to imply that I lack
partisanship or that the ensemble does not reveal strong views.)

A prejudice that did prevail was for scripted, literary drama. A
great deal of drama by women is improvisational and workshopped
or collaborative. Much of the historical tradition in, for example, most
African countries, in Malaysia, and in India, was oral and performa-
tive, incorporating dance, music, and audience participation. This
presents a double jeopardy or limitation, analogous to what Frances
Beal long ago described as the jeopardy of being black and female.
Still, limiting as it may be, it is almost unavoidable because of the
amorphous and unwieldy nature of “texts” beyond the scripted. Since
I explicitly staked out the province of “anglophone,” this narrowing
was all the more difficult to avoid.

Inevitably, because the regions that now produce literatures in
English were once colonies, these plays (except for Lady Gregory’s
“still-colonial” Rising of the Moon) are reasonably seen as “postcolo-
nial.” Postcolonial has of course burgeoned into a major literary dis-
cipline, including an immense range of compelling writing and a
huge, ever-expanding body of scholarship. I want, here, only to men-
tion briefly some observations in this context. Each of the ten national
situations that produced these plays is unique: to be an ex-colonial in
Nigeria bears little resemblance to being one in New Zealand. None, I
assume, would consider New Zealand, Canada, Australia, or that re-
cent “economic miracle,” Ireland, to be “third world” or developing
countries. Singapore, another economic engine, has a very different
experience from Ireland, just as Ghana, Nigeria, and South Africa
have from each other. Northern Ireland is ambiguous even in terms of
its being colonial, postcolonial, or “other.” What each country here
does have in common with the others are: a) the urge to explore and
understand its own history; b) to establish that the country (Canada,
say) really does have a history of its own that is worth knowing; ¢)
that the complexities and distortions in the history demand reexam-
ining (Anowa and Tea in a China Shop); and d) that the history of for-
mer colonies is inexorably scarred. For women this is further
complicated by the secondary role to which they have been charac-
teristically relegated (a point that is made in almost all of the plays).
Much more apparent than I found it to be in Continental drama, the
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women writing these plays are dealing from the underbelly of the
political process.

Each country also had to face the problem of a language, diver-
gent as the specifics of their situations were. In places like Australia,
New Zealand, and even English Canada, where the idea of a com-
peting language had been obliterated, there remained the often-
emotional question of accent or properness. It frequently took dec-
ades for them to assert their own, non-West End English dialect as
valid. This could become part of the defensiveness or insecurity that
went with considering yourself in the backwaters. In a place like Sin-
gapore, the practicality and increasing ubiquity of English coerced its
acceptance—but in an adapted, colorful local variant, whose layers
and voices Stella Kon beautifully records. South Africa, via a very dif-
ferent path, likewise arrived at a version of English that accommo-
dates Afrikaans inflections and, as Pam-Grant reproduces it in Curl
Up and Dye, Zulu. Fair or not, English is to a certain extent a real and
marketable asset, a political and cultural cash nexus. The adaptations
that I have discovered and delighted in comprise a symphony of
Englishes, rich in local color and distinctness. Neither in Auckland
nor in Delhi is it tenable to hold to Received Standard English, any
more than it was in Dublin—or Edinburgh, not to mention Liverpool.
(Christian Mair’s volume, The Politics of English as a World Language,
2003, usefully addresses this.)

Inevitably the question arises are plays by women different from
plays by men. My sample is necessarily small, but it is tempting to
notice patterns in these eleven plays, plays (again) chosen solely for
their literary merit. Repeatedly, the experience of feeling trapped,
having no genuine home, and being desperate to escape recurs.
Anowa is different and belongs nowhere. Emily enters the hostile en-
vironment of Emerald Hill as an insecure fourteen-year-old bride, and
though she succeeds in gaining control of it, she finds herself alone
and alienated—ironically admonishing her daughter Doris that she
should not rush into marriage just to escape her. The Rivers of China
and Tea in a China Cup both feature women who have to leave their
homes. Lizzie Borden and Portia Coughlan are almost pathologically
driven to get away.

Although I have only used “dystopic” in the introduction to
The Rivers of China (echoing its critics), the term would appropriately
describe the worlds that many of these dramas present—the eco-
nomically distressed setting of Wednesday to Come, or Reid’s fatally
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hostile Belfast, or the psychologically disorienting ones of Sharon
Pollock, Judith Thompson, or Marina Carr.

Occupying an inhospitable, rejecting space, the women in these
plays are an angry cohort. Lizzie Borden, in Blood Relations, is angry
enough to hatchet heads; couples in The Crackwalker live an existence
that bizarrely swings between unreasoned affection and unprovoked
violence; Emily Gan is a study in repression. Renée’s Iris Kaye is sim-
ply angry—as is Beth in Tea in a China Cup, “because it’s all a lie.” Be-
hind Portia’s erratic behavior is her wrath. She shares with Anowa a
pervasive discontent that their husband and societies cannot compre-
hend.

With fury comes the need to be strong, which turns out to be an-
other pattern among these women. Wazobia learns strength after be-
ing supported at the end of her appointed reign, by the other women.
Lizzie resolves that she is strong, “a woman of decision,” in Blood Re-
lations. That equally describes the superficially so different Emily
Gan. Perhaps no play in the volume is as impatient with weakness or
sentimentality as Wednesday to Come. From Anowa to Portia Coughlan,
to a greater or lesser extent, a premium is placed on the need for the
women to be strong. Sometimes, as with, Anowa and Portia, strength
is insufficient and they do not survive. In The Crackwalker, The Rivers
of China, and Curl Up and Dye, the world still batters them. But
throughout, fortitude is a central value. Iris risks being seen as hard
and Portia as erratic, and Mansfield is terminally ill. Still, each em-
bodies a determination and will that is obviously valued. The form
their strength takes is also noticeably different from that of traditional
male protagonists; it is not geared toward heroism so much as hard-
headed practicality and survival. We find neither Rambos nor Won-
der Women. -

The strength associated with the women often derives from their
being supported by surrounding generations of women. Wednesday to
Come is only the most extensive example, with four generations of the
family, from Granna to her great granddaughter Jeannie all formida-
bly present. Tea in a China Cup and Portia Coughlan importantly pre-
sent three generations in a family, even if not exactly harmoniously
supporting each other (Carr’s earlier play, The Mai, like Wednesday,
manages the unusual feat of staging four generations). The disarray to
be found in Anowa and Emily and Portia results when the matrilineal-
ity fails. It is simultaneously striking that, in a group of plays where
generations of women are so prominent, many of the protagonists
violently reject, fail at, or are excluded from that most traditional of
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female roles, motherhood: Anowa, Theresa in The Crackwalker, Portia,
Lizzie, and Emily. Although family is not a factor in Onwueme’s play
in the same explicit way, Wazobia is empowered when the women,
acting like family, rally to her, routing the arid, tradition-bound patri-
archal structure. Male-authored plays do not seem to include genera-
tions of men—Hamlet, Long Day’s Journey Into Night, and All My Sons,
notwithstanding.

A political mantra out of 1960s feminist politics that became hack-
neyed was that “the personal is the political.” One striking effect of
some of these plays is to see how, in a way that is neither didactic nor
polemical, that notion is given new flesh. Again, Wednesday to Come is
a prime example. Iris and her mother Mary and daughter Jeannie are
struggling, unempowered individuals, caught in a wrenching eco-
nomic depression. We watch as they, as individuals, respond with
decisions and actions that are essentially political. Tea in a China Cup
focuses on a house of women who are surrounded by partisan, slo-
ganeering male “activists” (including the pictures of the three “hon-
orably” sacrificed generations of men soldiers—a telling contrast to
the live women actually present on stage). They have, however, the
realities (and the debris) of this bellicosity to deal with—effectively
making Beth’s personal attitudes and her decision to take the Belleek
china cup and saucer political. Wazobia begins as an adolescent
thrust by chance into a political situation, and in the course of her re-
gency is transformed into a subversive political force. Emily, in her
monodrama, could not be more personal in her focus, and her dec-
ades-long engagement with her husband and family is profoundly
political. She asserts her pre-eminence as the matriarch/owner of
Emerald Hill (hollow as that status proves to be). In different, though
tenable ways, dramas as unlikely as The Rivers of China (where in a
highly personal therapeutic setting, Mansfield and the Man are
fighting for a place in the world) and Curl Up and Dye (where the
women in the hair salon are battered by the surrounding racist and
sexist political and economic structures) similarly give meaning to the
connection between the personal and the political. Rolene is brutal-
ized by Denzil because they live in a brutalizing society. Finally, in
Lady Gregory’s Rising of the Moon—a selection yet to be men-
tioned—the Sergeant (in a small, all-male cast) makes a momentous
political decision for entirely personal reasons.

The clamor equating the personal and the political likely derives
from the sense that the world has not fitted women nor women the
world; they feel alien, not quite belonging. Again, play after play ex-
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hibits this and the corresponding search for an identity, including oc-
casional toyings with sexual ambiguity. Most overtly in the 1922
scenes of The Rivers of China at Fontainebleau, Gurdjieff chides Kath-
erine Mansfield’s desire to find out who she is: “Who am I”"—a good
question, he goads. It is as if in the wake of Nora’s having slammed
the door in Ibsen’s Christiania in 1879 to discover who she was, many
of these twentieth century figures are also closing the doors behind
them, willing to enter a risky, dubious, not-yet-explored world and
ill-defined identity. Anowa is distinguished by being different. Emily
Gan is a master of voices, but the person behind the ventriloquist re-
mains indefinite. It is unclear if Lizzie Borden is a murderer; she acts
like one (the historical jury did not think so). Portia is at best an in-
complete, divided person, unable to disentangle herself from her
dead twin. Compounding the perplexing issue of determining an
identity is a world that would (inhumanely) assign roles (gendered,
but also others). The Rivers of China includes the confused or altered
sexual identity of the “Man” and the assumption that the women
doctors must be nurses. Watching his behavior (acquiring slaves and
goods, but not wives), Anowa questions Kofi Ado’s manhood. Por-
tia’s ghostly twin, Gabriel, “looked like a girl” and sang in a beautiful,
high voice, and Wazobia prevails in insisting that a woman can be
king. In a postcolonial context where forging a national identity be-
comes paramount, it is not surprising to find the kindred quest for
identity as a woman a recurring subject.

Theatre, like language, can be both a political and a social force.
English colonial theater (generally Western-oriented and touring) was
an important instrument in extending the culture and the language of
the “mother country.” It could also, as it did in South Africa, become
an effective subversive force, appropriating the language as it ques-
tioned the political and social (including gender) structures. The
transformations in the second half of the twentieth century that oc-
curred in old dominions, like Canada, New Zealand and Australia,
from conservative polities into modern liberal societies was rehearsed
in the theatres and accompanied by the achievements of the women'’s
movements. The parallel between the situations of the colonials and
the unempowered women did not go unnoticed.

I placed at the beginning of this volume Lady Gregory’s The Ris-
ing of the Moon, written over half a century before the next play, with
no women in the cast, and perhaps only belonging here because it
was written by a woman. Other early plays could certainly have
served to suggest the initial presence of women in the modern thea-
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tre. Because, however, of the importance of the Abbey Theatre and of
modern Irish drama and because of Lady Gregory’s importance to
both, I chose her gem-like, politically and psychologically-conscious
one-act drama. It served to extend the visible range of plays women
were writing and as an implicit counter to the suspicion that women
do not do well with male characters, especially when they function in
a political capacity (almost the obverse of the perspective in Reid’s
play).

More curious is the omission of any Indian drama. Indian play-
wrights incline to be far more likely to write in an Indian language
than in English. There was, however, one play that I dearly wanted to
include, Manjula Padmanabhan’s Harvest (1997). Kindly, genteelly,
but firmly, Ms. Padmanabhan explained, in declining my invitation,
that she was uncomfortable having her play ghettoized (whether
among women'’s plays or “third world” plays). I understood her deci-
sion and reassured her that she was in the estimable company of
Nathalie Sarraute, who consistently refused to appear in women'’s
collections.

This introduces the large subject of literary taxonomy. Is it legiti-
mate and defensible to bind works together because they happen to
be by women, and why? When presuming to offer works that could
vie for canonical status, does this inherently suggest that they are be-
ing judged by separate and thus unequal standards? (The same ques-
tion confronts any gay, or national, or ethnic collection, or, for that
matter, categories such as postcolonial.) In this instance, I could only
strive to be a gatekeeper of quality. I would add that the results of this
sorting did include revelations (some of which are abstracted in this
introduction) worth noting. Ultimately, though, the proof is in the
pudding, and the reader the gourmet. To the argument that it is un-
avoidably problematical to select according to gender, I would re-
spond, yes,...but. These plays rarely appear in anthologies and are
usually unavailable outside of large libraries; better, it would seem, to
have a women’s anthology than no anthology and little access to this
literature.






LADY GREGORY (1852-1932)

Although there were scattered companies and touring theatre troupes
in Ireland during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the re-
markable flowering of Irish drama dates from the turn of the twenti-
eth century. In 1897, Lady Gregory met with W. B. Yeats and Edward
Martyn in Galway and laid the groundwork for the Irish Literary
Theatre, which began in 1899 and metamorphosed into the Abbey
Theatre in 1904, adding the more experimental Peacock stage in the
20s. The Abbey, which burned down in 1951 and was reopened in
1966, became the venue dedicated to the nurturing of Irish plays. It
early featured the works of Yeats, Gregory, J. M. Synge, George
Moore, and Martyn.

The impulse and history of the Irish National Theatre Society (The
Abbey Theatre) are inextricably linked with contemporary political
events. The fissures of Irish society were all vividly evident in the tu-
multuous first decades of the Abbey: loyalty to England, sectarian
and class strife, and even cultural versus political nationalism. They
affected everything from its funding (Annie Horniman, its most mu-
nificent backer, was adamant that the theatre focus on culture not
politics) to the aims and content of plays (Synge’s Playboy of the West-
ern World provoked one of the more raucous controversies in the
world of drama, for its ostensible besmirching of Irish dignity).

If Irish drama can roughly be divided into three more-or-less dis-
crete periods (the early years, from Lady Gregory to O’Casey, the
1960s and 1970s of Brian Friel and Tom Murphy, and the Celtic Tiger
third-wave since the 1980s), Lady Isabella Augusta Persse Gregory
was at the heart of its first chapter. Born into the Protestant Ascen-
dancy of the west of Ireland (Galway), she experienced a very conser-
vative upbringing at her father’s near-feudal estate. Especially after
marrying the diplomat Lord Gregory, traveling to the Continent, to
British-ruled India and Egypt, and moving to Coole, she became in-
creasingly skeptical of the imperial enterprise. The artists and think-
ers she met built upon her early bookishness, leading her from
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Unionism to a commitment to Irish cultural nationalism. She spoke
Gaelic, collected and translated Irish folktales and myths, and was
allied with such leaders of the cultural revival as Douglas Hyde.

Her principal accomplishments were as a writer, first of prose and
then of plays, as organizer, fundraiser, managing director, and cham-
pion of the Abbey, and as particular friend of Yeats. Critics quibble
whether she was a sufficiently radical advocate of Irish independence
or a temporizing, vestigial late-Victorian Ascendant. But no question
exists about her steady commitment to the Irish culture and its
drama, her strong defense of Synge’s Playboy in 1907 and of Shaw’s
The Shewing-Up of Blanco Posnet, after it was banned by the London
censor in 1909. She was the primary force sustaining the Abbey
Theatre—and thus the exciting beginnings of the Irish Dramatic
Movement, an experience she set out to record in Our Irish Theatre
(1913).

Ambiguous as it may be to settle Lady Gregory comfortably on
the spectrum from landlady to nationalist, from social conservative to
feminist, her place in theatrical history and thus in turn-of-the-
century Irish history is unarguable. She was a primary force in the
Irish Literary Revival; her estate at Coole became the salon of Irish
culture.

Lady Gregory’s forty-two plays, which include translations from
Moliére, are mostly short and generally comic. Sometimes they are
exquisitely timed comedies, like Spreading the News (1904); often she is
particularly attentive to reflecting Anglo-Irish speech mannerisms
(even using a west Irish Kilkartan dialect). Her persistent interests are
in making art prevail over partisan loyalties, dramatizing the virtues
of good faith versus the temptations of betrayal, fashioning a humane,
primarily cultural nationalism, and in presenting deft vignettes of
character rather than histrionic events.

Contrasted with Cathleen Ni Houlihan (1902), which Gregory and
Yeats co-authored, The Rising of the Moon (1907)—perhaps her most
enduring drama—empbhasizes a compassionate resolution to the frac-
tiousness and even fratricide defacing Ireland. Its appeal is to per-
sonal connectedness and to the human commonalities (empathy)
rather than to harsh, destructive divisions.

Although the props, a poster, barrel, wig and hat, approach the
physical comedy of Chaplin, the struggle of the drama is really within
the Sergeant: between his personal sympathies and inclinations and
the colonial uniform he wears. Tersely, succinctly, the drama of con-
flicting loyalties crystalizes, inevitably with a particular piquancy for
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an audience that would have been starkly and intensely divided over
whether the officer was a traitor or was portrayed too sympatheti-
cally. Teasingly, Lady Gregory suggests the Sergeant may have found
the man for whom he was looking.
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