
know? A f t e r the immaculate con­
c e p t i o n , a f t e r the r e f u s a l a t the 
i n n . . . came the maculate 
d e l i v e r y . . . the manger. And 
a l l t h a t noise . . . c a t t l e low­
ing (and doing other t h i n g s be­
sides) . . . angels b l a r i n g away 
. . . the e e r i e l i g h t . 

Men wrote i t down. 

St. Matthew: "And knew her not 
t i l l she had brought f o r t h her 
f i r s t b o r n son: and he c a l l e d h i s 
name Jesus." 
St. Mark (Jesus i s already grown) 
"And i t came t o pass i n those 
days, t h a t Jesus came from Naza­
r e t h of G a l i l e e , and was bap t i z e d 
of John i n Jordan." 
S t . Luke at l e a s t r e f e r s t o Mary 
"being great w i t h c h i l d , " but 
then says "and so i t was, t h a t , 
w h i l e they were there [ i n B e t h l e ­
hem] the days were accomplished 
t h a t she should be d e l i v e r e d . " 
St. John: "And the Word was made 
f l e s h , and dwelt among us." 

WOMEN AND THE 
THEATRICAL TRADITION 

Gwen Pharis Ringwood 

I'm glad to be here, a f i r s t opportun­
i t y to exchange thoughts w i t h a s i s t e r ­
hood of w r i t e r s and to see the c a p i t a l 
of my country. 

How can we e x p l a i n the s c a r c i t y of 
women dramatists i n the past? Cer­
t a i n l y they are scarce. In d i s c u s ­
sions of the O r i e n t a l t h e a t r e , i n 
anthologies of Greek and Roman p l a y s , 
E l i z a b e t h a n and French p l a y s , I f i n d 
no women dramatists mentioned. Even 
the informal theatre of the Commedia 
d e l l ' A r t e , the M i r a c l e , Mystery and 
G u i l d plays seems to have been domin­
ated by men. 

One exception i s Hrotswitha of Gander-
sheim, a St. Benedict nun born about 
935 a.d., who wrote pla y s i n L a t i n 
g l o r i f y i n g v i r g i n i t y and c h a s t i t y and 
fo l l o w i n g i n form the bawdy comedies 
of Terence. She was trou b l e d i n con­
science because to show her s a i n t l y 
characters contending w i t h e v i l she 
must mention "things which should not 
be named." As she completed a p l a y , 
Hrotswitha, flushed w i t h t r e p i d a t i o n , 
s l i p p e d down dark stone c o r r i d o r s to 
hand the s c r o l l to some t r a v e l l e r who 
would d e l i v e r i t to her mentor, a man 
high i n the church. He preserved the 
plays but i t was not u n t i l 1501 t h a t 
they were discovered and p r i n t e d . On 
e i t h e r side of t h i s young nun the 
c e n t u r i e s seem devoid of women pl a y ­
wrights. N o v e l i s t s , poets, e s s a y i s t s 
yes. Playwrights of s t a t u r e — n o . 



In some dozen c o l l e c t i o n s of world 
drama, i n c l u d i n g a c o l l e c t i o n of L a t i n 
American p l a y s , I f i n d no woman 
dramatist. Even i n 1962 when Masters 
of Modern Drama o f f e r e d 45 plays from 
Ibsen t o Osborne, one looks i n v a i n 
f o r L i l l i a n Hellman or Joan L i t t l e -
wood. 

When I began w r i t i n g p l a y s , about 
1933, I knew of Lady Gregory more as a 
den mother to the I r i s h theatre than 
as p l a y w r i g h t . I knew Susan Glas-
p e l l ' s one act tragedy, p e c u l i a r l y 
feminine i n s e n s i b i l i t y - - T r i f l e s . 
E l s i e Park Gowan was a l s o w r i t i n g 
p l a y s i n Edmonton and became one of 
Canada's leading w r i t e r s f o r r a d i o . 
E l s i e i s one of the few l i b e r a t e d 

women I knew i n the t h i r t i e s . . . . 
She e a r l y accepted and understood the 
r o l e of a d u l t women at a time when 
most of us were content to remain 
g i r l s f o r a long time. Edna St. V i n ­
cent M i l l a y had w r i t t e n p o e t i c p l a y s 
i n the twenties. Gertrude S t e i n was 
only a name t o me then. The plays I 
admired, acted i n , d i r e c t e d , were 
w r i t t e n by men. I knew of no Canadian 
p l a y s . 

In 1934 L i l l i a n Hellman's The C h i l ­
dren's Hour heralded a woman dramatist 
who has an important p l a c e i n American 
t h e a t r e . In 1936 C l a i r e Booth's, The 
Women, attacked the empty v i c i o u s 
l i v e s of women of l e i s u r e and may pro­
vide some answers as t o why we have 



few women dramatists before the middle 
of the century. Ibsen's The D o l l ' s 
House had a l s o provided answers. In 
many periods the thea t r e was con­
si d e r e d l i c e n t i o u s or e v i l and out of 
bounds t o good women. And women them­
se l v e s accepted the r o l e of l e s s e r 
creature bound to k i t c h e n , marriage bed 
and nursery or t o shadowy spinsterhood 
l i v i n g on the bounty of male r e l a t i v e s . 
E a r l y marriage, p r o p e r t y laws, s o c i a l 
conventions, sketchy education, l a c k 
of c o n t r a c e p t i v e s , male domination i n 
almost every aspect of s o c i e t y except 
home-making, f e a r of p u b l i c condemna­
t i o n , kept women e f f e c t i v e l y s i l e n c e d ; 
and those who couldn't keep s i l e n t 
wrote novels or poetry i n s e c r e t , 
snatched moments and o f t e n chose mas­
c u l i n e pseudonyms. Perhaps, too, 
women were a f r a i d of the e x p l o s i v e 
emotion, the blood and v i o l e n c e , the 
immediacy of drama. In f i c t i o n and 
poetry they could take time t o explore 
nuances o f f e e l i n g , s h i f t i n g r e l a ­
t i o n s h i p s , hidden games and f e s t e r i n g 
r i v a l r i e s and send these out to be 
publ i s h e d without such d i r e c t i n v o l v e ­
ment w i t h t h e i r acceptance or r e j e c ­
t i o n . I leave t h i s f o r d i s c u s s i o n . 

I know t h a t I myself wrote p l a y s f o r 
years without f u l l y accepting the 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s I now f e e l must and 
should be accepted by a w r i t e r . I 
t r i e d to w r i t e honestly but oft e n 
chose m a t e r i a l or forms t h a t o f f e r e d 
a s e l f - p r o t e c t i n g d i s t a n c i n g . Often 
over these f o r t y years I have wished 
f o r a pseudonym, guaranteeing anonym­

i t y so t h a t my a c t i v i t i e s as w r i t e r 
could not impinge i n any way on my 
fa m i l y , my mother, my f r i e n d s . Per­
haps a l l w r i t e r s s u f f e r f e a r o f em­
barrassment or b e t r a y a l of other 
people. On the other hand any person 
who needs t o measure experience 
through c r e a t i v e expression and f a i l s 
to t r y w i l l become d i s s a t i s f i e d , un­
happy, n e u r o t i c i n a l l other aspects 
of l i v i n g . 

U n t i l r e c e n t l y women must f i n d much of 
t h e i r dramatic m a t e r i a l i n the con­
f i n e s of home, f a m i l y , church and sew­
in g c i r c l e . Exposure on the stage of 
int i m a t e d e t a i l s of f a m i l y l i f e , even 
acknowledgment t h a t c o n f l i c t , blood, 
money, love and hate e x i s t i n explos­
i v e forms i n the bosom of the f a m i l y , 
pose a r i s k t o a woman re s p o n s i b l e 
f o r making a serene home. F i n d i n g a 
place t o leave her papers undisturbed, 
money to pay f o r house clea n i n g or 
c h i l d care, r e f u s i n g community o f f i c e s , 
are p a r t of the j u g g l i n g t h a t must be 
done. B e l i e v i n g t h a t the work i s 
worthwhile even when no one seems t o 
want or need i t i s a l s o d i f f i c u l t . 
Keeping a se c r e t j o u r n a l — a d i a r y of 
a mad ho u s e w i f e — h e l p s r e s o l v e despair 
and sometimes p o i n t s the way t o a 
shaped p i e c e . 

" S h a l l I or s h a l l I not take my l i t t l e 
z i t h e r t o the s o c i a l evening?" i s a 
l i n e t h a t runs through my mind over 
the years. And o f t e n I've seen myself 
d i s t r a u g h t , d i s h e v e l l e d , t o r n between 
stove and t y p e w r i t e r , running back 



and f o r t h between my f l e s h and blood 
k i n and my created characters. There's 
a l i n e i n the b i b l e : " I s r a e l i s l i k e a 
s i l l y dove, f l y i n g to Egypt, c r y i n g 
t o A s s y r i a . " Often I f e l t I was t r y ­
i n g t o serve too many masters. 

However, t h i n g s have changed f o r us. 
The l i b e r a t i o n movements of the s i x ­
t i e s and technology have encouraged 
women t o r i s k themselves i n many 
capacities,among them as w r i t e r s f o r 
the theatre. Before t h a t time many 
of us not only accepted the r o l e of 
v i c t i m ; we i n v i t e d i t . We succumbed 
to t h a t g r e a t e s t of a l l t e m p t a t i o n s — 
martyrdom. 

Margaret Atwood's book, S u r v i v a l , 
pointed a way to change and was very 
meaningful t o me. In t h i s decade a 
number of women p l a y w r i g h t s — S h a r o n 
P o l l o c k , Beverly Simons, C a r o l B o l t , 
Joanna Glass b r i n g v i s i o n and new 
forms to our E n g l i s h Canadian stage. 

Why was I drawn to w r i t i n g plays? 
From childhood I had w r i t t e n verse and 
f i c t i o n — t h e n I f e l l i n love w i t h the 
th e a t r e . I had a chance t o do some 
a c t i n g and d i r e c t i n g so i t seemed 
n a t u r a l to t r y to f a s h i o n a pl a y . I've 
always t h i r s t e d t o know what goes on 
i n s i d e of p e o p l e — w r i t i n g p l a y s i s a 
way of e x p l o r i n g people outside your­
s e l f who are yet p a r t of y o u r s e l f . I 
s t i l l w r i t e some f i c t i o n but r e t u r n 
o f t e n to drama. The theatre embraces 
dance and song, s h i f t i n g c o l o r and 
sound, explores r e l a t i o n s h i p s , shows 

people i n c o n f l i c t , touches raw and 
unknown areas of thought and f e e l i n g . 
P l a y s can amuse, taunt, teach, e l e c ­
t r i f y and heighten one's sense of the 
joy and t e r r o r of e x i s t e n c e . At a 
pl a y an audience and the ac t o r s are 
bound together through the v i s i o n o f 
pla y w r i g h t and d i r e c t o r i n a shared 
r i t u a l experience t h a t makes everyone 
aware of being p a r t of the whole 
c i r c l e . T his communal aspect of 
theatre w i t h dependence on the cr e a ­
t i v e imagination o f designers, a c t o r s , 
d i r e c t o r s as w e l l as th a t of p l a y ­
wright i s one of the f a s c i n a t i o n s . 
Somehow w r i t i n g p l a y s i s n ' t q u i t e so 
l o n e l y as w r i t i n g i n other forms. 

The l a s t question here i s What s p e c i a l 
C o n t r i b u t i o n can Women make to the 
Theatre? We can give i t our honesty, 
our c o n v i c t i o n , our compassion but we 
have no corner on these. I'm sure the 
problems t h a t concern u s — w a s t e d 
l i v e s , war, delinquency and v i c t i m i z a ­
t i o n o f c h i l d r e n , damage t o the e a r t h 
or the a i r or the oceans, what f o r c e s 
c r i p p l e the a b i l i t y t o care f o r other 
human beings, the masks of c r u e l t y — 
these concern male as w e l l as female 
w r i t e r s . But up to now we haven't 
p u l l e d our weight i n expressing our 
anger or our hopes and purposes on the 
stage. As a s i s t e r h o o d we can keep i n 
touch w i t h one another, remembering 
t h a t when enough of us want change, 
change w i l l come. A way we might keep 
i n touch from now on i s through a 
j o u r n a l of poetry, f i c t i o n , drama, 
c r i t i c i s m p u b l i s h e d q u a r t e r l y i n the 



three languages represented here. 
I n i t i a l l y such a p u b l i c a t i o n might be 
devoted to women w r i t e r s , past and 
present. E v e n t u a l l y I hope i t would 
i n c l u d e a sampling of a l l good w r i t e r s 
i n our hemisphere. And tomorrow the 
world! We can i n s i s t t h a t we are 
c i t i z e n s o f the eart h f i r s t , before 
other l o y a l t i e s . And we can b e l i e v e 
w i t h Kazantzaklos t h a t the flame of 
s p i r i t burns i n every person and th a t 
the purpose of l i f e i s t o keep t h a t 
flame a l i v e to i l l u m i n a t e the dark 
passages of our journey. 

Emma, i n C a r o l B o l t ' s Red Emma, has a 
f i n e speech: 
Emma: Woman's development, her freedom, 

her independence must come from 
and through h e r s e l f . F i r s t by 
a s s e r t i n g h e r s e l f as a personal­
i t y and not a sex commodity. 
Second by r e f u s i n g the r i g h t to 
anyone over her body, by r e f u s i n g 
to bear c h i l d r e n unless she wants 
them, by r e f u s i n g to be a servant 
to God, the s t a t e , s o c i e t y , hus­
band, the f a m i l y . By making her 
l i f e s i m p l e r , but deeper and 
r i c h e r . That i s by t r y i n g t o 
l e a r n the meaning and substance 
of l i f e i n a l l i t s c o m p l e x i t i e s , 
by f r e e i n g h e r s e l f from the f e a r 
of p u b l i c o p i n i o n and p u b l i c con­
demnation. Only t h a t w i l l set 
woman f r e e , w i l l make her a force 
h i t h e r t o unknown i n the world, a 
force of r e a l l o v e , f o r peace, 
f o r harmony—a force of d i v i n e 

f i r e , of l i f e - g i v i n g , a c r e a t o r 
of free men and women. 

POETRY AND AUDIENCE 

Elizabeth Brewster 
In some ways I f i n d i t e a s i e r to an­
swer questions about poetry i n poems 
rath e r than i n prose. A few years 
ago I wrote a poem which answers some 
of the questions people most oft e n ask 
a f t e r poetry readings. I t ' s c a l l e d 
"Poem f o r an Audience of One," and i t 
goes l i k e t h i s : 

POEM FOR AN AUDIENCE OF ONE 
Why do you write ? 
someone has asked me. 
I s i t f o r fame or fortune? 
Do you wish to communicate 
to a l a r g e r audience? 
Have you an important message? 
I would l i k e t o say, 
though I don't, 
t h a t I w r i t e f o r none of these 

reasons. 
I am w r i t i n g now 
to pass the time 
while I am w a i t i n g 
f o r you to telephone. 

Of course, the poem i s p a r t l y a joke 
but i t ' s a l s o p a r t l y t r u e . "Passing 
the time" has often been a reason f o r 
my w r i t i n g and many of my poems have 
been w r i t t e n i n p a r t f o r an audience 


