
Jackie Mulhallen: performing Sylvia Pankhurst 

WSG members frequently combine their research into early modern and 
eighteenth-century women’s history with present day activism.  Here, long-time 
member Jackie Mulhallen reflects on her recent experiences touring her play Sylvia, 
about the life of Sylvia Pankhurst (1882-1960), the prominent suffragette, 
communist and anti-fascist. 

I lead a double life – apart from writing academic articles and books, I am an actor 
and playwright. I thought WSG members might like to know how a play, written in 
1987, can evolve through performance, interaction with the audience and the impact 
of other events, despite the script changing very little. This is what is happening 
to Sylvia, a one woman play written and performed by me, about Sylvia Pankhurst’s 
early career as an artist and suffragette. 

Sylvia was so successful that it ran 1987-1992 with a revival in 1997. Designed for 
schools (suffragettes were, and are, on the National Curriculum), we also visited 
museums, libraries and arts centres. Among the 250 slides accompanying the 
performance are most of Sylvia’s extant paintings which are generally acknowledged 
to have promised a brilliant career, if she had not given it up for politics. 

We decided to take a break from the theatre and I began a Ph.D. But by 2013, three 
new biographies of Sylvia had been published, there had been a conference in 
Woodford, Essex, an exhibition of her art at the Tate, and a campaign to have a 
statue erected to her. 

It was time to revive the play – but it could not be the same! In 1997 I was very fit. 
Now I have back problems, making it difficult to walk. Yet Sylvia got older and fatter 
– digestive problems were a consequence of the many hunger strikes she undertook 
– and walked with a stick. So my interpretation of Sylvia aged. Instead of a William 
Morris style dress with brown hair, she now is silver grey, wearing a 1950s suit! 
William Alderson re-directed the play to keep movement to a minimum. One side of 
the stage became an art studio with easel and stool, and a new emphasis was 
developed. Sylvia the artist had equal weight with Sylvia the suffragette. 

Something else happened. The earlier Sylvia was still young and shy, although eager 
to encounter new challenges. Now she was an old woman, those challenges having 
been met. My knowledge of her had developed through keeping up with the 
biographies and exhibitions, resulting in an enriched performance of the older Sylvia 
who now had greater authority. 

This spring we toured from Newcastle to Surrey. We follow the play with an open-
ended discussion which ranges through history, politics and art to detailed 
contributions from the audience – many interesting people who added to our own 
research and knowledge. Often audience members had ancestors who had been 
suffragettes – one turned out to be Flora Drummond, a prominent suffragette, 
nicknamed ‘the General’. We were joined for one post-show discussion by Chris 
Wiley, an expert on Ethel Smyth, and for another by Dinah Iredale, author of The 
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Bondagers, a study of women agricultural workers in the North East. Sylvia toured 
Britain in 1907 researching and painting women at work. We learnt more about the 
pit brow lasses from our audiences in Wigan; about a local suffragette and pottery 
worker, Sarah Bennett, at Stoke on Trent; and in Northampton someone had written 
about women working in shoe-making. 

It struck me how similar our audiences were to Sylvia’s East London Federation of 
Suffragettes – they were women, men and children and included immigrants. At one 
performance, women hissed Christabel Pankhurst when she expelled the Federation 
from the Women’s Social and Political Union – just how Sylvia’s members must have 
felt! They reacted just like the uninhibited audience as the eighteenth century actors I 
had researched for my Ph.D. This is really interactive research! 
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