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During the Enlightenment a radical change took place in English theatre: the introduction and establishment of the actress. For centuries women had been prohibited from performing on the legitimate stage, and whilst they had long been a lively presence in non-legitimate contexts - appearing in court masques, parish dramas, festive pageants and fairs - it was only with the re-establishment of theatre in England after the hiatus of the Interregnum, that they were permitted to perform in licensed spaces. It is uncertain who exactly the first actress was - Anne Marshall and Margaret Hughes both having some claim to the title - however what is known is that when Othello was performed on 8 December 1660, at Gibbon’s Tennis Court Theatre on Vere Street, the part of Desdemona was played by a woman. This actress was not however a solitary presence. Despite taking the name the ‘King’s Men’ for his company of players, Thomas Killigrew – who, along with William Davenant, had been given a royal license to produce theatre in July 1660 - employed a number of women including Katherine Corey, Mrs Eastland and Mrs Weaver. Initially these actresses’ performances were something of a novelty, however it was not long before women become firmly established within the theatre industry: not only as actresses, but also as playwrights, dancers, singers, and, albeit to a lesser degree, house servants such as dressers, and box keepers.


At the same time as this radical change in the gender composition of theatre was taking place, a wider cultural shift in understandings of gender and sexuality was transforming English culture. By the end of the eighteenth-century this shift would result in men and women’s bodies, social roles, and behaviours being seen, for the first time, as opposite and naturally determined. It was a remodelling of the very grounds on which men and women related to each other. And whilst it was not unique to English culture - with the enlightenment marking the birth of a new sex/gender system across much of western Europe - what was unique to the English context was that the emergence of the modern gender/sex paradigm took place alongside a specific shift in the gender dynamics of theatre. For whilst in Europe, professional actresses had long been a familiar feature, with actresses performing in France throughout the seventeenth century, and in Spain since the late sixteenth century, only in England did the shift to having women play female characters coincide with broader cultural changes to notions of sexuality and gender. As such the English theatre provides a helpful case study for this chapter, revealing as it does not only how ideas of sexuality and gender were engaged with in dramatic performance, but also how they shaped the working experiences of the new cohort of professional female performers which quickly emerged after 1660. 


It is on these two key areas that the present chapter focuses. In the first section, ‘Roles and Representations’ it explores how dramatic performance functioned as a means of responding to and shaping changing ideas about gender roles and sexual identities. Looking at the highly popular practice of cross-dressing, it considers in particular how the dramatic text and embodied performance might have intersected in different ways to speak to competing gender ideologies. The second and third sections move away from this focus on dramatic performance and consider instead the often-overlooked ways in which gender and sexual discourse impacted on the material experience of working in the theatre. In the second section, ‘Motherhood and Marriage’, the focus is on the ways in which the biological and legal experiences of being women shaped actresses’ working lives. The final section, ‘Pay and Participation’ considers the extent to which gender impacted on women’s opportunities to participate in different capacities within the theatre industry, as well how far it determined what they were paid in comparison to their male peers. Examining theatrical performance, economic structures and material experiences of working in the theatre, as a whole therefore the chapter reveals, even if it cannot detail in the space available, the extent to which gender and sexuality permeated every aspect of Enlightenment English theatre. 

Roles and Representations
The introduction of the actress in 1660 was a seminal moment in English theatre history. As well as providing opportunities for women who wanted to work as legitimate performers it also prepared the way for female playwrights who, in the wake of the actress’ introduction, began to have their works produced publicly on the legitimate stage. Women like Aphra Behn, Mary Pix, Catherine Trotter and Delariviere Manley all found success in writing for the new theatre companies and by the end of the eighteenth century women would make up approximately ten per cent of all playwrights writing for the London theatres. Particularly in the restoration, plays by these female writers frequently mocked male characters, protested patriarchal oppression, and gave more lines to female characters (and therefore actresses). Yet female playwrights were not alone in focussing their work on issues of gender relations: the works of male playwrights including John Vanbrugh, Thomas Southerne, George Etheridge, William Congreve, William Wycherley, Thomas Durfey, and George Farquar all reveal a similar and unprecedented preoccupation with the topics of gender and sexuality and the social institutions (such as marriage) which controlled them. Whilst in part a reaction to the introduction of women to the stage and the new possibilities that this allowed for exploring such topics, the extraordinary proliferation of plays exploring gender and sexuality during the Restoration was also a response to a social and cultural environment in which understandings of, and attitudes towards the body, sexuality, and sexual behaviour were all beginning to change.

Over the course of the eighteenth-century (albeit gradually and irregularly) a revolutionary shift took place in constructions of sexuality and gender roles. For centuries male and female bodies had been conceived of as being variants of one body type placed at different points on a vertical continuum. Within this hierarchical or ‘one-sex’ model sexual difference had been a matter of degree and sex had been a sociological rather than ontological category. However over the course of the eighteenth century a new oppositional or ‘two-sex’ model slowly gained dominance. With this new framework male and female bodies existed in a horizontal, incommensurable relationship and were understood to be anatomically and qualitatively different. For the first time the sexed body became the primary site of identity and difference, and was drawn on to determine and constrain men and women’s social roles and behaviours; economic activities; and sexual desires.

At a time of radical upheaval in the ways that bodies and behaviours were understood and socially regulated, theatre served as an important public forum for responding to, testing and shaping ideas about gender roles and sexual identities. In part playwrights undertook this cultural work as they wrote their - and not infrequently re-wrote others’ - plays. In fashioning new characters and adapting older types across varied genres, playwrights offered multiple and even conflicting versions of masculinity and femininity which en masse both voiced and challenged contemporary anxieties over changing gender roles. In the rakes, fops and country gentlemen; wits, coquettes, prudes, maids, and ladies of eighteenth-century drama, flawed and idealised versions of masculinity and femininity were presented and problematised: the drama in its multiplicity both resisting and promoting changing understandings of sexuality and gender.

Theatre’s engagement with the social and cultural changes taking place within English society was not solely restricted to the dramatic text however; just as significant were the performances of these works by actors and actresses in the live moment. This was an age in which the performer was pre-eminent and was often as much of a draw for spectators as the play itself. In addition to spectatorial knowledge about performer’s ‘real’ lives, and their awareness of the ways in which these lives enhanced or disrupted the gender ideologies implicit in the plays; the non-naturalistic style of acting and the direct communication that would often take place between performers and spectators also provided the former with an opportunity to incorporate their own commentaries on contemporary gender attitudes into their performances. The dramatic character was just one part of a much wider signifying system and through the embodied performances of these parts actors and actresses had licence to both work with and resist the gender commentaries of the plays they represented.

The nuanced ways in which acting and text might have intersected to speak to changing notions of gender and sexual identity is manifested, in particular, through examples of theatrical cross-dressing: a genre which was exceptionally reliant on the performer’s embodied representation of the ‘other’ to make meaning in the theatrical moment. Cross-dressing - a genre which included female breeches and what I describe as male ‘petticoat’ roles (where a character cross-dresses within the world of the play); as well as travesty performances (in which a performer took on a part written for the opposite sex) - was generally popular with audiences throughout the eighteenth century. The ways in which it spoke to changing notions of gender however varied greatly and depended not only on the sex of the performer but also on the role being performed and the particular sub-genre of cross-dressing being presented.

Male travesty performance had a long history in English theatre, being the only means prior to 1660 by which female roles could be represented on the legitimate stage. Over the course of the later seventeenth century however not only was its form altered but its range was greatly reduced. Instigated by both the interruption of skills transmission to new boy actors during the Interregnum and the introduction of the actress in 1660 and then reinforced by the cultural shift away from a world-view in which sexual identity was mutable, over the latter half of the eighteenth century male travesty performance was limited to secondary roles such as the nurses in Henry Nevil Payne’s tragedy The Fatal Jealousy (1672), and in Otway’s adaptation of Romeo and Juliet, Caius Marius (1680); the Landlady in Thomas Scott’s Mock Marriage; Mrs Fardingale in Richard Steele’s The Funeral (1701); and the First Trull in Thomas Shadwell’s Humours of the Army (1713).  

This limitation of male travesty to secondary female characters who were invariably older, lecherous, deformed and/or dowdy suggests an increasing resistance to the blurring of homo- and hetero-erotic attraction which serious travesty - in which actors had played tragic heroines, witty maids and everything in between - had allowed for. In addition the comic nature of these secondary roles likely facilitated a more parodic and mocking style of performance in which the actor could be distanced from the role he played. Performed in this way male travesty was therefore ultimately recuperated within a culture in which the boundaries of sex and gender were increasingly being demarcated, and in which male sexual desire was being contained within the binary categories of exclusively hetero- or homosexual.

The petticoat role and its better-known female equivalent, the breeches role, also reflected the emerging sex/gender model. In breeches and petticoat roles the play’s dramatic action and comic effect both demanded and relied on the parodic gap between the actor (and character’s) ‘true’ sex/gender identity and the ‘other’ they imitated. The popularity of David Garrick’s portrayal of Sir John Brute - a man who disguises himself as his own wife - in The Provoked Wife was grounded therefore not in Garrick’s believable transformation into a woman (although, as the London Chronicle commented in 1757, ‘you would swear he had often attended the Toilet’ so accurate was his imitation of women’s mannerisms) but rather in his lampooning of femininity.
 In a parallel example, the comic effect of watching Peg Woffington mock masculine stereotypes as Sylvia in The Recruiting Officer (1706) was only achieved if the actress’ femininity was foregrounded. As such breeches and petticoat roles ultimately reinforced the new heteronormative order in which male and female bodies and behaviours were naturally and incommensurably opposite.

Whilst both petticoat and male travesty performances seem to have reinforced the new sex/gender paradigm however, there was a distinct difference between the meanings on offer through the two types of male cross-dressing. For whilst petticoat, like breeches roles, necessitated a gap between the performer/character’s imitated and ‘real’ gender identity, the cross-dressed element in travesty performances, absent as it invariably was from the dramatic text itself, allowed the performer far more latitude to blur or demarcate these boundaries. As such, whilst the increasing partitioning of male from female and masculine from feminine seems to have reduced the range of male travesty, the playful blurring of sex/gender boundaries offered by earlier travesty did not necessarily disappear. Instead, actors like James Nokes, William Bullock and Henry Norris, could each determine the extent to which they would present a serious or parodic version of femininity with each individual role they played. As a fundamentally performed form therefore male travesty cultivated an ambiguous relationship to both residual and emergent gender ideology.

Female travesty was similarly fluid in its response to competing gender ideologies. In such diverse roles as Macheath in The Beggar’s Opera, Sir Harry Wildair in The Constant Couple and Lothario in The Fair Penitent, actresses drew on the audience’s knowledge of their real selves and their other performances whilst embodying, according to contemporary accounts and portraits, a passable masculinity. The result was a performance style which to varying degrees, depending on the performer and role, was provocatively androgynous. Like their male peers, female travesty performers therefore had the potential both to blur the lines between feminine and masculine signifiers in a gesture towards the mutability of gender identity and to create the parodic distance between self and character which spoke to the emerging two-sex paradigm.  

Whilst male and female travesty performances could speak to both residual and emergent gender models however, the socio-cultural resonances of each form of travesty were markedly different. For whilst male travesty performers divested themselves of their socio-cultural primacy in taking on female roles, a reduction in status which brought with it connotations of effeminacy and sodomy, female travesty performers took on this social superiority. Not only in their embodied performances but also in the simple fact of their being freed from the restrictions of longs skirts and petticoats, actresses gained a new physicality which signalled strength and masculine privilege. And whilst for much of the century this theatrical appropriation of masculine prerogative on stage seemed largely unproblematic, even being mirrored in the kinds of real-life crossdressing practiced by women including Hannah Snell and Christian Davies, by the 1780s and 1790s the growing demand for women’s bodies to function as direct signifiers of an internalised, natural, and inferior feminine identity resulted in a sudden decline in the practice.   

Motherhood and Marriage

The growing preoccupation with interiority in the last two decades of the eighteenth century placed new importance on the body - and women’s bodies in particular - as the projection of a fundamentally gendered and authentic interior self. At the core of this self, for women, were the roles of mother and wife. In an ideological move which served to erode women’s public and economic activities, raising children now became a woman’s exclusive function in life and it was a shift which placed the actress, as the most public embodiment of the working woman, in a uniquely difficult position: not only since her professional presence on the stage signified her maternal absence from the home, but almost because almost every aspect of theatrical work was in conflict with advice on antenatal and maternal conduct.


In the latter decades of the eighteenth century pregnant women suddenly found themselves subject to new scrutiny, with an explosion of publications seeking to regulate almost every aspect of their behaviour. The most frequent advice in such volumes was to avoid, amongst other things: travelling; physical exertion; fatiguing employments; crowded assemblies (especially at night); strong or excessive emotions; and an irregular life. For the many actresses who found themselves pregnant in this period of limited and unreliable birth control however, this advice was as much a description of working in the theatre as it was of risky behaviours during pregnancy. With a gruelling schedule which involved hours of rehearsals and line-learning before an evening’s performance of sometimes more than one play, a regular London season could be arduous. Yet for those performers working on the touring circuit, whether individually or as part of a strolling company, it was even more intense. On top of rehearsing and performing multiple parts, these performers had the additional challenge of travelling for hours by coach between theatres as far afield as Edinburgh, Glasgow, Exeter and Dublin, often with little opportunity to rest between engagements. For pregnant actresses of course, whether working in London or the provinces, such professional exertions would also frequently have been coupled with nausea, vomiting, swelling, exhaustion, frequent urination, and the other common side-effects of pregnancy. 


Actresses could also find themselves behaving counter to popular advice when it came to the period surrounding the birth. Although when it came to stopping work most actresses probably planned to work until the standard one-month confinement period, since due dates were notoriously hard to estimate some, like Sarah Siddons who went into labour on stage in 1775, found the gap between final performance and birth shorter than anticipated. And whilst audiences seem to have had no issue with heavily pregnant actresses performing a diversity of roles (including virginal heroines) the physical discomfort apparent in such performances could be a matter of concern. As the Morning Chronicle wrote of Isabella Mattocks on 30 September 1773:

We lament that so good an actress should be in so disagreeable a situation as this lady must have been in yesterday evening. Surely the Managers should now let her rest, and allow a substitute to represent her characters till she has got up from lying-in! […] The painful sensations the audience must feel on such an actress’s account form an idea of her being uneasy; […this] was frequently the case with us yesterday evening, when we thought we discovered in Mrs Mattocks’s countenance at different times strong tokens of pain and illness’

Similar concern was shown over actresses who returned to work after only a short lying-in period. Whilst conventional medical wisdom prescribed four to six weeks of rest and recovery actresses frequently returned to work much sooner and were the subject of press attention as a result. As The Times commented on 21 November 1788, following Dora Jordan’s speedy return to the stage after a stillbirth within the previous ten days, ‘Mrs Jordan has just stepped out of a sick room - and she plays three successive evenings - surely the manager of Old Drury has never read the fable of the hen and the Golden Eggs!’. 


The common press insinuation that theatre managers forced actresses to work late into their pregnancies or to return to work soon after giving birth probably has some basis in reality: in particular for lower-tier actresses who could easily be replaced and had little bargaining power. Yet as sporadic anecdotes of actresses having their workloads reduced during pregnancy reveal, managers could also be considerate of their female performers’ needs. Where women returned to work soon after giving birth therefore, financial necessity, a sense of professional obligation, or fear that a rival would supplant them, were often as much the cause.


Whatever an actress’ reasons however, returning to work before being fully recovered could be risky, as the story of Mary Wells cautioned. Returning to work reportedly in order to ‘oblige the manager of Covent Garden’ by performing a particular role, Wells suffered, in her estranged husband’s words, a ‘revolution of her milk which afterwards flew to her head, and occasionally disorder her brain’.
 Whether there was any link between her return to work, her experience of what we now know as mastitis, and her subsequent mental health is impossible to know, however by putting her professional work ahead of her maternal duty - and specifically by neglecting her duty to devotedly breastfed her child - Wells’s maternal body was figured in this narrative as revolting against her failure of femininity.  


This attack on Wells for being a poor mother was not unique. By the end of the century actresses were increasingly being judged in relation to an idealised version of femininity in which women devoted themselves to an exclusively domestic life which centered on the happiness and education of their children. Yet both in their working practices and decisions around balancing birth with work, as well as in their very presence on stage (and therefore absence from the home), actress-mothers resisted these ideals. As Richard Cumberland pointed out in discussing Andromache in 1792, when the role was overwhelmingly associated with Sarah Siddons, the problem for actresses was that:

The Andromache of the stage may have an infant Hector at home, whom she more tenderly feels for than the Hector of the scene; he may be sick, he may be supperless; there may be none to nurse him, when his mother is out of sight, and the maternal interest in the divided heart of the actress may preponderate over the heroine’s.


Actresses were not alone in finding themselves caught between the discursive ideals of domestic maternity and the practical realities of having to provide economic stability for their families. Women across the social spectrum were also having to align these polarities in their daily lives. Yet while a gap between the high ideals of motherhood and the lived reality was part of the lived experience for many women, it was actresses, the most prominent group of working women, who provided a focal point for the debate around women’s social and economic roles.


Motherhood was not only a challenge to be negotiated however; it was also a uniquely female identity which actresses could draw on to support their professional roles. Indeed, as Sarah Siddons realised in 1782, being a mother could be used both to justify and to negate other, less acceptably feminine aspects of an actress’ identity. Leaving the southwest to move to London in the summer of 1782, Siddons was about to make an ambitious second attempt to establish herself at Drury Lane (her first having failed six years earlier). In her farewell speech to the Bath and Bristol audiences however she explained her decision in terms not of professional ambition but of maternal love and duty. Heavily pregnant Siddons brought her three young children out on stage, and informed her audiences, ‘These are the moles that heave me from your side / Where I was rooted - where I could have dyed’, then continuing by commanding:

Stand forth, ye eleves, and plead your mother’s cause, 

Ye little magnets - whose strong influence draws

Me from a point where every gentle breeze

Wafted my bark to happiness and ease; 

Sends me advent’rous on a larger main, 

In hopes that you may profit by my gain (8-9)

At a time when being professionally or economically ambitious was the antithesis of femininity, Siddons used her identity as a mother not simply to negate but to justify her ambition. And it was no coincidence that she performed this speech as an epilogue after performing Andromache in The Distrest Mother, a role which epitomised late-centre ideals of maternal devotion and self-sacrifice. 


Siddons was probably not the first actress to use a performance as the selfless mother Andromache to counter criticism; in fact it was a strategy which had reportedly been used almost a century earlier by Anne Oldfield. In November 1712, whilst performing the play’s epilogue which, although witty, ends ‘Take then, ye Circles of the Brave and Fair, / The Fatherless and Widow to your Care’, Oldfield, like Siddons decades later, is reputed to have brought her three or four year-old son Arthur out to stand alongside her.
 If true, it would certainly have made for a poignant image: less than two weeks earlier Arthur’s father and Oldfield’s partner of almost ten years, the prominent Whig, Arthur Maynwaring, had died aged just forty-four. Whilst never legally contracted in marriage, Oldfield was in all other respects Maynwaring’s widow: a position indicated by her being named his executrix and inheriting a third of his estate. And it was this position as widowed mother that Oldfield sought to emphasis in bringing Arthur onstage during the epilogue. After playing the widowed Andromache, a tragic heroine who vows to remain faithful to the memory of her dead husband but has to marry again to save her son, Oldfield used the play’s epilogue to position herself as loyal, grieving widow and mother of a fatherless son. And she did so specifically to counter the attacks she faced in the wake of Maynwaring’s death and his testamentary decisions. 


Oldfield’s political leanings and private relationship with Maynwaring had long marked her out as an easy target for press attacks. In the period following his death however, the news that Oldfield was the primary beneficiary of his will gave such attacks new momentum. As William Oldys, author of the 1741 Memoirs of Mrs Anne Oldfield wrote:

a most scandalous and false Rumour was spread, chiefly levelled at Mrs Oldfield, that he [Maynwaring] had died of a Venerial Malady. But to obviate so ungenerous a Reflection, his Body, by her Direction, was opened by two Surgeons […] These Gentleman (sic), all, declared, that there was not the least Symptom of anything Venerial; but that he had died of a Consumption.

Being too much ‘admired upon the stage, to have any Enquiry made in her Conduct behind the Curtain’, Oldfield’s public persona on-stage was evidence, as another scurrilous attack implied, of her sexual promiscuity off-stage
.


The implication of promiscuous sexuality, which was levelled against Oldfield in the attacks following Maynwaring’s death, was not unique to this instance. Female performance had long been associated with sexual immodesty. From the first appearances of actresses in 1660, tracts and poems had emphasised the sexual allure of actresses’ performances, whilst in memoirs recounting their admirers and lovers, and in sexually-playful prologues and epilogues, the association between actresses and a potent, often threatening female sexuality had been established in the cultural imagination. Some actresses, including the celebrated Restoration performer Betty Boutelle even seem to have deliberately presented in this mould as a means of courting audience favour.
 More often however lampoons and satires which highlighted the apparent sexual promiscuity of actresses were a means of countering the perceived threat posed by these women’s new economic and social power.


In many cases these sexually-focussed attacks relied on their subject being unmarried. For actresses like Oldfield who engaged in long-term sexual relationships outside of the bounds of conventional marriage, professional attacks which cast aspersions of sexual immorality were a familiar challenge. There were however a number of reasons why actresses in the long eighteenth-century might choose not to marry: reasons not only of a personal nature, but also grounded in the legal status of a married woman as feme covert: a status which meant that a woman’s legal identity was ‘incorporated and consolidated into that of the husband’.
 Losing the autonomy to sign legal documents; trade independently; negotiate and agree contracts; take legal action to redress any dispute with an employer; and even to receive their own earnings actresses, like other working women, could be severely impacted by marriage’s legal constraints.


This is not to say that marriage was entirely inimical to an actress’ professional identity. Throughout the long eighteenth-century marriage continued to be, as it had for centuries, a means of creating and affirming networks of kinship. And within the theatre, just as in wider society, these networks of kinship were drawn on by women and men - including Susannah Cibber, Sophia Baddeley, Ann Dancer, William Gardner, and John Bannister - to promote and enhance both economic and professional status. If these partnerships failed however it actresses were uniquely at risk: not least because their estranged husbands frequently retained the legal right to claim their earnings. This was certainly the case for both Sophia Baddeley and Susannah Cibber in the 1760s and 1730s respectively. Yet whilst Baddeley was able to reclaim her earnings through negotiation with both her husband and Drury Lane’s treasurer, almost forty years earlier Susannah Cibber had found the reassertion of financial independence far more challenging.


Susannah’s marriage to and acrimonious separation from Drury Lane’s manager, Theophilus Cibber, exemplifies the potential risks of marrying for an actress. Over the course of six years Theophilus tried to force Susannah to play roles she was not entitled to; took her salary to pay off his debts; stole her personal belongings; encouraged her to develop a relationship with a wealthy admirer in exchange for financial loans; and subsequently, when the affair developed into a serious relationship, kidnapped the pregnant Susannah and made her the subject of two public trials for criminal conversation. In the end Susannah only escaped by exiling herself to Ireland until her mother’s successful 1742 injunction which, in preventing Theophilus from interfering with Susannah’s career, taking her income, or working in the same theatre, enabled the actress to return to England effectively as a feme sole.


Susannah’s story is all the more poignant for the fact that prior to her marriage she and her mother, Anne Arne, had gone to great lengths to protect the young actress’ property and earnings from the clutches of her notoriously indebted finance. Not only establishing a separate estate (a type of property which a husband and his creditors were meant to be unable to touch) for her income but also stipulating that half her annual salary would be invested in government securities, Susannah had made every effort to guard against the economic and professional pitfalls of marrying Theophilus. Unfortunately however, as many eighteenth-century women found, the flaws and loopholes of separate estates meant that they often failed to provide the legal protection they promised. 

Pay and Participation

It is hardly surprising that actresses like Susannah Cibber sought to protect their professional earnings when they married, or that others might have considered the financial implications of marriage a strong deterrent. Throughout the long eighteenth century the theatre provided women a rare opportunity to earn significant amounts of money through their own hard work and skill; not only did most actresses earn more than in almost any other female occupation, but those women who made it to the higher echelons of the industry could equal or even surpass the income levels available to many men within wider society.


In the early years of the century, at a time when the average female wage was 5 shillings a week (£13 pa); when a skilled housekeeper might earn up to £15 per annum; and when only a few specialist female workers achieved the highest rate of 10 or 12 shillings a week (£26-£31 pa), novice or aspiring actresses like Anne Oldfield and Mary Porter were comparatively highly paid. In her first year at Drury Lane in 1699 Oldfield was earning 15s a week (£22 per season excluding benefit) whilst in 1703 Porter was paid a comfortable £35-40, a figure which had risen to £80 by 1709.
  Some years later, in 1742-3, the lowest-tier performer in John Rich’s company received 1s 8d per day (a potential £32 for an 180-day season), a sharp contrast to the £20 pa paid to an experienced waiting woman in a large aristocratic London household.
 This gap between lower tier actresses’ wages and the earning power of women in other occupations widened even further in the latter half of the century. In 1756 Frances Abington made her Drury Lane debut on 30 shillings a week (a potential £45 per season) and in 1771 Ann Cargill was paid £31 10s in her debut season at Covent Garden.
 Around the same time, women in domestic service could expect to be paid only £20 for work as a ladies’ maid; £12 working as a cook; or £7-9 working as an ‘inferior’ woman servant.


Throughout the century, even if a new or low-tier actress was only paid for a proportion of the season, her earning potential could easily match and surpass that of women in other lines employment. In comparison to the earning potential of men in wider society however, actresses did not fare so well; unless that is they could make it to the higher tiers of the profession. Throughout the century star actresses including Anne Oldfield, Susannah Cibber, Hannah Pritchard, Kitty Clive, Peg Woffington, Frances Abington, Dora Jordan and Sarah Siddons all achieved income levels which far surpassed those attained by most men outside the theatre. In 1706 Oldfield was earning £120 per season at a time when the cost of keeping a family was around £40 and the lower income threshold for a ‘middling class’ family was around £100; three years later she was earning almost twice as much; and at the end of her career in 1728-9, at a time when the upper-class income threshold was around £500, she earned £878 (including £500 from one benefit performance).
 In the middle decades of the century, when an educated and trained lawyer earning £200 pa was in the top-earning five percent of the population and when successful merchants were earning around £600 pa, actresses’ contracted salaries and benefits could together bring anything from £430 (Hannah Pritchard, 1742-3) to £745 (Kitty Clive, 1742-3).
 In exceptional cases, actresses like Susannah Cibber and Peg Woffington could even top these rates: Cibber, in 1749, negotiating a £700 salary which was paid out even though she only performed thirteen times that season, and Woffington returning to Covent Garden in 1754 on an £800 contract.
 


Towards the end of the century leading London actresses were comfortably earning more than the £200-300 needed to secure a place in the middle classes: Frances Abington receiving £600 in 1782 at Covent Garden, and both Sarah Siddons and Dora Jordan earning £30 per week at Drury Lane in 1790, a salary which brought Jordan £641 for 40 performances including benefit.
 Earning slightly more for a season’s work than a college Fellow or headmaster might earn for a full year’s work, actresses also had the potential to more than double their income through summer touring. So great was the profit which could be made from a summer’s tour in fact that in 1809 Jordan achieved an annual income of between £3000 and £4000: an income greater than the £2600 Patrick Colquhoun estimated was earned by leading merchants and bankers at the turn of the century and close to that of the country’s 26 bishops on c.£4000 pa.
  


Throughout the long eighteenth century leading actresses could equal and even surpass the income levels of many men within wider society. Yet this could also be the case within the profession. Women including amongst others, Christina Horton, Susannah Cibber and Dora Jordan were all, at different points in the century and in different companies, the highest paid performers below the actor-managers. Contracted by Covent Garden in 1734 Horton’s £250 salary confidently exceeded that of her male peers, Mr Stephens (£200) and John Hippisley (£180) while Cibber’s £315 Drury Lane contract in 1747-8 placed her second only to actor-manager David Garrick.
  And it was not only celebrated London actresses who could beat their male peers to win the highest salaries: in the early 1780s the novice Dora Jordan negotiated the highest salary - £1. 11s. 6d per week - within Tate Wilkinson’s Yorkshire company after her success performing in The Fair Penitent.
 


In addition to such examples of individual achievement there were also sporadic instances of companies paying their female performers more, en masse, than their male ones. Such was the case at the Queen’s Theatre in the Haymarket in 1708.
 In a company where there were five male and five female singers, in Spring 1708 the women earned a total of £1290 whilst the men earned slightly less at £930: a wage gap in women’s favour of twenty-eight per cent, or seventeen per cent if the castrato Giuseppe Cassani’s additional £137 for travel expenses is included. Equally noteworthy is the women’s £200 median wage compared to the men’s £100. 


This reverse pay gap at the Queen’s was certainly unusual, however it was not the sole example of a theatre company reversing the conventional gendered pay structure. Later in the century Anthony Pasquin’s [John Williams] ‘Authentic List of the Principal Performers engaged at the Opera House for the year 1789’ also indicates a pay gap in women’s favour.
 For the eight women and ten men (figures which exclude two couples whose salaries were listed jointly; the ballet masters; and the managers) the average seasonal wages were £500 and just over £414 respectively: a pay gap of seventeen per cent in the women’s favour. In addition, not only were two of the three top paid performers women, but the median male pay was just £250 compared to £350 for the women: a median gap of twenty-nine per cent in women’s favour.  


As well as sporadically exceeding the pay of their male peers both individually and en masse, actresses’ wages also, more frequently, equalled those of the actors they worked alongside. Certainly when the 1703 plan for a new united theatre company was developed no distinction was made between the wages to be offered to the leading women - Elizabeth Barry and Anne Bracegirdle - and the leading men - Thomas Betterton, John Verbruggen, George Powell and Robert Wilks.
 For men and women who had succeeded in creating a unique theatrical product, a product for which audiences wanted to exchange large amounts of money, it was the value of their offering within a commercial market, rather than their gender, which determined how much they could earn.


This was not however, necessarily the case for the vast majority of performers, as the 1703 plan also reveals. While the plan proposes ten women being employed as actresses, this is a sharp contrast to the twenty men proposed as actors. In addition whilst the mean average salary for those twenty actors was £83, the ten actresses were to receive an average of only £72: a mean gender pay gap of thirteen per cent, and a median pay gap of twenty-five per cent. With the £150 earmarked for each of the six top tier performers - Elizabeth Barry and Anne Bracegirdle; John Verbruggen, George Powell, Robert Wilks and Thomas Betterton (who received an additional £50 as manager) – removed, there was an even starker wage differential: the remaining eight women earning a total of just £420, compared to the sixteen men’s total of £1060: a mean gender pay gap of twenty-one per cent. It was a gap almost exactly reflected in the twenty per cent difference between Anne Oldfield’s proposed £80 salary and the £100 being suggested for her peers Thomas Doggett and Benjamin Johnson.  As documents like this reveal, customary notions about the value of women’s work as well as the fact that there were fewer female roles available both tended to suppress female wages, creating a gap between men and women’s pay rates as well as an imbalance in participation.


The 1703 plan, listing every performer by intended salary rather than the money they received, is invaluable for the insight it provides into the gendered pay and participation structures of an early eighteenth century theatre company. It is not, however, the only example of gender disparity in wages or indeed in participation, as Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s employment of twenty-five per cent more actors than actresses in his first season at Drury Lane (forty eight compared to thirty six actresses) reveals. Nor were such practices isolated to low-tier performers or even to companies performing dramatic works. When Felice Giardini, the composer and co-manager of the Italian Opera at the King’s Theatre, laid out his hypothetical pay scale in  1763-4 he estimated paying the ‘First Man’ a maximum of £950 whilst the ‘First Woman’ would receive a maximum of £760 ‘if excellent’ (a twenty per cent wage gap) and £552 10s (a forty-two per cent wage gap) if middling.
  Twenty years later, in 1784-5 at the same theatre, the six male and four female singers earned totals of £2580/£2550 (one singer has two variables) and £1400 respectively: a mean wage gap of eighteen to nineteen per cent.


Even where there was greater in equality of participation, as was sometimes the case in opera companies like the Pantheon between 1790 and 1792, female performers continued to be paid less than their male peers. Yet whilst there was greater equality in participation at the Pantheon during this period, the known wages of twenty-one out of the twenty-four figurants for 1790-1 (three of the women’s wages being incorporated into the salary paid to a male principle such as a husband) indicate the persistence of a pay gap of at least eleven per cent. In addition, while less than one third of the male figurants (three) were paid below the median wage of £60, almost half of the women (five) were paid below £50: a wage which placed these women in what Patrick Colquhoun described as the ‘lower orders’.
 


The 1791-2 season, where wages for all the figurants are known, presents a slightly different pattern. Whilst again more women than men were employed in the company, although now only by one rather than four as in the previous season, now these nine women’s total wages were slightly higher than the eight men’s: £475 compared to £465. Whilst this only translated as a nine per cent mean wage gap however, the median wage gap was significantly higher, at seventeen per cent, and twice as many women (four) as men (two) were paid less than the £50 median wage. In addition, the two lowest paid members of the company, both women, received just £25 and £35 each. 


Whilst on stage at the Pantheon women were well represented if poorly paid, in comparison to their male peers, behind the scenes the situation was far more unbalanced. As in most theatres, the female presence behind the scenes was, if not minimal, certainly curbed: musicians, treasurers, prompters, doorkeepers, brokers, tailors, and caterers being invariably male, and women being relegated to roles which involved supposedly domestic skills such as sewing, washing and cleaning: roles which, just as in wider society, were poorly remunerated as a consequence of assumptions about women and men’s relative physical strength; the supplementary nature of a woman’s income to a household; and the ways in which a woman’s reproductive status would impact on her work. The Pantheon was fairly typical therefore in having only two women in the eleven-strong scene painting team. Being paid 2s pd to stitch the canvases together these women were not far from being the lowest paid members of the team - with only two male labourers remunerated at 1s 6d pd beating them - and were paid significantly below the 5s 8d mean average. Fifty years earlier at Covent Garden however 2s pd (a potential £17 4s/18s for a season of 172/179 nights) had been the highest salary for any off-stage female theatrical employee.
 In the 1735-6 season approximately a third of Covent Garden’s employees had been women, yet only one, a box keeper (and one of only three women out of seventeen working as box office and house staff) had been paid the mean rate of 2s. This was a sharp contrast to the eleven men who received this amount or higher.  Other than these three women, and another three women whose roles are unknown, all the remaining women were employed in the female-only occupations of charwomen (of which there were six), dressers (nine), sweeper (one) and washerwoman (one). The wages of these female-only occupations were also notably low, ranging from 1s 8d per day for two of the dressers (£14 6s 8d for a 172 day season); to 1s 6d per day for the other seven dressers and the sweeper (£12 18s for 172 days and  £13 8s 6d for 179 days respectively); and at the bottom of the hierarchy 1s p/d for the six charwomen (totalling £8 19s for 179 days). Only one man was paid this low and his job was unlisted. Overall therefore, out of the twenty women whose salaries are listed in the 1735-6 roster, seventeen were paid 1s 6d and under whilst only two of the nineteen men listed (excluding billsetters) were paid in this lower bracket. Similarly whilst only three women earned more than the median pay of 1s 8d, only two men earned below this figure.


The reality for those women who tried to make a living behind the scenes rather than by performing in front of them was that being female fundamentally shaped both how much they could be paid, and what kinds of work they could do. And whilst to an extent this was true for the many female performers whose working lives and experiences were impacted by the legal, biological, and social ramifications of womanhood, those women at least had the potential to transcend the economic and professional implications of their gender and earn as much, if not often more than their male peers, both within and outside the profession. For female performers however, and particularly ones working at the end of the eighteenth century, there were also additional challenges. Cultural conceptions of gender and sexuality had long shaped both what as well as how actors and actresses could perform on stage, but now in the last decades of the century these ideas started to encroach on performers’ lives off-stage. In an age of widely available print media, female performers in particular found not only their performances, but every aspect of their lives under scrutiny. Held up against new ideals of feminine behaviour actresses’ work and personal lives were now uniquely interwoven in a way which, whilst challenging to one extent, also opened up new opportunities: opportunities which the new century would see being embraced to the full. 
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