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i. Brecon’s Hidden Theatre History, 1699–1870

Brecon's Hidden Theatre History, 1699–1870 uncovers how the Welsh market town of Brecon became a key centre for theatrical innovation and women's cultural leadership over nearly two centuries.

Sarah Siddons’ 1755 birth in Brecon is revealed as part of a rich theatrical tradition that predated her by at least 50 years. Drawing on the archival collection of renowned local historian Sister Bonaventure Kelleher and newly discovered materials, this study recovers forgotten patterns of provincial theatrical practice. It introduces a pioneering “archival resident” methodology, blending microhistory with community-based research to reveal the vital roles women played as theatre managers, patrons, and innovators. The book challenges London-centric narratives of British theatre history, offering compelling evidence of female agency in public cultural life. By demonstrating how provincial communities like Brecon shaped distinctive theatrical traditions, it provides a replicable model for recovering overlooked local histories through rigorous archival scholarship and community engagement.

This book is essential for theatre historians, scholars of women's history, Welsh historians, and anyone interested in cultural history. It will appeal to those studying courses in theatre studies, gender studies, or local history, as well as general readers eager to explore how overlooked communities and voices have shaped the broader cultural landscape.

Jayne Gold is a theatre educator, researcher, and creative producer whose work spans applied practice, community engagement, heritage, and performance pedagogy; she is a Professor on the PGCert Performance Teaching course at Guildhall School of Music and Drama.
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viii. Preface

This book is inspired by the archive of materials collated by the late Sister Bonaventure Kelleher (1923–2019) of Brecon. Sister Bonaventure was a dedicated Ursuline nun and a teacher of English at St David's Convent School in Brecon for forty years until its closure in 1993. Throughout her life she was a keen member of the Brecknock Society and Museum Friends, a registered charity to promote the study and understanding of the archaeology, history, geology, natural history, arts, and literature within the historic county of Brecknock. She became a member of the charity's executive council in 1992 and served as President between 1998 and 2009. She was very well known around Brecon, and local people remember her as their teacher, a local campaigner, or from one of her regular history lectures and talks. By all accounts, she was vivacious and good-humoured and held an unwavering passion and determination, right up until her death at the age of 96, to tell the story of Brecon's English-speaking theatre history. Before her death, Sister Bonaventure, passed on her archive to the Brecknock Society and Museum Friends with a wish that the work that she had started would one day be shared with the people of Brecon and beyond.

[image: Photograph of Sister Bonaventure, wearing glasses and a nun's habit, smiling while holding the Town of Brecon Shield]
Figure 0.1 Sister Bonaventure being awarded Town of Brecon Shield, Photograph from Brecknock Society and Museum Friends



ix. The Sister Bonaventure Kelleher archive is a substantial archive of meticulous, painstaking research on English-speaking theatre in Brecon in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries collated over several decades before the age of digitisation. Thousands of newspaper columns and details of numerous playbills are either typed directly onto yellow paper or recorded in extensive, handwritten notes. There are photocopies of playbills and artefacts, and reams of letters and research correspondence. Over five decades, Sister Bonaventure had visited archives, libraries, and museums across the United Kingdom to build this collection. Amongst the papers are new discoveries with the potential to challenge our established knowledge of eighteenth and nineteenth-century provincial theatre.

Sister Bonaventure was keen to write up her research through the auspices of a university. Her research records reveal that she originally applied to University College of Swansea to study for a Master of Philosophy research degree titled ‘English Theatre in Brecon 1755–1892’ in the early 1970s and was offered a place to study full-time. She could not accept the place full-time due to teaching commitments and could not do it part-time due to the rule in place at the time that stipulated applicants must have spent at least one year as a full-time residential student in Wales to qualify for part-time post-graduate study. Whilst Sister Bonaventure had lived in Wales for most of her life at the convent in Brecon, her undergraduate degree in English Literature had been completed in London. Instead, she then applied to the University of London and was accepted in 1975 enrolling on a Master of Philosophy research degree in the English department researching theatre in Brecon in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. She conducted extensive research finding evidence of performances and the people who brought them to Brecon but never reached the final writing-up stage. Every so often she would have to write a report of her progress to send to her supervisors. These reports document her research process, which was protracted over decades as it became side-tracked by the myriad of other worthwhile causes and campaigns Sister Bonaventure was involved in alongside her role as a full-time teacher at the St David's Convent school in Brecon. The University of London had a policy that if you had not completed your degree after five years then registration on the course would lapse. At the university's discretion one could apply for a further five years, but only once. They were lenient with Sister Bonaventure and allowed her to continue for twenty-five years. However, finally, in 2000, she received a letter informing her that her registration in the course had ceased.

Undeterred, later in 2004, Sister Bonaventure now aged 81, started a Master of Philosophy degree at University of Plymouth. She was now fully retired from teaching and wanted to tell the important story of Brecon's theatrical history:


Apart from the connection with the birth of Sarah Siddons which ‘happened’ here in 1755, the memory of any real theatrical tradition had faded locally…I feel that my research could establish a full record of x. material…[and] could make a distinct contribution to the knowledge of the subject.

(University of Plymouth application form 2004, Sister Bonaventure Kelleher).



Sister Bonaventure's supervisor at University of Plymouth subsequently moved to Oxford Brookes University, and Sister Bonaventure followed her there. Every month, she would travel on public transport from Brecon to Oxford for her supervisions. There is no train station in Brecon so the eight-hour round trip would have involved two buses and three trains in each leg. Her research degree developed into research into the life of John Ward, an actor and strolling player manager (and Sarah Siddons’ grandfather). After several years, Sister Bonaventure completed her Master of Philosophy and progressed on to a PhD programme on the same subject, which she was never able to finish.

Sister Bonaventure commenced her research journey in the 1970s. Prior to this the only published scholarly authority on Brecon's theatre history was the Welsh academic Cecil Price (1915–1991) whose 1948 book The English Theatre in Wales documents the strolling players who toured Wales in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Price was Professor of English at University College of Swansea between 1961 and 1980 and had previously been a Lecturer at University College of Wales, Aberystwyth. Had Sister Bonaventure's application to study at Swansea been accepted in 1975 Price could well have been her supervisor and the story of her research journey may have been very different. Either way, through her work as a local historian, the several decades she spent studying this area, and the multiple connections and opportunities these afforded, Sister Bonaventure uncovered findings that Price's research had missed or misrepresented.

Sister Bonaventure's efforts sit within the work of other notable historians and archivists in the field of provincial theatre history. For instance, Kathleen Barker (1925–1991) who was an archivist based in Bristol. Like Sister Bonaventure she undertook extensive, independent research and postgraduate study on theatres outside of London during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Her huge number of research documents, contained within eighty large arch-files, focus on Bristol, and also Nottingham, Sheffield, Newcastle, and Brighton. Sister Bonaventure and Kathleen Barker were born only two years apart. Barker's methodology of scanning newspaper records for references to theatre, typing them up, and collating and filing them, was very similar to Sister Bonaventure's. Kathleen Barker was awarded her PhD in 1982 and went on to contribute widely to publications on provincial theatre for the Society of Theatre Research. She bequeathed her extensive archive of research to the University of Bristol Theatre Collection where it remains an invaluable asset for theatre historians. Whilst Sister Bonaventure was not able to achieve similar goals in her lifetime, it is hoped that this book can go some way into ensuring that Sister Bonaventure's work, which could be so xi. easily overlooked, is recorded, remembered, and perhaps used more widely within the theatre history record.

Sister Bonaventure's archive provided the foundation for discoveries that matter far beyond local history. Building on her meticulous documentation, this book reveals how theatrical culture spread through provincial networks, how women pioneered new forms of theatrical entrepreneurship, and how supposedly ‘remote’ Welsh market towns were vibrant cultural hubs connected to metropolitan theatre scenes. These findings challenge our understanding of how British theatre developed and thrived outside London's patent houses, uncovering forgotten patterns of cultural exchange and theatrical innovation. It has been a delight, and an honour, to be able to take Sister Bonaventure's work forward in her memory.
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The birth of the famous eighteenth-century actress Sarah Siddons in Brecon in July 1755 has long been viewed in the town as a chance, one-off event. In February 1935, the renowned playwright George Bernard Shaw visited Brecon. He visited Sarah Siddons’ birthplace, the Shoulder of Mutton Inn and said of the actress, “She was a most marvellous woman, and Brecon should congratulate itself on the good luck that fell to the town by the accident of her birth” (Western Mail, 11th February 1935, author's emphasis). Sarah Siddons was one of the most prolific actresses of the eighteenth century and a key player in the emergence of a celebrity culture. Her career, beginning in the touring circuit with her parents and grandparents, later extended to London, where she had phenomenal success. Siddons earned a reputation as the queen of tragedy on the English stage. Chelsea Phillips writes of her iconic identity, “visible onstage in her performance of queenly roles, rendered in paintings and drawings, and made available for purchase in the form of paintings and drawings” (2022: 118). Siddons’ fame was far-reaching, influencing culture and fashion across the country. Sarah Siddons’ birth in Brecon being an “accident” is a view which had been upheld and unchallenged. It is the actress herself who was celebrated and remembered in the town with the renaming of the Shoulder of Mutton Inn to the Sarah Siddons pub and through the 2019 acquisition of her portrait on a plate painted by Thomas Baxter at Brecon's Museum, y Gaer. Yet Brecon's rich theatre history began many years before the 1755 birth of the famous actress. Sarah Siddons’ birth in Brecon was no accident. She was born in the town, into a successful acting family, because it was an established part of the theatre touring circuit. Brecon was a culturally rich and well-established place to perform to an array of local and visiting theatre supporters and funders. A tradition which long precedes the perceived beginnings of theatrical history in the town marked by Siddons’ birth.

It was a local historian, Sister Bonaventure Kelleher, who first uncovered this long, and rich, history of theatrical activity in Brecon. The Sister Bonaventure Kelleher Archive (referenced as SBK Archive throughout), is an uncatalogued archive passed on to local history organisation the 2. Brecknock Society and Museum Friends in 2019, containing around 20 boxes and files of research relating to Brecon's theatrical history between 1699 and 1870. The archive has provided the primary source materials for this book. This study uses the original archive, and the author's own research, to uncover the story of Brecon's theatrical past situating its place within wider provincial theatre circuits. It considers factors including the town's rural location, its landed gentry residents whose estates ring the settlement, its longstanding military presence, and its role as a business and administrative centre. In presenting a study of the town's theatrical past, alternative narratives are uncovered to challenge dominant histories and reveal a fuller sense of historical theatrical practice. This study considers patterns of familial connection within touring troupes, their repeated visits to Brecon, and the importance of support from its residents. In widening the field of evidence to focus on the town's inhabitants who acted as patrons for its theatre, this study explores particularities of patterns of practice which have enabled and developed women-led patronage in Brecon and asks how this might contribute to a wider understanding of modes of patronage. The exploration of women theatre managers, who operated in Brecon in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, considers overlooked practices and how these might add to, but also challenge, established histories of female theatre management in this period.

By honouring the depth of local history work which underpins this study, this project has involved the compassionate and considered recovery of Sister Bonaventure Kelleher's research through working alongside Brecknock Society and Museum Friends supporters and members of the Brecon community. In embracing public history practice, the uncovering of Brecon's theatrical past has been a “collective and collaborative effort” (Kean et al. 2000: 14).

Early scholarship of public history had defined the field as “the employment of historians and the historical method outside of academia” establishing a dichotomy between the ‘academic’ and ‘public’ historian (Kelley 1978: 16). More recently there has been a drive to break down this division and offer new methods for viewing and interpreting history. Phyllis K. Leffler and Joseph Brent's Public and Academic History, A Philosophy and Paradigm sought to “bridge the existing breach between the worlds of public and academic history by providing the philosophical underpinning for a novel teaching methodology” (1990: 8). It was a drive which emerged from the 1984 Institute on Teaching Public History conference at Arizona State University and worked to transform the teaching of Public History in US universities (Leffler and Brent 1990: v), forming part of a wider acknowledgment that “the discipline of history is enriched by the integration of its public and academic content” (Leffler and Brent 1990: 8). The development of the first Master's degree in Public History in the UK at Oxford University's Ruskin College was influenced by Marxist historian Raphael Samuel and his 3. emphasis on the “broad sharing and exchange of knowledge” (Kean 2010: 28). Through fusion of public histories with academic study, “the personal and the public are elided and divisions between being a ‘historian’ and ‘a member of the public’ are broken down” (Kean 2010: 33). In Theatres of Memory, Samuel argued that history is not owned by the academic historian but is “a social form of knowledge; the work in any given instance, of a thousand different hands” (1994: 8). These views have influenced the approach adopted in this study as the public and stakeholders have been engaged throughout the research process.

In honouring the work of a prolific local historian, the tendency might be to solely celebrate their work rather than to critically engage with the material. Rather than repeating narrow presentations of history, this study seeks to critically recover histories in relation to broader frameworks, and to locate the material within wider provincial theatre practice and historical events. The frameworks utilised in this study, and outlined in this introduction, include micro- and macro-histories, speculative approaches to history, feminist historiography, and community-engaged history practice. Through conducting new extensive archival and secondary source study, this study extends findings from Sister Bonaventure's original archive and locates them within the wider picture of theatre's history.

Central to this study is the town of Brecon. Located within the mountains of Bannau Brycheiniog National Park in mid-Wales, it is a small town by today's standards, yet during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries it was one of Wales’ most important settlements. Around 20 miles from the border with England at Hay-on-Wye, it was an administrative centre with an assize court and had a strong agricultural, business, and military presence. Today, many Georgian buildings still stand within its small streets, and it has retained its strong agricultural economy and status as a garrison town. It is a place I have considered home since 2016. As such, I was placed in the position of an investigator who resides in the community that is the subject of their research.


The ‘Archival Resident’

Laura Engel defined the term “archival tourist” to describe the process of a researcher immersing oneself in a foreign environment through archival research. Engel posits,


the performance of archival research is related to the experience of tourism, where an individual immerses herself in a foreign environment, relating to and analyzing visual and sensory materials through embodiment and enactment. The archival tourist is part of the scene of research and has agency in the recreation of the past, at the same time that she remains separated from the materials because they are always unalterably foreign.

(2019: 3)



4. For the duration of the time spent gathering research for this project, I held the position of an archival resident, a researcher living amongst the subjects of their investigation. Whilst for most “archival tourists” the archive “may be some place which is difficult to get to”, involving travel, hotel-stays, and designated periods of research leave, throughout the research process I remained surrounded by the archival materials related to my study and the environment which gave rise to them (Engel 2019: 3–4). My home was filled with Sister Bonaventure's documents, and the countryside surrounding my small 1950s three-bedroom village home in Bannau Brycheiniog National Park was dotted with grand houses, the former homes of the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century gentry who patronised the theatrical performances of the time. This became even more significant in the first two years of the research process, when travel restrictions were enforced as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic. At a time when many other researchers’ work was halted, I would drive into Brecon for the allotted weekly grocery shop, passing the old building which formerly housed the town's Theatre Royal, which closed its doors in 1870. Every day I would take my sons for our permitted daily exercise, a walk along the Brecon and Monmouthshire canal with its towpaths and buildings evoking the barges full of coal and the Brecon Boat Company whose directors were so key to the town's financial, social, and cultural development. On more ambitious walks into the hills, I could look down on the grand former homes of the gentry who patronised the theatre. Unlike the tourists on their canal boats, mountain bikes, or in their hiking gear – who stayed away completely during restrictions and even now must return to their homes once their holiday has ended – throughout the process I was the resident who lived inside the archive.

While this methodology can impart many benefits to the historical researcher, its inherent danger is that it erodes the critical separation between the researcher and their subject. Anthropologists have noted both the advantages and disadvantages of working inside a community as a researcher (see for example Fahim 1982; Altorki and El-Solh 1988; Abu-Lughod 1991). An advantage is that increased familiarity with the material, people, and places, can allow researchers working inside their own communities to attach meaning faster than researchers who are not familiar with the local environment. Place names and locales are immediately recognised, and patterns and connections can be more readily formed allowing materials to penetrate deeper levels of understanding. Using the archival resident approach, this also extends to the ability to connect with other local historians enabling greater access to unrecorded histories. In their tight focus on precise areas, such practices of studying one's own community can also enable studies of previously overlooked societies and locales. A similar outcome can be created within microhistorical approaches, which are discussed later in this introduction. The tight focus and connection to other local historians enables a depth of study 5. which can uncover rich historical material such as the discovery of an early theatrical performance in Brecon in 1699 discussed in chapter one. However, Lila Abu-Lughod notes the shortcomings of working inside a community as a researcher, “The problem with studying one's own society is alleged to be the problem of gaining enough distance […] the danger […] of identification and the easy slide into subjectivity” which could weaken the efficacy of the research (1991: 468).

Through the archival resident approach, this study embraces a personal approach, which harnesses both my position within the community and the rich access to materials this affords, and the connection to the subject matter. Rather than being a “problem” or a “danger” instead it is the strength and drive of the project (Abu-Lughod 1991: 468). Here scholarship which has questioned the elevated position of objectivity within research is drawn upon. In response to critical philosophers’ “abstract picture of the objectified natural world”, in order to honour and foreground researchers’ own presence and engagement with their objects of study, the philosopher William H. Poteat posited a “post-critical philosophical anthropology that promised to provide a path for the recovery of the personal” (Cannon and Hall 2016: 3). This allows for a deeper connection to the material and works to break down the hierarchies between the authoritative discourses of academia and the narratives of local histories and the people who study them (Abu-Lughod 1991: 474). As the archival resident and a scholarly researcher, the adopted methodology involved working within and alongside the community of Brecon to tell the story of its theatrical past. It is an approach which recovers the personal in archival study and allows for and embraces scholars’ connection to the material.

Regular contact with Sister Bonaventure's peers in the Brecknock Society and other local historians and community members offered access to several significant research materials. This approach resulted in the uncovering of several artefacts not seen before in the wider historical record. These discoveries reveal new facets to theatrical history, which are explored throughout this study. Ken Jones, a friend of the late Sister Bonaventure Kelleher, passed on his own historical research into local Brecon families. Letters arrived in the post from those keen to connect and share their knowledge. Extended correspondence with Jonathan Williams, whose ancestors were patrons of the Brecon theatre in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, led to his granting access to their diaries, which he had spent many years transcribing. This is all unpublished material not in the public domain. His work can be framed within the practice of ‘family history’ which as Judy Greenway has outlined has been criticised “as an amateur and indulgent search for identity compared to the analytic rigour of the professional historian” (2008: 323). Yet, as Greenway goes on to argue, “[a]cademic rigour too easily becomes rigor mortis: feelings and analysis are not mutually exclusive, and any research methodology needs to work creatively with the emotions the material 6. evokes” (2008: 323). This study draws upon this perspective to embrace the practice of family and local history and acknowledge the emotion and connection evoked through the research process. In exploring Maria William's diary in chapter five, this approach embraces the emotions and detail drawn from its study, which are rooted in its position as an artefact of family history. These factors inform the speculative approaches of uncovering Maria's impact as a theatre patron.

This study has sought to best identify, evaluate, and incorporate the wealth of local expertise and experience within Brecon. As a resident, rather than a visitor or external researcher, the research process has been enhanced through local knowledge and connections forged via networks and friendships. This is an ever-evolving process which enables the archive used within this study to remain dynamic, and to grow as experiences and stories are shared. This wealth of local knowledge would have been difficult to access for an ‘archival tourist’, without it many of the stories presented in this study would have remained untold.



Brecon's Theatre History and the Microhistorical Lens

The local, focused nature of this study on the town of Brecon draws on the practices of microhistory. Microhistory first appeared as a model within European historical scholarship in the 1970s. As a field, its goal is the concentrated historical examination of a defined smaller subject, a singular event or a “a village community, a group of families, even an individual person” (Ginzburg et al. 1991: 3). Its purpose is “to elucidate historical causation at the level of small groups where most of life takes place and to open history up to peoples who would be left out by other methods” (Muir 1991: xxi). In its in-depth focus microhistory offers an intensive, detailed study of the subject, situated within, and defined by, a community and its associated people and places. In this study, a microhistorical lens is placed on the theatre history of the small town of Brecon in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and the people involved in its practices. It captures a range of positions to uncover new narratives from visiting actors and managers to local patrons and performers.

While scholarship has argued that it is “the ‘great historical question’ that legitimates the micro-analysis”, it is the tension between the “micro-investigation and the macro-level conclusion” which complicates microhistory as a methodological approach (Magnússon and Szijártó 2013: 5,7). In adopting a microhistorical approach, “the challenge lies in relating the microhistorical case to macrosocial factors, […] relat[ing] [it to] the local and the global” (Brooks et al. 2008: 5). If this interrelation is not identified and explored then the historical study risks becoming “a kind of escapism, an acceptance of a fragmented world, rather than an attempt to make sense of it” (Burke 2001: 116–7). By exploring wider historical and societal factors outside of Brecon 7. to provide context and relational points of reference, this study attempts to eschews these limitations. Yet the process of micro-macro interaction should not be reduced to “a simple reduction or aggregation” instead “[t]he movement from one level or sphere to another is qualitative, and generates new information” (Peltonen 2001: 357). In exploring the theatre of the town of Brecon during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, this study advocates for local perspective balanced against contextualisation of wider theatrical trends which can, in turn, add both to the macro- and micro-historical knowledge and help us to both understand the specific theatrical histories of the town of Brecon, and how they reflect, and are distinct from, other theatres in the regions.

There is a precedent for microhistory as a methodology being used specifically within theatre history. In a 2014 special issue of Theatre Survey devoted to microhistorical study of theatre, Peter Davis advocated for the “growing field of microhistory, which seems particularly suited to theatre […] [and] examines in great detail the highly individualized stories that reveal the larger structures” (2014: 3). In examining eighteenth and nineteenth theatre within the small-town Brecon, this book uncovers the individual stories which in turn reveal wider patterns of theatre history. As Marvin Carlson outlines in the same issue of Theatre Survey “the strategies of microhistory can provide an important challenge to, and possible reassessment of, the grand narratives that theatre history has often accepted without serious question” (2014: 81). Brecon, like many other small towns, has remained outside of the dominant narratives of British theatre history which, in the majority, focus on London and larger towns and cities. As explored throughout this book, the patterns of theatrical operation within Brecon can offer new knowledge within the wider grand narratives.

This study draws upon other studies of provincial theatre outside of Brecon as points of reference and to aid comparative analysis (Rosenfeld 1939, 1984; Price 1948, 1961, 1984; Barker 1980, 1982; Ranger 1993; Foulkes 1994; Baker 2019) and previous scholarship on the impact of the licensing acts and legislation on provincial theatre (Baker 2004; Thomas 2014; Davis 2014). Rosenfeld's Temples of Thespis Some Private Theatres and Theatricals in England and Wales 1700–1820 (1978) provides some interesting contexts to the earliest recorded English-speaking performances in Brecon in 1699–1700, explored in Chapter 1. The study of playbills from other provincial towns held in the British Library, research in collections at the National Library Wales, Powys Archives, Abergavenny Museum, Gloucester Archives, and The Theatre Collection Bristol and digital archive research through the London Stage Database, The British Newspaper Archive, census and other public records, have been used to widen the field of study outside of Sister Bonaventure's archive and to ensure that the microhistory this book uncovers is connected to the macro of regional theatre history in the period. In Chapters 2 and 3, for example, exploring the practice of touring players 8. in Brecon uncovers that theatre in the town both reflected wider provincial theatre trends and had its own patterns of distinctiveness.



‘History from below’, Speculative, and Imaginative Approaches

Analogous with microhistory's focus on uncovering overlooked historical narratives, the notion of ‘History from below’ was first coined by historian and socialist Edward Palmer Thompson. It proposed an approach where those omitted from prevailing historical narratives can be included through a process of “filling in the blank spaces and correcting the outlines” (Thompson 2001: 482). Whilst the emphasis on history from below was intertwined with contemporary radical trade union movements and socialist thought, “the decline in trade union organization and education has led some to think about creating histories in more individualized ways” (Kean 2018: 34–5). Thomas Postlewait recognised that taking the ‘History from Below’ approach requires “not only a reconception of what qualifies as evidence but also an expansion of speculative methods of investigation and interpretation” (2000: 92). It is this “reconception” of the nature of evidence through looking beyond traditional sources of theatrical evidence, and the expansion of speculative methods through informed suppositions and creative interpretations, that has guided the methodological approach in this study. As Paul Bolin has argued, “in the production of engaging history, the writer is called upon to do so through some degree of imagination and speculation” (2009: 110).

In particular, in order to uncover a fuller story of women's involvement in the theatre, the investigation looks beyond traditional sources of evidence and applies speculative and imaginative approaches to history. In the formation of this narrative a method akin to Natalie Zemon Davis’ approach in the (1995) microhistorical study Women on the Margins: Three Seventeenth-Century Lives is adopted. Davis takes the “innovative approach – in the microhistorical spirit of addressing a subject that is not central in the narrative, but appears peripheral to the tale” (Magnússon and Szijártó 2013: 108). In this microhistorical study of Brecon's eighteenth and nineteenth-century theatre history, in order to unveil patterns of female-led enterprise, the arguably peripheral role of Brecon's theatre patrons as leaders of theatrical practice is explored through applying speculative and imaginative approaches to exploring their role.

While microhistorical studies including Natalie Zemon Davis’ earlier work The Return of Martin Guerre (1983) have been criticised for their speculative approach; that “whether founded on intuition or on concepts drawn from anthropology and literary criticism, is supposed to give way before the sovereignty of the sources, the tribunal of the documents” (Finlay 1988: 571), in this study the approach is aligned with the practice of Thompson's ‘History From Below’ (2001: 482) and the speculative methodology this approach necessitates, balanced against the careful examination of the sources.

9. Akin to the process of micro and macro assemblage, the speculative history is contextualised within wider societal trends and evidence located outside of the town of Brecon. The strength of microhistorical approaches are their abilities “to present a diversity of contexts within the frame of a relatively limited investigation, thus presenting the fabric of society to its readers” (Magnússon and Szijártó 2013: 76). Within the microhistorical frame of Brecon's eighteenth and nineteenth century theatre history explored in this study, the process has sought to widen our knowledge of theatre in provincial towns. One key outcome of the research has been the role that women played in Brecon's theatre; evidencing their activity across social and cultural networks and their significance to the town's theatrical history is a central theme of this study. As such, several feminist approaches to history inform the processes of this study.



Feminist Historiography within Brecon's Theatre

During the 1970s in the United Kingdom and the United States, there was a drive of feminist recovery practice within historical studies. It was a process of recovering female figures and (re) integrating them into historical discourses. This is akin to processes of microhistory which challenged history's “grand narratives” by focusing on hidden narratives (Carlson 2014: 81). Works such as Ann Oakley's (1974) Woman's Work: The Housewife, Past and Present, Patricia Branca's “A New Perspective on Women's Work: A Comparative Typology” and Joan Scott and Louise Tilly's (1975) “Women's Work and the Family in Nineteenth-Century Europe” sought to resituate women within discourses surrounding work and labour. This process of resituating women into historical discourses was intertwined with the height of Second Wave feminism whereby “a history ‘of our own’ [was] […] acknowledged—and was recognised from the start—to be deeply significant” to the movement (Floyd 2016: 822). Writing at the time, the historian Gerda Lerner posited, “women's history is more than finding data about women and fitting it into the empty spaces within patriarchal history […] [it is] a new vantage point, a stance, a way of looking at traditional material with new questions” (1979: 174). Lerner's approach of “seeking primary sources which provide women's point of view” has been influential here; helping to resituate, embed and share stories of women within Brecon's theatrical past (Lerner, 1979). This book aims to “light up areas of historical darkness [and] focus on a woman-centred inquiry, considering the possibility of the existence of a female culture within the general culture shared by men and women” (Lerner 1979: 178). Through the uncovering of Brecon women's stories, through a “women-centred inquiry” the aim is to “elicit [the] hidden story […] and lead us to a new and different understanding of the history of our society” (Lerner 1979: 179).

This book also draws on influential studies of British eighteenth and nineteenth-century theatre histories, which have sought to readdress gender imbalances in historiography and tell a fuller story of women's contributions 10. to theatre business and wider cultural life. These works have uncovered the lives of ‘ordinary’ working actresses (Davis 1991a) and the professional success of women playwrights in London (Donkin 1995), explored ‘hidden’ histories of women performers and resituated their creative contributions (Gale and Gardner 2000), considered the lives of actresses (Tomalin 2003) and women's roles within sociability and metropolitan theatre (Russell 2007), unearthed autobiographical performances (Bush-Bailey 2011), mapped connections between gender, the theatre, and the city in London (Bratton 2011), reclaimed narratives of gender and the eighteenth-century stage (Brooks 2015) and of motherhood and pregnancy (Engel and McGirr 2014; Phillips 2022).

Alongside this scholarship, forgotten plays by women from the period have been published and revived. In 2001, Oxford University Press published Eighteenth-Century Women Dramatists.
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