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My name is Abigail Smith and I am the co-founder, director
and writer of Ladygarden Theatre Company, with my
colleague and friend Amy Hendry. I created this theatre
company with one real purpose in mind –to create art with
female characters that felt as complicated and as
contradictory and as real as I felt inside my head.
I was raised on a diet of Kate Bush, Virginia Woolf and my
Auntie Phyllis, who wore suits and a fierce glare until the
day she died so I have always known women are powerful,
complex and capable, so I didn’t understand when I got a
little older why I was always being told that I couldn’t. No
specifics needed. I simply couldn’t. Couldn’t, shouldn’t and
won’t. And this wasn’t just by the people around me, but by
the television that murmured in the background of my
living room on a Sunday night that insisted that men were
doctors and women were nurses. The books I read that told me the men I should desire were
sparkly, abusive vampires who were far too old for me, and I had only an empty literary shell of a
woman to imprint myself upon. And if it was bad for me, I can’t even imagine how it was for my
sisters of colour, who had scary spice and other tokens of representation in the media. And then
when I was older and I attended drama school I was told that I could. Finally, my world was
opened up, made infinite by the power of imagination and play. I could, I absolutely could, if I
didn’t take up too much space, if I only took up the spaces that were made for me. If I took up
some sexy space, or some childlike space, or quite often the both combined. I do not say this to
speak badly of where I trained, or of training in general, but to speak of a subconscious problem
that we have in the arts, where we view women as less real, less complex than men. Where we
view them as muses, subjects of art, rather than real people represented in a lifelike way.
There is now a movement happening in our world. Third wave feminism and the slow but sure
empowerment of women across the globe is having an effect upon our media and the art we view,
so much so that every theatrical trailer blazoned across the cinema screen currently has to feature
a ‘moment of empowerment’ for their female character. Even though she’s the only one in the film,
and her character description is often, ‘she’s a woman.’ But it’s okay, because she’s empowered.
Sometimes we go a little further and we have a strong, powerful confident woman in a piece of art,
who amazes everyone with what a strong, powerful, confident woman she is, and in the end,
defeats the evil, while of course remaining a strong, powerful, confident woman. And that’s kind of
it. We need to perform a kind of inception with the way we portray our female characters in art,
we’ve past the first layer, but we need to go deeper.
I saw Andrew Scott’s ‘Hamlet’ last year, and I thought the production itself was brilliant. Scott’s
‘Hamlet’ was wonderfully realised, he felt like the boys I had despaired over in my teenage years,
when it felt like the ultimate love interest for me was a self-absorbed, tortured soul who’s
declarations of artistic genius sang to my young heart. Ophelia, however, did not. I had actually
never seen a production of Hamlet before and I was promised by popular culture that Ophelia
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was one of the great, female Shakespearean characters. She instead seemed a pure plot device,
something that didn’t exist unless Hamlet needed something to react off of. She also seemed to be
treated fairly horrifically by everyone around her, when she has a breakdown after her father’s
death, she is confined and institutionalised, when her reaction to the death of her beloved father
seemed to me, nothing but the most human of reactions. I left feeling disappointed, after expecting
that Ophelia would take the top spot of my dream roles to play. Was this what I was to aspire to
be, as an actress? The companion to the Hamlet equivalents in the theatrical world? Rather than
accepting this, I went home, and started to write.

I thought about madness. Madness is a strange word
when coupled with our historical concepts of
femininity. The word ‘hysteria’ originally comes from
the Greek word for ‘uterus’, and the womb was
originally thought to float around the body causing all
sorts of upset to occur. In general femininity and
madness has been a happy couple for most of the time
we have had a concept of either. Thankfully we have
come just a little further than that now. Just a little. But
we still have the trope of ‘crazy mother in law’, ‘insane
ex-girlfriend’, ‘psycho girl from the bar’. Why are we
so hooked on the idea that women are irrational?
Hamlet’s madness makes him relatable, he is all our
insecurities, self-destructive notions and thoughts laid
out for the world to see, and we accept it with open
arms. Ophelia is a scorned, broken woman, we see her,
remember our past heartbreak, and thank the lord we
didn’t react so openly. Ophelia took root inside my
head like a welcome tenant, and I started to hear the
other facets to her character. She became cheeky,
witty, too trusting, too friendly, with a naughty sense
of humour, the kind of girl you’d call when you wanted
to go sky-diving but have someone to give you a
cuddle and forgive you if you chickened out. I placed
her in setting after setting, and nothing made sense, so
I placed her in a nothing and everything land at the
same time. Now she needed bedfellows.
The obvious answer to another woman in Shakespearean text who I believed had been treated
badly by both Shakespeare and popular culture was Juliet. She was, what I believed, the most
overrated underrated character of all time. A character lauded for all the wrong reasons. People
see her in her pearly pink gowns, her tears and aching heart a permanent fixture in our collective
mind. I noticed the connection that both Juliet and Ophelia take their own lives in the course of their
plays, and while Ophelia literally goes mad, Juliet is described as being mad with her love for
Romeo. The obvious step after this connection was Lady Macbeth, a woman viewed by a theatre
going audience as a Machiavellian villain and not much else. I placed them together in their own
little after life, a Beckettian wasteland without any clear rhyme or reason and thus, Shakespeare’s
Mad Women was born..
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When you write characters, there is always a point when they take on a mind of their own and the
writer seldom has any control on what they say. This is when writing actually gets fun, because for
me, it’s almost impossible to write an argument, to write a love scene, but if I put two characters
together in a scene, I know what they should say to each other. Writing these three women has
felt a little bit like being a mad woman myself, having these three famously infamous characters
take up residence inside my head. These three women who were at the same time real people, and
cultural titans who had massive connotations by the mere mention of their name.
Feminism and the empowerment of women has come much further the simplicity of ‘equal rights of
men and women’, we are now fighting for intersectionality, the rights of my LGBTQ+ sisters, the
rights of non-binary individuals, and so many more marginalised groups. We need to stop thinking
about third wave feminism as a simplistic issue, it is anything but. When the me too and times up
movement began making waves within the arts community and rippled out into the greater
workplace, we started with people like Weinstein, who committed heinous acts of sexual
harassment and exploited women in vulnerable positions in his work. This, to most, was a black and
white issue. But then we came to Aziz Ansari. Suddenly the movement became divided, became
fractured as debate and argument flooded social media and quiet, social drinks in hipster bars
froze over at the mere mention of Ansari's name. This was referred to by either side of the
argument as a negative thing to happen to the movement, division within an army is never
conducive to a fight. I disagreed. Now we were talking about the grey area of sexual violence.
When we spoke of Harvey Weinstein, we spoke of a undeniable predator, and his victims. Men and
women alike could discuss the situation with a great degree of separation. Whatever Weinstein
was, an abuser, a predator, a rapist, he wasn't like me, I haven't done that. We could feel
sympathy for the victims, without being physically in their shoes. However with Ansari, the
reported story rang through my mind like a forgotten memory of so many grey areas in my life. The
me too movement now wasn't about the big bad rapists at the top in their well-fitting suits, it was
now about all of us. It's when we stop talking about issues as black and white when we start to
make change.
It is with this principle that I make my art. Lady Macbeth is not a black and white villain, she is
flawed, she is vulnerable, she has real love for her husband. Juliet is not a black and white
lovesick princess, she has real fight and her naivety means she has a refreshing lack of cynicism.
Ophelia is not a black and white madwoman. She has wit and cheek and a maturity beyond her
years. They live in the grey area, as great female characters should.
We have a responsibility as artists within this room. A social responsibility. We may not be creating
vaccines, building homes or even sending cars into space, but the impact that art can have on
improving mental health in communities is indisputable and important. I read an article recently that
said each generation is defined by the major events that happen in their formative years. My
generation was defined by growing up in a post 9/11 world. The next generation will be defined by
growing up in a post Trump, post Brexit world. We are living through the events that define the
generation to follow, and we have a social responsibility to create art that reflects our world as it
really is, not as it sells best to the general public. Make art about women and men, people of colour
and white people. Make them complicated and flawed and real. Make them live in the grey area,
because it is within this grey area, that we make change.

