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‘Go on, go on. Don’t be afraid’, uttered the menacing Mrs Danvers by 
the window of Manderley’s west wing.1 Judith Anderson displayed an 
effortless intensity in her role as Mrs Danvers for the 1940 adaptation 
of Rebecca. She was the looming housekeeper, always dressed in black. 
Mrs Danvers is certainly Anderson’s best remembered role among film 
lovers, but its status within the canon of cinematic characters has largely 
overshadowed the actress herself. Fans of Rebecca may be surprised, for 
example, to discover that, while Anderson was able to capture this rigid, 
old-world figure, and act so masterfully alongside English actors Laurence 
Olivier and Joan Fontaine, she herself came from an impoverished 
childhood in Adelaide.2 The story of Anderson’s life spans continents and 
societal shifts; its setting and content form an utterly unique life story that 
greatly deserves to be told in detail.

Desley Deacon’s Judith Anderson: Australian Star, First Lady of the 
American Stage is a comprehensive exploration of the many seasons in 
the life of Judith Anderson (1897–1992).3 Anderson was an Australian-
born stage and screen actress active between 1915 and 1990.4 Deacon’s 
account of her life begins with the circumstances that led to the birth of 
Frances Margaret Anderson (later Francee and Judith, as she changed it 
for the stage) in Adelaide. The biography goes on to trace the trajectory of 

1  Alfred Hitchcock, Rebecca (United Artists, 1940).
2  Desley Deacon, Judith Anderson: Australian Star, First Lady of the American Stage (Melbourne: 
Kerr Publishing, 2019), 5–12.
3  Ibid.
4  Ibid., 463–81.
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her life and career, primarily in Australia, the United States and Britain, 
ending not with the death of Dame Judith Anderson in 1992, but with an 
examination of both her immediate and more lasting afterlives.

Deacon weaves a detailed and compelling biography that captures Judith 
Anderson’s private and public life, along with the grey area in between. 
The biography is, very appropriately, arranged not into parts but ‘acts’, 
each containing multiple ‘scenes’, chapters and even an ‘interlude’. This 
stage-inspired motif not only helps to demarcate different aspects and 
eras in Judith’s life, but also allows Deacon to create a clear climax for the 
narrative with Anderson’s acclaimed stage portrayal of Medea in the late 
1940s.5 This structure is achieved without compromising on the detail 
that Deacon provides within the chapters themselves.

The biography features carefully selected images to correspond with each 
chapter, ‘scene’ and ‘interlude’. The purpose of the scenes is primarily to 
evoke a sense of place, the images chosen for this purpose help not only 
to situate the reader geographically, but also often evoke a sense of the 
time period within which that section of the biography is set. Beginning 
in turn-of-the-century Adelaide and ending in 1990s California, the text 
features seven ‘acts’, nine ‘scenes’ and an ‘interlude’. While the ‘acts’ mark 
out the skeleton of Anderson’s life and career trajectory, the chapters 
play an important role in separating themes, important periods, and 
ideas within Deacon’s text. Each chapter features an image, usually of 
Judith herself, visually demonstrating the changing and evolving face and 
image of Anderson. The images display the changes brought by ageing, 
different types of acting roles, and the contrast between the private and 
the public Judith.

The narrative arc of this biography revolves around Anderson’s acting 
career and the achievements or disappointments that came with it. 
The examination of her private life acts more as an intermission to the 
career that governed and influenced much of her life. The frequent 
contrast between the professional and private aspects of her life bring to 
light the struggles of women dedicated to their careers during the early 
to mid-twentieth century. Anderson is shown to fall in love with relative 
ease; however, both her marriages were short lived due to her love of 
acting and strength of character. This information is carefully interwoven 
with Deacon’s account of Anderson’s career.

5  Ibid., 278–304.
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The chronological structure of the biography highlights how technological 
and societal changes affected Anderson’s life and career. From more obvious 
historical events (like both world wars) to technological advancement, 
the linear timeline displays the impacts of these changes to great effect. 
It emphasises the fact that Judith Anderson was discovered, or rediscovered, 
many times during her career. An important example of this, for both her 
career and posterity, was the rise of television as a medium for theatrical 
performance. This allowed Anderson to be broadcast into the homes of 
millions of people during the 1950s and 1960s.6 As Deacon writes, ‘her 
glorious voice has been preserved on recordings that brought her younger 
admirers’, with her televised theatricals, dramas and films acting as the 
posthumous record of her acting career.7 Even now, years after her death, 
these dramatic performances have a greater effect on Anderson’s audience 
than the written record of her early theatrical roles.

Deacon’s authorial voice guides the reader through the many seasons of 
Anderson’s life. It has an omniscient quality, foreshadowing rather than 
giving away future details. This style is seen to best advantage in a biography 
like this, which has the chief aim of revealing a lesser-known story. 
Deacon also balances the use of her own descriptions and the insertion of 
long quotations to provide readers with a strong sense of Judith’s character 
both on and off the stage. When there are the sources available, Deacon 
leaves space for Judith to speak her story in her own words, supported or 
contextualised by the words of her friends and partners. This was used to 
great effect in the retelling of her long romance and short marriage to Ben 
Lehmann.8 Deacon draws on their decade-long correspondence, which is 
now held by the University of California. These private words reveal the 
hopes, dreams and disappointments of a younger Anderson, before she 
played the roles of Mrs Danvers or Medea.

The final ‘act’ of the text departs significantly from the style that governed 
the biography prior to its final instalment. Titled ‘Afterlife’, this act 
has only one chapter and is much more analytical, abandoning the 
chronological approach to evaluate the impact of Anderson’s career on 
popular culture. This section centres around her role as Mrs Danvers, 
delving into its long-term reception, not previously discussed in ‘Act III: 
Greatness’. Deacon argues that Anderson has become so intertwined with 

6  Ibid., 349.
7  Ibid., 453.
8  Ibid., Act III: Greatness, 129–214.
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her portrayal of Mrs Danvers in the public memory that it has invited 
speculation about her own sexuality. This was not previously discussed in 
the biography and even in this final chapter, Deacon’s primary response 
to this aspect of Anderson’s afterlife was to quote from her subject: ‘I do 
not associate myself with anyone—group or individual … I won’t join 
up with anything. Ever.’9 This discussion of Judith’s life after death makes 
a valuable contribution, ensuring that the biography fully engages with 
Anderson’s afterlife. Treating this section as an ‘act’ within the main text 
is slightly jarring due to the sudden introduction of ideas not previously 
alluded to and the stark shift in writing style. For many readers, however, 
this information will be the most familiar to them and it does provide 
a satisfying, yet open-ended conclusion to the biography.

Undoubtedly the most engaging aspect of this biography is the 
comprehensive characterisation of its central figure. The many seasons 
of Judith Anderson’s private life and acting career are given thorough 
examination. As a woman, Judith is seen to change greatly over time, 
just as her career and reputation changed. Deacon’s writing and depth 
of research combine to create a sense of a real woman. Deacon describes 
brave young Francee Anderson, who sailed across the world in pursuit of 
a dream. She writes about a woman whose visions of a family were never 
quite realised. She conjures an opinionated Judith, whose ambition and 
strength of character fly off the page, and who frequently had creative 
differences with her theatrical collaborators. Yet she also reveals a fragile 
Judith, who struggled with her health, and an aging Dame Judith, 
frustrated that she no longer had the physicality to play the roles she loved 
so much. It is the skill of Deacon’s writing and the fruit of her careful 
research that enables each of the many faces of Judith Anderson to both 
have their moment and fit within the overall biography.

Deacon’s biography reveals not only the story of Judith Anderson’s life, 
but also the origins of the attributes from which her enduring image is 
built. From the way she wore her glamorous clothing to the qualities she 
was able to depict on screen and, perhaps more notably, on stage, there 
is no doubt that this is the biography of a woman and an icon. Upon 
reaching the end of the text, the reader understands that while she became 
‘Dame Judith’ that path was neither certain nor linear. The chronological 
order of the biography enables the ebb and flow nature of her professional 

9  Boze Hadleigh, Hollywood Lesbians (New York: Barricade Books, 1994), 176.
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acting career to be communicated with great clarity. Deacon’s writing and 
narrative construction carefully guide the reader through almost a century’s 
worth of people, places and performances. Thoroughly researched and 
carefully constructed, this biography can engage the interest of both 
academic and more general readers. It is a thoughtful biography that 
brings Judith Anderson out from behind the long shadow of Mrs Danvers 
to place her, once again, in the spotlight she deserves.
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