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Suffrage dramatists were united against inequality for women. 
In  A  Splendid Adventure, the author argues that the contributions of 
Australian suffrage theatre were unique because, unlike their British and 
American counterparts, the dramatists were enfranchised women. They 
were able to look beyond the narrow question of the vote to consider 
democracy in the contemporary world and yet their work has been 
underestimated and overlooked in feminist theatre histories. Smith seeks 
to redress the balance by examining the works of Australian women 
writing for the theatre during the suffrage period timeframe of 1890–
1920, concentrating principally on three dramatists: Katharine Susannah 
Prichard, Miles Franklin and Inez Bensusan. The full text of one play by 
each is reproduced, two of which have not previously been published.

Smith sets the stage with an introductory chapter outlining her approach 
and surveying the writing of feminist theorists and theatre historians, 
then explores two plays by British dramatists: Cicely Hamilton’s Diana 
of Dobson’s, which toured Australia in 1909 and Betrayed, by British 
suffragette and recent immigrant, Adela Pankhurst.1 These show that 

1  Cicely Hamilton, Diana of Dobson’s, in New Woman Plays, ed. L. Fitzsimmons and V. Gardner 
(London: Methuen, 1991); Adela Pankhurst, Betrayed (Melbourne: Fraser & Jenkinson, 1917).
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Australian suffrage theatre was influenced by external trends and global 
issues. A chapter on Australian theatre by so-called New Women follows 
with a discussion of Mrs Haviland’s On Wheels.

The sections on Prichard, Franklin and Bensusan tap into what Smith 
terms ‘feminist expatriate desire’ as all three were writing suffrage plays 
while living in England or America (31). The pervasive Australian 
scepticism about home-grown talent meant that artists and writers found 
it necessary to travel abroad for recognition and professional fulfilment. 
We could ask how much of what critic A. A. Phillips later termed the 
‘cultural cringe’ still lingers today.2

Katharine Susannah Prichard is afforded a brief chapter to discuss the 
short plays she wrote during two extended periods in London working 
as a journalist early in her career, plays she regarded as immature efforts. 
Prichard was a committed socialist, so it is not surprising that exploitation 
of the workers is a recurring theme in the plays discussed. The Burglar 
(given in full text) was probably written in England in 1908, but was not 
performed until 1910 after her return to Melbourne. Unhappy with its 
direction, Prichard took over rehearsals herself. The play’s reception was 
mixed, one critic finding it too didactic for Australian audiences. In an 
interesting example of the cross-continental networking of those working 
in suffrage theatre, Prichard met Inez Bensusan of the Actresses’ Franchise 
League on her return to England and Bensusan produced two of her plays 
in 1913 and 1914.

Prichard and her compatriot, Miles Franklin, are principally regarded 
as nationalist writers, but their plays remind us that they were active 
participants in the international feminist movement. Franklin wrote over 
20 plays in the expatriate periods of her life in the United States and 
London. Most of her suffrage plays were written in Chicago after she 
began working for the National Women’s Trade Union League under 
Margaret Drier Robins. According to Smith, ‘Franklin never stopped 
trying to use the theatre as a soapbox box for emancipation’ (129). She 
was an avid theatregoer and in 1908 attended the successful English play 
Votes for Women! by Elizabeth Robins, Margaret Drier’s sister-in-law, when 
it was performed in Chicago in 1908. In another example of suffragist 
networking, Franklin probably met up with her again later in London. 

2  A. A. Phillips, ‘The Cultural Cringe’, Meanjin, 9, no. 4 (1950): 299–302.
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Spinsterhood was a theme in several of her American plays and Smith 
points out that by pulling the spinster from the periphery to centre stage, 
she was changing the dynamics of theatre convention. 

Franklin’s play Somewhere in London is the one reproduced in full text. 
A comedy in four acts written in London in 1916, it presents the story of 
two Australian women painters and is perhaps the most autobiographical 
of her plays on the subject of love, demonstrating the sacrifices a woman 
artist must make in order to be successful. Although she tried determinedly 
to get her plays produced, Franklin was unsuccessful, possibly because of 
their unconventional nature.

The largest section of A Splendid Adventure is devoted to Inez Bensusan, 
a playwright little known in Australia and usually regarded as English 
since she spent most of her adult life there. Born in 1871 in Sydney, the 
daughter of a wealthy Jewish merchant, Bensusan enjoyed some success 
as an actress before she moved to England in her early 20s. She was a 
founding member of the Jewish League for Women’s Suffrage in 1913, 
worked extensively as an actress and producer for the Actresses’ Franchise 
League (AFL) and showed herself to be a fine theatre administrator as well.

As a playwright, her best known and most successful play was The Apple, 
first performed with three other plays in a matinee at the Court Theatre 
in 1909 and later becoming standard fare at large AFL events like fetes 
and fairs. The subject of this ‘grimly realistic’ play, described by Smith as 
‘about women and freedom, and how male control usurps the pursuit 
of that freedom’, still resonates strongly in the twenty-first century 
(222). Her analysis of the play is compelling and nuanced: the heroine’s 
married sexual harasser is no evil stereotype but a handsome man who 
causes such confusion in Helen that she contemplates emigrating, while 
the ambiguous, unresolved ending was unconventional for the time, an 
example of feminist dramaturgy. It would be fascinating to see The Apple 
produced today. Inez Bensusan herself remains a mysterious figure in spite 
of the extensive attention given to her work, largely because the lack of 
papers makes her a difficult subject for a biography. It is a shame there is 
no image of her, although we are told at least one painting does exist.

A major strength of A Splendid Adventure is the author’s meticulous 
recovery of unpublished and forgotten suffrage plays by Australian 
women from the early twentieth century, so it is almost ironic that the 
book feels dated. Based largely on a doctoral thesis written in the 1990s, it 
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could have done with some extensive updating. A quarter of a century has 
passed since then but almost all of the scholarly source material dates from 
the 1980s and early 1990s. The term ‘recent’ is used frequently to refer 
to work from that period and later scholarship is largely absent, Jill Roe’s 
major 2008 biography of Miles Franklin being just one example.3 For 
such an expensive book, it is also poorly edited. Numerous typographical 
errors, an incorrect birthdate, articles (including one of my own from 
1992) quoted from and footnoted yet missing from bibliography and 
index—all should have been picked up.4 With much to admire about this 
book, I was nevertheless left disappointed.

3  Jill Roe, Stella Miles Franklin: A Biography (London, New York, Sydney and Auckland: Fourth 
Estate, 2008).
4  Muriel Matters’ 1877 birthdate is given as 1908. Smith, A Splendid Adventure, 11, 166. See Sylvia 
Martin, ‘Women’s Secrets: Miles Franklin in London’, Meanjin, 51, no. 1 (1992): 43.
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