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Kath Kenny’s monograph is an invigorating history of the women’s play 
Betty Can Jump, performed at the Pram Factory in early 1970s Melbourne. 
Extended from her award-winning doctoral thesis on theatre and film 
groups of the Australian Women’s Liberation Movement (WLM), Staging a 
Revolution, an account of before, during, and the legacy of Betty, is a vivid 
and endearing contribution to cultural Australian and WLM historiography. 
Betty, and Kenny’s historicization of it, both sit outside typical Anglo male 
history. As Kenny emphasises, the collective, evolving, and ephemeral 
nature of feminist art during the WLM means these activisms can often be 
forgotten. Until now.

The importance of this history is demonstrated through participants’ 
reminiscences of Betty as transformative, not only to Australian 
performance  culture, but by creating a consciousness-raising space 
and prompting collective realisation of women’s inequalities, on stage and 
in the audience. The aim of Staging a Revolution is to both situate Betty in 
its era of cultural change and to emphasise the significance of Betty, and 
feminist performance art more broadly, as complex and experimentally 
shifting activisms that functioned as a means of knowledge circulation and 
subsequent positive social reform. Kenny centres the testimonies of Betty 
participants and performers to recount the period before, during, and after 
the play, whilst bookending and intermittently considering Betty alongside 
present-day movements such as #MeToo to position Betty as educational to 
feminists today.
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After setting the scene of increased tensions around gendered inequalities 
during 1960s Australia, the middle portion of Kenny’s monograph describes 
the organisation, practice, and recital of Betty. A six-month working 
bee, at  times involving a twenty-four-hour roster, transformed the old 
Paramatta Pram Factory into a theatre space. This was the beginning of such 
intimacy that manifested into tensions, frustrations, and confrontations, 
both between men and women, and between women throughout the 
production. As Kenny highlights, the organisational banter took far greater 
time than originally anticipated, and could sometimes be hurtful, despite 
being innovatively necessary. Betty rehearsals often utterly exhausted the 
cast. Kenny amplifies that sometimes the point was to break participants 
down, as this would reveal memories and motivations. Indeed, Kenny 
eagerly argues that the significance of Betty was its transcendence beyond 
the performers and audience and its ability to inspire feminism and validate 
the array of emotions that come with realising one is subject to injustice. 
Betty as a revolution.

At a time of arrests and trials for obscene language and literature, Kenny 
notes the swearing and abrupt themes in Betty must have both ‘come as 
a shock’, whilst being ‘electrifying’ to the audience (107). In Chapter  5, 
Kenny walks readers through the play. The first half presented a brief 
historical timeline, from violence against convict women, to parodies of 
women dressed as men at the pub mimicking drinking, fighting, and sex. 
In the ‘Bush Scene’, their representation of a stillborn birth often left the 
audience sobbing or in silence, juxtaposed by a contemporary scene of a 
domestic dispute. The second half of Betty consisted of women’s personal 
stories. Kenny recounts, ‘The Betty collective used exaggerated characters 
and costumes in the show to satirise gender roles and mock heterosexual 
institutions such as marriage’ (111). This engagement with the deeply 
private was evocative for performers and successful with the audience and 
critics. Kenny suggests this was both due to and contributed to the ‘personal 
is political’ feminist rhetoric of the time. 

Staging a Revolution is accessible, whilst sophisticated and detailed. The 
monograph is in some ways a reckoning with the desire to celebrate the WLM 
era, as much as consider it in the context of ongoing inequalities in Australian 
society. This monograph would be accessible to undergraduates onwards 
but would be greater appreciated by those with a cultural understanding 
of 1960s and 1970s Australia. Alongside a rare script and photos taken 
frantically during the final performance, Kenny foregrounds interviews 
with Betty participants, particularly director Kerry Dwyer. Articulated in the 
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third part of the monograph on Betty’s legacy, the testimonies demonstrate 
a rich variety of sentiments and experiences. Participants reminisce on the 
exhilarating, emotional and intellectual impacts of Betty; the realisations, 
changes, and unburdening of oneself.

In an interview with Betty participant and author Helen Garner, Kenny 
admits a desire to romanticise the era, an acknowledgment met by Garner’s 
dismay. This reminds readers that what made feminist activisms like Betty 
so  ground-breaking was the risks and dangers these women faced by 
challenging their oppressions. Kenny’s monograph encourages readers to 
celebrate and remember Betty, and the WLM more broadly, for its complexity, 
successes, including Betty, and downfalls, such as the exclusivity of white 
sisterhood. The women behind Betty could not represent all women, but 
crucially, as Kenny iterates, their work had ‘revolutionary potential’ (216), 
and therefore it has a rightful place in Australian historiography. 
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