PREFACE

On director Margaret Webster’s desk in the offices of the Theatre Guild on
West Fifty-second Street in October 1943 were neatly arranged pencils,
promptbooks, volumes of Shakespeare’s plays, a telephone, typewriter, and
other detritus of a Broadway director preparing for one of the most momen-
tous openings of a theatrical lifetime.

There was also an elaborate timepiece containing three clocks. At a
glance, it provided the time in London, where she had spent her childhood
and begun her theatrical career; in Hollywood, where her elderly parents
lived; and in New York, where she was preparing for the most daring pro-
duction of Othello in American stage history. Webster had for the first time
dared to cast an African American actor as Othello in a Broadway produc-
tion. Three years in the making, Margaret Webster’s Othello opened at the
Shubert Theatre on October 19, 1943, with Paul Robeson in the leading
role. The creative force behind this historic event in American stage history
was the thirty-eight-year-old director known to all as “Peggy.”

Webster has been called the greatest woman pioneer working in the
American theater at midcentury. I became interested in her story while
preparing a reference work, Margaret Webster: A Bio-Bibliography for publi-
cation in the early gos. Although Webster had written four books (three are
now out of print) about her theatrical family and her career, no biography of
this important director on Broadway and at the Metropolitan Opera yet
existed. When interviewed, Webster’s friends and acquaintances all pas-
sionately agreed that her story needed to be written as an important chron-
icle of American theatrical history and of women’s struggles in a male-dom-
inated profession.

The challenge of investigating and making sense of Webster’s extraordi-
nary career was exciting but intimidating, given the large number of roles
she played as an actress and the many productions she staged in the non-
profit and commercial theater in England and America. But as I came to
know more about Webster in the course of the research for this book, what
surprised me more than the enormity of her accomplishments as an actress,
director, and author, was the tendency of this intelligent and talented pro-
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fessional woman to undermine those accomplishments at critical junctures.
Seemingly without fail, she would choose to take a backwards step in her
career, rather than letting the momentum created by a major accomplish-
ment propel her forward. How does one account for a talented woman’s
curiously self-defeating patterns of indecisiveness and poor choices? Were
they attributable to factors of her gender, sexual preference, lack of self-
esteem, domination by stronger women, or, was she a victim of the male-
dominated theatrical establishment of the day? The questions were intrigu-
ing, the answers elusive, and the facts that emerged challenging and
oftentimes disheartening.

In trying to understand the contradictions and paradoxes of Webster’s
remarkable professional career that spanned forty-eight years of the twenti-
eth century, I worked through the usual primary sources: reviews, letters,
diaries, books, videotapes, and recordings. I regret that I could not talk with
Margaret Webster herself, but I did manage to gather testimonies from
friends and colleagues who knew or worked with her. What became clear
from my conversations was the enormous admiration and love that people
held for Webster. Their recollections were vivid, passionate, eloquent,
humorous, and perceptive. To a person, they urged me to tell the consider-
able story of a woman who, as actress Eva Le Gallienne said of her, had to
be exceptionally talented (and I might add courageous) to overcome the
ingrained prejudices, the skepticism, and the distrust that stood in the path
of so many women of her time.
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