It is no mean task to stand up at this conference and find something to say which has not already been said.  We are all in agreement that our patience has run out with the world-wide wait for women to make their full and proper contribution within our profession.





The exclusion of women both as artists and contributors is so pronounced that we must seriously ask ourselves if anything other than legislation can turn the tide which has long-since ebbed away from us.  There is a statutory right to equal treatment in the workplace but this could never be tested in the arts. The principle of artistic freedom means that anyone can do what they like.  We are the only ones denied its full protection.  In truth, we must lobby the government until it is understood that television companies have a duty of care to show a much-improved employment ratio and a more truthful representation of the female half of the population.  Otherwise - they will pay a forfeit or have their licences withdrawn.  Television is a powerful medium, the attitudes it engenders has profound social consequences.  However far-fetched it may seem, government action is what it may take before we can achieve what is needed.





The de-regulation of television has produced more channels all competing for the same audience - therefore the advertising revenue which could once be relied upon as a source of income has been drastically reduced.  The result is a plethora of cheap television at little or no cost to the programme makers.  The knock-on effect is the death of quality drama programming and an avalanche of ugly reality TV.





Drama budgets have been cut to the bone and the majority of that goes to those fortunate to be amongst the elite, leaving reduced sums available for those lower down the pecking order.  This acts as a stealth tax on the middle-range performer whose contribution is, in effect, subsidising those at the top.  The supporting player is made to feel privileged to be working at all.  And within our profession - have a guess who isn't working?  A common ploy is 'Just think!  You'll be working with Sir This or Dame That - it'll be a really good credit for you'!  Really?  It's a very good way of making actors glad of their 2 or 3 lines whilst securing first-rate supporting talent at knock-down prices. Of course, the programme makers understand that the higher you cast your middle-range artists the better Sir This or Dame That will look.  Sadly, with the employment ratio as it is, the withdrawal of cut-price labour is not likely to produce the desired effect.





These are my introductory observations - but for this session I have been asked to discuss my views and personal experiences as to how gender portrayal impacts on employment and has affected my professional life.  Where do I begin?





My agent often remarked that I was untypical of the accepted view of the mature actress.  This is what happens when we are cast at our chronological age rather than our playing age.  Getting through the interview room door is an almost insurmountable obstacle, once your true age is known - it is as if no one can see you as you actually are any more.  My agent told me I 'dressed too young'  and I 'wore bright colours' and I 'should get rid of my red hair' and most of all, I 'should cut my hair as it was not how older women wore theirs'.  Proof positive of the collection of stereotypes through which the older actress is viewed.  





When Cranford was in the pipeline every mature actress in the land was on the phone to her agent asking to be suggested for a part.  So was I.  But I was told that 'They can have anyone they want.  They will not listen to any suggestions - we can't get any of our clients seen.'  It wasn't the first time I had asked my agent to suggest me for something only to be told  'You're too far down the pecking order to be cast at the level you belong in.'  This brings me back to the point I have made in my article in the current Equity Journal.  'The Names and Dames system blinds directors to the vast pool of alternative talent' and results in the interchangeable cast. Beware of the 'Name' they are shorthand for lazy casting.





Brian Eastman, one of our most prolific TV producers set a precedent by developing 'Rosemary and Thyme', uniquely featuring 2 middle-aged women in the lead.  Initially, the critics laughed it to scorn.  They should have kept their mouths shut - it had one of the highest viewing ratings of any series current at the time.  But following a change of TV executives they got cold feet and pulled the plugs.  The reason?  They wanted material more suited to a younger audience.





Demographics backs up the need for the inclusion of the older actor.  But 60 seems to be the iron curtain which descends as soon as the word is spoken.  57, 58, 59 is still just OK.  But with 60 the cultural baggage attaches itself and renders the female on the other side of the divide.  The male becomes an authority figure, the woman becomes an old bat. I have so often heard the phrase 'They are casting very young' or 'They are going for a younger audience.'  An almost divine status has been awarded to this young audience they are all chasing.  But the majority of the population is over 50 and they make up the bulk of this audience and deserve to be represented on screen because they will be the ones with the leisure to sit and watch.





As Susie Wooldridge has rightly pointed out in her lucid letter in response to Joan Bakewell's article on women newsreaders in The Guardian, the ratio of women's to men's parts has fallen to 1 in 18, yet 25 years ago when she appeared in Jewel in the Crown, for that production the ratio was 47 men to 19 women - an exceptionally rare occurrence which made the series so deservedly popular.  Older women featured strongly in it and provided a more realistic and far more interesting blend of characters.





It is rarely acknowledged, that some older actresses have given what by any standards can be described as iconic performances.  Who can forget Patricia Hayes as Edna the Inebriate Woman, or Jessica Tandy in Driving Miss Daisy or our own Violet Carson and Pat Phoenix in Coronation Street.  These performances are still talked of by audience and professional alike.





In 2001, The Independent published my letter concerning an article by Jane Robins named 'Romance beckons for older actresses'. I found it ironic that at that time, Jane Root, Controller of BBC2 planned to 'defy convention and cast older actresses in romantic roles'. And even more ironic that at the same time she had commissioned a sitcom 'ManChild' focusing on the sexual fantasies of four middle-aged men and a drama called 'BabyFather' featuring four young black men.





A clear over-preponderance of the masculine world view which did little to redress the balance which to this day continues to freeze the older actress out of the jobs market.  She does not need to act as the romantic interest - until she is featured in roles central to the plot she will continue to be relegated to the sidelines while the men get on with the interesting stuff.





Many years ago I attended a screen writing course led by Robert McKee.  He advocated that the female predisposition is interior wheras the male predisposition is exterior.    When dealing with archetypes his view was that 'Great things happen on mountaintops, not in kitchens'.  He was hissed by all the women present.    It is simply that most male writers have never searched for the metaphors to show that great things can happen anywhere.  When one of Hollywood's foremost screenwriting gurus is disseminating such ideas it is no wonder the likes of Michelle Pfeiffer are even having difficulty in getting work.





Ruby Wax said to me over 20 years ago 'Go da Hollywood, leddem throw money atcha!'  I didn't.  I know myself well enough to know that I would never fit in there.  Ruby said I reminded her of a Victorian lady, but with a spike in the end of her parasol!





On a more universal theme, it has been my experience that an actress can be beautiful or talented or intelligent - but heaven help her if she's all three!  She will be an object of fear and trepidation to most male directors who find they cannot relate to her in any of the lazy, stereotypical ways.  To their discomfort, she is an instant sexual threat.  If she is talented her intelligence causes a crisis in confidence, if intelligent her beauty makes it difficult to appreciate it, and if beautiful both her talent and intelligence is not taken seriously.  Go figure! 





Critics might understandably say that women should be creating their own work.  But it is no mean undertaking to be writer, actor, producer, director and fund-raiser all in one.  Funding criteria have made an artistic straight-jacket for most would-be small-scale companies.  Filling in the application form is an absolute minefield. Those unfamiliar with the double-speak required to pass scrutiny are likely to fall by the wayside. Small-scale touring has always been high on the favoured list but the older performer is likely to be past the stage of sitting with her knees under her chin in the back of a van.  It is time for funding bodies to award extra points for including an older performer and in particular an older actress.





My recent experience of small-scale theatre was with the woman-led company Mama Quillo led by the writer Kay Adshead and the late Lucinda Gane.  When their production of 'Bones' was tried out at Leicester Haymarket they were so short of funds Lucinda had to sell her car to make ends meet. I eventually played a leading role in this production when it returned to the Haymarket and transferred to the Bush Theatre in London.  Had it been another company, I would not even have been seen for this role.  Lucinda made me an extraordinary bequest - she was going to play it herself but from her bed in the hospice she told me 'You're doing it.'  And her word was law.  My agent saw it and pronounced me to be 'A wasted actress'.  So - a performance well-received, but where is the line of parts to follow it?





I will end by emphasising again that we must see more aggressive commissioning and more imaginative casting if we are ever to be brought in from the artistic wasteland to which we have been transported.





We all appreciate the many factors which influence the programme makers, not the least of which is money.  But they must accept their responsibility for shaping mass psychology and reinforcing the invisibility of mature woman.  Only  fair exposure can change this, and that lies squarely in their hands.
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Pauline Moran
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GENDER AGENDA: Performers' Voices














