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Theatres of Madness is an ongoing work. Containing images and texts, it is con­
figured and reconfigured to suit the context of its appearance. In this particular case, 

a series of nineteenth- and twentieth-century representations are combined to ex­

plore the conceptual interdependence of sexuality, reproduction, family life, and 

"female disorders." The subjects of Theatres of Madness are white, Anglo-European 

women who are diagnosed and treated for their "insanity," based on the interrela­

tions of their class and gender. Definitions of "female disorders" are revealed dis­

cursively: described within documented case-histories, medical treatises, pharma­

ceutical advertising, "found" photographs (that I have sometimes manipulated), and 

fictional and diaristic texts.1 

By pairing and layering these various source materials I have attempted to allow for 

a reading that dislocates and questions the "scientific" nature of observation. The 

juxtapositions also serve to address complex sets of relations between individuals 

and institutions, relations that overdetermine the internalization of oppression and, 

in turn, the degrees of complicity and resistance to that oppression. 



Introduction 

My childhood and early adolescence were spent in the industrial North of England. 
We lived at the bottom-end of Butterstile Lane in Prestwich, a village in Lancashire 
at the edge of Manchester. The street name derived from a stile marking the en­
trance to a vanished dairy farm. Through our kitchen window I could see gigantic 
cooling-towers. Billowing steam issued from their concrete mouths, like burned 
milk bubbling over the brim of giant saucepans. Our semi-detached was southeast 
of the Prestwich Lunatic Asylum and southwest of Strangeways Prison. These living 
relics of late Victorian social hygiene were the coordinates and echoes of my men­
tal space. My imagination strained to see beyond this blackened brick, suburban 
horizon. 

The village was panoptically contained between prisons: between the inside­
and-outside of high-walled edifices-imposing and ever-present paradigms of in­
terconnected transgression. In our various states of incarceration, we were present 
in each other's lives, invisibly implicated in each other's lives. Indeed, the strategic 
placement of both institutions served to maintain order, visible and palpable on the 
epidermis of daily life. The asylum and the prison were the sentry boxes at the bor­
ders of all my childhood images. Nothing escaped surveillance: nursery rhymes, 
I ies, fantasies and fears. 

Women newly released from the asylum would come knocking on our back 
door, searching for work. Sometimes my mother would pay them to scrub the front 
steps. I would look on, fixed, somewhere between horror and fascination. I used to 
lie awake at night, terrified that "mad" Barbara was burrowing into our house. 
Terrified that the earth tremors, caused by underground explosions from the local 
coal mines, were Barbara coming to take me away. On the school playgrounds and 
in the streets, children divided themselves into prisoners and wardens, the sane and 
the insane. We tormented the labeled. We tormented each other. 

I heard my mother scream at my father that he was driving her mad. I heard my 
mother scream at my sisters that we were all driving her mad. I overheard frag­
mented conversations between my mother and other women. I saw movies on tele­
vision about women: women accused of inheriting their mother's madness. Were 
all women potentially mad? Would my mother, my sisters-would I myself-end 
up behind the wall? I gradually realized, after many years of observing women enter 
and re-enter asylums, how fragile is the line separating the sane from the insane, 
how telling the stains of insanity, visible upon the surfaces of women's bodies. For 
a woman, it seemed as though the inside-and-outside distinction was contingent. 
The weave of her dress, the perception of her desires and maternal inclinations de­
termined when, how, and if she might be put away. 

A series of nineteenth-century photographs and case histories of women diag­
nosed as hysterical and insane confronted me twenty years later while researching 
at the New York Psychiatric Institute. Twisted bodies and faces, simultaneously gaz­
ing inward and outward, appeared frozen-stilled at the instant of misrecognition. 
Sitting and standing before the camera, coerced by the mechanical power of their 
own reflected images, they submitted: they were, finally, what they had become. 
Hysterical. 

Accumulations of evidence jolt the fragile strata of memory, demanding expo­
sure. Words and images form to name the raw, uncovered appearances of sadness 
and anger. I had found what was inextricably bound and connected to my own past 
and present. In rewriting their stories I was rewriting my own. 


























