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DRAMATURG’S NOTE 
The term “bluestocking” as it appears throughout Jessica Swale’s play carries a variety of connotations. At best, it 
refers to a young English woman in pursuit of high education. At worst, it is a pejorative used to diminish female  
learners and cast them as selfish, cold, and sexless gender outlaws who have abandoned motherhood and housewifery in 
favor of the fruitless pursuit of knowledge. These misogynist implications, however, were not yet fastened to the term 
when it originated some 150 years prior to the play’s events. In the mid-eighteenth century, “bluestocking” was used 
to describe members of informal discussion circles known as the Blue Stockings Society. Their meetings, organized by 
Elizabeth Montagu, Elizabeth Vesey, Frances Boscawen, and other wealthy female intellectuals, were held in cultural 
centers such as London, Bath, and Dublin, and welcomed both women and men and interested in critiquing literature 
and debating politics. As historians Nicole Pohl and Betty A. Schellenberg observe, these meetings resembled French 
salons and “differed from the traditional card-playing gatherings by nurturing intellectual pursuits, polite conversation,  
philanthropic projects, and publishing ventures.” 1  Because the society meetings were noted for their relaxed atmosphere, 
“bluestocking” came to signify distance from formal learning. Attendees did not dress in their finest clothes. Informal 
blue stockings (as opposed to more ceremonious black stockings) were allowed and encouraged.

Despite their initial popularity throughout the United Kingdom, regular meetings of the Blue Stocking Society began to 
dwindle after 30 years. Even as the discussion circles disappeared, the term “bluestocking” endured and continued to 
indicate a notable gap between women’s intellectual pursuits and a formal university education, particularly as women 
continued to advance their own scholarly interests. As Pohl and Schellberg observe, the term “bluestocking” came 
to resemble an epithet for “a dangerously intellectual woman.”2 Unsurprisingly, this connotation coincided with the 
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early feminist movement and the fact that educational opportunities for women were gradually increasing in quantity 
and scope. Following the publication of texts such as John Stuart Mill’s The Subjection of Women (1869) and Mary 
Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), a handful of universities opened their public lectures  to 
women. Girton College of Cambridge, the primary setting of our play, opened its doors to women in 1869 and a small 
number of institutions including Newham College, London University, and Victoria University followed suit. In each of 
these cases, however, women were kept at a marked geographic and curricular distance from their male counterparts. 
(It is worth noting that American universities, including Bucknell, had been admitting and graduating women since 
the 1830s.) Jessica Swale’s play seeks to highlight this divide. The journey that Tess, Celia, Carolyn, and Maeve embark 
upon, while frequently empowering, celebratory, and romantic is also a stark reminder of the systemic inequities that 
have undergirded higher education (and nearly every other profession) for centuries. Even so, the playwright arguably 
reclaims the term “bluestockings” and transforms it from an expression of derision to a mark of perseverance.
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DEDICATION
Our production of Blue Stockings is dedicated to Phi Beta Kappa and  

summa cum laude alumna, Jane Brown Maas ’53. 
Deeply influenced by her friends, Harvey and Betsy Powers, Jane was devoted to  

Cap and Dagger and the Theatre Program. She began her career at Bucknell as an active English major  
nurtured in theatre and continued to support the program’s development into the Department of Theatre  

and Dance. Jane’s gift in honor of Betsy literally made our “back door” accessible to everyone. 

Jane was a pioneering woman in advertising who lead the “I Love New York” tourism campaign. As Jane  
notes in her 2012 memoir, Mad Women: The Other Side of Life on Madison Avenue in the ’60s and Beyond, 

“Yes, all of these men are the fathers, but I can look you straight in the eye and tell you that I am its only  
mother.”  Jane’s loyalty brought her back to Bucknell as a member of the Board of Trustees and a member  

of the Steering Committee for the Association for the Arts.

Enjoy seeing photographs of plays in which Jane performed and directed in the lobby.
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