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Abstract 
  

 This thesis is an investigation of the public life of the Australian dramatic soprano 

Marjorie Florence Lawrence (b. Deans Marsh, Victoria 1907 – d. Little Rock, Arkansas 1979). 

Lawrence, who begun her professional stage career in Monte Carlo in 1932, was permanently 

paralysed from the waist down in 1941 after contracting poliomyelitis (at the time better known 

as infantile paralysis, now commonly referred to as polio). Despite the considerable challenges 

facing performers with disability in the pre-disability right era, Lawrence continued to perform 

in staged operas, concerts, and troop tours around the world. Lawrence published her 

autobiography in 1949, several decades before the end of her performing career and several 

years before the beginning of her first teaching position. Given that the basic biography of the 

singer is still relatively unknown the thesis starts with a brief outline of Lawrence’s biography, 

focusing on the years leading up to her paralysis. Chapter 1 examines her position as a role 

model and ambassador for people with a disability in the United States in the wake of several 

polio epidemics and an influx of returned servicemen with war injuries. Her affiliation with 

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt is also explored in conjunction with an analysis the 

solutions Lawrence used to enable her return to the stage. Chapter 2 focuses on the complexity 

of her public persona and behaviours in the context of the ‘prima donna’ and ‘diva’ 

categorisations often used in literature concerning the biography of female opera singers. To 

investigate this, a case study of Lawrence’s interactions with high ranking military and civilian 

officials during her 1944 troop is used. Chapter 3 is a documentation and reflection on the 

previously under-researched topic of Lawrence’s role as a university professor at Southern 

Illinois University, particularly regarding the production of Joplin’s Treemonisha. Research in 

this thesis is based on archival documents, historical news sources and on new interviews with 

colleagues and students of Lawrence and family members. This research, conducted in situ 

across Australia and the United States, allows a more-rounded perspective on perceptions of 

Lawrence’s career, teaching and personal interactions and introduces Lawrence’s own voice 

through her letters. 
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A Note on Language 

 

When distinctions in diversity are required, I shall take an intersectional feminist approach to 

the definitions used for delineation of race, gender, sexuality and disability, with the following 

qualifications:  

 1) As most sources cited in this work’s discussion of disability studies use the terms 

‘people with disability’ and ‘disabled people’ interchangeably (disabled authors and non-

disabled authors alike), this thesis shall do likewise. The term ‘differently-abled’ has not been 

used given that most the literature reviewed does not refer to it.  

 2) When referring to people of colour with African heritage living in the United States, I 

have chosen to use the term ‘black’ given its widely accepted and preferred use in 

contemporary North American Black culture. The term ‘African-American’ is used only in 

direct quotations. Unless otherwise specified, ‘people/person of colour’ has been used to refer 

to non-ethnically-white individuals.  

 3) Given the sensibilities of the time period of Western history under investigation (1920s 

to 1970s), my discussion of ‘gender’ refers to the dated heteronormative binary classification.   

 On a further language note: ‘America’ refers to the United States unless otherwise 

specified. Errors and US spellings in direct quotes have been preserved, similarly US spellings 

of proper nouns (Marjorie Lawrence Opera Theater, for example).  Transcriptions of telegrams 

in particular maintain the texts’ original grammar, including quotation and punctuation marks. 

The exception to this is the typical telegram ‘STOP’ where I have chosen to use full stops. 

  



 

 

 

In Relative Context 

  

In the interest of proper scholarly practice, I shall disclose my relation to Marjorie Lawrence: 

she is my great-great-aunt. I am also related to several of the interviewees of this research. 

Marjorie Lawrence’s eldest brother, Lindsay William Lawrence (1899–1979) was my great-

grandfather. My great-grandmother Yvonne Arundel Lawrence (1906–2008; née Batson) was 

close friends with Marjorie Lawrence during their childhood and young adulthood and later 

married Lindsay Lawrence. Their second child is my grandmother, Marjorie Elizabeth Lilian 

Lincoln (b.1933, née Lawrence). Her eldest child, Judith Marjorie Lincoln (b. 1958), is my 

mother. It is no coincidence that ‘Marjorie’ is a family name; at last count at least five members 

of my extended family are named after their famous operatic relative.  

 I believe this connection to be more advantageous than disadvantageous for the aims of 

this research as other scholars may not have the access I do to the living memories of these 

people. ‘Auntie Marge’ passed away in 1979 and I was not born until 1993. Given the time and 

genetic distance between myself and my subject, I believe my research can be reasonably 

objective. Similarly, as I am not a direct descendant of Marjorie Lawrence (she had no children), 

I do not stand to gain anything other than research material from this family connection. 

 The VCA and MCM Human Ethics Advisory Group has approved this study (Ethics ID: 

1647998.1) as a Minimal Risk Project on 25 October 2016.  
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Introduction: Opera, Publicity, Disability 

 

Unheralded she came and by her own brains, musical qualities and histrionic 

powers won for herself and Australia a place in the musical world. 

 

Louise Hanson-Dyer on Marjorie Lawrence 

The Herald (Melbourne), 2 September 1933 

 

The names of Nellie Melba (1861–1931) and Joan Sutherland (1926–2010) dominate 

Australian opera history and popularly mark the beginning and end of a notable period of 

Australian operatic success. As recently as September 2016, international music label Decca 

released an album, From Melba to Sutherland: Australian Singers on Record, in celebration of 

this era.1 Sandwiched between these two personalities are two recordings of the dramatic 

soprano Marjorie Lawrence (1907–1979).2  

 Lawrence’s name may not instantly conjure the same cultural significance as those of 

Melba or Sutherland, yet her life bridged and, in a way, connected the careers of both. Though 

she (unsuccessfully) auditioned for a place as Melba’s student in 1928, throughout her life she 

cited Melba as one of her early inspirations.3 The small regional community where Lawrence 

grew up proudly referred to her as ‘our little Melba’.4 Sutherland in turn not only claimed 

Lawrence as a significant influence, she also reported as having visited Lawrence at her ranch 

in Arkansas.5 During her career Lawrence was lauded as ‘the only Isolde in the world who 

[could] sing Wagner’s score [of Tristan und Isolde] through without any cuts’.6 The conductor 

Sir Thomas Beecham was recorded as calling her ‘the greatest living dramatic soprano’.7 She 

may have been the first solo artist to perform Wagner in Berlin after the fall of the Third Reich.8 

                                                           
1 From Melba To Sutherland: Australian Singers on Record (Decca, New York, 2016). 
2 An excerpt of ‘The Immolation Scene’ from Wagner’s Götterdämmerung and Rachmaninov’s Floods of Spring. 

From Melba To Sutherland: Australian Singers on Record, 2016. 
3 Marjorie Lawrence, Interrupted Melody: The Story of My Life (Sydney: Invincible Press, 1949), 26–27, 56. 
4 Ibid., 24. 
5 Sussane Towers recounted being invited to visit Lawrence while ‘Joan and Richard’ were staying. She was too 

nervous to accept the invitation. Sussane Towers, interviewed by E.A. Lincoln-Hyde, phone interview, 15 May 

2017. 
6 This is certainly an exaggerated assessment, yet is often quoted in biographical materials concerning Lawrence. 

‘Much Will, And Can, Be Said of Marjorie Lawrence’, The Argus, 26 July 1944. 
7 John Wheeler et al., Commonwealth Jubilee Celebrations 1951 Official Concert Program, 14 June 1951, NLQ 

C734, National Library of Australia, Canberra. 
8 As discussed previously by the author in E.A. Lincoln-Hyde, ‘Marjorie Lawrence’s Australian and European 

Troop Tours, 1944–1946’ (Honours Thesis, The University of Melbourne, 2016). Most of the Australian news, 

TIME and LIFE magazine articles used in the 2016 thesis were used again in this work. However, the vast majority 

of primary sources collated for this thesis was done so during the assigned research and writing period. 
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For an artists with such significant career highlights, the question as to why Lawrence is not 

present in the narrative of Australian music history is inevitably asked.  

 The answer is most likely a combination of factors. The fading of Lawrence’s cultural 

memory may be due to her comparatively short time at the pinnacle of her career as a stage 

artist with the Paris Opéra and the Metropolitan Opera, a ten year period at best. It could be 

that her immigration to the US in the mid-1930s prevented her presence from embedding itself 

in the contemporary Australian musical landscape. Similarly, her choice to concentrate her 

efforts on the musical output of teenagers and young adults in small Southern communities in 

the US for the last two decades of her life may have meant her former national and international 

presence passed new generations of performers and audiences by. It could be that the world 

didn’t want to remember a soprano in a wheelchair whose artistic output was tempered by the 

intrinsic ableism of the classical music canon (see Chapter 3).  

 Lawrence’s artistic and social significance to the musical legacy of Australia is a fruitful 

subject worthy of far greater study. Though this singer is today often lost in the milieu of 

successful Australians the operatic world has seen over the course of the last century, it is my 

contention that Lawrence deserves as much attention for social exploits as for her musical ones. 

The aim of this thesis is to re-contextualise Lawrence’s public personality through the lens of 

several pertinent social issues of the twentieth century. This shall be done by highlighting the 

intersections of her identity as a proudly Australian-born artist, a disabled celebrity functioning 

in a pre-disability rights era, and a teacher working closely with underrepresented racial and 

socioeconomic groups in the American South at the height of the Sundown Town era.  

 There is limited secondary literature concerning Lawrence’s biography, hence literature 

reviewed for this thesis has been highly interdisciplinary in nature. Betty O’Brien in 2005 

completed a Master’s Thesis at The University of Melbourne entitled Marjorie Lawrence: Her 

Australian Concert Tours 1939–1951 and published an article in the Victorian Historical 

Journal using similar sources in 2008.9 A biography by Richard Davis was published in 2012. 

Where possible, this thesis shall avoid reference to the Davis text as the sources of the 

information used are often unclear and in some cases misquoted. It is also acknowledged that 

this biography was written with a broader readership in mind than the historical musicology 

                                                           
9 Betty T. O’Brien, ‘Marjorie Lawrence: Her Australian Concert Tours 1939–1951’, (Masters Thesis, University 

of Melbourne, 2005); Betty T. O'Brien, 'Marjorie Lawrence: Her Controversial First Australian Concert Tour', 

Victorian Historical Journal 79 (2008): 122-33; Richard Davis, Wotan’s Daughter: The Life of Marjorie 

Lawrence (South Australia: Wakefield Press, 2012).  
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community. The bulk of the research used in my thesis is drawn from qualitative archival 

analysis and previously uncollected ethnographic interviews.  

 In order to collect my interview material I tracked down family members and former 

students of Lawrence, as well as people with significant performance memories of the singer, 

via the Returned and Services League of Australia, several university alumni associations, and 

sometimes by ringing every possible name in the relevant area phone book. Given the age and 

economic circumstances of many participants, it was practical to collect most interviews in 

person. In combination with archive consultations, data collection for my work required two 

significant periods of travel. First, in December 2016 I drove from Melbourne, to Sydney, to 

Broken Hill, to Adelaide, to Gippsland. Then, from January to May 2017 I based myself in 

Champaign-Urbana, Illinois and from there bussed, flew, and trained to interviews and archive 

sources in Arkansas, New York City, Florida and Southern Illinois. To collect my archival data 

I first consulted online archives such as the National Library of Australia and Gallica and 

ProQuest Historical Newspapers. The majority of my archive data, however, was collected in 

person in Melbourne, Canberra, Sydney, New York and Carbondale, Illinois. During this data 

collection I digitized over thirty thousand documents in the Marjorie Lawrence Papers held at 

Southern Illinois University and had released for public viewing several military folders 

previously marked ‘sensitive’ held in the National Archives of Australia in Sydney. From the 

materials collected thus, I have extrapolated into three chapter several key themes in the public 

life of Marjorie Lawrence relevant to the scope and object of this thesis. 

 Chapter 1 explores Lawrence’s life as a disabled performer and media celebrity during 

and immediately after Second World War (WWII, 1939–1945) with a focus on the parallel life 

of a similarly disabled celebrity, United States President, Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR). 

Chapter 2 explores Lawrence’s exploitation of the ‘prima donna’ and ‘diva’ female opera 

singer behaviours in contrast with her near-contemporaries in the terms defined by Rachel 

Cowgill and Hilary Poriss.10 This chapter shall build a more nuanced understanding of these 

terms through exploring Lawrence’s use of both ‘prima donna’ and ‘diva’ behaviours during 

her Australian troop tour in 1944. Chapter 3 details the previously under researched final two 

decades of Lawrence’s professional life  as a private and tertiary educator with an emphasis on 

her role in producing one of the earliest productions of Scott Joplin’s all-black opera 

Treemonisha. As knowledge of the major events of Lawrence’s biography is still relatively 

                                                           
10 Rachel Cowgill and Hilary Poriss, eds., The Arts of the Prima Donna in the Long Nineteenth Century (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2012). 
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uncommon, for context to this thesis, the following biographical section shall focus on the 

years leading up to the decades in focus during Chapters 1, 2 and 3 (from 1941 to 1973) as well 

as some of the major events in Lawrence’s final years. 

Biography in Brief 

 Marjorie Florence Lawrence was born in 1907 in Deans Marsh, a small rural town in the 

western districts of Victoria, Australia.11 Her parents, both first-generation English Australians, 

William and Elizabeth Lawrence (née Smith) had met at their local Anglican church, St Pauls, 

where Elizabeth was the organist.12 The pair married in 1898 and had six children from seven 

pregnancies before Elizabeth died in 1909 after a complication with her final childbirth.13 In an 

era when most rural entertainment was accompanied by music, the Lawrence and Smith 

families were renowned in their community for being particularly musically inclined. 

According to Marjorie Lawrence’s autobiography, William and his offspring all had ‘good 

voices’ and he insisted that each of his children learn an instrument.14 Lawrence recounted that 

her favourite activity in her teenage years was to ‘tear over the paddocks like a fury’, bareback 

on one of family’s better horses, singing at the top of her voice.15  

 It was the Reverend Allan J. Pearce who first taught the younger members of the 

Lawrence family that there was ‘quite a deal [more] to learn about singing and music in general’ 

when he became the pastor of the Dean’s Marsh Anglican congregation in 1917.16 Within days 

of arriving Pearce had ‘round[ed] up’ four out of six Lawrence offspring, including Marjorie, 

for his new choir. 17  The Lawrences frequently filled the solo parts for the ensemble and 

Marjorie especially began to be lauded for her strong soprano voice. In 1923 Marjorie asked 

her father for money to go to Melbourne and engage a singing tutor.18 Allegedly, William was 

shocked at the idea of her musical talents extending beyond the family home and church and 

‘raged’ that ‘no daughter of his was going to be on the stage’.19  

                                                           
11  The Grove Dictionary Online incorrectly lists Lawrence’s birth year as 1909, though the sources which 

Schauensee and Blyth used for their article list her birth as 1907. Max de Schauensee and Alan Blyth, ‘Lawrence, 

Marjorie (Florence)’, Grove Music Online, 1 May, 2017, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic; John 

Rockwell, ‘Marjorie Lawrence, Wagnerian Soprano, Dead at 71’, The New York Times, 15 January 1979. 
12Richard Davis, Wotan’s Daughter, 2. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 15. 
15 Ibid., 18. 
16 Davis, Wotan’s Daughter, 6. 
17 Lawrence is referred to by her first name in some passages in order to distinguish her from other family 

members. Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 16. 
18 Davis, Wotan’s Daughter, 9. 
19 Accounts from surviving family members, however, gathered over the course of this research suggest William 

and his eldest son Lindsay were not as disapproving as Lawrence’s autobiography made them out to be (see thesis 

Conclusion). Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 21. 
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 On 19 February 1925, two days after Marjorie’s eighteenth birthday and thus beyond the 

legal power of her father, she and her third eldest brother Percy ‘ran away’ to Melbourne chiefly 

to pursue Marjorie’s singing career.20 Within a week she had presented herself to the well-

known Melbourne voice teacher Ivor Boustead, been accepted as one of his students and 

secured herself a job in a small dress-making factory.21 In 1926 Boustead entered Lawrence in 

her first singing competition.22 In 1928 Lawrence won all fourteen sections she entered at the 

Geelong Eisteddfod including an event funded by the Sun-Pictorial newspaper.23 This section 

boasted a large cash prize, which was enough to make her ambition of studying in Paris a 

reality.24 On 23 October 1928 Lawrence was on her way to Paris aboard the steamer Jervis 

Bay.25  

 In November 1928 Lawrence was introduced to the Parisian voice teacher Cécile Gilly 

by Australian tenor John Brownlee (1900–1969), a mutual student of Ivor Boustead.26 From 

1930 to 1931, under Gilly’s tutelage, Lawrence learnt her first complete Wagner roles: 

Elizabeth from Tannhäuser, Bragäne from Tristan und Isolde, Kundry from Parsifal and 

Brünnhilde from Siegfried.27 Lawrence made her stage debut as Elizabeth in a production of 

Tannhäuser with the Monte Carlo Opera on 21 January 1932.28  Within a year she was engaged 

by the Paris Opéra and debuted with them as Ortrud in Wagner’s Lohengrin on 25 February 

1933.29 On 9 April she premiered her first Brünnhilde from Die Walküre after which she was 

given various principal roles, Wagnerian and otherwise, with the Opéra until the end of 1934.  

At this time she secured a contract with the Metropolitan Opera Company, New York and 

                                                           
20 According to Lawrence, the idea of studying in Paris had been put in her head by an anonymous travelling piano 

salesmen who had stopped over in Winchelsea a few years previously. Ibid., 20–21. 
21 Ibid., 27–28. 
22 Basic biographical information concerning Ivor Boustead has not been found in the course of this research. 

Davis, Wotan’s Daughter, 16. 
23 This competition series became the Herald Sun Aria competition which still exists today. ‘Herald Sun Aria’, 1 

November, 2017, https://royalsouthstreet.com.au/competition/herald-sun-aria/; Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 

42. 
24 Ibid., 39. 
25 Lawrence incorrectly recalled the name of the vessel as Hobson’s Bay. The Daily Commercial News and 

Shipping List from 24 October, 1928 shows that the Hobson’s Bay was due to leave London for Fremantle, 

Western Australia on October 30. The Jervis Bay stopped to collect passengers from Melbourne on 23 October, 

having left Brisbane bound for London on 14 October. Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 25; ‘Shipping Review', 

Daily Commercial News and Shipping List, 24 October 1928.  
26 Aside from the fact that she was married to the baritone Dihn Gilly (1877–1940), basic biographical information 

for Cécile Gilly has not been found during the course of this research. Harold Barnes, ‘Gilly, Dihn’, Grove Music 

Online, 1 December, 2017, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic. 
27 Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, Ibid., 47. 
28 Ibid., 51–52. 
29 A versatile artist, Lawrence often sang the contralto role of Ortrud in Wagner’s Lohengrin. Ibid., 66. 
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debuted with them as Brünnhilde in the Die Walküre on 18 December 1935.30 Olin Downes, 

critic for The New York Times, noted in the following day’s edition that  

Lawrence’s whole personality seems exceptionally suited to legendary 

Wagnerian roles. … Here is a young artist, tremendously in earnest, intelligent 

and of a consumingly dramatic temperament, who seems to have everything 

before her.31  

It was her premiere of Brünnhilde in Götterdämmerung several weeks later on 11 January 1936, 

however, that ultimately first took Lawrence’s name beyond the intimate world of opera.32  

 Lawrence had noted in the score of Götterdämmerung that Wagner directed Brünnhilde 

to mount her steed, Grane, and ride into the famous funeral pyre in the final scene of the opera.33 

She suggested this version of the staging, but the Met’s stage manager Leopold Sasche and 

leading conductor Artur Bodansky forbade it.34 With the assistance of her brother Percy (now 

known as Cyril and working as his sister’s manager) as horse handler, Lawrence defied the 

management and on opening night followed through with her vision. 

The brief pause came in Brünnhilde’s singing. On surged the orchestra. 

Cyril led Grane to me and I vaulted astride. I took up the music right on 

the beat, noting with relief that Bodansky had kept his head. I sang the final 

soaring phrases, kicked my heels into the horse’s flanks and, with right 

arm extended toward the heavens, galloped into the flames.35 

 Lawrence remained one of the Metropolitan’s leading sopranos whilst also pursuing 

work across America and Europe for the next four years. Though two of her most well-known 

roles were the Die Walküre and Götterdämmerung Brünnhildes, Lawrence had already 

premiered another of her major career roles, the title role of Strauss’ Salome, in concert with 

the Pasdeloup Orchestra conducted by Phillipe Gaubert and with the Paris Opéra both in 1935.36 

Paris critics wrote of her premiere that she rivalled no one in her interpretation of the role (see 

                                                           
30Davis claims that this contract spanned the 1934–35 season; yet the timings of Lawrence’s performances would 

suggest that she was actually engaged for the 1935–36 season. Lawrence also says as much this on the first page 

of her autobiography. Davis, Wotan’s Daughter, 70; Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 1, 116.  
31 Olin Downes, ‘Walkuere Offers Soprano in Debut', The New York Times, 19 December 1935. 
32 Olin Downes, ‘Miss Lawrence Thrills Audience’, The New York Times, 12 January 1936. 
33 Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 2. 
34 Ibid., 2–3. 
35 Ibid., 4. 
36 Ibid., 81. 
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Chapter 2).37 Her reputation for performing Strauss’s Salome and later Elektra in the decades 

to come cemented Lawrence’s name as a Strauss as well as Wagner specialist.38   

 In 1938 Lawrence was invited to sing at the Waldoper in Sopot (known as the ‘Bayreuth 

of the North’). 39  Lawrence states that she was invited to return for the following year’s 

Waldoper and the Bayreuth season.40 With the outbreak of war in September 1939, however, 

she made alternate plans for a homecoming tour of Australia (Figure 1). Lawrence started this 

tour on 16 June 1939 not in Melbourne or Sydney but in her small home town of Winchelsea 

in the venue built by her father in anticipation of his daughter’s homecoming, the Globe 

Theatre.41 A critic reviewing the final concert of this tour described Lawrence’s final aria, 

Brünnhilde’s Immolation Scene from Götterdämmerung, as ‘rous[ing] her hearers to a 

furore’.42 None then could have predicted the direction of this singer’s life would soon take. 

 Before this tour Lawrence had already been renewed her contract at the Met for 1940–

1941. Several months into this season she met her future husband, an American health 

practitioner, Thomas ‘Tom’ Michael King (1907–1985). They married on 29 March 1941, 

which also meant Lawrence became a citizen of the US at this time.43 In April 1941 Lawrence 

travelled to Mexico to attend rehearsals for her role as Brünnhilde in Die Walküre with the 

newly formed Mexican National Opera.44  Having married King on 29 March 1941, this trip 

was to double as a honeymoon for the couple. It was during this new company’s first rehearsal 

with Lawrence in their Mexico City theatre that she collapsed mid-stage. Unable to stand, she 

was immediately taken back to her hotel. By the next morning her entire body was paralysed. 

The official diagnosis was poliomyelitis, better known at the time as infantile paralysis and 

now as polio. Over the next eighteen months she would regain the use of torso and limbs from 

the waist up and, to most critics’ ears, the full power of her voice. However, she would never 

walk again and used a wheelchair for the rest of her life (Figure 2). On 27 December 1942 

                                                           
37 Pierre-Octave Ferroud ‘Marjorie Lawrence’, Paris Soir, 20 January 1934.   
38 Lawrence first sang Elektra with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra conducted by Artur Rodzinsky on three 

consecutive nights in December 1947. Chicago Symphony Orchestra 1947–1948 Season Program, 1947, Chicago 

Symphony Orchestra Archives, Chicago. 
39 Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 123. 
40 Ibid., 142. 
41  Unfortunately, her father had passed away on Christmas Day 1929 and was unable to witness his daughter’s 

triumphant return. ‘Great Welcome Home at Winchelsea’, The Geelong Advertiser, 17 June 1939. 
42 Thorold Waters quoted in O’Brien, ‘Marjorie Lawrence: Her Australian Concert Tours 1939–1951’, 38. 
43 Ibid., 151. 
44 Davis, Wotan’s Daughter, 153. 
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Lawrence returned to the Metropolitan stage for which Life magazine published a photographic 

report on 22 January 1943.45  

 The aftermath of the global polio epidemic of the previous decade, the 1930s, was still 

of particular public concern at this time.46 Lawrence’s existing celebrity status highlighted the 

ongoing plight of polio survivors in the US especially. The US President Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt (1882–1945) was also a polio survivor and the US’s first visibly disabled president. 

Lawrence’s first charity concerts and appearances centred on appeals for polio victims which 

meant, in combination with her well-publicised (though perhaps in reality, tenuous) association 

with the Roosevelts, her services were eagerly welcomed by the United Services Organisation 

(USO) when she offered them.47 She described herself as being ‘possessed with a burning 

desire to make my contribution to the war effort’.48 Of her first engagement singing to troops 

at Fort Hancock, New York, Lawrence is reported as exclaiming, ‘the boys like me. I’m so 

happy I could cry!’49  

 Lawrence described her efforts to get as close to the battlefields as possible thus: 

At first the army was very reluctant to send me and my wheelchair to the 

battlefronts, saying I could expect no special consideration if I did go 

abroad. … But I could not be fobbed off! Whenever I got close enough to 

anyone with influence – American, Australian, English – I submitted them 

to what Australians call an earbashing and begged them to pull whatever 

strings needed pulling to get me overseas.50 

Lawrence continued to appear at camps and hospitals across the United States during 1943. 

She even made a recording of songs for Columbia label entitled Marjorie Lawrence’s Records 

for Fighting Men.51 These continued activities eventually led to the Australian Government 

                                                           
45 Naomi Rogers erroneously claims in her work Polio Wars: Sister Kenny and the Golden Age of American 

Medicine that Lawrence never again sang on the opera stage after succumbing to polio in 1941. Rogers even 

claims that ‘neither the director of the Metropolitan Opera or any other opera company believed audiences would 

be comfortable with her visible disability’. No primary evidence has been found to support this claim in the course 

of this dissertation’s research. Naomi Rogers, Polio Wars: Sister Kenny and the Golden Age of American Medicine 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 157; ‘'Lawrence Sings: Crippled Soprano Makes Her Opera 

Comeback’, Life, 8 February 1943. 
46 Rogers, Polio Wars, 7. 
47 The entertainment arm of the US military. Ibid., 189. 
48 Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 208. 
49 This would become a familiar sentiment with Lawrence, The Australian Women’s Weekly even publishing an 

article detailing her 1944 Australian troop tour with this exact wording for the title. Gordon de Lisle, ‘The Boys 

like Me - I’m so Happy I Could Cry’, The Australian Women’s Weekly, 12 August 1944.  
50 Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 208. 
51 This record was marketed in Australia as Marjorie Lawrence Sings for the Boys. Ibid., 190. 
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extending an invitation to Lawrence in 1943 for a tour of army bases and hospitals in the north 

of Australia in 1944.52 This began a series of international troop tours until 1947. As will be 

discussed indirectly in Chapters 1 and 2, Lawrence’s war activities were successful both 

musically and publicity wise.  

 Following the Allied victory in WWII, Lawrence performed a concert in conjunction 

with the recently re-banded Berlin Philharmonic at the Titania Palace in December 1947 to a 

full house of Allied and Soviet personnel to great acclaim.53 Time magazine published an article 

stating that, thanks to Lawrence’s performance of works by Wagner in this concert, the 

composer had been ‘officially denazified’.54 In 1949 Lawrence published her autobiography 

Interrupted Melody: The Story of My Life. In reality this was shadow-written from Lawrence’s 

notes by the journalist and critic Charles Buttrose, who remained uncredited.55  Lawrence 

returned to Australia in 1949 as part of the publicity for her book. Soon after its release, Metro-

Goldwyn-Mayer bought the rights to Lawrence’s book and began work on a biopic. This 

launched a series of successful national concert tours in the US which was followed by a return 

tour of Australia for the National Jubilee celebrations in 1951. Among other engagements, 

Lawrence performed the National Anthem on the steps of (now) Old Parliament House for the 

1951 opening session.56 In 1955 MGM released their film of Lawrence under the same title as 

her ‘autobiography’ (see Chapter 2).57  

 The previous year in 1954 Lawrence had begun teaching voice and hosting her annual 

Summer Opera Workshops at her ranch in Arkansas. She began teaching as a university 

professor in 1958 and continued these activities and her national US tours for the next two 

decades (see Chapter 3). On her fourth return to Australia in 1966 she toured the construction 

site of the Sydney Opera House and headlined the final Sidney Myer Music Bowl concert of 

the season in Melbourne to an audience of 100,000.58 In 1973, having spent fifteen years in 

tertiary education, Lawrence retired from teaching but carried on her annual Summer Opera 

Workshops for several more years. Her final return to Australia in 1976 was jointly organised 

                                                           
52 Secretary of the Department of Defence, letter to the Secretary of the Prime Minister, 16 June 1943. 1535/1/4, 

National Archives of Australia, Canberra. 
53 Further elaboration on this subject can be found in E.A. Lincoln-Hyde, ‘Marjorie Lawrence’s Australian and 

European Troop Tours, 1944–1946’ (Honours Thesis, The University of Melbourne, 2016). 
54 ‘Lawrence in Berlin’, Time, 13 January 1947. 
55  Buttrose was never officially credited for his work in creating Interrupted Melody, and (in somewhat 

understandable spite) would later claim that Lawrence was not a true dramatic soprano but 'a mezzo capable of 

singing an occasional spectacular high note’. Buttrose quoted in Charles Buttrose, Words & Music (Sydney: 

Angus & Robertson, 1984), 8. 
56 Letter from Prime Minister’s Department, 18 May 1951. FM317/1/6, NAA (Canberra). 
57 Curtis Bernhardt, Interrupted Melody (Beverly Hills: Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, 1955), film. 
58 Linda Phillips, ‘100,000 Heard Marjorie Lawrence Sing At Bowl’, The Sun, n.d. 1966. 
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by her husband King and by the television station Channel 9 for an episode of This is Your 

Life.59 In 1977 Lawrence was made a Commander of the British Empire for service to the 

performing arts.60 On 13 January 1979, Lawrence passed away at Little Rock, Arkansas just an 

hour’s drive from her home of nearly forty years – Harmony Hills Ranch, Hot Springs, 

Arkansas. She was buried in Greenwood Cemetery, Hot Springs in a dual plot marked by a five 

by eight foot marble headstone. Her husband Tom King, passed away on 2 April 1985. The 

headstone makers, Dick and Wanda Holden, designed the monument ‘to be as imposing as 

possible’.61  Above Lawrence and King’s names is an English translation of quote attributed to 

the composer Puccini: ‘God – Love – Music – These have I lived for’.62 

 

 

                                                           
59 Ron Way, ‘This Is Your Life: Marjorie Lawrence’ (Sydney, 20 June 1976), National Sound and Film Archive  

(Melbourne); 32179. 
60 ‘Citation for the Appointment of Marjorie Lawrence as Commander of the Civil Division of of the Most 

Excellent Order of the British Empire’ (Commonwealth of Australia Governor General’s List of Honours and 

Awards 1977, 1 January 1977), 127/62/7, MLP. 
61 Dick Holden and Wanda Holden, interviewed by E.A. Lincoln-Hyde, Hot Springs, Arkansas, 7 April 2017. 
62 Wanda Holden stated that Lawrence chose the quote herself. This is most likely taken from Puccini’s Tosca 

aria: 'Vissi d’arte, vissi d’amore’. Though the line is more correctly translated as ‘Love and music, these have I 

lived for’. Lawrence sang this aria for her first professional audition for the Monte Carlo Opera in 1932. Holden 

and Holden, Lincoln-Hyde interview, 2017; Vissi d’Arte, Vissi d’Amore: From Tosca (New York: G. Ricordi, 

1909); Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 89–92. 

Left, Figure 1: Lawrence at Winchelsea (Victoria), 1939. Winchelsea Historical Society. 

Right, Figure 2: Lawrence several months after polio diagnosis in Miami Beach (Florida), 1941, Barbara Wood 

Papers. 
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Marjorie Lawrence, Polio, and the President: The Publicity of Disability 

 

Had she not had … polio, do you think she’d have gone a lot further? 

Well, she had reached quite a great height then. … One of the last things I heard 

her do was the end of Salome … and I mean, I don’t think you can go much 

beyond that. No, I don’t think so. I think she had really … reached her prime. 

Ellis Blain interviewing Henry Penn, 1974 

ABC Archives, Sydney 

 

Having overcome polio at the height of your career, what are your feelings 

about life now, how did that change you? 

Well…it probably made me a stronger person. … You know how I love to ride 

a horse, and dance and all of those things - … you find that you have to find 

other things to take their places. And I think perhaps the main thing of all is to 

really keep busy, and never lose your sense of humour. 

Interview with Marjorie Lawrence 9 June 1976 

ABC Archives, Sydney 

 

‘History’, states Anne Borsay, 

is missing a piece of the jigsaw in disability studies. Whereas the field has 

expanded from its origins in social theory … historical perspectives across the 

entire range of disabled person experience are virtually non-existent.1 

Comprehensive historical accounts of living day-to-day with disability are few and far between. 

One of the few areas in which disability is taken into consideration and indeed almost fetishized 

in historical narratives is, however, within the history of the cultural arts. These disability 

narratives resonate particularly within the Western classical music canon. As Michael 

Beckerman observes, especially when considering Western music of the nineteenth century:   

Whether we are speaking of Beethoven's deafness, Schumann's hand injury (or 

his mania, or his insanity), Chopin's tuberculosis, Dvořák’s agoraphobia, or 

Mussorgsky's 'nervous breakdown' and alcoholism, the very way we think of 

                                                           
1 Anne Borsay, ‘History, Power and Identity’, in Disability Studies Today, ed. Colin Barnes et al. (Cambridge: 

Polity Press; Blackwell Publishers, 2002), 98. 
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the meaning of sound may be inseparable from perceptions of disease, loss, and 

disability.2   

Weaving a narrative of disability into historical musical biography can affect the way the 

compositions and ultimately the live performances of classical artists are perceived. Though 

Beckerman’s examples concern primary composers, the trope of the ‘contract, suffer, conquer-

through-creativity’ narrative of disability extend to performers as well. The representation of 

disability in performing arts culture is far less common, especially when manifested 1) visibly, 

and 2) in a female artist. Though Marjorie Lawrence’s disability influenced her artistic identity, 

there are few documented historical examples of performing artists with disability to compare 

her with. It is the intention of this thesis overall, and this chapter more specifically, to start 

filling this lacuna.   

 Discussion surrounding the ‘preferred form and content of disability research’ has been 

a major question in the field of disability studies since its inception.3 According to Tom 

Shakespeare, Western social science recognises four general approaches to disability studies: 

the biological model, social model, ‘realist’ model, and cultural disability model.4 This latter 

field attempts to encompass all ‘arts’ and is often highly theoretical in nature. Included within 

the broader field of cultural disability studies is ‘music and disability studies’. As the 2016 

Oxford Handbook of Music and Disability Studies observes, much of the work in this area has 

until recently focused on the representation of disability in film, literature, and more recently 

dance choreography.5 As mentioned, though discussion of disability exists in the biographies 

of composers of classical music, a more holistic approach to various manifestations of 

disability in the Western classical tradition beyond this does not. In response to this, The Oxford 

Handbook of Music and Disability Studies aims to survey a broad array of subjects related to 

this innovative field.6 Many of the articles contained in this collection use highly theoretical 

concepts (such as ‘disabled’ readings of scores and plot devices) with few historical or 

                                                           
2 The Oxford Handbook of Music and Disability Studies, ed. Blake Howe, Stephanie Jensen-Moulton, Neil Lerner, 

and Joseph Straus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016); Michael Beckerman, ‘Oh, The Stories We Tell! 

Performance-Audience-Disability’, in The Oxford Handbook of Music and Disability Studies, ed. Howe et al., 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 296. 
3 Carol Thomas, Female Forms : Experiencing and Understanding Disability (Buckingham: Open University 

Press, 1999), 152. 
4 Tom Shakespeare, Disability Rights and Wrongs Revisited, Second Edition (London; New York: Routledge, 

2014), 4–5.  
5 There is also a decided North American emphasis – which this thesis too shall have given Lawrence’s residence 

in the US.  Blake Howe, Stephanie Jensen-Moulton, Neil Lerner, and Joseph Straus, ‘Introduction: Disability 

Studies in Music, Music in Disability Studies’, in The Oxford Handbook of Music and Disability Studies, ed. 

Howe et al., (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 7. 
6 Howe et al., The Oxford Handbook of Disability Studies. 
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contemporary examples of music practitioners living and performing with disabilities. As 

observed by Alejandro Téllez Vargas, the handbook offers little representation of research 

regarding the lives or public perception of performers with disability, physical or otherwise.7 

Of the issues raised in The Oxford Handbook of Music and Disability Studies there are, 

however, at least several which are relevant to this chapter.  

 Firstly, covert conventions of classical music generally indicate the able-bodiedness of 

the genre. That is, the subconscious decision of composers of the Western classical canon, and 

opera specifically in this case, is to write for able-bodied performers. As Howe et al. elaborate: 

Just as curbs and stairways permit the movements of some bodies while 

disabling those of others, so do certain conventions of music performance have 

the power to include and exclude. These conventions, constituting a 'constructed 

normalcy' of music performance, may audibly disable performers whose bodies 

do not conform. For example, musical instruments and scores - plus 

performance practice, or the cultural exception that they should be performed 

in a particular way - work together to imply the bodily shape of their intended 

performer.8 

The title role of Strauss’s Salome was not originally written for or intended to be staged by a 

paraplegic performer, Bach did not accommodate for one handed keyboard players in The Well-

Tempered Clavier, and Francesca Caccini was unlikely to have had any singers with severe 

facial deformities perform her works in the aesthetically-sensitive (and therefore similarly 

socially impairing) Medici court.  

 Secondly, disabilities can be visible or invisible in nature. For performers with non-

visible disabilities, ‘silencing disability’ is possible – if ironic given the auditory nature of the 

discipline.9 For instance, the disabilities of a professional clarinettist with chronic fatigue or a 

deaf percussionist can be effectively ‘silenced’ from the audience. Conversely, as discussed by 

Jessica Sternfeld in The Oxford Handbook of Music and Disability Studies, the presence, 

especially of visible disability, can be part of the artists’ appeal.10 For instance, Lawrence 

                                                           
7 Alejandro Alberto Téllez Vargas, ‘Able Performers, Defective Audiences : Disability and Music Performance’ 

(PhD Thesis, The University of Melbourne, 2016). 
8 Blake Howe, ‘Disabling Music Performance’, in The Oxford Handbook of Music and Disability Studies, ed. 

Blake Howe et al. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 197. 
9 Howe, 'Disabling Music Performance', 201. 
10 Jessica Sternfeld, ‘“Pitiful Creature of Darkness”: The Subhuman and the Superhuman in The Phantom of the 

Opera’, in The Oxford Handbook of Music and Disability Studies, ed. Blake Howe et al. (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2016), 803. 
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contracted and ‘conquered’ her paralysis in the US during WWII. As will be detailed in a 

moment, this period brought to light the sheer extent of disability present in the US population. 

Hence the era in which Lawrence acquired her visible disability meant her negotiation of this 

inherently able-bodied art form became part of her public and performance identity and, 

arguably, appeal.  

 This chapter analyses Lawrence’s early life as a performer after acquiring paraplegia, 

tracking her changing attitudes towards her physical condition throughout her lifetime, and  

places her in the broader narrative of polio survivors and disability rights during the term of 

FDR. This shall be done by examining Lawrence’s autobiographical account of her polio story 

in contrast with newspaper articles and archival documents pertaining to the public perception 

of Lawrence from the early 1940s onwards, particularly during WWII. This analysis will then 

be used to place Lawrence’s public narrative in the broader history of the origins of the 

disability rights movement in North America.  

The Soprano’s Polio 

 As discussed in the introduction to this thesis, Lawrence contracted what was diagnosed 

as polioin April 1941. According to her autobiography, Lawrence’s realisation of the long 

recovery process her illness would require dawned slowly over the weeks following her mid-

rehearsal collapse. Initially, she had hoped to be back singing at the Metropolitan by the 

opening of their 1941–42 season.11 After several months of complete paralysis, however, she 

began to see the reality of her body’s now different abilities: 

It was in these days that I abandoned hope of quick, complete recovery. Until 

then I had been able to convince myself that it would be a matter of only a few 

months before I would be back on my feet. I had never been ill. I was healthy, 

young and strong, I told myself, and could throw off this ghastly thing that had 

attacked me. The idea of my being a lifelong invalid was preposterous, 

unthinkable. A career like mine could not be stopped in mid-flight. Other people 

might go down and stay down to infantile paralysis but not me – Marjorie 

Lawrence. 12 

 Of particular poignancy was Lawrence’s opinion of her now disabled body, especially as 

her legs had given way during rehearsals for one of her principal roles, the Die Walküre 

                                                           
11 Marjorie Lawrence, Interrupted Melody,195. 
12 Ibid., 195. 
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Brünnhilde. Here she describes her despair at realising her body may never be capable of 

performing to the same level of physical control she had previously been so famed for (see 

Chapter 2): 

I tried to move my leaden limbs. There was the answer. I would not be going 

back [to the Met] this coming season. Those dead legs do the Salome dance! 

That awkward arm flaunt Brünnhilde’s shield! Those awkward fingers click 

Carmen’s castanets! This body lure a Tristan or a Scarpia! 13 

For a primarily auditory discipline, the appearance and movement of the voice’s vehicle – the 

physical body – was disconcertingly vital to Lawrence’s previous embodiment of her public 

and performance personas. Though she probably would not have considered it in the following 

terms, this could be interpreted as Lawrence coming to the realisation of how ableist her chosen 

art form was. 

 Fortunately for Lawrence and her public, her paralysis did not affect her diaphragm and 

chest muscles to the extent it did her lower torso and legs.14 After several months of slowly 

recovering the use of her upper body, Lawrence felt compelled to try singing again. Her 

husband, King, having purchased an upright piano for her, would bind Lawrence’s chest, legs 

and shoulders to a chair in order for her to sit at the keyboard. Though at first she was unable 

‘to take those big, quick gulps of breath a singer must’, for a short time at least she was able to 

sing.15 Her voice, ‘only a shadow of what it had been’, was as yet ‘substantial enough’ for her 

to envisage singing again.16 

 Lawrence’s recovery process could not be commented on without mentioning her 

Australian nurse, Sister Elizabeth Kenny. ‘A vigorous personality’, Kenny had kept the title 

‘Sister’ from her time in the Commonwealth Nursing Corps during the First World War (WWI, 

1914–1918).17 Her name is synonymous with stories of polio treatment across the Western 

world.18 ‘A tireless self-promoter, she crafted a larger-than-life image to match her imposing 

[physical] size’ and was certainly a match for Lawrence’s own famously vivacious 

personality.19 ‘For polio survivors in the 1940s and 1950s’, explain Silver and Wilson, ‘the 

memory of [Kenny’s] malodorous, wool hot packs, and painfully stretched muscles is almost 

                                                           
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid., 197. 
15 Ibid., 198. 
16 Ibid. 
17 David M. Oshinsky, Polio: An American Story (Oxford University Press, 2005), 74. 
18 Ibid., 74. 
19 Ibid. 
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universal’.20 Lawrence describes her first encounter with the nurse as ‘frightening’ due to the 

sheer forcefulness of the initial examination.21 However, she credits this method with having 

the most effect on her early recovery.22 Kenny’s method of daily stretches and application of 

heat-packs, according to Silver and Wilson, ‘marked a significant improvement in the treatment 

of polio patients’.23 Previously to this, the recommended treatment was complete rest and 

severe restriction of movement. Though the medical effectiveness of the ‘Kenny Method’ is 

still unclear, contemporary physicians commonly regard the psychological involvement of the 

patient in the Kenny rehabilitation process as having the most dramatic effect on recovery.24 

 Over the next eighteen months Lawrence steadily built up her physical strength and 

musical repertoire with concerts on radio, at the Manhattan Opera House and her first war 

benefit gala with the Metropolitan Opera Guild in September 1942.25  In November 1942, at 

the suggestion of fellow Australian singer John Brownlee, Lawrence was approached to 

perform at the Met. The event, a gala given in her honour on 27 December 1942, was directed 

by Sir Thomas Beecham. In it she sang an excerpt of Venus’s role from Wagner’s Tannhäuser. 

Lawrence performed to great acclaim reclining on a large shell-shaped divan. Her success 

elicited the first contracts for her re-launched career: three complete performances of 

Tannhäuser with the Metropolitan in their 1943-44 season. This vocal success was followed 

by financial ones, with concert engagements across the Americas. As Variety put it in February 

1943, Lawrence had ‘overcome the handicap of infantile paralysis to the extent [that she was] 

set for her biggest financial season’.26 The article continued, stating that 

[Lawrence had set] five Coca-Cola broadcasts at $2,500 [each], 10 concert dates 

for next season at an average of $1,175 each, and signed with the Columbia 

Recording Corp. Her concert tour in ’43–’44 include[d] two appearances with 

the Philly [Philadelphia] Orch[estra] in Washington and in N[ew] Y[ork] and 

engagements in Canada and Cuba. She [had] received bids from 14 major 

orchestras.27 

                                                           
20 Julie K. Silver and Daniel J. Wilson, Polio Voices: An Oral History from the American Polio Epidemics and 

Worldwide Eradication Efforts (Westport: Greenwood Publishing Group, 2007), 4. 
21 Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 193–94. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Silver and Wilson, Polio Voices, 4. 
24  Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 201. 
25 Davis, Wotan’s Daughter, 173–75. 
26 ‘Marjorie Lawrence’, Variety, 10 February 1943. 
27 2500.00 USD in 1943 is approximately 35000.00 USD in 2018. 1175.00 USD in 1943 is approximately 

16600.00 USD in 2018. This makes Lawrence’s income for the fifteen confirmed concert engagements reported 

by Variety equivalent to 341000.00 USD in 2018. Ibid. 



 

17 

 

 Reports of Lawrence’s polio across the Allied nations’ press during the early 1940s are 

intriguing examples of the use of pre disability rights era ‘handicap’ rhetoric and imagery. US 

newspapers reported on Lawrence’s return with headlines such as ‘Opera Star, Paralysis Victim, 

Sings Again’.28 The same Variety article that reported Lawrence’s financially lucrative 1943 

concert season described it as a ‘wheel-chair comeback’. 29  From the mid-1930s national 

fundraising drives utilised the president’s birthday for a series of ‘Birthday Balls’, organised 

to fund FDR’s own rehabilitation centre project at Warm Springs, Georgia.30 Articles reporting 

Lawrence’s performances for these and other fundraising events used evocative wordings such 

as ‘Paralyzed Operatic Soprano to Sing at “Birthday” Banquet’.31  

 Rhetoric surrounding Lawrence’s illness and recovery, understandably for this wartime 

and ‘March of Dimes’ era of the US, was also triumphantly militaresque. The anti-polio 

fundraising movement, the ‘March of Dimes’, especially used war and battle imagery to 

promote awareness and fundraising for polio cures. Lawrence’s involvement with infantile 

paralysis charities linked her with this imagery and vocabulary from 1942 onwards. From The 

Musical Leader: 

For the first time since the severe illness of the Spring of 1940 [sic], Marjorie 

Lawrence, soprano of the Metropolitan Opera Assn., appeared in recital in [the] 

Town Hall[.] … The indomitable will and courage which has made it possible 

for Miss Lawrence to continue her career was well illustrated by the song which 

she included in her program, ‘Invictus’, by Bruno Huhn, which was greeted with 

cheers.32 

The Time Star: 

Marjorie Lawrence, possessor of one of the world’s greatest voices matched by 

a will to succeed against all odds, will be soloist with the Symphony Orchestra 

at the Friday-afternoon and Saturday-night concerts this week.33 

The Washington Star: 

                                                           
28 ‘Opera Star, Paralysis Victim, Sings Again’, Post-Intellegencer, 23 January 1943. 
29 ‘Marjorie Lawrence’, Variety, 10 February 1943. 
30 Silver and Wilson, Polio Voices, 3. 
31 ‘Paralyzed Operatic Soprano To Sing at “Birthday” Banquet’, Washington Star, 29 January 1943. 
32 ‘Marjorie Lawrence’, The Musical Leader, December 1942. 
33 Howard W. Hess, ‘Symphony Notes’, Time-Star, 1 February 1945. 
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A paralytic opera soprano, who made her debut last week at the Metropolitan 

Opera, will sing tonight at a birthday banquet to aid the cause she has in 

common with Franklin Roosevelt. Her name is Marjorie Lawrence and she 

came to Washington yesterday to do her bit against the disease which two years 

ago snatched her from the peak of international operatic success.34 

 One article even went so far as to describe Lawrence’s ‘courage and valour’ as 

comparable to the Allies’ WWI Gallipoli campaign: 

Winston Churchill, Ian Hamilton and John Masefield have written intensely 

moving tributes to Anzac bravery at Gallipoli. That same dauntless spirit – 

nothing but death could quench it – is in Marjorie Lawrence, the Australian-

born soprano. Were it not so, how could she ever have appeared in recital in the 

civic auditorium on Monday night. As all who heard her doubtless realised, she 

sang to them as a [sic] being doubly triumphant in that she has successfully 

fought off the threat to her life and defeated the attack on her art from infantile 

paralysis.35 

Though this writer from the Winnipeg Free Press may have been overenthusiastic with their 

evaluation, Lawrence’s performances in the early 1940s were almost universally defined using 

war-like adjectives. ‘Triumph’, ‘battle’, ‘affliction’, ‘attack’, ‘courage’, ‘bravery’, ‘rally’, 

‘conquer’ were all words commonly used in news articles concerning Lawrence at this time. 

Undoubtedly, the time period of Lawrence’s exit and return to public life occurring in the 

middle of WWII had much to do with these allusions. So too was the general rhetoric and 

public propaganda at large concerning polio. The ‘battle’ against polio, however, had not 

always conjured such generous sentiment in the US population. 

 ‘[B]efore Franklin Roosevelt reached national prominence as either governor of New 

York or president of the United States,’ states David Oshinsky ‘the popular picture of polio 

was quite different’.36 The disease was associated with poverty-stricken children with a severe 

lack of hygiene, ‘not affluent adults in the prime of life’ such as FDR and Marjorie Lawrence.37 

Polio only became the ‘nightmare’ of late 1920s and 1930s culture when the spread of far more 

gruesome and prevalent diseases such as cholera and smallpox began to ebb with the 

                                                           
34 ‘Paralyzed Operatic Soprano To Sing', Washington Star, 29 January 1943. 
35 ‘Lawrence Is Doubly Triumphant in Recital Here’, Winnipeg Free Press, 20 October 1943. 
36 Naomi Rogers, Dirt and Disease: Polio Before FDR (New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1992), 1. 
37 Ibid. 
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application of widespread public hygiene practices.38 At the time of FDR’s contraction in 1921, 

‘infantile paralysis’ was a medical conundrum still being treated with injections of the spinal 

fluid of polio survivors, and even monkeys and horses.39 Polio, though, remained stubbornly 

incurable and unpredictable throughout WWI, The Depression and the 1930s.40  

 The unpredictability of the severity of each case and general misunderstanding of the 

causes of polio-induced paraplegia made the disease in the US a national ‘nightmare’. 41 

Though not widely known at the time, polio is now understood to be an intestinal virus that is 

contracted after contacted with an infected individual or their faecal matter. Usually, the virus 

passes through the intestine without causing paralysis in the carrier. Though the process is still 

not entirely explainable, before the 1950s the poliovirus was believed to become capable of 

paralysing when the infected individual exercised vigorously and then experienced a sudden 

and prolonged chill (such as entering contaminated water to swim in summer, and not 

immediately drying or getting warm upon exiting). It was believed that this encouraged the 

virus to pass from the intestinal tract to the fluid surrounding the spine.42 Modern medicine is 

still at a loss as to explain this. The pressure of the inflammation on the spine gradually causes 

the victim to lose feeling and movement in their extremities first, then works towards their 

torso.43 Death only occurs when the paralysis reaches the respiratory muscles. Contemporary 

medicine has not added much further understanding to the disease, and to this time there is no 

treatment.44 Only with the successful development of vaccines from the late 1950s onwards 

could North Americans ‘look forward to summers without polio’.45 For a time, states Naomi 

Rogers, ‘polio became part of America’s national culture’ with satirists using the disease to 

symbolise everything from politics to baseball, and even war.46 

 The war against Japan and Germany was thoroughly linked with the ‘battle’ against polio 

in the US public’s collective understanding. In turn, Lawrence’s ‘attack’ from and ‘victory’ 

                                                           
38 Ibid. 
39 ‘It has been demonstrated that various sera have the power of neutralizing the virus of poliomyelitis: the serum 

of persons who have had an attack of poliomyelitis, the serum of individuals who give no history of the disease, 

the serum of monkeys in which poliomyelitis has been experimentally produced, and the serum of horse and other 

animals in which an active immunity has been developed’. Jeremiah Milbank, Poliomyelitis: A Survey Made 

Possible by a Grant from the International Committee for the Study of Infantile Paralysis (Baltimore: Williams 

& Wilkins, 1932), 227; Oshinsky, Polio, 8. 
40 Gareth Williams, Paralysed with Fear: The Story of Polio (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 116. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Milbank, Poliomyelitis, 190. 
43 J.R. Romero, ‘Poliovirus’, in Mandell, Douglas, and Bennett’s Principles and Practice of Infectious Diseases, 

ed. J. E. Bennett (Philadelphia: Saunders, 2015), 2073-9. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Silver and Wilson, Polio Voices, 1. 
46 Rogers, Dirt and Disease, 13. 
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over polio was part of the national narrative of war effort and support. In 1943, Lawrence sang 

at the ‘Mile of Dimes’ fundraising gala at Carnegie Hall. The New York Times reported on the 

upcoming event with a statement from FDR: 

I feel … that any interruption in this work would be extremely inadvisable 

unless absolutely necessary. More than that, I also think that such a fight as that 

being waged against infantile paralysis, or any other as yet uncontrolled disease, 

is an essential part of the main struggle in which we are all engaged – a struggle 

to make tomorrow’s world a better world in which to live. While we fight this 

global war, we must see to it that the health of our children is preserved and 

protected so that we may enjoy that better world – for tomorrow’s America will 

be as strong as today’s children. We must help them win their victory over 

disease today.47 

 Roosevelt also made this connection to Lawrence and himself penned a letter to the 

soprano to be read to her during a ‘Victory Dinner’ held in her honour: 

Your courage and faith and determination in overcoming the after effects of 

Infantile Paralysis and thereby restoring to the public the opportunity of 

enjoying your beautiful art - all result in a victory - your victory, which is an 

inspiration to everyone at any time. … But today when all we love and cherish 

is jeopardised by those who take their rules of life from the brutality of 

barbarism and preach and practice that all but the physically perfect should be 

summarily liquidated, your victory exposes with the light of truth the 

Godlessness of the lie they teach. … In the days ahead, while we fight for life 

itself, those whose trials and sorrows may be many and heavy will courageously 

carry on in the spirit you have so nobly exhibited. … Mirrored in your great 

victory for many years to come, those beset with burdens and harassed with 

handicaps see the glory and the satisfactions of the good fight - well won. … 

From an old veteran to a young recruit my message to you is ‘Carry on’. 48 

                                                           
47 ‘Paralysis Drive Will Begin Today’, The New York Times, 4 December 1946. 
48 Lawrence’s ‘Victory Dinner’ was held at the Town Hall Club of New York. Franklin Delano Roosevelt, copy 

of letter to Marjorie Lawrence, 14 February 1943, PPF 8325, FDR Library, Washington. 
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Lawrence’s reputation as a celebrity ‘handicap’ was confirmed. Hence, to what extent 

Lawrence sought to exploit or resist her ‘handicapped’ image (or not) is a question which 

inevitably arises.  

 During the first decade of living with her disabled body, Lawrence avoided mentioning 

her wheelchair or illness to the media for causes not directly associated with polio fundraising 

or war efforts. Her use of her own image for quasi-activism purposes shall be explained later 

in this chapter. She also avoided using her attention-drawing mobility devices during her 

concert engagements (Figure 3). This preferred portrayal of her disabled state, however, was 

not always adhered to by the media. For instance, though much effort was made to avoid 

audience members seeing Lawrence’s mobility aides during her gala performance as 

Tannhäuser’s Venus in 1942 on the night, Life magazine nevertheless capitalised on the 

juxtaposed imagery of Lawrence on and off stage. This was one of the first major articles 

concerning Lawrence’s ‘come-back’ and, as can be seen in Figures 4 and 5, her wheelchair 

takes pride of place in several of the published images.  

 Also visible in Figure 5 is the presence of Lawrence’s husband. In her negotiation of the 

able-bodied arena of the classical arts world King was crucial (Figure 6). In the early 1940s 

having a mobility impairment was particularly debilitating, and not every carer was as forward 

thinking as King. Indeed, without King performing the role of carer at this time, Lawrence’s 

ability to even bathe or dress herself would have been severely impaired. A former fellow cast 

member of Lawrence’s, Florence Taylor, noted that 

[Lawrence’s] husband was a great help to her; he was wonderful. He just waited 

on her hand and foot. He…seemed to think ahead for her. If there was any 

difficulty in any situation of a step [to the stage] or something like this, he would 

be there instantly to help in every way possible so that she was not in any way 

embarrassed at any time. He was always thinking ahead, all the time, you could 

see this.49 

 King’s attitude to his wife’s disability had a strong influence on her own perception of 

her paralysis. As soon as Lawrence was able to crawl along the sand and make it in and out of 

the water near their temporary home in Florida, she recalled that King  

                                                           
49 Florence Taylor, interviewed by Ellis Blain, 1974, 2000485481, Australian Broadcasting Corporation Archives 

(Sydney). 
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refused any longer to regard me as an invalid. There was no more coddling for 

me! He left me no alternative but to resume my normal place in the home. He 

had me up at seven every morning; made me come to the table for meals; 

encouraged me with my singing. … Moreover, a share of the responsibility of 

the running of the house was dropped in my lap. I found myself ordering the 

food, planning our meals, supervising the dispatch of the laundry and generally 

doing not a too bad all-round wifely job.50 

This description of participation in mid-twentieth century daily Western life may be difficult 

for contemporary readers to see in a wholly positive light. Nevertheless, Lawrence stated 

throughout her life that her husband and his adherence to ‘normalcy’ (i.e. the mid-twentieth 

century Western model of binary gender roles and work distribution) was a major part of her 

recovery from total paralysis. She explains further in her autobiography: 

My husband believes that all people recovering from diseases like infantile 

paralysis should be kept busy. Don’t let them imagine to any degree more than 

absolutely necessary that they are invalids or different from other people, he 

says. Keep them active to the limit of their capabilities. Don’t give them time to 

feel sorry for themselves. Never show pity or give them too much sympathy. 

Give them jobs to do so they will feel useful and needed. Teach them the 

immense value of positive rather than negative thinking – to dominate the 

situation rather than to let the situation dominate them.51 

 The use of ‘they’ and ‘them’ is interesting and indicates that Lawrence by the time of her 

book’s publication in 1949 probably did not consider herself to be ‘recovering’ or in a state of 

‘invalidity’. During the years I sang seated,’ she stated in her 1949 autobiography,  

I endeavoured to camouflage my incapacity as much as possible and took every 

precaution as much as possible not to let it distract my listeners’ attention from 

the music. Never did I try … to capitalise on my inability to walk.52 

                                                           
50 Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 202. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Lawrence uses the word ‘affliction’ only on one other occasion in her autobiography, but not when describing 

herself. Rather, in a chapter concerning Sister Elizabeth Kenny, she describes the nurse as ‘crusading against 

suffering and affliction’. Ibid., 193, 281. 
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Lawrence would often insist on being wheeled onstage behind a screen and being placed on a 

chair or divan before having the screen removed. Her desire to stand led her husband to 

approach a New York firm, Keefe & Keefe, to design a mobile platform that could support 

Lawrence to stand ‘that would be light but durable, capable of being dismantled and packed 

into a small a space as possible, but also capable of quick assembly’.53 The result was a 

platform designed by engineer Calvin James and used by Lawrence in most of her public 

performances from the late 1940s onwards (Figure 7). Taylor, who had worked with Lawrence 

when she was using a standing platform apparatus on stage in an attempt to appear more 

‘normal’ in performance, recalled that the soprano initially would come  

to rehearsal in a wheelchair [but] at the actual performance she had a platform[.] 

Her frock went down over the seat which she was sitting on[.] It gave the 

audience the impression that she was standing … and then it was wheeled 

on[stage].54 

One strangely worded article in the early 1950s reported on Lawrence’s consistent use of this 

platform device using the following headline: ‘Proof of Courage is Erect Soprano’.55  

 Lawrence frequently noted throughout her later life that her paralysis had ‘taught’ her 

patience, specifically patience in her efforts to appear ‘normal’ - efforts that did not go 

unnoticed by fellow professionals. 56   During an interview in 1974 with Florence Taylor, 

Australian Broadcasting Commission journalist Ellis Blain asked whether Lawrence’s 

‘affliction’ affected the way fellow cast members treated her.57 Taylor, responded: ‘No,...she 

tried so hard herself to be normal. So that we wouldn’t feel that we were working with 

something different’.58 Taylor described Lawrence as very amicable to the cast members of the 

1951 Australian Jubilee production of Strauss’s Salome they worked on together. According to 

Taylor, this was both to put the cast at ease while working with a celebrity and with working 

onstage with a visible disability (Figure 8).59 

                                                           
53 Lawrence recalled, ‘[o]ne masterpiece [King] dreamed up would have been equipped with a small electric motor 

and a hand lever with which I would have been supposed to direct its progress. I would have no part of this 

monster. I had visions of its getting out of control and tearing over the footlights and into the orchestra pit, or 

rampaging about the stage playing havoc with members of an orchestra and their instruments. No, I told my 

husband, being a singer is job enough in itself; playing streetcar driver had no appeal for me at all.  Ibid., 291. 
54 Taylor, Blain interview, 1974. 
55 ‘Proof of Courage Is Erect Soprano’, The Commercial Appeal, 3 October 1954. 
56 Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 199. 
57 Biographical information on Taylor and Blain has not been found in the course of this research. 
58 Taylor, Blain interview, 1974. 
59 Ibid. 
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  During impromptu performances for individual fans or performances private or short 

enough to make changing to a divan impractical, Lawrence would remain in her wheelchair to 

sing. Generally though, for the first decade of her paraplegia, the exception to Lawrence’s 

aversion to having her chair visible during public performance only occurred under a few very 

specific circumstances. Mostly, this was when she performed for audiences of similarly-abled 

persons. This included hospital visits to wounded servicemen during her troop tours from 1944 

to 1947 and to audiences of polio or paralysis victims in specialist hospitals and homes. 

Lawrence appears to have begun to remain in her wheelchair in public upon realising that the 

vehicle could lend gravitas or character to her performance. The first possible use of her chair 

in this way may have been her performance for the generals of Berlin’s combined Allied and 

Soviet occupying forces in December 1946, when she sang French, Russian, German and 

English repertoire with the recently re-assembled Berlin Philharmonic.60 What the artistic or 

emotional effect of the mobility device could be for this performance is not particularly clear, 

unless Lawrence sought visual continuity with her performances for active and wounded troops 

for which she also remained in her chair. More straightforward is Lawrence’s use of her 

wheelchair in her last staged opera appearances as Madame Flora in Gian Carlo Menotti’s The 

Medium. During her two seasons of the role, Lawrence used her wheelchair as one of her 

character’s major props (Figure 9). 

 Lawrence’s level of comfort with public and candid shots of her wheelchair appears to 

have increased throughout the 1950s. With the publicity surrounding the release of Metro-

Goldwyn-Mayer’s biopic Interrupted Melody starring Eleanor Parker (acting) and Eileen 

Farrell (vocals) as Lawrence in 1954, images and descriptions of Lawrence played even more 

on her mobility and its associated aides. A British newspaper in the early 1950s reported 

Lawrence’s upcoming movie success using the headline ‘Prima Donna In Bathchair Is Film 

Star’ and stated that the movie was to depict the ‘inspiring life-story of a brave woman who 

entertains millions of people from an invalid chair’.61 Similarly, by the late 1950s US papers 

had no problems exploiting Lawrence’s ‘invalid’ state.  

 Though Lawrence herself may have disagreed with the use of the word ‘invalid’, by this 

time she had clearly begun to capitalise on her image. Lawrence and her wheelchair began to 

appear regularly in local newspapers near her home in Hot Springs, Arkansas at this time 

(Figure 10). 62 By the 1960s, images of Lawrence teaching, gardening, nursing turkeys (or 

                                                           
60 ‘Miss Lawrence in Berlin Concert’, The New York Times, 31 December 1946. 
61 ‘Prima Donna In Bathchair Is Film Star’, loose clipping, n.d., MLP 127/94/6, MLP. 
62 ‘Honored at Stock Show’, Arkansas Democrat, 1 October 1952. 
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chickens, or albino Alsatians) and holding dinner parties in her wheelchair were common in 

newspapers across the south of Illinois, New Orleans and Arkansas (Figure 11). In 1974, an 

Arkansas paper reported that Lawrence had been awarded ‘[a] certificate designating [her] as 

the Outstanding Handicapped Woman of the Year … by District 13 of Pilot International in 

Oklahoma City’: 

The certificate, presented to the singer at a luncheon, was awarded ‘for her 

perseverence [sic] in carrying on despite all setbacks and for outstanding 

contributions to her community and the nation’.63 

What Lawrence thought of the title is unknown. However, that she was well and truly 

recognised at this time, twenty years after the release of MGM’s Oscar-winning biopic, as 

much for her singing as for her famous ‘affliction’ narrative is certain. Similarly, Lawrence’s 

‘affliction’ narrative in media of the 1950–1970s is still present in the collective memory of 

her as a teacher.  

 Though words such as ‘inspiration’ and ‘courage’ were often used by former students of 

Lawrence interviewed for this thesis. They also emphasised how ‘normal’, ‘every day’, and 

‘routine’ Lawrence’s negotiation of her disability was. It could be speculated that Lawrence’s 

desire for ‘normalcy’ also inspired her strict adherence to routine and predictability. Her 

husband ensured that her public outings inconvenienced Lawrence and others as little as 

possible, and this care and attention continued in the home. According to King’s niece, Barbara 

Wood, domestically and professionally Lawrence 

kept her life in order, in spite of the fact that there were many obstacles that she 

had overcome and [was] still struggling to overcome. You would never know it, 

because she kept a positive attitude.64 

Lawrence’s adherence to routine extended to all parts of her life. On a low rise overlooking 

one of Harmony Hills estate’s small lakes, Lawrence had positioned a set of parallel bars. Come 

rain, hail or shine, her daily exercise regime performed on these bars had to be done (Figure 

12). Wood described some events in Lawrence’s daily routine thus: 

[Every day] she would put on braces that would go from her thighs and under 

her special shoes and she would do walking back and forth, and back and forth 

                                                           
63 ‘Marjorie Lawrence Named Outstanding Handicapped Woman’, Sentinel-Record, 5 May 1974. 
64 Barbara Wood, interviewed by EA Lincoln-Hyde, Gainesville (Florida), 13 May 2017. 
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with the dogs always laying out there with her.65 And she wanted to eat at a 

certain time every night. At six o’clock she would roll her wheelchair out of her 

room and up to the table. … She always wanted her plates heated, they had to 

be heated in the oven and her food served on heated plates.66 

 Through her exercise regimes, her weekly salon appointments, daily scales and practice, 

the time and presentation of her daily meals, even her personal gardening routine, Lawrence 

strove for order and regularity. Rather than becoming overwhelming, this daily demand for 

routine was often treated as a way of involving others in her life. Fetching slippers, serving 

food, finding something in the next room, ‘she made it a fun thing’.67 Wood described the 

manner in which Lawrence would ask these things to be done as feeling like a ‘privilege’ rather 

than a demand. Students, family, friends, or acquaintances, 

they were all happy to do it [anything for her]. She was very extroverted and 

she always made a big fuss about how wonderful things were and how fabulous 

the food was, and how wonderful I was to go across the room and get her 

slippers for her or to help her do something, and so you never really felt as if 

you were being asked to do a chore at all, it seemed like a privilege somehow.68 

 Lawrence’s students, too, felt similarly about their less familiar interactions with their 

teacher. Throughout the late 1950s to the mid-1970s Lawrence’s public comfort with her chair 

continued to increase. Her wheelchair, explained Karen Clayton, ‘didn’t seem to stop her from 

anything, certainly not from singing’.69 Jeordano Martinez, for a time Associate-Director of 

Lawrence’s yearly summer school program, recalled that he and other students ‘would forget 

that she was in a wheelchair, she never asked for any sympathy or asked for anything, she 

would take charge[:]… “Ok, somebody give me a push over here!” [she’d say,] and we’d just 

do it’. 70 In parallel to Florence Taylor’s experience of Lawrence’s interactions with fellow cast 

members, Wood described Lawrence’s interactions thus: 

                                                           
65 King had a penchant for breeding German shepherds and especially prized his albino dogs. For almost two 

decades King would have up to a dozen dogs on the property. Lawrence and King’s home-made Christmas cards 

would frequently feature the dogs and their puppies. The animals not sold were given names from famous operas, 

including Lexi (for Strauss’s Elektra), Mimi and Brünnhilde. B. Wood, Lincoln-Hyde Interview, 2017. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Karen Clayton, interviewed by EA Lincoln-Hyde, Carbondale (Illinois), 15 March 2017. 
70 Jeordano Martinez, interviewed by EA Lincoln-Hyde, phone interview, 12 April 2017. 
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You would never know that she was a famous opera singer or a star … she 

would talk about everyday things with the kids [students]. She didn’t try to 

impress anybody with her fame or her ability to speak different languages ... she 

just came across as a regular person.71 

 When asked directly about Lawrence’s mode of mobility, her former student Neia 

Paleologas-Rhodes (a student of Lawrence in the 1970s) stated that ‘the wheelchair was just 

an accessory of minor importance’.72 Participants in Lawrence’s rehearsals generally did not 

notice it for the ‘energy that she exuded’ at these times.73 So energetic were Lawrence’s 

coaching sessions that ‘there were times when the [wheel]chair would tip forward’ 

precariously.74 At these times, the ever-present King would ‘step forward to correct’. 75 Several 

students also recall in King’s later years that his duties when Lawrence was at the Harmony 

Hills ranch and out in the wider Hot Springs area were often taken over by a live-in attendant 

named Clara Battie.76 During university semesters from 1963 onwards, Lawrence would live 

in Carbondale, Illinois for her work at Southern Illinois University while King remained at the 

ranch. By this time Lawrence’s personal ease with less familial persons witnessing the 

‘awkward’ parts of her disability had increased significantly. While she was employed in 

Carbondale, a series of SIU graduate students were paid a stipend to live with Lawrence as her 

‘attendant’ both in her rented accommodation and on campus.77 

 Media language surrounding students across the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s appear to have 

changed the way students across this time referred to Lawrence’s disability, although this 

would require a far greater sample group to confirm. Nevertheless, students of Lawrence in the 

1950s when interviewed for this research often described Lawrence’s disability as her 

‘affliction’ but, unlike the media during Lawrence’s life, many would not use the words 

‘wheelchair’, ‘polio’ or ‘paralysis’ until prompted by an interview question.78 The mode of 

mobility was rarely mentioned, though her identity as a person with disability was often 

discussed thus: ‘Being handicapped was a tremendous inspiration to us “if she can do that, we 

                                                           
71 B. Wood, Lincoln-Hyde interview, 2017. 
72 Neia Paleologas-Rhodes, interviewed by EA Lincoln-Hyde, phone interview, 1 March 2017. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Ibid. 
75 Ibid. 
76 Lawrence also mentioned another live-in assistant named Clara Weekes. It has not been ascertained as to 

whether this was the same person as Clara Battie. Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 244, 289-96; KMarie Boles 

Hearn, interviewed by EA Lincoln-Hyde, phone interview, 4 April 2017; Marilyn Davidson and Deleen Davidson, 

interviewed by EA Lincoln-Hyde, Hot Springs (Arkansas), 6 April 2017. 
77 Clayton, Lincoln-Hyde interview, 2017. 
78 Paleologas-Rhodes, Lincoln-Hyde interview, 2017. 
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can too” that was a … common realisation for all of us’.79 KMarie Boles-Hearn, a student in 

the 1960s quoted above, most often referred to Lawrence’s disability during this interview as 

‘the paralysis’, as did other students, as if to identify their teacher and her physical condition 

as separate entities.80 Students who knew Lawrence for a shorter time and later in her career 

(i.e. the 1970s) were more likely to discuss her mobility without prompting (as will be 

discussed in Chapter 3).81 

The President’s Polio  

 The collective memory of Lawrence held by students interviewed describes their teacher 

as an almost unstoppable force. This is not to say, unfortunately, that Lawrence’s life with 

disability was not completely without prejudice. In her autobiography, she recounted being 

refused a place on Columbia Concerts’ company roster by their agent. ‘With an almost audible 

hiss’, she was told in the early 1940s, ‘[w]e can’t do anything for you while you are like this. … 

[C]ome back and see me in a year … when you are back on your feet again’.82 In her struggle 

against such setbacks, Lawrence would often publically recall the inspiration she drew from 

US President Franklin D. Roosevelt. In response to Roosevelt’s aforementioned ‘Victory 

Dinner’ letter, Lawrence wrote to the president privately expressing this admiration: 

I want you to know that, above all, you have been the greatest inspiration to my 

being able to ‘go over the hump’. I have admired from afar your magnificent 

triumph and success and have kept it uppermost in my mind in my own struggle 

for recovery.83 

Lawrence’s admiration for Eleanor and Franklin Roosevelt pre-dated her paralysis by several 

years. In 1936 she was guest and performer at a dinner held at the White House for members 

of the Supreme Court. ‘I could not help but be captivated and impressed’, she wrote in her 

autobiography, ‘by the President’s warm, vibrant personality and his musical knowledge and 

appreciation’.84 

                                                           
79 Boles Hearn, Lincoln-Hyde interview, 2017. 
80 Ibid. 
81 For instance, Sussane Towers immediately stated ‘When I knew her, of course’, she was in a wheelchair’ 

without prompting. Towers, Lincoln-Hyde interview, 2017. 
82 Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 213–14. 
83 Marjorie Lawrence, letter to President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 18 February 1943, PPF 8325, FDR Library, 

Washington. 
84 In 1939 Lawrence wrote to Eleanor Roosevelt asking for a signed photograph, sending one of her own with the 

request. Roosevelt returned the favour to which Lawrence further responded with flowery thanks. Marjorie 

Lawrence, letter to Eleanor Roosevelt, 16 May 1939, Eleanor Roosevelt 222/50, FDR Library, Washington; 

Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 236. 
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 In January 1941, several months before her paralysis occurred, Lawrence ran a concert 

with Percy Grainger for which her agent J.J. Vincent wrote to Eleanor Roosevelt requesting a 

picture of the First Lady buying the first tickets.85 Lawrence’s second visit to the White House, 

in 1943, ‘was made under very different circumstances’ (Figure 13). 86 

I was in a wheel chair [sic] and had been invited to take part in a series of 

functions marking the President’s birthday, the proceeds from which were to go 

to the National Foundation for Infantile Paralysis.87 

 Though Lawrence’s biography was undoubtedly written with public appeal in mind, and 

was certainly edited by her shadow-writer Charles Buttrose to be more compelling in plot and 

prose, Lawrence’s admiration for Franklin Roosevelt echoed her press interviews of the early 

and mid-1940s: 

A perpetual source of inspiration to me in the days following the resumption of 

my career was the president of the United States, Franklin Delano Roosevelt. 

Whenever I was assailed by doubt about my ability to keep going, to improve 

my art or to counter the machinations of those who sought to drive me from my 

profession, I thought of the President and was reassured. … There was a man, 

paralyzed as I was, carrying on a task being which mere singing pales as paltry 

and of little consequence. I had my enemies, but what miserable pygmies they 

were compared with the forces that strove to destroy Roosevelt.88 

 Such was her admiration for the president and his public image, that in 1946 Lawrence 

felt the need to express her opinion on the construction of a British memorial to the recently 

deceased statesmen. The Morning Herald, New York reported that Lawrence, who described 

herself as a ‘friend’ of FDR and Eleanor Roosevelt, felt ‘that the projected Roosevelt Memorial 

in London should show the late president in a seated position because he would have wished it 

that way’.89 Apparently, states the article, Lawrence did not want Roosevelt shown standing.  

She believed Roosevelt himself would feel it a ‘misrepresent[ion]’ of his own sentiments about 

                                                           
85 Roosevelt’s response expressed her wholehearted support of the event, as it was given to raise funds for a war 

relief drive called for ‘Bundles for Britain’ she was ultimately too busy to spare the time to do the photo shoot. J. 

J. Vincent of Vincent Attractions to Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt, 2 January 1941, 23/20; Secretary to Mrs Roosevelt, 

letter to J. J. Vincent of Vincent Attractions, 9 January 1941, Eleanor Roosevelt 23/20, FDR Library, Washington. 
86 Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 236. 
87 Ibid., 236. 
88 Ibid., 235. 
89 ‘Marjorie Lawrence’, Herald Tribune, 4 December 1946. 
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overcoming his ‘handicap and affliction’.90 This notion of FDR’s feelings towards the public 

portrayal of his paralysis is at odds with the common narrative of contemporary literature 

concerning his presidential ‘bubble’. This ‘bubble’ being the level of physical security and 

media privacy given to US presidents which thanks to FDR, according to David Oshinsky, 

continues to surround the office to this day.91 As Oshinsky asserts, upon recovering sufficiently 

from his illness to resume public life in the late 1920s, Roosevelt 

became a master of concealment[.] … He reached a gentleman's agreement with 

the press not to be photographed in a wheelchair or in a helpless position. His 

leg braces [were hidden] under long capes and blankets. The Secret Service 

prepared for his speaking appearances by constructing portable ramps and 

putting hand grips on the podium.92 

The staging ‘was so elaborate’, continues Oshinsky, that the preparation for any public 

appearance of FDR during his presidency could be compared to that of a theatrical 

production.93 At this time it did not matter that FDR had polio specifically but that he was 

disabled and that this ‘awkwardness’ should be hidden from the public.  

 It should be noted that here is speculation that FDR may not have had polio, but Guillian-

Barré syndrome. Guillian-Barré has many polio-like symptoms, including a progressive loss 

of reflexes usually starting in the legs.94 This analysis mostly takes into account the age at 

which FDR contracted polio, as the epidemics in the US at this time usually only affected 

young children and the elderly. FDR had contracted polio in 1921, aged thirty-nine, Lawrence 

had been a similar age, thirty-four, when she contracted polio two decades later. Similarly, 

Richard Davis speculates in his 2012 biography of Lawrence that given her age and the 

probable place of her contracting her disease, her paralysis may not have been due to poliovirus 

but instead ‘an immunological reaction to the smallpox vaccination [she received before 

entering Mexico], triggering a combination of acute disseminated encephalomyelitis and an 

acute inflammatory polyradiculopathy’.95 Though Davis does not provide any substantiated 

                                                           
90 Ibid. 
91 Oshinsky, Polio, 33. 
92 Oshinsky, Polio, 33. 
93 Ibid. 
94 Ibid., 28. 
95 Acute disseminated encephalomyelitis is an autoimmune disease characterised by sudden inflammation and 

destruction of nerve tissue in the central nervous system, largely consisting of the brain and spinal cord. 

Radiculopathy refers to pathology of a nerve root extending from the spinal cord, affecting the entire distribution 
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evidence for this, he maintains that Lawrence’s diagnosis ‘remains a mystery’ and that 

Lawrence and King convinced themselves of the polio diagnosis.96 

What is crucial is that, despite the possibility of misdiagnoses, FDR and Lawrence both 

believed themselves to have contracted polio. Oshinsky, in his assessment of FDR’s possible 

misdiagnosis, makes a point that is relevant to both Roosevelt’s and Lawrence’s paraplegia: 

What is certain … is that FDR believed he had polio, as did his family, his 

doctors, other polio victims, and the American public. Without him, the great 

polio crusade would never have been launched.97 

Though both made efforts to conceal their disability, their famous personalities contributed to 

the push for the rights of people with various disabilities in their respective way.  

 

The United States’ Disabling Decades 

 The combination of global and national elements from the beginning of WWII onwards 

had a significant impact on the beginning of the early disability rights movements. Firstly, with 

his successful presidential election in 1933, FDR spearheaded a national campaign to cure and 

eradicate infantile paralysis. With Roosevelt’s support (via such work as the ‘Birthday Balls’), 

the National Foundation for Infantile Paralysis (NFIP) was established in 1938, as was the 

foundation’s ubiquitous ‘March of Dimes’ campaign brand.98 From 1938 to 1959, the US 

government made little or no provision for medical research on a cure for polio in the yearly 

budget, making NFIP and (until 1945 at least) FDR’s support the only welfare available for 

many polio-affected individuals.99 Secondly, the national war effort highlighted both the sheer 

extent of disability in the US population, and created thousands of acquired disabilities 

overseas and on the home front. Finally, the ‘home front effort’ thrust people with existing 

disabilities into the public sphere, sometimes for the first time in their lives. Disability and the 

rights of those with disabilities became of intense national concern in a way it had not 

previously been. 

 It was the aim of the US government, in 1943, through the Selective Service, to expand 

the total size of the army, navy and marine corps to 7.7 million, 3.6 million and 500,000 
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personnel respectively.100 In combination with national volunteer service and labour drives 

across the country, this scheme required that men of service age across America submit to 

medical assessment to determine their level of fitness for the war effort. This decided an 

individual’s fitness for enlisted service, home front manufacturing labour, or non-manual 

service work. Though only males of service age were assessed, the breadth and depth of 

population surveyed meant that the extent of disability among the population was more fully 

revealed to politicians and policymakers.101 A society which had previously viewed disability 

as an exceptional and rare phenomenon was now confronted with the true prevalence of 

disability among its citizens and the oncoming compounding factor that WWII later the Korean 

War (1950–1953) and Vietnam War (1955–1975) — and ongoing polio epidemics would 

bring.102 Roosevelt, already ‘himself an ever-present reminder of the threat of polio’, also  

pointed out that military casualties were already on the rise and predicted that 

“the tremendous strides in medical science during the past two decades” would 

mean that a great number of men would survive battle wounds and return home 

disabled. Finally, people with disabilities clamored to participate in the war 

effort and the growing prosperity around them.103  

 This combination of factors, explains Audra Jennings, forced a cognitive shift of political 

and social thought across the United States with regards to the rights and special services 

needed by their citizens living with disabilities.  

As people with disabilities responded to the nation’s call for manpower, many 

gained opportunities that had been closed to them before the war. Alone, this 

experience might have shifted disabled individuals’ expectations for the 

postwar economy and of the state, but wartime propaganda infused this working 

experience with deeper meaning. In linking war work and volunteerism with 

victory and patriotism, propaganda suggested that people with disabilities who 

had helped on the home front were serving the nation, helping to protect a range 

of rights, not all of which people with disabilities could themselves enjoy.104 
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As well as providing the opportunity for people with disabilities to contribute, the need for 

labour at this time also increased the number of opportunities and the variety of work available 

to people of colour and women.105  

 With able-bodied individuals of enlisting age being sent to the front in ever greater 

numbers, Congress was forced to act to relieve labour shortages with even more progressive 

and inclusive policies. In 1941 and 1942, bills concerning increased funding to Social Security 

and rehabilitation programs were passed. In 1942 officials were pressing the White House to 

encourage even more people of colour, women, and older or disabled individuals into the 

workforce for both war and non-war industries.106 Concurrently, the disability rate was rising. 

At the height of the manpower crisis in 1943, over 128,000 individuals suffered permanently 

disabling or fatal accidents in American workplaces. This, added to the total of temporary or 

semi-permanent injuries, resulted in a yearly total of over two million individual workplace 

incidents of this nature for the duration of WWII.107 These revelations and increases did not 

fail to draw the attention of the press. 

 National news coverage and the government’s national investigation into the extent of its 

existing disability ‘problem’ ‘shone a light on disability employment practices during the war’ 

and government welfare issues.108 For instance, vocational rehabilitation policies in the lead up 

to WWII stipulated that funds distributed to workplace accident victims ‘could not be invested 

in start-up businesses, or used to replace or repair wheelchairs or prosthetic limbs originally 

funded under these policies’.109 This further ‘disabled’ newly socially impaired individuals. 

The war simultaneously produced more persons with impairments, while ‘creating a new sense’ 

that the rights enjoyed by able-bodied US citizens ‘were also theirs to claim’.110 

 It was, asserts Jennings, this vast number of individuals disabled by the machinations of 

war coupled with these erroneous presumptions regarding the non-autonomy of disabled 

persons which jumpstarted the disability rights movement immediately post WWII. 111  As 

disabled veteran and Academy Award-winning actor Harold Russell explained, 

the war gave fillip to interest in the problems of the handicapped. Workers were 

needed regardless of whether they were physically perfect. ... Then returning 
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war veterans added the dash of sentiment that was needed to keep up the interest 

in the handicapped.112 

 Jennings has examined the work of the American Federation of the Physically 

Handicapped (AFPH) and the early disability rights movement in the first half of the twentieth 

century in America.113 The timeline of Lawrence’s career, paralysis, and return to the stage 

match the early year of the disability rights movement closely. Jennings’ research contends that 

by the outbreak of WWII, ‘the terrifying rate of industrial accidents, a new wave of 

immigrants, … World War I, and successive polio epidemics [had] repeatedly brought 

disability into focus’ in early twentieth century America.114 The federal government’s existing 

commitment to the compensation of veterans with impairments acquired due to their service 

duties since the turn of the twentieth century also ‘contributed to the sense of crisis around 

disability’ among Americans.115 Celebrity cases such as Lawrence’s further highlighted this 

realisation in the coming decades.  

 As Gareth Williams explains, however, polio was a common disease that many 

celebrities of the twentieth century lived through. This includes Mia Farrow and Francis Ford 

Coppola, and Joni Mitchell and Johnny Weismuller ‘who took up singing and swimming, 

respectively, to help their recovery’.116 Williams goes on: 

Itzhak Perlman and John Slessor were only four years old; both lost the use of 

their legs, but this did not stop them from realising their ambitions, on the 

international concert circuit and as Air Marshal of the Royal Air Force. Others 

whose biography features … polio include Arthur C. Clarke, Alan Alda, Sir 

Walter Scott (probably) and, with a twist, President Franklin D. Roosevelt - one 

of the many who used the politically incorrect name for polio … ‘The 

Crippler’.117 

By the time Lawrence contracted polio (or what she believed to be polio) in 1941, polio 

survivors and their families had already been agitating for recognition of the rights of persons 

with disabilities for nearly a decade.118 The social model of understanding of disability had 
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begun to take shape: ‘the problem was not so much the individual as the impairment, as in the 

culture's outmoded conceptions about people with disabilities and in society’s failure to provide 

equal access and opportunity regardless of one’s impairment’.119  

Silver and Wilson note, however, that in contemporary polio-survivor culture, 

‘Roosevelt’s legacy is mixed’. 120 Though throughout the war and the decades immediately 

following his death, FDR served as ‘hero and role model’ for many polio survivors – including 

Lawrence – his legacy for post WWII polio victims is more myth than reality. ‘Few of us can 

control, manipulate, and overcome our environment in the way FDR did’, notes sociologist and 

polio survivor Irving Kenneth Zola.121 Certainly Lawrence, in her later years, could not escape 

the label of ‘handicapped’, ‘invalid’ and associations with the almost infantilising imagery of 

‘bathchairs’. The national war effort had brought, if not polio specifically, then at least 

disability broadly to the attention of the US government. FDR had become a national role 

model for survivors. Though both had established careers pre-polio, unlike FDR, Lawrence did 

not have a team of dedicated staff shrouding the ‘awkward’ aspects of post-polio impairments. 

Despite the shroud of mystery around FRD’s disability, by the time Lawrence contracted and 

‘conquered’ polio in 1941–42 disability was visually more present in the population.    

 As observed by the sociologist Erving Goffman, when a person acquires a disability (or 

‘stigma’ to use his 1974 vocabulary), ‘if that person has a high occupational, political, or 

financial position … a new career is likely to be thrust upon [them], that of representing [their] 

category’.122 Lawrence, despite her early attempts not to be categorised, fell into a pattern of 

‘representation’ and perhaps a kind of ‘passive activism’ the day Life magazine first published 

pictures of her wheelchair.123 This soon became ‘active’ activism in the early 1940s when 

Lawrence was made the US’s ‘National Shut-In Day’ ambassador (Figure 14).124 Lawrence 

continued her patronage for this organisation annually for most of the following decade.125 In 

                                                           
119 Ibid. 
120 Ibid. 
121 Irving Kenneth Zola quote in Ibid. 
122 Erving Goffman, Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity (New York: Simon and Schuster, 

2009), 39. 
123 Indeed, even Lawrence’s early attempts to avoid her ‘stigma’ as Goffman describes it, fall into the pattern of 

behaviour those with an ‘acquired’ stigma often follow.  Ibid., 49. 
124 Run since 1942 and now known as ‘National Shut-In and Visitation Day’, this grassroots awareness event still 

exists and has remained a nationally observed occasion since 1972; though today the name may attract criticisms 

for its archaic title. ‘U.S. Shut‐In Day is Urged’, The New York Times, 1 June 1975. 
125 The 1950 Shut-Ins Day brochure suggested the following activities for the able bodied to do for their shut-ins: 

'Pay a visit, write, phone or telegraph a though or good wish. Take someone, who is able, to church, or for a ride 

in the Park, or to a movie or bring a picnic and have luncheon or supper with them if they are unable to leave their 

beds. Take them a small gift to remember your visit, a newspaper, magazine, candy, flowers, etc. Through the 

year pay the, little attentions. Shop for them. Take them, during the summer, for a couple of weeks, or a week-



36 

 

1946, Lawrence made international headlines once again, this time as a newly appointed 

awardee of France’s Legion d’Honneur medal for services in fundraising for poliomyelitis 

research, further glorifying, in a way, the celebrity disease.126  This ‘glorification’, however, is 

not always a wholly positive phenomenon for the representation of disability. 

 

Marjorie Lawrence and Contemporary Music and Disability Studies  

 Though Lawrence was already a household name during the 1930s for her 

unconventional stage practices (see Chapter 2), her seated form in concert, in public and at 

home became a common image during the 1940s and 1950s. As will be discussed later in this 

chapter, it seems likely that Lawrence’s body post-paralysis would have drawn media and 

publicity attention, however much she initially attempted to ‘silence’ her disability’s 

‘freakshow’ phenomenon.127 The highly pejorative term ‘freakshow’ as defined by Rosemarie 

Garland Thomson harks back to the era of the side-show ‘freak’ and the social tendency for 

voyeurism when confronted with disability and impairment.128 This term in disability literature 

refers to the urge of an able-bodied person to stare at disabled bodies, even if the disability is 

relatively mild in its visibility. This voyeurism, contends Garland Thomson, though no longer 

so overt in contemporary developed countries, still remains in the more covert modern 

fascination with disabled persons. Take, for example, the contemporary phenomenon of 

‘inspiration porn’. As the late disability activist Stella Young described it, inspiration porn is 

the use of images of persons with visible disabilities completing everyday activities to motivate 

able-bodied viewers.129 Conversely, images of ‘freakshows’ performing everyday tasks both 

exults and domesticates – normalises – disability; a convert contemporary voyeurism of the 

‘freakshow’.  

 As Garland Thomson explains, ‘the domesticated freak simultaneously embodie[s] 

exceptionality as marvel and exceptionality as anomaly’.130 As will be detailed later in this 

chapter, Lawrence’s disabled body was in part used to domesticate the sudden influx of visibly 

disabled bodies during and after WWII. Her frequent ‘freakshow-esque’ public and media 
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appearances helped make others like her seem ‘normal’ (such as children suffering from polio, 

or wounded soldiers) but also domesticated them (Figures 15 and 16). This process of 

‘domestication’ (and, arguably, ‘inspiration porn’) began with her first public photo 

opportunity and continued for decades to come. Even in the contemporary depiction of 

disability in arts-culture, explains, Jessica Sternfeld,  

the freak show lives on, and despite the great strides made in our society to 

accept those with disabilities, the urge to stare at the unusual remains strong; in 

fact may even be growing, thanks to current television programming (not to 

mention the Internet and all it can display). It’s certainly possible that those who 

are exposed to these unusual bodies may in fact become more tolerant, and 

understand that acceptance (as opposed to kill or cure) is a viable option, but 

the urge to display and the urge to look go unchecked. It’s no wonder, then, that 

when Christine rips off the Phantom’s mask [in Lloyd-Webber’s Phantom of 

the Opera], the audience lean forward in expectation; the music is lovely, the 

voices soar, the sets are remarkable, but this is what we came to see.131 

 Contemporary narratives of disability in the classical musical world are similarly as much 

driven by narratives of incompleteness of identity as their historical counterparts. 132 

Historically, many of the twentieth century’s well-known one-handed pianists, such as Paul 

Wittgenstein (1887–1961; who lost his right arm violently during WWI related hostilities), 

could be considered high-culture ‘freakshows’. The historical legacy of one-handed repertoire 

today, mostly inspired by these artists’ acquired impairments, was then written for or 

commissioned by these performers in order to enable their ongoing careers.133 Classical music 

(and similar genres) is still geared towards the able-bodied as, until recently, few pianists have 

reached public acclaim as one-handed-from-birth performers.  

 ‘The experience of disability’, posits Petra Kuppers  

‘is often figured as a traumatic personal history, culturally marked as ‘private’ 

tragedy. Within literature and film, disability often becomes the symptom of 

trauma’.134  
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 Certainly this is the case for director Curtis Bernhardt’s portrayal of Lawrence in the 

1955 MGM biopic.135 Eleanor Parker as Lawrence suffers the greatest of her pain in private, 

dimly shot and solo scenes. Her greatest triumphs, however, are heroic and – crucially – public. 

Compare, for instance, the highly dramatised imagery of Parker’s portrayal of Lawrence at 

home in Florida, immediate post-total paralysis with that of her (fictionalised) portrayal of 

Lawrence ‘walking’ onstage during a performance of Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde at the 

Metropolitan (Figures 17 and 18). Continuations of this ‘private tragedy’ versus ‘public 

triumph’ in the classical Western world can be seen in Scott Hick’s 1996 Shine and Chris 

Kraus’s 2006 Four Minutes; even Darren Aronofsky’s 2010 portrayal of a classical ballet 

dancer in Black Swan could be interpreted using these parameters. Tom Shakespeare goes so 

far as to categorise the role of characters with a disability in the film industry as primarily a 

character or plot vehicle. The way in which disability is portrayed  

provide[s] highly visual hooks, to engage the audience’s interest, whether via 

sympathy or revulsion. The disabled character is therefore a means to an end, a 

vehicle through which the film-maker can enable viewers to discharge emotion 

and become involved in the story.136  

 In a similar way to the cinematographic choices of Bernhardt’s 1955 film the fascination 

for disability, and polio in particular, remains a field for much exploration in the modern film 

industry, though perhaps with greater sensitivity to disability activism than the aforementioned 

examples. Andy Serkis’s 2017 film Breathe has been reviewed as ‘an affecting account of the 

quiet courage needed to battle the deadly spores of discrimination and condescension that came 

with polio’.137 This is an instance where disability is put at the centre of a character’s narrative 

instead of being used as an elaborate, dramatized metaphor.  

The classical musical world in contrast is still prone to depictions of private angst and 

public ‘victory’ due to an association with the popular biographies of artists such as 

Wittgenstein or Robert Schumann (1810–1856; who had a combination of physical and mental 

disabilities yet continued to compose). 138  Exceptions to pejorative exaggerations of this 

narrative, however, do exist in the present time and in the real world. Nicholas McCarthy for 
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instance, born one-handed, graduated from The Royal Academy of Music in 2012. Felix Kleise, 

a French horn player who has no arms, plays using his left foot and a specially built horn stand 

and performs regularly in ensembles across Europe.139 Due to the ‘silent’ nature of Dame 

Evelyn Glennie’s disability, she appears perfectly able bodied on stage when in reality she is 

profoundly deaf.  

 Just as Lawrence found in the mid twentieth century, working in the classical industry as 

a person with disability continues to draw attention to areas of life one would rather not 

highlight. In 2014, Kleiser explained that he was not primarily a ‘disabled horn player’, but ‘a 

musician’: 

I want to play concerts; the rest is private for me. When you go on stage, you 

are in public, with a lot of people looking at you. I hate public life. I am what I 

am and I do what I do but I don’t want to become famous, I just want to be a 

normal person. I want to give people a nice time and touch them with music. 

Music is not a technical thing for me, it is emotional.140 

Presumably, Kleiser wants to be known today as much as a ‘disabled horn player’ as Lawrence 

wished to be identified as a ‘soprano in a bathchair’. The classical music world, during 

Lawrence’s lifetime and in the present day, continues to be dominated by the able-bodied. This 

includes the ‘cultural expectation’ that opera singers be mobile across stage during 

performances and that Western classical and popular singers alike stand to perform. Lawrence, 

with her reclined or seated poses, standing brace or wheelchair, contravened the tacit 

expectations of these performance conventions. Simultaneously her public image played into 

the celebrity-disease narrative polio sustained during her lifetime. Thanks to work such as hers 

and the NFIP during WWII, conditions for disabled persons began to change significantly. 

 Fortunately for Lawrence, her teaching career allowed her to experience the first decade 

of the disability rights movement, particularly during her time as a staff member of the socially 

progressive institute of Southern Illinois University (see Chapter 3). Lawrence’s collected 

archives, held still at SIU, show that she at least collected material concerning student disability 

activist groups and official faculty documents concerning the treatment of students with 

disabilities. The number of images showing Lawrence’s wheelchair slowly increased during 

the late 1950s and early 1960s, until the mobility aide itself became a symbol of Lawrence, at 
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least in the south of Illinois and Arkansas regions (Figure 19). Though it cannot be definitely 

proven, it could be speculated that Lawrence eventually embraced the association as a part of 

her identity rather than as a symbol of her ‘battle’ with ‘the crippler’. A travelling branch of 

the ‘Marjorie Lawrence Opera Theater’ (MLOT) formed in the late 1970s was named ‘Opera 

on Wheels’ as both a visual pun on the mobile theatre’s van and in reference to Lawrence’s 

wheelchair.  

 This short case study of Lawrence’s public portrayal and private understanding of the 

interplay of her musical life and disability in the broader context of the polio crisis and WWII 

is just one of the attempts to fill the gap of historical biographical representation of disability. 

The scope of this chapter does not allow for a comparison of Lawrence’s experience with other 

prominent performers with visible disabilities nor even other celebrities with disabilities. It 

does, however, contribute towards a better understanding of the intersection of musicological 

biography and disability studies. 
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Top, Figure 3: Lawrence performing seated on divan, ‘disguising’ her disability, Sun Pictorial, 28 July 1944, 

AC/H0003727, Performing Arts Collection (PAC). 

Bottom Left and Right, Figures 4 and 5: Deliberately juxtaposing Lawrence’s on and off-stage figure. Life, 8 

February 1943. 
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Top Right, Figure 6: King, Lawrence’ ever-present carer, 

Hot Springs (Arkansas), c. 1950s, Barbara Wood Papers. 

Top Left Figure 7: The author with Lawrence’s mobile 

platform used c. 1950s, Carbondale (Illinois). SIU Museum 

Services 2009.3/15 (Photo: Ashley Beard, 2017). 

Bottom Left, Figure 8: Lawrence as Amneris in Aida as she 

appeared for the 1951 Australian Jubilee Celebrations. Her 

divan was lifted by six bearers to enable stage mobility. 

H00032178 PAC. 

Below, Figure 9: Lawrence as Madame Flora in SIU’s 1966 

production of The Medium. The Sentinel Record, 12 

February 1966. 
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Top Right, Figure 10: Lawrence greets a prize 

winning bull at the Arkansas State Fair, her 

wheelchair clearly visible, Little Rock (Arkansas). 

The Arkansas Democrat, 1 October 1952. 

 

Top Left, Figure 11: Publicity photo of Lawrence 

gardening, Hot Springs (Arkansas), c. 1950s. 

Barbara Wood Papers. 

 

Centre Right, Figure 12: Lawrence performing her 

daily parallel bars exercise come rain hail or shine, 

in this case also snow. Hot Springs (Arkansas), c. 

1960s. Barbara Wood Papers. 

 

Bottom Right, Figure 13: Publicity for the 1943 

‘President’s Birthday Ball’ featuring (L-R): 

Eleanor Roosevelt, Marjorie Lawrence, Dennis 

Morgan, Roy Rogers and Loretta Young, 

Washington D.C.. Barbara Wood Papers. 
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Above, Figure 14: National Shut-Ins Day Association 

flyer, 1950; Lawrence’s image is featured on the centre 

page. 127/14/12, MLP 

 

Top Right, Figure 15: Lawrence visiting patients on the children’s orthopaedic ward of the Frankston Hospital, 

Frankston (Victoria), 1944. Loose clipping, H0003727, PAC. 

Above, Figure 16: Lawrence visiting patients at the Army Navy General Hospital, Hot Springs (Arkansas), circa 

1940s. Garland Country Historical Society. 
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Right,  Figure 17:  

Eleanor Parker depicitng 

Lawrence as she 

manages to crawl for the 

first time post-total 

paralysis.  Curtis 

Bernhart’s Interrupted 

Melody (MGM, 1955; 

1:11:33). 

 

Right, Figure18: In this 

scene, Parker depicts a 

fictionalised version of 

Lawrence staggering a 

few steps forward as 

Isolde (Tristan und 

Isolde) at the Met 

appearance. Interrupted 

Melody (MGM, 1955; 

1:38:35 – 1:39:11).

 

 

 

Left, Figure 19: A candid 

press image focuses on 

Lawrence’s wheelchair. 

Taken in the living room 

of Harmony Hills Ranch, 

Hot Springs (Arkansas), 

c. 1960s. Loose clipping, 

Garland Country 

Historical Society.  
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Marjorie Lawrence and the Case Against the Prima Donna / Diva Binary 

 

I am a most strong and determined person. If my desire to do anything is 

strong enough, only God, as He has on occasion, can stop me. 

Marjorie Lawrence 

Interrupted Melody: The Story of My Life 

(Sydney, Invincible Press: 1949) 

 

‘Prima donna’ and ‘diva’ are often used as interchangeable descriptors within the contemporary 

opera world and in the broader societal vernacular. Historically and linguistically, however, 

there is a distinction to be made. In The Arts of the Prima Donna in the Long Nineteenth 

Century, editors Rachel Cowgill and Hilary Poriss contend that these performers were and are 

‘leading women singers’ whose contributions to opera broaden our understanding and 

appreciation of the power of the female voice in particular’.1 The ‘diva’, they distinguish, 

singles out the women (and increasingly men) who are ‘unimpeachably wonderful or 

disproportionally (even deliciously) wicked’.2 The precise meaning of this phrase is not fully 

explained by Cowgill and Poriss, though here it is understood to mean exaggerated behaviours 

utilised for the manufacturing of a certain public image and as a technique in power play. The 

‘prima donna’ in contrast uses her charm and charisma rather than notoriety and scandal to 

carry her talent and create a lasting impact on the art form. The terms originated in the operatic 

world and remain relevant to discussions of female singers’ contemporary biographical writing. 

This chapter of my thesis aims to give greater nuance to the delineation between these two 

stereotypes and how these labels can be more subtly and appropriately used. I contend that 1) 

‘diva’ and ‘prima donna’ describe behaviours rather than personality types, 2) they are not 

binary definitions, 3) that there is a spectrum of behaviours from diva to prima donna 

intersecting with another spectrum of public and private behaviours, and 4) that the skill of 

navigating these behaviours and their settings has been honed by leading ladies for the past two 

centuries of Western operatic history. The comparisons I shall present offer more flexible 

definitions of these behaviours and examine their expression within the single performer using 

instances in Marjorie Lawrence’s career as a case study. 
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 In the twentieth and certainly twenty-first century, the term ‘diva’ can be used for any 

gender across most of the arts and can be used in admiration or contempt.3 As explained by 

Tracy Davis, by the 1880s ‘diva’ had ‘morphed from exclusively indicating operatic singers to 

also denoting a “diva of the dram”’. 4  That is, the term ‘diva’ already carried negative 

connotations of a personality associated with attention seeking drama. As Leonardi and Pope 

further explain, the origins of diva behaviour reveal a far more complex historical legacy of the 

term. From the eighteenth century onwards, women inherited the roles left to them by the 

dwindling castrati population, a group of individuals ‘simultaneously celebrated and othered, 

revered and reviled’.5 The castrati, as adult castrated males, functioned beyond the paradigm 

of strict gender binary.6 As the castrato population dwindled, female singers recruited to fill 

their parts inherited both the stigma but also the power of this usurpation. The origins of the 

term ‘prima donna’ are more straightforward and carry less historically charged connotations. 

In contrast, prima donna (an Italian loan-word) literally means ‘first woman’ and was first used 

as title for an opera’s lead female role. The reputations of the performers of these parts later 

lent professional gravitas to the title.  

 The ‘problem’ of dividing the diva from the prima donna has been a part of opera 

criticism since the end of the castrato era and emergence of new vocal roles for women since 

the mid nineteenth century.7 Rupert Christiansen claimed his 1984 work aimed to explore ‘the 

rich individuality of prima donnas as both women and singers, without resorting to either 

strings of anecdotes or abject diva-worship’.8  For Christiansen, operatic prima donnas were 

women worthy of note, and divas were shallow personalities prone to drama and salacious 

celebrity. Though there are scholars who have argued for the celebration of diva-worship, 

nevertheless, the former prevailing view more often sees the diva as a far less desirous label 

than prima donna.9 Broadly, the diva seeks to ‘use’ opera for public validation and scandal 

while the prima donna, operating on a higher plane, ‘improves’ the art form. 

 The terms themselves I believe are useful theoretical tools for exploring the public 

behaviour of female singers of the late nineteenth to mid-twentieth century. To define the entire 

                                                           
3Ibid. 
4 Tracy C. Davis, ‘From Diva to Drama Queen’, in The Arts of the Prima Donna in the Long Nineteenth Century, 

ed. Rachel Cowgill and Hilary Poriss (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 263. 
5 Susan J. Leonardi and Rebecca A. Pope, The Diva’s Mouth: Body, Voice, Prima Donna Politics (New Jersey: 

Rutgers University Press, 1996), 25. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid., 60. 
8 Rupert Christiansen, Prima Donna: A History (London: The Bodley Head, 1984), 11. 
9 Stephen Castles, ‘Understanding Global Migration: A Social Transformation Perspective’, Journal of Ethnic 

and Migration Studies 36 (2010): 20. 
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identity, career or artistic output of an artist as one or the other, limits the complexity of the 

individual’s experiences. Cowgill and Poriss explain that the traits of the ‘prima donna’ and 

the ‘diva’ frequently overlap, but that the term ‘“Prima donna” carries greater potential for 

neutrality … [as it] is less highly charged than “diva”’.10  The tendency to classify singers as 

‘more one than the other’ is strong throughout their work, though I do not claim that Cowgill 

and Poriss are trying to create a binary in female singers’ biography.  

 These terms, however, are a consolidated part of the vocabulary used to describe female 

opera singers and in public discourse are inseparable from the opera genre. Identifying the 

behaviour of an artist as ‘diva’ or ‘prima donna’ is helpful for defining the manner and mode 

of the influence they exerted. To define the individual themselves as one or the other, as will 

be discussed in a moment, is less so. I contend that delineating leading ladies into this binary 

restricts the potential of greater subtlety in biographical writing. Pigeon-holing significant 

women in opera disallows the more objective biographical research and analysis afforded to 

men in similar fields.11 As Cowgill and Poriss have identified the potential for duality within 

the descriptions, I shall aim to expand on the complexities inherent to suggesting a binary 

classification when discussing the lives of opera’s major female figures. Especially in historical 

biography, it can lead to a less comprehensive understanding of female singers’ actions and 

motivations throughout their careers.  

 As stated in the Introduction, this work partially aims to place Lawrence’s within the 

more well-recorded personalities of the operatic lineage of Melba to Sutherland. Lawrence’s 

story contrasts significantly with the narratives of singers noted for similarly strong physicality 

on stage. This chapter shall explore the interpretation of the terms prima-donna and diva by 

contrasting the public behaviour of Marjorie Lawrence with that of her near-contemporaries, 

in particular Geraldine Farrar (1882–1967) and Mary Garden (1874–1967), both of whose 

approaches to stage craft and publicity were strikingly similar to Lawrence. As previously 

mentioned, before being paralysed Lawrence’s athleticism and physicality on stage was part of 

her public identity. Singers such as Mary Garden and Geraldine Farrar who are notable for their 

physical exertions on stage and also on screen. Both these genres Lawrence also worked with 

throughout her life. The singers also shared significant similarities in their use of publicity and 

the creation of autobiographies. I shall show that the arenas where ‘diva’ or ‘prima donna’ 

behaviour may exert influence are not limited to the stage. 

                                                           
10 Cowgill and Poriss, ‘Introduction’, xxxvi. 
11 Though men are increasingly referred to as ‘divas’, in historical biographical writings they are not. 
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 Cowgill and Poriss describe the diva especially as an individual who is flamboyant and 

exasperating in all their public and publicised behaviour, whether this be in the daily media or 

in more long-form publications. Their public’s attention is held and maintained by scandals, 

generally in the press. I posit that this ‘public’ display of diva behaviour is not exclusively for 

tabloid headlines and gossip columns. The fluidity of diva and prima donna behaviour extends 

across an individual’s artistic identity in both openly public and less publicised spheres. This 

can include, in Lawrence’s unique case, behaviour that is potentially military-sensitive; this 

will be discussed further shortly. Lawrence’s particular mix of prima donna and diva behaviour 

shall be examined using a case study from her WWII troop tour: an altercation with various 

high-ranking military and government personnel at the tail end of hostilities in the New Guinea 

in 1944. First, however, the following analysis contrasts and compares Lawrence within the 

history of leading ladies from the mid nineteenth to mid twentieth century.  

Finding a Place in the Prima Donna / Diva Lineage  

 The first comparison to be made with Lawrence’s leading lady tactics and that of Farrar 

and Garden is in regards to stage presence and movement. The quest for adventure and the 

sheer physicality of Lawrence’s stage presence was not unheard of in the prima donna arts. By 

the time Lawrence reached America in the mid-1930s, American-born Farrar and Scottish-born 

Garden had already prepped audiences for a much more mobile and agile breed of soprano. 

Though able-bodied throughout their careers, Garden and Farrar had attracted press attention 

comparable to Lawrence for their forays into the world of silent movies. Farrar and Garden had 

garnered popularity with the American and European public for their on-screen stunts in filmed 

versions of popular operas. Mary Simonson writes that the pair 

     

modelled capable, adaptable physicality: their bodies were strong, equipped 

with endurance and fortitude. They readily – and, on occasion, recklessly –

approached danger and endured accident. They faced disaster and often 

survived[.] … Their bodies were simultaneously able and expendable, their 

spirits indefatigable. They were flexible and resilient, able to improvise in the 

face of disaster and act without thinking. For early twentieth-century audiences, 

many of whom were convinced that modern life had depleted the nervous 

systems of Americans, paralysing their will and physique, the bodies of these 

divas were both fascinating and inspiring.12 

                                                           
12 Mary Simonson, ‘Screening the Diva’, in The Arts of the Prima Donna in the Long Nineteenth Century, ed. 
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Quaintance Eaton, in his immense history of the Met, described Lawrence’s 1935 debut with 

the company in a similar vein to Simonson’s description of Farrar and Garden:  

Marjorie Lawrence, slim, blonde vivacious Australian, launched the procession 

of debutantes with her Brünnhilde in [Die] Walküre … [H]er Wagnerian 

Walkyrie had youth, strength and ‘a commanding dramatic temperament’ in its 

favour. 13  

 ‘Especially popular’ in the press, according to Simonson, ‘were discussions of the stunts 

and other physical perils that Farrar and Garden faced’.14 As Farrar later explained in her 

autobiography, the risk of bodily harm even just using the equipment required for filming at 

this time was high. For instance, the theatre lights,  

burning brightly with intense heat and no glass protection, claimed their victims 

often when eyes swelled and watered, requiring several days’ retirement to dark 

rooms, bandages, and idleness till the inflammation cleared up.15 

In another instance, during the filming of Birth of a Nation, Joan the Woman (1916), Farrar 

was made to stand in a body of chest-high water for almost three hours. When the director 

called a break and bade her leave the set, she declined and reportedly responded: ‘If the boys 

can stand it, I think I can’.16 ‘The boys’ mentioned here being Allied troops then stationed on 

the Western Front of WWI in trenches similarly filled with water (and mud, and the deceased). 

As will be discussed later in the chapter, the parallel with Lawrence’s own WWII troop tour 

rhetoric is notable.  

 In her autobiography, Farrar described her approach to physicality onscreen: 

We were not cautioned to beware of undue emotion, disarranged locks, torn 

clothing, etc. We were allowed free action as we felt it; so we acted our parts as 

if we were engaged in a theatre performance, and I believe, for this reason, we 

                                                           
13 Quaintance Eaton, The Miracle of the Met: An Informal History of the Metropolitan Opera, 1883–1967 (New 
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15 Geraldine Farrar, The Autobiography of Geraldine Farrar: Such Sweet Compulsion (New York: The Greystone 
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had real expression and feeling, which I find so often lacking in the beautiful 

but monotonous faces of so many of the screen stars today.17 

This comment concerns Farrar’s role as Carmen in Cecil B. DeMille’s 1915 film of the same 

name.  Lawrence was similarly famed for her enthusiastic and intense acting style. In contrast 

to Lawrence, however, Farrar was noted for taking her dramatics beyond the crowd-pleasing 

prima donna demonstration of acting talent into all-out realism. ‘The sight of the soprano 

Geraldine Farrar and the actress Jeanie MacPherson engaged in what director Cecil B. DeMille 

called a “full-blown brawl” proved to be too much’ for some American censors.18  

This scene of “disheveled womanhood”, along with other images of bloodshed 

and mayhem in DeMille's Carmen of 1915, was deemed liable to “corrupt 

public morals”. In all, about 2000 feet of film was slated to be cut before 

Carmen could be shown[.]19  

This ‘sensational’ censorship pushes Farrar’s behaviour in the realm of the ‘wicked’. The 

important difference here is the intention, one assumes Farrar was not aiming to have her role 

censored, especially as a film is far less spontaneous than stage acting and even in the 1910s 

much revised and edited before screening. An actual instance of diva-behaviour leading to 

censorship is more aptly demonstrated by Garden in 1910. 

  Garden had been censored for her stage portrayal of Salome in Strauss’s opera of the 

same name. In Chicago, Garden’s scene with the head of John the Baptist, during which she 

cavorted with the decapitated skull, even once kissing its lips, shocked audience and press alike. 

Her staging was disparagingly compared to ‘a cat wallow[ing] around in a bed of catnip’ and 

the final showings of the run were closed by censors.20 The motivations were quite different to 

Farrar given the impermanence of performing live. This was designed to make a lasting 

impression on one viewing. The motivator on this occasion was far more ‘diva’ that ‘prima 

donna’. Though not banned for its content, Lawrence’s own Dance of the Seven Veils in 

Salome received unimpressed reviews in Paris in 1934, reviewers claiming her choreography 

                                                           
17 The practice of having musicians play for actors in silent films while on set is believed to have been started by 

Farrar during Cecil B. DeMille's production of Carmen (1915). 'I always had a musician at my elbow whose 

soulful throb did more to start my tears than all the glycerin [sic] drops or onions more frequently employed by 

other less responsive orbs'. Farrar, Such Sweet Compulsion, 169. 
18 Melinda Esse, ‘The Silent Diva: Farrar’s Carmen’, in Technology and the Diva: Sopranos, Opera, and Media 

from Romanticism to the Digital Age, ed. Karen Henson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 89. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Michael T.R.B. Turnbull, Mary Garden (Cambridge: Solar Press, 1997), 83. 
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to be awkward and her skills unsuited to dancing.21 The same performance, however, received 

more enthusiastic responses in New York in 1935. In her 1938 Met performances, Olin Downes 

of The New York Time gushingly praised Lawrence’s interpretation, comparing her favourably 

to Mary Garden in the same role.22  

 According to correspondence in the Marjorie Lawrence Papers (MLP) held at Southern 

Illinois University, Mary Garden did once attend one of Lawrence’s performances of Salome 

and ‘enthusiastically expressed her admiration for [the] interpretation’. 23  Any further 

association between the artists has not been verified. The younger singer’s interpretation of the 

role appears to have been notable for decades. A portrait of Lawrence in one of her revealing 

outfits for these performances was gifted by a third party to the Metropolitan opera in the 1960s, 

suggesting that the event was memorable both for the singer and for the company (Figure 20). 

However, unlike Garden, Lawrence had a season of Salome rather than a week. Lawrence’s 

more prolonged stint in the role garnered impact over time. Garden infused her much shorter 

run with ‘scandal’ in order to achieve a similar longevity in the collective memory of the media. 

Further similarities between these singers and their active choosing of prima donna or diva 

actions can be drawn within the realm, again, of film. 

Garden held that, far from corrupting opera, cinema was the way of the future for the art 

form. In 1937 she told press that ‘opera [was] doomed to melancholy slumber unless it 

recapture[d] glamour. And apparently glamour [was] in Hollywood’.24  The parallels with 

Lawrence’s interactions with the world of the silver-screen are notable. For several years 

Garden even worked as a vocal talent scout for Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM), the same film 

company that would later produce the Academy Award winning interpretation of Lawrence’s 

autobiography, Interrupted Melody (1955).25  Several decades earlier in 1937, it was also 

speculated that Lawrence may herself make a Hollywood appearance, starring in a film version 

of a Wagnerian opera. Though widely reported in France in that year, Lawrence never did not 

make the film.26  

 There was an area, however, in which Lawrence’s skills surpassed Farrar and Garden. 

Of the three, Lawrence was the only one to incorporate the use of horseback riding to the opera 

                                                           
21 Guy de Téremond, ‘Scènes Lyriques’, La Rampe, December 1934. 
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Interrupted Melody (1955). 
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stage (Figure 21). As discussed, equestrian exploits were a staple of Lawrence’s stage 

repertoire.27 Farrar’s description of her own fretful attempts at horsemanship during her work 

filming the title role of Demille’s 1916 historical drama, Joan the Woman, is decidedly 

different: 

Now, I am notoriously afraid of horses. Any equestrian activity leaves me 

shaking with apprehension. As Joan the Soldier, the time came all too soon to 

don heavy armor, sword, gauntlets, with crucifying helmet, and mount a noble 

white animal that had ten thousand devils in his wicked heart and heels! … 

[F]ine horsemen and good comrades, kept a careful eye on me when a great 

show of martial valor was demanded, as we dashed before the grinding cameras. 

To them I owe protection for so closely following, and pressing their own steeds 

to the flank of my animal whereby he could not buck or throw me, evidently his 

dearest daily wish. He was no gentlemen.28 

 Of course, the inability to walk curbed Lawrence’s physicality, and potentially also any 

film exploits, in many ways. This brings us to the second point of comparison between 

Lawrence and similar divas and prima donnas of the era; her ability to adapt her public image. 

To compensate for her disability, Lawrence followed the lead of her own musical idol, the 

contralto Clara Butt (1872–1936) who focused on repertoire that did not require staging and a 

full orchestra, and built her reputation through the mastery of pieces designed for the concert 

halls and drawing rooms of the early 1900s.29 According to Sophie Fuller, Butt ‘had no need 

of opera to tell stories and convey emotions’.30 ‘Sidestepping the costumes, facepaint, staging, 

scenery, and other paraphernalia of opera, concert-hall singers [like Butt] attracted a devoted 

and admiring public’, and Butt’s appeal ‘lay in [her] carefully cultivated public persona’ and 

her ‘prima donna’ influence.31 That being the ability to garner public following and favour 

without stage or media ‘scandal’. The inclusion of concert-hall and drawing-room singers 

among those whose behaviour can be defined as prima donnas broadens the understanding of 

the history of opera’s leading ladies. 32  Though Butt was also a staged-opera artist, this 
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expansion of the prima donna arena to include concert venues allows one to place Lawrence 

squarely in the position of prima donna regardless of where or indeed what she sang. From 

town halls to hospitals, opera stages to makeshift bushland stages, Lawrence’s performance 

spaces were as varied as her choice of repertoire.33 As Betty O’Brien details in her thesis 

concerning Lawrence’s Australian concert tours between 1939 and 1951, Lawrence would 

frequently pair excerpts such as the Immolation Scene from Wagner’s Götterdämmerung with 

folk songs such as My Ain Folk and Annie Laurie in the same performance bracket to military 

and civilian audiences.34 Lawrence’s personal interactions with her public, and her crafted 

identification with a wholesome image, etc. also proved popular with press and public alike. 

Though, in the opinion of one audience member of the time, her audience on these occasions 

‘didn’t give a hang about Wagner, it was Marjorie they wanted to hear’.35 They came for her 

personality as conveyed to the public via the press, as much as her vocal mastery and famously 

personable demeanour.  

 Lawrence’s particular command of press attention also stemmed from the legacy of her 

prima donna forebears.36  Almost a century earlier, the celebrity branding of the Swedish 

soprano Jenny Lind (1820–1887) ‘was accompanied by a process [of] constructing her as a 

personification of important cultural values to the point that a new iconic persona was 

invented’. 37  George Biddlecombe’s research contends that Lind embodied ‘Victorian 

womanhood: saint-like purity allied to attributes such as serenity and sensibility’.38 These are 

descriptions that Cowgill and Poriss would probably align with the prima donna’s 

‘unimpeachable wonderfulness’. Lawrence similarly endeared herself on her Australian tours 

by portraying herself as an Australian heroine with a country girl’s heart and frequently 

attributed ‘her Australian bush upbringing’ to giving her ‘the stamina to help her fight her way 

back to health after she was stricken with infantile paralysis’.39 Lawrence echoed Lind’s ability 

for generating great devotion and fervour in her public fan base but took this further than Lind 

                                                           
33 For further information on these various performance areas, see Lincoln-Hyde, ‘Marjorie Lawrence’s Troop 
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by allowing her fans the opportunity for extraordinary familiarity.40 For instance, during the 

1944 tour she ‘delighted’ in the company of a small group of soldiers who joined her on the 

balcony of her Brisbane hotel room after climbing the fire-escape.41 She charmed the press and 

her audience with heartiness and, as is also evident in her dress sense, a very keen sense of 

humour.  

 Historically, one of the most striking examples of prima donna deportment is the art of 

dressing. Since the era of Lind (and arguably earlier), for the prima donna’s press image ‘dress, 

ornament, posture, and physiognomy … each bec[a]me subtle codes through which aspects of 

personality were communicated’.42 Though Cowgill and Poriss here are referring to dress sense 

from the late eighteenth century until the 1920s, Lawrence’s understanding of the power of 

dress extended this art of the prima donna into the mid-1940s. It should be remarked, however, 

that in general Lawrence’s fashion sensibilities were not as ‘subtle’ as those of her 

predecessors.43 As noted by O’Brien, the singer seems to have consistently appeared in public 

immaculately dressed and quite often, due to her striking taste in hats, with an air of whimsy 

about her.44 Lawrence was often quoted in the press during her 1944 Australian tour as relying 

heavily on her choice of outfit, and on her ‘devotion’ to hats in particular, to boost her personal 

morale.45 ‘I have to wear a pretty frock to sing well’, she reported to the Sydney Morning 

Herald, ‘[a]nd crazy hats do something for my morale’ (Figures 22-24).46 Lawrence upheld her 

commitment to her personal presentation during her public appearance throughout her career 

and notably during WWII (Figures 25-27). Maintaining her connection with the public during 

her troop tours made her a popular press item, as this short article in The Courier Mail on 25 

September aptly demonstrates: 

A ‘crazy’ hat and/or a good, strong cup of tea are the remedies favoured by 

Marjorie Lawrence, the world’s ‘chin up girl’ if she feels a little bit down. Those 

moments, however, are rare in the existence of one who has earned this title by 

                                                           
40 Fans famously left ‘thousands’ of cards at Lind’s residence in London during her time there in 1846 and at one 

point a set of German students beset what they erroneously believed to be Lind’s bedroom and tore the bed clothes 
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her courage and lack of self-pity. She loves the hats, anyhow, and though she 

has given away for patriotic funds about half the stock she brought to Australia, 

she still has one or two that are as crazy as anyone could wish.47 

 This ‘courage and lack of self-pity’ and moniker of ‘chin-up girl’ (a pun on the popular 

pin-up girl posters of the time) had been first been earned during her 1940 fundraising work in 

the United States.48  Lawrence readily adopted the label, as a 1944 article in The Australian 

Women’s Weekly, titled ‘The Boys Like Me – I’m So Happy I Could Cry’, confirms: 

[Lawrence] is the greatest and most courageous woman I have ever seen. And I 

think the rest of the 50,000 servicemen who heard her in her tour of Australian 

forward areas share my admiration. … After each concert Miss Lawrence 

[shakes] hands with as many of the men as she [can] reach. She took the hand 

of one … man, also in a wheel-chair, and said: “I do hope that we are both out 

of our jeeps soon”. … Miss Lawrence [then] said, half to herself, “I do want to 

see the boys in New Guinea”. This fine woman has given us all a lesson in 

courage and endurance, both physical and mental. …  We agree with the 

Americans, Marjorie Lawrence, who gave you the title ‘The Chin-up Girl’[.]49  

This side note on New Guinea is pertinent, and shall be explored in greater detail in a moment. 

 Lawrence, Garden and Farrar, similar in physicality, were also similar in their handling 

of personal public profiling. This introduces the third point of comparison between the three.  

All three of these sopranos wrote (or co-wrote with a shadow writer) autobiographies. 

Interestingly, though Farrar and Garden were both born several decades before Lawrence, their 

autobiographies appeared at around the same time. Lawrence, aged 42, released Interrupted 

Melody in 1949, a text mostly written by journalist Charles Buttrose from handwritten notes of 

Lawrence.50 Garden, in conjunction with writer Louis Biancolli, released Mary Garden’s Story 

in 1952.51 Farrar published hers the earliest, The Autobiography of Geraldine Farrar: Such 

Sweet Compulsion, in 1938.52 Though their use of prima donna or diva behaviours are more 
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MLP. 
51 Garden and Biancolli, Mary Garden’s Story, 1952. 
52 Farrar, Such Sweet Compulsion, 1938. 
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clearly demarcated in these memoirs, where Farrar and Garden tend to lean towards scandal 

and drama, Lawrence is notably more humble. 

Farrar, though less exaggerated than Garden, is perhaps also less than Lind’s 

‘unimpeachably wonderful’ persona. She was not afraid to assert her self-esteem in a diva-like 

fashion in her description of her own assured success in the business of Hollywood: 

Whether or not I would prove screen material was an undertaking of small risk, 

for the Metropolitan prestige and my personal réclame would guarantee one 

feature picture, while curiosity would do the rest to cover the expense 

involved.53 

 Most ‘divas’ such as Mary Garden, asserted their divadom (a term coined by Tracy Davis) 

in several ways. Firstly in the grandiose tall-tales present in their autobiographies. 54  For 

example, Garden’s autobiography contains a story of being sent a bear cub from Russia as a 

present and, several years later, having to transport the grown animal from her privately rented 

enclosure to the Paris zoo.55 Secondly, in the ways they responded to other divas. For instance, 

Garden described Nellie Melba (1861–1931) as a fairly good friend. Garden attributed this to 

her own voice type not being a threat to Melba’s coloratura roles, and claimed to have ‘[found] 

Melba’s rudeness entertaining’.56 In her 1952 ‘autobiography’ several decades after Melba’s 

passing, Garden similarly did not hold back her own rudeness regarding Melba. She recalled 

watching Melba in La Bohème thus: ‘I never saw such a fat Mimi in my life’.57 Such evocative 

language often goes beyond the simple descriptions of personalities, and sometimes spills out 

into often incongruous storytelling, the kind Christiansen referred to in his comment regarding 

diva-anecdotes.58 

 All three singers’ accounts are sometimes prone to exaggeration and, in the case of 

Garden, ‘deliciously wicked’ outright falsities. Garden’s work especially, apart from consisting 

of wildly imagined stories and facts, is itself a rather difficult text to read, often switching from 

third and first person, sometimes within the same sentence. 59  Presumably, this was the 
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combined result of both Garden and Biancolli’s writing efforts. The music critic, Cecil Smith, 

in his review of Garden’s book, wrote that 

[a]s a documentation of Miss Garden's career this book is highly unsatisfactory. 

It is difficult, and often impossible, to find dates in the text, or even to infer 

them. No complete list of her roles is given, and some are never mentioned. 

When information is given, it is often inaccurate.60 

 As a stereotypical example of the diva-ness, Garden’s autobiography is a prime example. 

Especially in light of Cowgill and Poriss’s earlier definition, bending the facts was typical of 

the diva stereotype. The sensational nature of the material generated by ‘divas’ was to garner 

publicity and in this case perhaps also sales. Though, as I maintain, this is more a behaviour 

rather than a classification, a description of an artists’ motivations instance-by-instance rather 

than the description of an entire career’s output. Some give a more sympathetic interpretation 

of these inconsistencies. Turnbull claims that ‘Garden’s distortion of the facts’,  

stemmed from an innate tendency to exaggerate which, in combination with her 

failure to keep accurate records, her later highly developed skill in managing 

the media, and the onset of senile dementia around 1945, led to the confusion 

or transportation of dates, events, feelings and even people.61 

 In a similar instance, Australian mezzo-soprano Florence Austral (1892–1968) was also 

prone to distortion or misremembering of life events.62 Austral’s accounts of how and why she 

collapsed mid-stage in 1930 due to the onset of multiple sclerosis frequently differed. Her 

accounts only surfaced after the publication of Lawrence’s autobiography in 1949, which 

describe Lawrence’s sudden paralysis mid-rehearsal for the ‘the same scenes from the same 

opera [in Mexico City, 1941] when she experiences the first attack of the poliomyelitis that 

eventually crippled her’.63 According to Michael Elphinstone and Wayne Hancock, Florence’s 

story continued to change throughout her career.64 By classifying diva behaviour as a manner 
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of influence – the nature of the particular interaction – rather than a personality type, the 

biography of other leading ladies similarly undergoes a more complex interpretation. Being 

conscious of discussing the complexities of female singers’ socio-cultural and socio-political 

motivations behind their actions allows for more a sympathetic biographical account of their 

careers similar to that already afforded their male counterparts. 

 The most significant instance of Lawrence’s diva-like assessment of her sister dramatic 

sopranos concerns Germaine Lubin (1890–1979) in the Paris Opéra’s 1933 Lohengrin. As 

Lawrence describes it, she was in the middle of receiving a prolonged ovation from the 

audience after Ortrud’s Invocation Scene when Lubin tried to dim the applause by coming out 

of the wings and singing Freia’s next opening line.65 The conductor attempted to restart Freia’s 

opening bars several times but could not be heard above the noise of the crowd and was forced 

to wait for the end of the applause. 

Now the fat was in the fire and sending up clouds of blue smoke! War between 

me and Lubin was on. At the end of the act when we took our bows she refused 

to shake my hand when I extended it to her and, being more practiced than I in 

the tricks of the opera trade, she was able to edge herself in front of me and 

behaved as though all the cheering was for her.66 

She goes on to claim that her 1933 season at the Paris Opéra  

might have been responsible for the return of Götterdämmerung to the 

repertoire. … Lubin, who had sung Brünnhilde for years, had begun to 

experience difficulty with the role and, until I came on the scene, no one had 

been available to replace her in it.67 

Beyond this perhaps exaggerated claim in her autobiography, there are few publicised accounts 

of this quite ‘stereotypical diva’ behaviour from Lawrence. She uses sweeping generalisations 

and exaggerated metaphor while placing herself as the wronged party. However, less publicised 

evidence does exist in documents Lawrence is unlikely to have been privy to during her lifetime, 

in public but not publicised archives, some of which have not been assessed by previous 

researchers. But first, some background. 
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A Telegram to General Blamey 

 As detailed in Chapter 1, Lawrence made a concert tour of Australia for Allied troops 

stationed across the north and south-east of the continent.68 Lawrence, as a German dramatic 

soprano specialising in Wagner, was an interesting choice for an Allied entertainer. Given 

Hitler’s known fascination with Wagner, this choice is notable.69 The Australian forces had 

until this stage mostly been entertained by popular singers. The only other semi-operatic voice 

heard by troops in this context had been Pauline Garrick.70 Still, the majority of Garrick’s 

repertoire was comprised mostly of operetta and musical comedy excerpts.71 Though more 

‘classical’ performers being engaged as troop entertainers was not unheard of, as far as can be 

ascertained by this research it was not particularly common within Australia at this time. 

 The engagement of entertainers for serving troops has been common practice since the 

WWI. The Australian Army, by the outbreak of WWII, had a long tradition of providing 

nationalistic ‘fighting’ songs to active servicemen, either though the creation of new repertoire 

for troops to sing or, more commonly during WWII, by providing live entertainers.72 The range 

of acts toured globally by Allied forces was surprisingly broad. The British forces’ 

Entertainments National Service Association (ENSA) during WWII presented celebrity actors 

such as Sir Laurence Olivier, popular singers such as Gracie Fields and even provided semi-

staged orchestral concerts and ballets.73 The USO organised for their troops, such acts as Frank 

Sinatra and Gypsy Rose Lee. Lawrence began her troop entertainments with the USO in 1943, 

provided her services for the Australian military in 1944 and toured with ENSA in 1946.74 As 

Cowgill and Poriss define the prima donna, Lawrence’s work during WWII did extend the 

figurative power of the female voice into the realm of wartime morale building and troop 

entertainment. She was not the only Western classical performer to do this yet she was perhaps 

one of the more unique artists to influence the practice. 

                                                           
68 ‘What Is Happening in Your Home State’, Army News, 13 July 1944; O’Brien, ‘Marjorie Lawrence: Her 

Australian Concert Tours 1939–1951’, 41. 
69 Lawrence actively chose to sing her Wagnerian repertoire sung in German for her Allied troops in venues 
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 Michael Pate in his memoirs of the 1st Australian Entertainment Unit, describes 

Lawrence in 1944 as ‘a truly great lady and an inspiration’ to his fellow servicemen and 

women.75 In the minds of Australian personnel and civilians alike, Lawrence’s keen use of 

prima donna behaviour in the press during WWII had earned her the reputation of home-grown 

heroine (Figure 28). This is not to say that Lawrence’s recovery from polio and previous stage 

triumphs of the 1930s did not deserve the sentiment. Given her unique position as a high-profile 

performer with a disability who had ‘conquered’ her ‘affliction’ mid-hostilities (see Chapter 

1), her services were in demand by Allied nations’ troop fundraising drives and military 

hospitals alike.76 Recovering soldiers with temporary or permanent acquired disabilities were 

the target audience for these events. Presumably, the idea was to show troops with recently 

acquired mobility impairments ‘courage and lack of self-pity’ using Lawrence as an example.77 

Lawrence officially toured military bases and hospitals in northern Australia from 14 to 23 July 

1944. Her concerts were described in the military and civilian press as ‘unforgettable’ and 

‘triumphal’ respectively.78 Certainly, this was an unusual reception for a singer specialising in 

such large German operatic works. 

 ‘Germanic singers’, states Joy Calico, ‘rarely figure in discussions of prima donnas’.79 

She suggests that the repertoire, vocal quality and ‘general temperament’ of Germanic 

specialists, until the turn of the twentieth century at least, were considered ‘not conducive’ to 

creating a ‘prima donna’.80 That is, the vocal reputations of these singers alone carried the 

weight of their influence, with few Wagnerian or Strauss specialists becoming household 

names to the general public. Lawrence, with the amiable and intimate relationship she 

encouraged with her audience, was an exception to this rule. But she was not the first. Calico 

has examined three earlier exceptions to this Germanic trend: Marie Whittich, who created the 

title role of Salome in 1905; Annie Krull, the first to sing Strauss’s title role of Elektra 1909; 

and Ernestine Schumann-Heink who co-starred with Krull in 1909 as Klytämnestra.81 Calico 

claims that through the creation of these Strauss roles, these three singers enamoured 

themselves with their audiences and ‘honed’ their public relation skills in a way many German 
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specialists had not done before. The title role of Elektra, for example, was far from being the 

‘ideal woman’ of the early 1900s, with her intense character and political ambitions which 

leads (as is typical of many strong women in opera) to her death.82 Krull, in particular, exploited 

the juxtaposition of the potentially derogatory association with the character of Elektra by 

‘propagat[ing] the image of herself’ as a respectable married woman.83 

 Lawrence, also a Salome and Elektra specialist, likewise exploited this intriguing 

dichotomy in 1944 by shoring up her image as both carefree heroine and the happily married 

wife of Thomas King. 84  For instance Lawrence detailed a ‘milestone’ in her recovery, 

describing an event in an interview with The Australian Women’s Weekly which involved her 

husband: 

My husband comes from the South [of the US], and dotes on Florida-style fried 

chicken. The first time [after contracting polio] I was able to go into the kitchen 

and cook it again for him myself was a milestone I’ll always remember with 

gratitude.85 

Further to this end, like prima-donnas before her Lawrence appeared in common 

advertisements, further establishing her ‘household’ name. Lawrence and Mary Garden both 

used advertising as a press tool. Among other things, Garden promoted perfume with Rigaud 

in 1909, chocolates, her favourite car (the Pierce Arrow), even the ocean liners she most often 

chose for her frequent trips across the Atlantic.86 Among other products, Lawrence endorsed a 

line of chocolates, the Melbourne bicycle brand Malvern Star and even cigarettes (though she 

herself did not smoke).87 

 Lawrence was both a popular celebrity and accomplished artist, advancing the status of 

opera and ready to cross deserts in a bomber for her public.88 Her prima donna prowess during 

WWII was undeniable, and strongly parallels the admiration Farrar earned in the press when 
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evoking the plight of soldiers during WWI.89 Yet by the end of September 1944 Lawrence’s 

public influence can be seen to simultaneous employ prima-donna techniques (i.e. the media’s 

‘heroine’ narrative) and the more pejorative inclinations of the diva mentality. The latter is 

evident in a telegram she sent to no less than the Commander-in-Chief of the Australian Forces, 

General Thomas Blamey: 

Am deeply distressed by your telegram as quoted by Mr Forde [Minister for the 

Army] in regards New Guinea[.] Few if any other singers have come ten 

thousand miles to sing to troops and twenty other singers rolled into one could 

not give them the tremendous inspiration that it has been proven to you that I 

can[.] Also dates given only possible one for me due to scheduled return to 

United States[.] Do not seek invitation or anything else only your permission as 

General MacArthur and American Army Headquarters [in Australia] consider 

my morale building qualities of such importance that they are most interested 

and willing to arrange tour enabling their and available Allied troops to hear me 

sing and on dates suitable to my convenience and requirements[.] All dependent 

and awaiting your permission[.] Of course fully realise decision with you 

considering above circumstance I beg you please give permission.90 

 In late 1944 General Thomas Blamey (1884–1951) of the Australian forces was 

reluctantly second in command to the supreme commander of the Pacific region, General 

Douglas MacArthur (1880–1964).91 A personal discontent between the two generals and the 

Australian Minister for the Army Frank Forde (1890–1993) did exist. 92  By the time of 

Lawrence’s exchange with Blamey, Japanese forces had been combating the Allies across the 

Pacific for almost three years. In 1943, Australia had engaged in one of the largest and most 

complicated campaigns in its history against the Japanese forces which had gathered in New 

Guinea, immediately north of the country. Though this successful campaign was mostly 

concluded by April 1944, several pockets of Japanese resistance remained. Due in part to the 

                                                           
89 Ibid., 249. 
90 Though the modern day name for the region to which Lawrence had planned to visit is now Papua New Guinea, 

this essay shall use the term used in the documents cited, New Guinea. Grammar irregularities within quoted 

telegrams and letters are as they appear in the original. Until recently, these documents held at the National 

Archives of Australian (Canberra, North Melbourne and Sydney) were not public due to their military origin. 

Marjorie Lawrence, telegram to General Blamey, n.d. September 1944, MP743/1, NAA (North Melbourne) 
91  David Horner, ‘Blamey, Sir Thomas Albert’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 26 November, 2017, 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/blamey-sir-thomas-albert-9523. 
92  Neil Lloyd and Malcolm Saunders, ‘Forde, Francis (Frank)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 26 

November, 2011, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/forde-francis-michael-frank-12504. 



64 

 

difficult jungle terrain of the territory, Australian troops were still involved in skirmishes across 

the region right up until August 1945.93 It was to these people at this particular time that 

Lawrence attempted to exert her diva behaviour in a way akin to the anecdotes so commonly 

associated with ‘a diva’.94 This flamboyancy of Lawrence may have scuppered her ‘primary 

object, … to sing for our boys … especially those … in forward areas’ and, moreover, in a way 

that would be ‘suitable to [her own] convenience and requirements.95 As will be seen, for 

several months Lawrence perhaps unreasonably pushed for this tour at the highest political and 

military levels. After examining the original Army documentation and newspaper articles 

pertaining to this tour, it is not exactly clear why Lawrence so eagerly desired to sing in New 

Guinea at this time.96  

 O’Brien has accessed similar material and also does not seem to have found a reason for 

Lawrence’s continued push for a New Guinea tour. Her further research revealed a singular 

letter from J. & N. Tait to the Australian Broadcasting Commission stating that New Guinea 

Forces had approached Lawrence.97 This alone, does not seem sufficient reason to justify 

Lawrence’s subsequent behaviour toward General Blamey. What is key to this case study is 

not so much Lawrence’s motives for a New Guinea tour, but the nature of the actions she took 

in her attempts to secure one. In this matter towards this section of the public, she exerted her 

divadom. But she concurrently maintained her prima donna command of her press and public. 

This simultaneity is not well supported by the more strict delineation initially drawn by Cowgill 

and Poriss (intentional or not) in their introductory chapter. As the following analysis of the 

aforementioned documents shows, Lawrence’s public behaviour was far more complex and 

nuanced than these definitions allow.  

In her 1949 autobiography, Lawrence appears briefly to attempt a justification for her 

desire to visit New Guinea. She stated that troops stationed in New Guinea had themselves 

requested her presence as an entertainer, though definitive primary evidence to support this 
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claim has not yet been found.98 Lawrence’s opinion of the music provided to troops was rather 

judgemental, and perhaps in this way, diva-like: 

What ridiculous impulse was it that made some people, and people in authority 

too, think that because men had been put into uniforms their taste had suffered 

some strange metamorphosis enabling them to appreciate only the flippant and 

trivial?99 

According to Pate, the quality of performances in these forwards areas, and indeed New Guinea, 

mostly consisted of semi-professional vaudeville shows and popular soloists such as Strella 

Wilson and Gladys Moncreif.100 Wilson, according to one article by the Northern Miner, 

performed ‘hundreds’ of concerts first to troops stationed in New Guinea and later also in Hong 

Kong and Japan. Wilson is also reported as noting the troops’ apparent penchant for operatic 

arias when she performed them.101 Lawrence suggests in her account of her war work that she 

had initially been warned off singing ‘burdensome’ opera by various parties. In short, she 

should ‘keep away as much as possible from classical music’.102 Conducting Officer Lieutenant 

R.R.H. Kelly of the Australian Army Amenities Service (AAAS) included two reviews of 

Lawrence’s troop concerts from the Army News with his report on the 1944 troop tour, which 

stated that her audiences had been ‘held spellbound by her artistry and power’, and that ‘there 

will not be another concert here to equal [hers], of that we are unhappily sure’.103 

 Lawrence’s ability to win over troops initially disgruntled with the prospect of seeing an 

opera singer appears to have been genuine. Lottie Prior and Ainslie Dawson, both signallers 

stationed at Adelaide River in 1944 during Lawrence tour there remember this clearly.  Prior 

described the reaction of the 10,000 assembled servicemen thus: 

It was probably the reaction of the men that I remember … because they 

were cross about having to go … hear an opera singer. … [They changed 

their opinion] because she didn’t really sing all opera, I suppose, and it was 
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just her personality. … I think that it was really the way she sang to 

them[.]104 

Lawrence did include more well-known repertoire in her troop programs, such as the folk songs 

My Ain Folk, Waltzing Matilda and Danny Boy, and (comparatively) ‘lighter’ repertoire than 

Wagner, such as Brahms’ lieder and Malotte’s setting of The Lord’s Prayer.105 However, these 

were generally placed in her programming as the lead up to excerpts from operas such as 

Strauss’s Salome and Wagner’s Götterdämmerung.106 According to Lawrence, New Guinea 

Force soldiers ‘told [her] that the pap and piffle brought to them by Australian and American 

radio stations compelled them to listen to Berlin and Tokyo when they wanted to hear serious 

music’.107 It is implied that she had been trying to rectify this by supplying herself as an Allied 

alternative. The diva-like temperament that produced her extraordinary telegram to the 

Commander-in-Chief is astounding in its presumption that the head of one of the largest 

military campaigns in Australia’s history should be concerned with her plea. 

 Perhaps Lawrence was ultimately led to expect too much of the Army having been shown 

‘every consideration’ for her travel needs since the first inkling of an Australian tour in 

September 1943.108  An official order was even sent specifying that ‘best available piano stage 

appurtenances to be arranged by all relevant HQs’ for her troop concerts.109 It appears that 

Lawrence found a similar level of consideration frustratingly lacking in her desire to visit New 

Guinea. Although by this time it was becoming clear that the Army would not support 

Lawrence’s proposed tour, the general public continued to support their personable prima 

donna’s hoped-for venture. A letter titled ‘Wanted in N.G.’ and sent to the editor of The Age, 

read thus: 

One wonders at the treatment of our men in New Guinea, and “the finest of 

morale builders” Australia’s Marjorie Lawrence who is, we know, anxious to 

go and sing to the boys in New Guinea. Mr. Forde, Minister for the Army, is 

                                                           
104 Charlotte ‘Lottie’ Prior, interviewed by E.A. Lincoln-Hyde, Sydney (NSW), 12 December 2016. 
105 Strella Wilson is also reported as using the Malotte arrangement during her performances to troops. ‘Wants 

More Troop Tours—Strella Wilson’, News, 3 July 1945. 
106 ‘Marjorie Lawrence’s Unforgettable Concert’, Army News, 20 July 1944. 
107 Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 252. 
108 Thorold Waters, editor of the Australian Musical News, was first to officially alert Australian authorities of 

Lawrence's desire to conduct a troop tour in Australia. Incidentally, Waters had also been the judge who had 

awarded Lawrence the now Sun Aria prize in 1928. O’Brien, ‘Marjorie Lawrence: Her Australian Concert Tours 

1939–1951’, 41. 
109 Superintendent of Concert Parties HQ, telegram to Loctown HQ Northern Territory Force Military Base, July 

1944, MP743/1, NAA (North Melbourne). 



 

67 

 

reported in “The Age” of [5 September] as saying it had not been possible to 

allow Miss Lawrence to go to New Guinea up to the present, but hinted it “might 

be possible before she left Australia” [in October]. Planes and transports are 

being used to carry intoxicating liquor, the greatest of morale destroyers, but no 

mode of transport is evidently available to transport Marjorie Lawrence “the 

finest of Morale builders”. The public should demand transport, so that our “oft-

forgotten” men in New Guinea might have the privilege of meeting and listening 

to this charming Australian.110 

Why the author alludes to the men stationed in New Guinea at this time as ‘oft-forgotten’ is 

unclear, especially given the military importance of Australia’s presence in the country and 

recent victory against the Japanese in this region.  

 It should be noted at this point that Lawrence was not privy to all, if any, of the 

information contained in the materials accessed for this research. One assumes that, due to the 

sensitivity of information pertaining to troop movements in the Pacific theatre at this time, it 

would not have been appropriate for Lawrence to know more. However, it can be extrapolated 

from the communications sent by the singer to the Army that Lawrence and her agents were 

being given at least some information, be this either by the Army or through her civilian agents, 

J. & N. Tait. Nevertheless, almost a month before her ‘diva-telegram’ to Blamey, Lawrence 

started to agitate the political waters once again. A telegram sent from Minister Forde to 

General Blamey dated 27 August read as follows: 

Complaint made to me that Miss Marjorie Lawrence [has been] refused 

transport to New Guinea[,] where she desires to sing for the Australian troops. 

Her husband Dr King is desirous that she should be allowed to visit … and [that] 

she will be most disappointed if she has to return to the United States without 

singing in New Guinea.111 

From the tone of the telegram, Forde had perhaps not enjoyed being on the receiving end of 

Lawrence’s complaint. That same day General Blamey reiterated to Forde that ‘present 

circumstances [in New Guinea] render visit not practicable’.112  
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 During the official troop-tour section of the 1944 tour of Australia in July, Lawrence, 

her civilian agents and her husband Dr King had released various statements to the media 

concerning her ‘greatest wish’ to sing to troops in New Guinea.113 Similar articles started re-

appearing in major newspapers in late August, suggesting that the general public may indeed 

have felt the men in New Guinea to be ‘oft-forgotten’. This clipping from The Argus was 

included in a restricted telegram from Land Operations Brisbane to Landforces HQ on the day 

of its publication: 

To sing to Australian troops in the S[outh] W[est] Pacific areas was Marjorie 

Lawrence’s greatest wish at present, and if she had to return to America with 

this wish unfulfilled she would be deeply disappointed. … [s]he understood 

transport might be difficult. However, she had travelled from Townsville to 

Darwin by air without being affected. She enjoyed air travel, and knew no 

reason why even “roughing it” should affect her. Except for her disability, she 

was in perfect health.114 

The Evening Advocate reported the same day that Lawrence would not be going to New Guinea 

as ‘transport for Miss Lawrence would be difficult because she was crippled’.115 Two days later 

the public were given a more satisfactory explanation by The Tweed Daily which reported that 

Lawrence’s plans had been ‘thoroughly examined by the responsible commanders in the field, 

who, having regard to operations, found it impossible to provide transport for her to the actual 

areas where the fighting troops now were’.116 The matter appeared to have been settled. 

 Two weeks later, however, Forde wrote to Blamey again conveying Lawrence’s ongoing 

attempts to exert her influence. This influence, she felt, was grounded in the admiration of her 

public and powerful enough to sway the military elite: 

Dr Thomas King … who is husband of Miss Marjorie Lawrence rang me 

yesterday and stated that Miss Lawrence and he were anxious to visit New 

Guinea to entertain the Australian and American troops. … He further stated 

that he had received a letter […] on behalf of General MacArthur stating that 

the General would welcome Marjorie Lawrence and Dr King to New Guinea [.] 
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I strongly advise that her application be favorably considered and arrangements 

made for her transport in co-operation with American Army.117 

It was the perceived pressure from the American Army that led General Blamey to send a 

telegram marked ‘personal’ to General MacArthur, Field Marshall of the Philippine Army, to 

settle the matter. ‘I am referring matter to General MacArthur’, wrote Blamey to Forde in a 

personal telegram that implied disbelief that Lawrence had contacted American forces 

directly.118 There is no evidence to say whether she had or had not. ‘After consultation with 

New Guinea Force’, wrote Blamey to MacArthur on 14 September in a telegram marked 

‘secret’, ‘I decided not to issue an invitation’ to Lawrence.  

I have received a wire from Mr Forde Minister for Army from which it appears 

that [Lawrence’s] husband Dr King has bypassed the Australian command and 

obtained a letter [from the US Forces] stating that you would welcome her visit 

(.) This places New Guinea command and myself in an embarrassing position 

(.) If you desire it I will feel obliged to back down but I consider the present 

moment very unsuitable apart from the physical disability that makes Miss 

Lawrence a special care (.) Miss Lawrence has been given full opportunity of 

visiting all Australian troops on mainland (.) Her case is unlike all others who 

have visited New Guinea firstly because of the more forward location of troops 

and second because others were invited at times suitable to Army needs (.) I 

would be glad to hear from you early[.]119 

 Whether Lawrence’s husband (and not Lawrence herself) had or had not contacted the 

Americans directly has not yet been ascertained. The ‘present moment’ may refer to one of the 

aforementioned ongoing intermittent skirmishes in the New Guinea theatre. Indeed, the 

mention of the ‘more’ forward location (the more dangerous location) of troops appears to 

                                                           
117 It is interesting to note that the word ‘anxious’ creeps in to various correspondence regarding Lawrence’s trip 

from this point forward. J.C. Williamson Limited (working with J. & N. Tait) describe Lawrence as ‘anxious’ to 

tour New Guinea, and somewhat suspiciously, so does the Rev. Ray Williams in his letter to the editor. This 

perhaps suggests this opinion piece may have been written by Lawrence’s publicity agents. J. & N. Tait, letter to 

Superintendent of Concert Parties’, 22 September 1944, MP743/1; J. & N. Tait, letter to Superintendent of Concert 

Parties, 25 September 1944, MP743/1, NAA (North Melbourne); Rev. Ray Williams, ‘Letters to the Editor: How 

Can They Learn ?’, The Age, 9 September 1944. 
118 Parentheses appear in original message, square brackets indicate author edits. General Blamey, telegram to 

General MacArthur, 14 September 1944, MP743/1, NAA (North Melbourne). 
119 Round brackets part of quotation. General Blamey, telegram to General MacArthur, 14 September 1944, 

MP743/1, NAA (North Melbourne). 
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confirm the previous suggestion of concern over Lawrence’s safety. Nevertheless, Lawrence’s 

letter prompted an unequivocal response from MacArthur, also marked ‘secret’: 

[On] investigation I have ascertained letter […] to Doctor King clearly stated 

that question of Lawrence visiting New Guinea was matter for decision of 

Aust[ralian] authorities. […]  There is NO slightest inclination here to dispute 

propriety of any decision you make[.]120 

 Still, Lawrence’s behaviour kept discussion tense between the three for a while longer. 

An exasperated telegram from Blamey to Forde reads: 

Apparently you have not received my [telegram] of 18 Sep[tember] which reads 

as follows (.) Quote[:] Reference telegram of 13 [September] I regret I am 

unable to issue invitation to Miss Lawrence to visit New Guinea in early part of 

October (.) If she is prepared to submit other dates for a later period they will 

be considered (.)121 

 Lawrence’s telegram (‘Am deeply distressed…’) sent to Blamey on 25 September was 

her final attempt to get to New Guinea.122 Or at least, the Australian Army considered it her 

final attempt.  The final document included in the archive material consulted is a kind but firm 

telegram from General Blamey to Lawrence dated two days later on 27 September: 

In reply to your telegram[.] In June last Messrs Williamson [of J. & N. Tait] 

were requested to agree to a visit by you to New Guinea in July in addition to 

visits to Northern Australia[.] They were unable to concur and restricted your 

visit to Northern Australia[.] Correspondence indicates that itinerary was 

determined with your concurrence [.] Am mindful of great pleasure given to 

troops by your visit and those who had privilege of hearing you are deeply 

grateful[.] Regret however that date you now propose visit New Guinea is not 

convenient to Army and I must support Commander New Guinea Force in his 

objection to visit at this time.123 

                                                           
120 This telegram was also marked ‘secret’. General MacArthur, telegram to General Blamey, September 1944, 

MP743/1, NAA (North Melbourne). 
121 General Blamey, telegram to Minister Forde, September 1944, MP743/1, NAA (North Melbourne). 
122 Marjorie Lawrence, telegram to General Blamey, n.d. September 1944, MP743/1, NAA (North Melbourne) 
123 General Blamey, telegram to Marjorie Lawrence, 27 September 1944, MP743/1, NAA (North Melbourne). 
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Intriguingly, Blamey places the blame squarely back on the singer and her publicity entourage. 

The effects of Lawrence’s diva-behaviour are clear, though she was unlikely to have been 

aware of the full extent. Her desire to make a New Guinea trip fit her own schedule had caused 

a ‘personal’ and ‘secret’ discussion between three of the most powerful military personnel of 

the time. One might surmise she would have relished the fact. Ultimately, Lawrence never 

made it to New Guinea, for troop tours or otherwise.  

Beyond the Binary 

 ‘The consciousness and earnest will-power to move one's public by the force of one's art 

is one of the first steps toward being a true prima donna', claimed soprano Clara Louis Kellogg 

(1842–1916) in 1913. Physiognomy, physicality, use of publicity, even dress, accessories and 

posture each become subtle weapons through which aspects of prima donna and/or diva traits 

are deployed by a performer. The nature of this is perhaps what defines a performer’s behavior 

as either a diva or a prima donna from one instance to the next; be it scandalous, exaggerated, 

or unreasonable (‘diva’) or reserved, respectable, and sincere (‘prima donna’). The dual reality 

of being both diva and prima donna is perhaps best summed up by Michael Turnbull’s 

assessment of Mary Garden’s career:   

[a]s a person, Mary Garden was larger than life. … Though there seems to have 

been a persistent notion that she led a double-life of scandal and depravity, there 

is no evidence to suggest that such a lifestyle ever existed.124 

In short, she ‘diva’ and ‘prima donna’ personalities was deployed for the purposes of 

maintaining public interest, but to define Garden as one or the other would be a disservice to 

her broader biography.  

 Though Lawrence’s 1944 behaviour was not widely known among the Australian or 

American public, she nevertheless was dealing with multiple public individuals. Additionally, 

she blatantly attempted to influence the Prime Minister, Minister for the Army, two Allied 

Generals, and to a small extent the US President, with the weight of her public image. This 

diva-esque strategy failed in this instance, but which perhaps taught Lawrence enough to 

successfully negotiate several troop tours with Allied and Soviet authorities in England, France 

and occupied Germany over the next two years.125 The delicate balance of simultaneously 

appearing as prima donna for her public and diva for those who thwarted her ‘deepest wishes’ 

                                                           
124 Turnbull, Mary Garden, 202. 
125 Lincoln-Hyde, ‘Marjorie Lawrence’s Troop Tours’, 39–40. 
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affirms Lawrence’s place in the lineage of opera’s proponents of the prima donna’s and diva’s 

arts.   

As Currie observes, one of the ultimate tests of a prima donna is how to ‘keep one’s 

audience engaged without neutralizing them into a mesmerized mass that precludes the 

possibility of a proper reciprocal acknowledgement’.126 Lawrence avoided this pitfall in her 

frequent troop visits, personal connections, encores, pictures with family and personal 

interviews, almost every one of which was ‘the thrill of [her] life’.127 Her apparent adoration 

for her public in Australia, and evidently theirs for her, was strong enough for the Minister for 

the Army to plead with MacArthur on this consummate prima donna’s behalf while 

simultaneously continuing his communications regarding troop and supply movements across 

the Pacific. She employed her voice to figuratively and literally change people’s attitudes 

towards her preferred repertoire much as a prima donna in Cowgill and Poriss’s definition 

would. Yet she simultaneously attempted to exert this influence in diva-like fashion, causing 

cross-bickering and misunderstanding among a smaller but still definitely beyond private 

sphere. 

 During Lawrence’s total time touring Australia from June to November 1944, Allied 

forces in the Pacific invaded Guam and the Marianas, began and ended the Battle of Leyte Gulf 

and sustained their first attacks from Kamikaze fighters. By the end of 1944, the Australian 

Army was the Allies’ major force in the New Guinea active region. Lawrence’s continued press 

coverage and perhaps bombastic combative attitude had pushed Forde, Blamey and MacArthur 

to the point of curt confusion at a time in hostilities when the three had more pressing things to 

be clarifying with each other. That the three should be concerned with the ambitions of an 

operatic personality at all, however, is still a significant example of the power of Lawrence’s 

public persona. 

 Lawrence’s diva behaviour towards General MacArthur as a case study emphasizes the 

complexities of forcing leading ladies into the dichotomy of ‘prima donna’ or ‘diva’ in the 

public arena. Lawrence during her troop tours appeared to be the consummate ‘prima donna’ 

to her public, yet her repeated, unreasonable requests to a military service in active combat are 

far more ‘diva’ in their manifestations. In the case of Garden, her scandalous divadom was (at 

least partially) a myth. Garden ‘loved to tease an audience of journalists … and they in turn 

loved her for the extraordinary stories she plucked out of the air. She had a wicked sense of 

                                                           
126 Currie, ‘The Prima Donna’s Art of Politics’, 107. 
127 ‘Triumphant Return of Marjorie Lawrence’, The Argus (Melbourne), 5 July 1944. 
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humour’.128 Her physicality on stage and within the movie world titillated for scandal where 

there was none. Farrar’s behavior, equally physical and even violent on screen, is more often 

portrayed as a ‘prima donna’, a pioneer of screen art in both DeMille’s Carmen (1915) and 

Birth of a Nation, Joan the Woman (1916). Her ‘divadom’ in the Cowgill and Poriss sense is 

based on the wonderful rather than Garden’s projected ‘wickedness’. This was due to both her 

prima donna fandom and her attempts to exert her influence in a diva-like fashion. She was 

simultaneously diva and prima donna, using Cowgill and Poriss’s definition.  

 Though Lawrence’s attempts to exert power with ‘diva’ actions was not ‘wicked’ it was 

on the end of the spectrum more closely associated with the (erroneous) stereotype of the 

scandal-inducing ‘diva’. I contend that the following case study of Lawrence’s diva-dom shows 

the potential for singers of the time to utilize both prima donna and diva behaviours 

simultaneously. In Lawrence’s case, her diva-dom was simply not as well publicized as it might 

have been. Other personalities similarly devoid of scandal, for example Clara Butt, may also 

have been divas on a similar level, but personal archives and the extent of public records 

available on her life make this difficult to gauge. Though her behaviour with the US and 

Australian Armies was not publicised, the number of people and institutions involved in her 

attempts to reach New Guinea and later leave Australia made it decidedly public; there would 

have been dozens if not hundreds of personnel involved in sending and receiving information 

regarding Lawrence’s desired tour. Indeed, her1944 tour tale was not quite finished. 

 When originally planning the journey from the US to Australia, Lawrence, her agents J. 

and N. Tait and her husband King had written to multiple persons of rank (both military and 

civilian) requesting air transportation across the Pacific. Their major reason appears to have 

primarily been King’s propensity towards severe seasickness. The US and Australian Armies 

had both refused them permission. Lawrence, previously frustrated in her July and August 1944 

attempts to sing in Papua New Guinea, tried one more time to get her way, this time seeking 

air transportation to the US citing her ‘pressing engagements’ with various arts companies.129  

Having nearly completed the final civilian leg of her tour, in late October 1944 Lawrence once 

again wrote to the US President requesting transport assistance. A summary memo of the 

exchange, which occurred between 24 October and 14 November, in the FDR archives in 

Washington reports the final decision: 

                                                           
128 Ibid. 
129 Memo: Regarding Discussion of Aeroplane Transport for Lawrence and King to America’, 23 October 1944, 

PPF 8325, FDR Library, Washington. 
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Report to the President regarding Lawrence’s air transportation from Australia 

to America, 1944: Telegram to the President, asking aid in obtaining immediate 

air transportation for herself and her husband, Dr. King, to America. … Miss 

Lawrence, who is a Metropolitan Opera Soprano states that if she cannot secure 

immediate transportation for the U.S., she will be forced to cancel several 

concerts in the U.S. which will cause her great loss in money and prestige. … 

‘We are going to get General MacArthur, who is there, to tell Marjorie 

Lawrence – NO’.130  

 I have shown through comparisons with similar singers and through this specific case 

study, that Lawrence’s public persona was supported by four introductory contentions: 1) 

Lawrence was not wholly ‘diva’ or ‘prima donna’ in her behaviour, thereby categorising her 

into a personality ‘type’ seems dubious  2) Lawrence inhabited both behaviours simultaneously 

therefore upsetting a binary definition of the terms, 3) Lawrence’s use of diva and prima donna 

behaviours did not span the spectrum of potential actions but instead intersected the spectrum 

of public to private settings, and 4) by engaging and exploiting this balancing act of diva to 

prima, Lawrence’s 1944 troop tour and professional behaviour is placed as a direct continuation 

of the legacy of leading ladies’ of prima donna and diva behaviour following the ‘long’ 

nineteenth century. This more subtle distinction of ‘diva’ and ‘prima donna’ as behaviour and 

method of influence rather than the whole identity of the individual concerned allows for a 

greater depth of  complexity  in the lives of opera practitioners such as Lawrence who so aptly 

harnessed the power of the female voice literally and metaphorically.131 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
130 Capital lettering in original document. 
131 Cowgill and Poriss, 'Introduction', xxiv. 
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Figure 20: Publicity photo of Lawrence as Salome that was copied for the Metropolitan Opera portrait, New York, 

1935. Barbara Wood Papers. 
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Figure 21: Lawrence on horseback during her homecoming tour, Winchelsea (Victoria), 1939. This image hung 

on Lawrence’s bedroom wall at her Harmony Hills Ranch for decades. Barbara Wood Papers. 
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Above, Figures 22, 23 and 24: Lawrence’s many 

every-day hats. Melbourne (Victoria), n.d., loose 

clipping, H0012176, PAC. 

 

 

 

 

Right, Figure 25: Lawrence in one of her ‘frocks’ 

during, c. 1940s. Loose clipping, Garland County 

Historical Society 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Right, Figure 26: Lawrence in a Paris dressing room 

taking meticulous care of her appearance. La Rampe, 

December 1934.  
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Top, Figure 27: Lawrence maintained her high standards for personal appearance in most public appearances 

throughout her life. This image c. late 1940s, H0012176, PAC. 

Below, Figure 28: Lawrence frequently associated herself with symbols of Australian culture throughout her 

career. In this press image Lawrence, seated on a horse-drawn wagon decorated with Australian flora, greets a 

swagman named ‘Old Harry’. Winchelsea (Victoria). The Age, 17 May 1949. 
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Marjorie Lawrence, Southern Illinois University, and Treemonisha 

 

She was just one of the faculty [who] just happened to be in a wheelchair as 

well, and happened to have an international reputation on the side. 

Michael Hanes 

Interviewed by EA Lincoln-Hyde 

25 May 2017, Carbondale, Illinois 

 

Marjorie Lawrence did not write at any length about her life after the publication of her 

autobiography in 1949. To date, only one author has written on Lawrence’s music teaching, 

Richard Davis, who in his 2012 biography of Lawrence, contributes one chapter of 

approximately twenty pages mostly concerning Lawrence’s financial motivations for her career 

change.1 Marjorie Lawrence worked as a voice teacher from 1954 until 1973. She was a 

member of faculty at three schools of music, a touring lecturer with the Elwood Emerick 

Agency, and a private vocal teacher.2 

Davis appears to have gathered most of his information from an interview with Lawrence 

by a fellow staff member Dr Charles T. Lynch recorded in 1973 and several interviews with 

former students, though he does not give the names of the students interviewed nor which parts 

of the chapter their interviews contributed to. 3  Davis writes that Lawrence was not ‘as 

successful a teacher as she had been a singer’; her students ‘produced excellent academic 

results, but that the excellence often ended there’.4 He goes on to make a comparison between 

the relatively small number of Lawrence’s pupils who went on to become international 

performers with the series of successful soloists produced by her former Metropolitan 

colleague Martial Singher.5 The pair had shared several seasons at the Metropolitan from 1943 

onwards. The comparison perhaps lacks in proper context. Singher taught at one of the US’s 

most prestigious classical music academies, the Curtis Institute of Philadelphia and then the 

Music Academy of the West in California, from 1962 to 1980. In contrast, for many decades 

SIU had an emphasis on producing teachers and had been known as a teacher’s college since 

                                                           
1 Davis, Wotan's Daughter, 229–240.  
2 Elwood Emerick Management, to Marjorie Lawrence, 23 March 1958, 127/21/14, MLP. 
3 Lawrence, interviewed by Charles T. Lynch, Carbondale (Illinois), 1973, 127/83/10 MLP. 
4 Davis, Wotan's Daughter, 239. 
5  Peter G. Davis and Dennis K. McIntire, ‘Singher, Martial’, Grove Music Online, 1 May, 2017, 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic; Ibid. 
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1931.6 Indeed, all bar one of the students interviewed in the course of this study are currently 

music educators or have worked previously in this capacity throughout the United States and 

Australia. In short, the claim Davis makes is not significant enough to dismiss the legacy of 

Lawrence’s teaching career. 

 At the end of her life, Lawrence donated her personal archives not to The Metropolitan 

Opera, New York or a national American or Australian institution, but to Southern Illinois 

University. This would appear to indicate that she thought more of the institution and her time 

working for it than Davis’s twenty-page summary would suggest. The Marjorie Lawrence 

Papers (MLP) are currently held in the Special Collections of the Morris Library of SIU, a short 

distance from the music faculty building in which Lawrence taught for over thirteen years. 

Upon reviewing the material in this archive and interviewing students taught by Lawrence 

through SIU, my findings reinforce that the legacy of Lawrence’s teaching should not be 

measured by the number of international soloists she didn’t produce, though she did have 

several students who went on to earn international reputations. One of her most well-known 

students and former Metropolitan Opera soprano, Raeschelle Potter-Diemel, in 2012 stated that 

Lawrence ‘was and always will be my inspiration’.7 The material held at SIU concerning the 

span of Lawrence’s two-decade teaching career, details enough of Lawrence’s pedagogical 

career to warrant a book in itself. Given the scope of this thesis, however, discussion of 

Lawrence’s teaching career shall be limited to the following: an overview of her teaching career 

before entering the SIU School of Music Faculty; a brief contextual history of SIU’s School of 

Music; Lawrence’s teaching style, her annual Summer Music Camps; and an overview of the 

operas produced by SIU’s ‘Marjorie Lawrence Opera Theater’ with a case study on an early 

production of Scott Joplin’s Treemonisha. 

 

Lawrence’s Journey to SIU 

Upon her retirement from SIU in 1973, Lawrence revealed that until the mid-1950s she 

had not seriously considered teaching in any way. 8  Imogene Gunther, daughter of a Hot 

Springs’s garage owner, was Lawrence’s first student.9 Yet, in her first phone conversation 

with the singer, Gunther was told by Lawrence that she ‘had no intention of teaching’. 10 

                                                           
6 Charles L. Pierson, ‘A History of the Southern Illinois University School of Music 1874–1970’ (PhD Thesis, 

Southern Illinois University, 1971), 230. 
7 Raeschelle Potter-Diemel quoted in Davis, Wotan’s Daughter, 239. 
8 Lawrence, Lynch interview, 1973. 
9 Ibid.  
10 Ibid. 
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Gunther eventually convinced Lawrence to give her lessons after stating in a letter that she 

believed it was Lawrence’s ‘duty’ to assist aspiring singers.11 Lawrence, by self-admission, 

was not entirely sure where to begin. As she shared with Charles Lynch in their 1973 interview, 

‘the only thing that I could think of was [to] teach her the way Cécile Gilly had taught me’.12 

Pat Gladden, a student of Lawrence’s in the early 1970s, confirms that her teaching style was 

based on ‘her training in Paris’.13 Lawrence started teaching Imogene Gunther in 1953. By the 

end of that year, she had at least four private students. Lawrence also appears to have been 

influenced by Ivor Boustead’s practice of entering students in singing competitions, insisting 

that in order to be her student, Gunther must work towards and enter all the singing 

competitions Lawrence deemed appropriate. 14 ‘Singing is a competitive business’, stated 

Lawrence to Lynch, ‘and you must be able to compete and hopefully win’.15 

 To that end, Gunther entered and won her very first singing competition, run by Tulane 

University in New Orleans, in 1956. Lawrence, accompanied by King, travelled to New 

Orleans to support Gunther. Impressed by her pupil’s vocal talents, during the competition 

reception Dr Peter Hansen approached Lawrence with an invitation to join the Tulane 

University faculty. Hansen made the opportunity enticing and even told Lawrence that her 

contract would not be binding, ‘I could leave if I didn’t like it’.16 Having not completed any 

tertiary education nor teaching qualifications, it is indeed possible that this was the first time 

Lawrence had entertained the real possibility of full-time teaching. Similar to her initial 

disinterest in teaching at all, Lawrence stated that until Hansen approached her: ‘I had never 

thought of being part of a university’.17 It is likely, initially at least, that finances as much as 

any altruistic feelings regarding her ‘duty’ drove her interest in entering the field of education. 

In 1954 with the release of MGM’s Interrupted Melody after a rush of concerts, Lawrence 

had begun to experience an ebb in regular paid performance activities. She and her husband 

even put their Harmony Hills ranch up for sale for several years in the late 1950s, attempting 

to use Lawrence’s celebrity status as a selling point. An advertisement for the ranch in The 

Dallas Morning News from July 1957 described the property as a ‘scenic 400-acre ranch estate 

of Marjorie Lawrence, Metropolitan Opera Star’ and boasted the proximity to the Hot Springs 

                                                           
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Pat Gladden, interviewed by EA Lincoln-Hyde, Hot Springs (Arkansas), 8 April 2017. 
14 Boustead, who had given Lawrence her first formal instruction in singing in Melbourne in the late 1920s, had 

also been the first teacher of tenor John Brownlee. Brownlee had in turn introduced Lawrence to Cecil Gilly. 

Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 36. 
15 Lawrence, Lynch interview, 1973. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
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spa baths and racetracks.18 The total price for the property at this time, including furniture and 

farm equipment, was 80,000 USD.19 Their ongoing attempts to sell their Ranch, confirms the 

suspicion that Lawrence and King’s financial situation was part of the motivation for her to 

take on full-time teaching at Tulane. 

 By September 1957, having failed to sell Harmony Hills, Lawrence and King rented an 

apartment in New Orleans to allow Lawrence access to Newcomb College, where the music 

department of Tulane was located. It was during this first academic year (1956–1957) that 

Lawrence began her Summer Opera Workshops at her ranch.20 Initially named ‘The Harmony 

Hills Music Foundation Incorporated’, the inaugural workshop attracted twenty or so 

students. 21  These workshops would last around three to four weeks during which time 

participants would work towards two concerts. The first, a concert of ‘sacred’ works, held at 

one of Hot Springs’ larger churches, the second a collection of operatic excerpts performed at 

the Arlington Hotel in the downtown area. 22  The workshops were originally supported 

financially by Tulane University, private students, and large personal contribution from one 

Lillian Burns of Wichita Falls, Texas. Burns supported Lawrence’s summer workshop program 

during most years of its running and would often receive special tributes from Lawrence and 

her students at the two summer concerts. For many years Lawrence would lead an encore of 

Édith Piaf’s La Vie en Rose in honour of Burns.23 

 As these workshops appear to have been funded by Burns and later several tertiary 

institutions, it is likely Lawrence did not derive significant income from them. Hence Lawrence 

also explored further avenues of financial engagement at this time. In 1959, she was contacted 

by New York agent, Elwood Emerick, with the possibility of joining their celebrity lecturer 

circuit. Emerick specialised in supplying ‘celebrity lecturers’ to educational, community, and 

social institutions and functions. Their recruitments included performers, former politicians, 

and other prominent personalities. Davis states that it was during one of these engagements 

that Lawrence made herself known known to the staff of SIU when she guest-lectured at the 

                                                           
18 ‘Marjorie Lawrence Estate’, The Dallas Morning News, 14 July 1957. 
19 80,000 USD in 1957 is approximately 1.0 million AUD in 2018. Ibid. 
20 Davis, Wotan’s Daughter, 233. 
21 Though it has been inactive since Lawrence’s death in 1979, The Harmony Hills Music Foundation Incorporated 

has not formally ceased trading. Records can still be accessed via Arkansas state tax systems. Arkansas 

Corporates, 1 May, 2017, http://www.arkansascorporates.com/corp/215727.html; Davis, Wotan’s Daughter, 233–

34. 
22 Ibid., 233. 
23 Marjorie Lawrence, ‘La Vie en Rose’ Performed in Honour of Mrs. T. L. Burns (Arlington Hotel Ballroom, Hot 

Springs, Arkansas, n.d.), audio, MLP/82. 
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Carbondale campus.24 According to Lawrence in her Lynch interview, however, it was Tulane 

University that sent her to SIU under a program of touring recital lecturers.25 Dr Fred Denker 

and Dr Henry Miller of SIU approached Lawrence after this lecture recital with the offer of a 

position designed to build up the opera program within their then Department of Music.26  

At first, Lawrence told Denker and Miller that she was happy at Tulane, but she appears 

to have changed her mind later when she began to consider the possibilities supporting an opera 

program could bring. As stated, there may also have been financial incentives. Aware, however, 

of the risks involved in taking on a fairly new university scheme, Lawrence agreed to work at 

SIU only if Tulane would grant her indefinite leave rather than terminating her position.27 

Tulane agreed to the terms, and to accommodate this unusual request in their faculty hierarchy, 

Lawrence was given the title ‘Research Professor’ by SIU. 28  As far as can be discerned, 

Lawrence did not publish not conduct any academic research during her lifetime. On the page 

for 23 June 1960, Lawrence wrote in her yearly diary: ‘Signed contract with S.I.U. for research 

professorship. God bless us all’.29 By mid-1960 King and Lawrence had signed the lease for a 

small residence in Carbondale in time for Lawrence to begin classes for SIU’s Fall semester. 

Lawrence had started what would become a thirteen-year professorship with this small but 

unique institution. 

Music and Opera at Southern Illinois University 

 Female leadership and a strong arts and music presence has been a part of SIU since the 

first decades of its operation. Founded in 1874, SIU at the present time is a tertiary institution 

run by the State of Illinois situated in the township of Carbondale. This establishment began as 

the Southern Illinois Normal University, with 52 students across twelve departments, one of 

which was the Department of Vocal Music.30 The Department of Music, separate from the 

vocal stream, was combined with the newly formed Department of Fine Arts in 1894, and 

headed by female Chairman, Matilda Salter, followed by another female Chairman in 1897, 

Mary McNeil.31 By 1901 the two schools were joined under the leadership of yet another 

female administrator, this time given the title ‘Chairwoman’ of the Department of Music (vocal 

                                                           
24 Davis, Wotan’s Daughter, 235. 
25 Lawrence, Lynch interview, 1973. 
26 Ibid. 
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84 

 

and instrumental), Leota Kesee. 32   By 1902, the Department of Music had achieved 

independent financial and enrolment status and has remained thus to the present time.33 The 

reputation and integration of the Department among the broader university committee truly 

started, however, with the inauguration of SIU President Robert Shryock in 1913.  

One of Robert Shryock’s main visions was to support the development of musical culture 

within the university and the surrounding communities.34 Until this time, Charles Pierson states, 

the aim of the departments concerning the practice of music had been ‘to train elementary and 

rural school teachers in music’.35 Indeed, the entire university had gravitated so much towards 

the production of educators that from 1931 to 1943 the university became known as the 

Southern Illinois Teachers’ College (though degrees other than teaching were still awarded 

during this period). 36  The national reputation of the university as an exemplary teacher’s 

college was earned during this period under the presidency of Ruscoe Pulliam.37 Given the 

established academic and pedagogical record of SIU at this time, in 1943, the State of Illinois 

granted it full university status. Until now it had officially been referred to as a ‘normal school’ 

and later a ‘teacher’s college’.38 By this time, the Department of Music boasted 77 courses in 

its curriculum though the entire university still only had just over one thousand students 

enrolled.39  Soon after this, the university underwent a significant expansion and reorganisation 

spearheaded by President Dr Delyte Morris.40 Morris was inaugurated in late 1949 and was not 

only responsible for engaging Lawrence, but was also one of the key individuals driving the 

largest period of growth for SIU to date.41  

Within months of Morris’ arrival in 1950, enrolment reached just over 3000 students.42  

In 1952, the fine arts departments were granted postgraduate funding and recognition.43 By 

1954 the Department of Music was broken up into a number of independent faculties, each 

with an independent head who reported directly to the dean of the school, thus granting each a 

much greater autonomy. At this time, vocal music regained its independent status.44  In 1955, 
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33 Ibid., 227, 364. 
34 Ibid., 228. 
35 Ibid. 
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the granting of Doctor of Philosophy was approved for faculties across the music department.  

Within five years of Morris’s takeover, enrolment had reached just over 5500 students 

university-wide and continued to increase dramatically over the coming fifteen years of 

Morris’s Presidency.45 SIU ‘under the leadership of Dr Morris’, writes Pierson, ‘abounded in 

musical activities sponsored either directly or indirectly by the Department of Music’. 46 

Performance groups of vocal and instrumental nature permeated all facets of the Department 

of Music and University life during the University Period — especially in the 1950's and 

1960's. 47  Moreover, Lawrence was not the first celebrity music practitioner to grace the 

Department. 

 From 13 to 27 May 1958, the SIU’s Department of music hosted Nadia Boulanger (1887–

1979).48  Pierson describes this visit as being ‘considered by many to be one of the outstanding 

music education events in the nation’ that year.49 Buoyed by the success of this guest lecturer, 

the School of Music planned more ambitious programs for its students. It was during this 

heightened period of pride in SIU’s musical reputation that Lawrence was approached by 

Morris, Shryock, and Dennis in 1959 to grow their fledgling opera program. Lawrence was 

fortunate to have started her professorship in an educative environment well versed in funding 

significant productions. 

 Fully staged operas had been achieved at SIU prior to 1943.50 However, greater funding 

directed toward the fine arts under the Morris presidency allowed more regular and grander 

productions from the early 1950s.51 By 1958, the department had overseen several works in 

collaboration with the theatre studies faculty such as Weill’s Down in the Valley, Menotti’s 

The Telephone, Mozart’s Bastien and Bastienne, J.S. Bach’s Coffee Cantata, Purcell’s Dido 

and Aeneas, and Vaughn Williams’ Riders to the Sea.52 With the installation of Lawrence in 

1960, and later Mary Elaine Wallace in 1971, the reputation of SIU’s annual operas became 

key events on both the university’s calendar, and within the surrounding communities.53 In the 

first year of Lawrence’s tenure at SIU, the President’s Report read: 
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Unique in the Department’s general program of musical entertainment and 

professional training for music majors has been growing activity of the Opera 

Workshop. Performance[s] … were given ever-increasing and enthusiastic 

audience.54 

These workshops were an extension of the program started privately by Lawrence in the early 

1950s and later given as a credit subject in conjunction with SIU and Tulane University. 

SIU had taken over the management and sponsorship of the workshop as a course in 1961. 

SIU enrolled students were joined by Tulane undergraduates, as well as outside singers, to 

work on repertoire for the customary two concerts per summer, as well as the parts for the 

following Spring semester opera.55 Burnett Shryock, Dean of the Faculty of Fine Arts, wrote 

to Lawrence that he had heard 'nothing but glowing and enthusiastic reports of the workshop'.56 

The broader financial support of the President for the vocal faculty continued to be very 

forthcoming from 1960 onwards. For opera and other SIU theatre productions Lawrence was 

even able to convince the school to employ a full-time costumier.57  

From starting with just three opera students in 1958, Lawrence grew the enrolment of 

vocalists in the School of Music to such a size as to run double-castings of full-length, fully 

staged operas. This included Carmen 1961 and 1967; Aida 1962; Madame Butterfly 1963; 

Marriage of Figaro 1964; Faust 1965 and 1971; Gianni Schicchi and The Medium in a double 

bill, 1966; Tales of Hoffman 1968; Magic Flute 1970; and Treemonisha 1972.58 In 1970 the 

Department of Music was renamed the School of Music.59 Enrolment across the university in 

this year was numbered at over 35000; approximately 250 of these were music majors.60 As 

well as fortuitously landing a place at SIU during an arts boom, Lawrence’s tenure and its 

successes ran in tandem with the university at large. This is a remarkable fact given that 

Lawrence had no previous experience of tertiary institutions, or even teaching, when she started 

in 1954. 
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Reflections on Lawrence as Faculty Member 

 Despite her unfamiliarity with the workings of university life, according to former 

percussion teacher and Director of Bands Michael Hanes, Lawrence worked well within the 

faculty. Michael Hanes (b. 1941) first came to SIU in 1963 to pursue a Masters in music 

education and was awarded this degree in 1964. It was here that he encountered Lawrence for 

the first time. He had previous awareness of her musical reputation, both via her national press 

coverage, and for being the teacher to whom many young women in Hanes’s hometown were 

sent to audition if they showed ‘ability and potential’.61 Hanes was offered employment as a 

graduate assistant at SIU in 1964 and was made a junior member of faculty in 1965. Apart from 

a three-year engagement in the US Army from 1967 to 1970, Hanes remained a member of 

faculty variously as a percussion teacher, conductor and later executive director of the Summer 

Theatre Program, and Director of Bands until his retirement in 2005. 

 By 1965 Hanes had married a student of Lawrence, Mary Jo Hanes. Hanes was often able 

to observe Lawrence in her studio as he would stand outside and listen to Mary Jo’s lesson. He 

recalled Lawrence and Mary Jo ‘working against each other’ during the warm up period of the 

lesson, each trying to out-sing the others’ high notes. In later years Hanes grew to know 

Lawrence well, often sharing a floor or department building with her. 

She was very gracious and [had a] very, very wonderful sense of humour. She 

was a real good colleague and … I felt very, very honoured that she and I got 

along so well. On a daily basis you would see her round the halls … and then 

of course you would see her at … student recitals and concerts. … She was just 

one of the faculty [who] just happened to be in a wheelchair as well, and 

happened to have an international reputation on the side. [She was] elegant, [and] 

my wife saw more of the, not tomboy, but … other than the elegant lady of … 

opera. She was in no way, at least in my experience, snooty or better than 

others. … But then, … she really did have an air about her, and I’m sure that 

developed over the course of her life and career. [It] let you know this woman 

was not just another woman that walked down the street.62 

Though amicable with Hanes, according to Karen Clayton, Lawrence did not work well with 

every member of the faculty. In particular William Taylor, who had run the opera program at 

SIU for twelve months before being asked to step down in favour of Lawrence, and continued 
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as a vocal faculty member during Lawrence’s tenure. ‘They did not like each other’, recounted 

Clayton, though no other students interviewed mentioned this animosity. 63 She saved any 

dramatic potential in her professional teaching life, it seems, for the stage. 

 Lawrence’s reputation for dramatic stage performance and coaching prior to her tertiary 

career followed her to SIU. Her productions with students were ambitious and often singular 

in their artistic vision. During her 1973 interview with Lynch, Lawrence recounted several 

staging highlights over her thirteen-year employment in Carbondale. They include her 1962 

production of Aida in which she was carried down the centre aisle of Shryock Auditorium for 

the grand finale chorus, complete with a pair of saluki dogs on stage.64 Though not present at 

the event, Hanes again came to know stories of Lawrence via her fellow faculty members. For 

instance, he corroborates Lawrence’s story of being carried down the centre aisle of Shryock 

(which no longer exists due to later renovations) for Aida. In full costume herself, her sedan 

chair was carried by members of the SIU football team, who were also appropriately attired: 

‘All my life I had heard about that particular entrance, and that was a very appropriate way for 

that grand lady to be brought into that show,’ said Hanes. Carbondale was also where Lawrence 

gave her final staged opera appearance in 1966 for Menotti’s The Medium. 

 In her role as Madame Flora for this production, Lawrence played alongside her 

students.65 Hanes recalled her interpretation thus: 

I remember most was when she performed The Medium. ... At that point it was 

very clear [that] her reputation was, in a time when opera singers didn’t act, 

[that] she did. She could [act] very effectively, and she was so much a part of 

the role. She was so dramatic.66 

This was Lawrence final appearance in a staged opera and one of the few times when she acted 

from a wheelchair (see Chapter 1).67 The Southern Illinoisan printed a front-page review of the 

production the following day, describing a standing ovation for Lawrence’s performance.68 

 Illinois’s two most widely read Southern newspapers, the Southern Illinoisan and The 

Daily Egyptian would frequently publish articles concerning Lawrence and the Marjorie 
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Lawrence Opera Theater (officially named in 1971).69 They covered pre-production articles, 

advertisements and reviews, but also articles concerning the famous singer’s larger-than-life 

personality. Along with her penchant for staged drama, one of these personality traits was 

Lawrence’s prevailing sense of humour, something her students often mentioned during this 

study’s interviews. Hanes conveyed one of the more memorable showings of this humour in 

his interviews. Like many university campuses across the US during the Vietnam War, SIU 

was the site of political unrest and student demonstrations. In the late 1960s SIU created its 

Center for Vietnamese Studies and Programs, rumoured to be funded by the US federal 

government.70 The centre, situated next to the music building, became the epicentre of anti-

Vietnam protests on campus. The Vietnamese and music departments were both located next 

to SIU’s then oldest structure, a building called Old Main. The timeline written by Pierson 

states that Old Main was destroyed by arson on 8 June 1969.71 Though it was speculated at the 

time that this may have been a criminal attack from either a pro- or anti-Vietnam groups, 

according to Hanes this was never substantiated. Hanes recounted, to his surprise, during his 

Army service years 

sitting in Germany reading in the Stars and Stripes about unrest and 

demonstrations at SIU. … During that period then the faculty on campus … had 

to be thrown into extra duty and since we [the School of Music.] were so close 

to Old Main it was … required that music faculty were assigned 'fire guard' duty 

of the halls for a number of nights until things settled down. … Marjorie was … 

not excepted from that rule. She rolled the halls of Altgeld and I am told that at 

one point, I think for the fun of it, was wearing a costume breastplate like 

Brünnhilde would have worn. … That was typical of her humour.72 

 

Reflections on Lawrence as Teacher 

Though she maintained her larger-than-life reputation in performance, Hanes recounted that 

with her students Lawrence was also ‘very, very encouraging’.73 
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I knew this first hand through my wife [Mary Jo]. … [In] the younger students 

that she worked with, I saw noticeable improvement in growth … over the years. 

The impression I got was that [she had] a professional but personal association 

[with her students]. … They didn’t just go in for a lesson and that was that. She 

seemed to have a genuine interest in what they were doing, and [their] 

development. I know there were some criticisms [among] other voice faculty 

[such as], ‘Oh, she expects too much!’ But I think that was just because, when 

she saw potential in a singer, she felt she would do everything she could to … 

realise that potential.74 

The major criticism among the faculty, according to Hanes, was Lawrence’s students’ general 

tendency to not engage in technical study. 

Several students interviewed for this study remarked on the lack of detailed technical 

instruction in Lawrence’s teaching style.75 Clarence Carter, a New Orleans native and one of 

the first people of colour to perform in Lloyd-Webber’s Phantom in the Opera, recounted that 

she had ‘drive, and confidence, and artistry, but Marge was also not a technician’.76 Carter 

explained that Lawrence had ‘a passion for the individual, a passion for teaching, and a passion 

for performances’, but relied on the ‘God given’ talent of her students for their technical 

abilities.77 Hanes corroborated this when he recounted his mentoring sessions with Lawrence’s 

co-head and later successor as the head of the vocal department, Mary Elaine Wallace. 

Mary Elaine explained it to me that there are ‘technique teachers’ and there are 

‘coaches’, and she said Marjorie fits absolutely in the coaching category. … 

[Coaching is] where the student [has] a technically developed voice already. … 

They worked with her [Lawrence] on learning roles and learning all of the inside 

emotion; … all those kinds of things that to go [into] the way a person sings 

which are more related to emotion than they are to technique.78 

 Lawrence’s collected papers at SIU do include several articles on singing technique and 

production clipped from unknown sources. However, it is difficult to determine whether she 

employed these practices in her teaching practice. One of the few technical devices prescribed 
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by Lawrence was for high notes. According to one of Lawrence’ former Tulane students, 

Marilyn Davidson, ‘everything above “G” is “ah” – you incorporate it into whatever vowel you 

should be singing … when you get that high it’s the glorious tone that they’re listening to not 

the text’.79 Lawrence had also retained her copy of Marchesi’s Vocal Method used with her 

first teacher Ivor Boustead in the 1920s.80 Enclosed in the cover of her copy is a note from 

Lawrence:‘1st vocalise book I used in Australia. Songs I sang as a student in Australia’.81 It is 

possible that Lawrence incorporated some of these exercises into her lessons. About ten pages 

of the Marchesi book appear to have been well worn and marked for practice – though whether 

by Lawrence or her students remains unclear.82A book of hand-written scale exercises by her 

Paris teacher Cécile Gilly also exists, with a separate note from Lawrence explaining the 

document’s provenance.83 These few pages include fairly basic scale and arpeggio exercises.84 

Even if Lawrence did use these exercises of Boustead and Gilly’s with her students, the level 

of technical instruction was not great. 

 What Lawrence lacked in technical instruction she made up for in the teaching of 

expression. ‘She was so intense’, Carter explained, ‘she would take all your energy and put it 

into what we were doing at the time’. 85  For Lawrence, to sing well ‘it was important to 

communicate the essence of what you were singing’ – technique and text came second to 

expression and emotion. 86  This intense learning experience extended to time and musical 

commitments as well. Karen Clayton, a former SIU undergraduate student, recalled Lawrence 

stipulating vocalists  attend a workshop class for an hour and a half three times per week, on 

top of individual practice and lessons.87 This discipline extended to private students as well. 

Pat Gladden, a private student from Hot Springs, recounted Lawrence personally being ‘very 

strict and disciplined, and that’s what she expected’ from her students.88 According to the SIU 

students interviewed, Lawrence only took on the students she wanted to teach. Being selected 

by Lawrence was a great honour among the vocal cohort, but carried with it great demands as 

well. 
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 According to the SIU student interviewees, Lawrence would select her pick of students 

each semester and place younger and less developed vocalists with one of two graduate 

students for coaching.89 Lawrence then decided on everything her students studied and even 

what they wore to rehearsals. ‘She chose the repertoire, and you pretty much had nothing to 

say about it’, recounted Clayton.90 Lawrence took a similar approach to casting her annual 

productions. ‘We didn’t audition for roles’, said Clayton, ‘we were told what we were going to 

sing. She didn’t need to audition anyone’.91 The Summer Workshop subject in Hot Springs, 

similarly, was attended by invitation. Neia Paleologas-Rhodes, a private student attendee of 

the summer class, explained that ‘everybody there had good voices, that was a given’.92 Though 

their ‘God given’ gifts had to withstand Lawrence’s own respect for self-discipline and order. 

 Though strict with her chosen pupils, many were keen to express Lawrence’s compassion 

for her students. ‘She had a wonderful sense of humour also, but when she would teach she 

was so concerned and compassionate with her students, recounted Marie Boles Hearn.93 This 

compassion extended beyond the intangible measure of her lessons, with Lawrence often 

organising scholarships and other financial assistance to assist students’ study goals. In 1967 

alone, Lawrence secured 500.00 USD of bursaries for SIU students in travel expenses.94 

Clarence Carter recounted being invited to participate in the 1972 Summer Opera Workshop 

but having to decline due to financial pressures. Within a day of communicating this to the 

organisers, Lawrence had organised a scholarship to cover his entire tuition for the summer.95 

She also showed concern for her students’ singing beyond SIU. When Karen Clayton chose to 

follow her husband in his career move rather than auditioning for early career ensembles she 

recounted that it ‘pretty much broke her heart, we had long talks about it’.96 

 Besides her personal presence, many of the students interviewed expressed their first 

impressions of Lawrence with descriptions of her physical appearance. However, the 

seemingly obvious element of Lawrence’s ever-present wheelchair was conspicuously absent 

from students’ descriptions of her physical appearance. Some described their teacher as the 

personification of the various roles she had played, including Wagner’s famous heroine: ‘she 
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was the Brünnhilde, man what a voice’.97 Others commented on Lawrence’s lifelong devotion 

to her wardrobe. ‘She was immaculate’, explained Davidson, ‘always dressed ready to receive 

someone, I don’t mean elaborately so, but you never caught her off-guard that’s for sure[.]She 

had some lovely gowns’.98 Paleologas-Rhodes, whose parents were close to Lawrence and 

King socially, does not recall Lawrence wearing an outfit that was ‘casual’, even at home.99  

Lawrence’s later students recalled her quite involved hair and makeup and the similar 

expectations she had of her students’ personal presentation:  

The lipstick was grotesque …. Especially in her later years, she would go above 

and beyond the lips … bright red lipstick. She wore a lot of makeup. … She was 

always dressed impeccably. When we went to studio she wanted the girls to 

wear heels, and she wanted us to be dressed up because “this is how it is, out in 

the real world”.100 

 When discussing Lawrence’s appearance and teaching style, eventually student 

interviewees would mention her disability, although how this was discussed differed between 

individuals. A few students, such as Paleologas-Rhodes, referred to Lawrence’s disability as 

her ‘affliction’.101 Marilyn Davidson, similarly, referred to Lawrence’s physical condition as 

‘the paralysis’ or her ‘being handicapped’.102 Often though, students would not mention the 

word ‘wheelchair’ until asked directly. As Jeordano Martinez explained, in her presence one 

‘forgot’ about the wheelchair ‘and you treated her just like anybody else’.103 Sussane Towers 

was the only student interviewed who mentioned Lawrence’s wheelchair in her description of 

Lawrence without prompting: 

When I knew her, of course she was in a wheelchair … I think the thing that 

struck me most about her was that the shape of her face was exactly a singer’s 

face: broad cheeks, the width of her face. … There was something about her 

even in a wheelchair that spoke strength. I guess I just have this image of this 

great beauty about her in spite of the effects of polio and the years.104 
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 Some students recall her paralysis as affecting her vocal production and, subsequently, 

the way she taught: ‘her technique was as unique as … she was, because she was seated’.105 

Though this did not diminish the admiration expressed by the interviewed students. Davidson 

described Lawrence as a ‘tremendous inspiration’ to her students.106 None of the students 

interviewed specifically used the terms ‘disabled’ or ‘having a disability’ when referring to 

Lawrence.107 Towers, in particular, was keen to express Lawrence’s ‘not-disabled’ attitude, 

‘Strength. There was an element of physical strength that went with it, but there 

was an energy around her that just kind of swept everybody out of the way. … 

She didn’t dismiss people, but … you knew she was coming, you knew she was 

around with all the energy that came through’.108 

‘Tenacity’ was another description Towers used, and it was this strength and stubbornness that 

students recall particularly in relation to Lawrence’s pursuit of SIU’s annual opera 

productions.109 

Lawrence as Director and Performer at SIU 

 Lawrence inherited the opera program at SIU in 1960. As the new head of a still quite 

new program, Lawrence was required to train the soloists, the chorus participants and organise 

a significant amount of the production’s administration with a skeleton staff and budget. 

‘Somehow or other’, she recalled in 1973, ‘we somehow managed to get it all done’. 110 

Accounts and diary notes from this year indicate Lawrence may have even performed most of 

these tasks single handed.111 This production, Bizet’s Carmen, with a cast of approximately 

fifty performers, was stage directed by Paul Hibbs.112 To make up the bulk of the chorus and 

stage movement cast, Lawrence recruited members of the Southern Illinois University Choir, 

a group called the ROTC Singing Squadron, the children’s choir from Brush Elementary 

School and several fine arts department dancers.113 The Southern Illinoisan reported a ‘packed 
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house’ of over 2,000 audience members on opening night.114 It was after this that President 

Morris started to allot greater funding to the Department of Music, and the opera program 

specifically. Hanes described the late 1960s to 1970s as SIU’s ‘peak with regard to 

enrolment’. 115  Thanks to Morris, the university at large and the (now) School of Music 

continued to enjoy substantial financial backing.  

 As Hanes recalled, 

that translated into, particularly [for] people like Marjorie, a great amount of 

support. She could pretty much say, ‘I would like to have this, I would like to 

have that to make this opera work’ … and generally it would be made available 

to her. … So, when they did productions like Treemonisha, it was pretty much, 

you name it, you’ve got it. 

‘Each time it [the yearly production] was successful it seemed we could get a little more money 

to make it more professional’ stated Lawrence in her interview with Lynch.116 With increased 

funding Lawrence was able to organise and provide more sophisticated sets and costumes for 

her annual productions. She hired a full time costumier, Richard Boss. Lawrence highlighted 

1970’s The Magic Flute as one of the productions where Boss’s costumes were particularly 

‘exciting and beautiful’.117 Darwin Reid Payne, too, was asked to provide scenery designs for 

various productions.118 Payne’s sketches and designs are included in both Lawrence’s SIU 

collection and the Darwin Payne Collection held at the Morris Library (Figure 29). And the 

artistic ambitions kept getting bigger. 

 Lawrence describes SIU’s 1971 Faust as ‘one of our most spectacular productions’ 

during her time at SIU, and cites guest faculty member, the renowned choreographer Katherine 

Dunham (1909-2006) as one of the driving forces behind this. Hanes recalled Dunham’s 

memorable Faust and how Lawrence’s influence allowed such innovation to occur in the still 

fairly conservative southern parts of the State of Illinois. 

That was quite a production. … Dunham's idea … was that she set Faust in Nazi 

Germany. ... [For example, the character] Mephistopheles was ... an SS General. 

This allowed Dunham to do the most far out [choreography] I think that was 
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ever staged [at SIU]. It involved the SIU basketball team playing basketball with 

human heads [and] women in scantily designed Nazi women's costumes 

carrying a child around in a coffin. I remember some of the visuals from that; it 

was … one of the more surrealistic ballets I've ever seen in my life. But that was 

typical of the things that were available, because Marjorie’s influence allowed 

for that and the university supported it.119 

 By 1970, not only were sets, costume, and double castings budgeted for, Morris’s support 

meant that recently renamed ‘Marjorie Lawrence Opera Theater’ (MLOT) could engage 

professional choreographers and semi-professional ensembles for even more ambitious 

productions. This culminated in Lawrence employing Dunham again in 1972, this time 

accompanied by her St. Louis ensemble, to collaborate on perhaps SIU’s most ambitious 

production, Scott Joplin’s Treemonisha. This production of Treemonisha is worth closer 

examination. Not only is it a previously unrecorded early production of Joplin’s most major 

surviving score, it is also documents SIU’s, and by extension Lawrence’s, commitment to 

compassion and egalitarianism when it came to the education of students in their faculty.120 

Given the continuing rarity of productions of this work, some context will now be given. 

Treemonisha -A Brief History 

 ‘In Treemonisha’, claims Ann Sears, ‘[Scott Joplin] truly contributed to the goal his 

widow, Lottie Joplin, claimed for him in 1950: "He wanted to free his people from poverty, 

ignorance, and superstition, just like the heroine of his ragtime opera, Treemonisha."’ 121 

Joplin’s combination of diverse musical traditions, from the American South and Europe, and 

use of unconventional plot devices, set Treemonisha apart from other operas – American or 

European – in 1911 and, perhaps, all the way up to its premiere in the early 1970s. Though 

often mistaken for a ‘ragtime musical’, Joplin intended this work to be a continuation of the 

opera tradition inspired by ‘the artistic value of African-American folk and ragtime music’.122 

This musical innovation, taken in the context of Joplin’s era and upbringing, is, according 

to Sears, is ‘a statement about the political, social, and economic status of African-Americans 

in the early twentieth century’.123 Though the broader American public came to appreciate 
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Black Culture in Scott Joplin’s Treemonisha’, in Blackness in Opera, ed. Naomi Adele André, Karen M. Bryan, 

and Eric Saylor (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2012), 101–15. 
121 Sears, ‘Political Currents and Black Culture in Scott Joplin’s Treemonisha’, 2013. 
122 Ibid., 111. 
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Joplin’s work with The Sting in 1973, Midwest and southern musical communities had shown 

their interest earlier with the Atlanta, Georgia world premiere in 1971, directed by Dunham. 

The 1972 MLOT production, until now, does not appear in any published records of the opera’s 

history. Given the involvement of both Marjorie Lawrence and Katherine Dunham, the 

remainder of this chapter aims to rectify this while also exploring the social implications of 

MLOT staging this work at Carbondale, Illinois at this time. 

 Scott Joplin (1868?–1917) was born to free-born black woman Florence Givens and ex-

slave Giles Joplin.124 Having been brought up in a musically inclined family, Joplin found 

employment touring with various ragtime, minstrel, and jazz ensembles throughout his 

twenties and thirties. Though this work contributed to Joplin’s early reputation, it was the 

publications of his rags, issued from 1899 onwards, that made his name. These piano rags, 

among them ‘Maple Leaf Rag’ (1899) and ‘The Entertainer’ (1902), were, according to 

biographer Edward Berlin, ‘the basis of Joplin’s renown and justified his title, the King of 

Ragtime Writers’. 125  According to Berlin, although Joplin found his fame as a piano rag 

composer, his true ambition was to write for grander lyric theatre and opera ensembles. Joplin’s 

first opera, A Guest of Honour, was composed in the same year as ‘Maple Leaf Rag’ but would 

not be performed until 1902.  A dramatisation of the 1901 dinner conversation between black 

educator Booker T. Washington and then US president Theodore Roosevelt, the work toured 

for a short time in 1903 before financial issues forced its closure. A Guest of Honour was never 

published and there are no known surviving copies of the score.126 

 Joplin’s second opera, Treemonisha (finished in 1910) was fortunately published by the 

composer himself in 1911. This opera recounted the story of the title character, a young black 

woman in late nineteenth century America, earning her place as a leader in her community due 

to her education. The story begins with the formally educated Treemonisha admonishing a man 

trying to peddle superstitious wares to her fellow townsfolk. She ultimately prevents him from 

making any sales in the town. The thwarted peddler exacts revenge for his lost income by 

kidnapping Treemonisha and, along with his henchmen, threatening violence on her person. 

Fortunately, one of Treemonisha’s brethren, named Remus, comes to her rescue. He frightens 

away Treemonisha’s attackers by posing as a spirit, at once exploiting and exposing their ‘un-

educated’ beliefs. Treemonisha returns to her home town with Remus where the pair are hailed 

                                                           
124 Though his death on 1 April 1917 is accurately recorded, Joplin’s birthdate is unclear. Most sources indicate 

sometime between 19 July 1867 and mid-January 1868. Edward A. Berlin, ‘Joplin, Scott’, Grove Music Online, 

15 March, 2017, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic. 
125 Ibid. 
126 Ibid. 
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as heroes and the power of education is celebrated. Though there is an element of the typical 

opera romance plot between Treemonisha and her rescuer, Remus, the story focuses mostly on 

the triumph of Treemonisha’s Western-educated ways over the superstitious beliefs of her 

enemies. As Ann Sears observes, ‘this is a marked contrast to the typical opera … and most 

certainly speaks to Joplin's belief in opportunities for women and the transformative power of 

education’.127 

 Though the score received favourable reviews, at the time of Joplin’s death just six years 

later, the work had not been staged. Treemonisha, along with most of Joplin’s publications, 

remained relatively unknown during the 1920s and 1930s, with some interest in his work in the 

early 1940s. It was the use of Joplin’s works, especially ‘The Entertainer’, by director George 

Roy Hill in his 1973 film The Sting, that brought the focus of popular culture back to ‘The King 

of Ragtime Writers’.128 Treemonisha, having finally been premiered just the previous year by 

Morehouse College and the Atlanta Symphony Orchestra, rode this wave of renewed interest 

in the composer, and was famously staged and filmed by the Houston Grand Opera starring 

Carmen Balthrop in the title role in 1976.129 MLOT’s production, as previously mentioned, has 

until now not been formally recorded in the opera’s literature. 

Treemonisha at Southern Illinois University  

 In 1972, the recently renamed Marjorie Lawrence Opera Theater produced Treemonisha 

in collaboration with the Illinois Arts Council, Southern Illinois University under the 

presidency of David Derge, the School of Music under Director Robert House, SIU’s Black 

American Studies chaired by Walter Robinson, and the Performing Arts Training Center of 

East St Louis under the direction of Katherine Dunham. A letter from the office of the SIU 

President, dated 2 December 1971, states that ‘the intrinsic merit of the production and its value 

to the University is clear’ and also encourages the recipient, the Dean of Music at that time, Dr 

Robert W. House, to ‘work with Black American Studies to insure enthusiastic support of the 

project from that unit and from black faculty and students’.130 By the end of August, MLOT 

had contacted and secured Dunham’s services as stage director and choreographer, who herself 

negotiated the acquisition of the inaugural Atlanta production’s sets and costumes. SIU’s Black 

American Studies unit also generously funded part of the production costs, found additional 

                                                           
127 Sears, ‘Political Currents and Black Culture in Scott Joplin’s Treemonisha’, 103. 
128 Berlin, ‘Joplin, Scott’, 2013. 
129 Sears, ‘Political Currents and Black Culture in Scott Joplin’s Treemonisha’, 101–2. 
130  Robert G. Layer, letter to Robert W.House Regarding “Opera Production Support”’, 2 December 1971, 

127/62/16, MLP. 
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black vocalists for the lead and chorus roles and organised the opening night reception. Mary 

Elaine Wallace stated that from the beginning of the production meetings, conductor London 

Branch (also a person of black heritage) was ‘eager to see that the black students on campus 

had an opportunity to be part of this historic Midwestern premiere of Treemonisha’.131 Indeed, 

correspondence between senior university administrators indicates that the participation of 

these students in particular was considered to be as important as the content of the production 

itself.132  

The MLOT program describes the production as ‘the Midwestern premiere’ of the work 

and lists the dates, time, and location of the two-show run as 17 and 18 November 1972, at 

eight o’clock in the evening at the Shryock Auditorium at SIU, Carbondale; words and music 

by Scott Joplin, orchestration by William Balcom, and presented in arrangement with The 

Dramatic Publishing Company of Chicago, Illinois.133 The program lists Katherine Dunham as 

Stage Director and Choreographer, London Branch, Marjorie Lawrence and Michael Dixon as 

joint Musical Directors, Branch also as Conductor, Richard Gullicksen as Scenic Designer, 

John Doepp and John Pratt as Costume Designers (for singers and dancers respectively), Jack 

Miller as Lighting Designer, and Mary Elaine Wallace as Production Director (Figure 30).134 

 Dunham brought her semi-professional dance troupe from the Performing Arts Training 

Center in East St Louis, a subsidiary department of SIU at the time (Figure 31). This production 

boasted a leading cast of twelve singers, understudies for the roles of both Treemonisha and 

Monisha, a chorus of thirty eight vocalists, a special male quartet vocal ensemble, four 

puppeteer specialists, twenty-two dancers, two child performers, three rehearsal pianists, a 

twenty-eight piece orchestra, and over thirty crew and production personnel.135 The original 

production program includes a synopsis of musical numbers and the story, which were 

presented with a ten-minute intermission between acts one and two, and two and three. 

 Included in MLOT’s 1972 Treemonisha program are brief biographies of the main 

production staff and lead singers. The historical notes section of the program states that 

Treemonisha ‘represents both the ultimate aspiration and the tragedy’ of Joplin’s life and even 

claims that ‘without a doubt’, Joplin ‘considered it his crowning achievement’.136 

                                                           
131 Marjorie Lawrence Opera Theater Treemonisha Program, 17–18 November 1972, 127/56/3, MLP. 
132 Robert G. Layer, letter to Robert W.House, 2 December 1972, MLP 127/62/16. 
133 Treemonisha Program, 127/56/3, MLP. 
134 Ibid. 
135 Ibid. 
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Apart from being the first grand opera by a black American, this full-scale work 

in three acts is remarkable for the extraordinary quality of its folklike music as 

well as its ragtime passages, and for Joplin’s theme: that only through education 

would his people achieve their own salvation. In 1915 an informal run-through 

without staging at a small Harlem hall, with Joplin accompanying the singers at 

the piano, brought disappointingly indifferent response from an 

uncomprehending audience. Nevertheless, he persisted in completing the 

orchestration, determined to see the opera produced. The orchestration, never 

published, was lost and the opera didn’t receive its premiere until 61 years after 

its publication.137 

 The Production Manager Mary Elaine Wallace wrote a sizable production note on the 

final page of the program, describing the involved process of bringing this production of 

Treemonisha to fruition. She wrote that on 15 July 1970, Lawrence received a letter at her 

private home at Harmony Hills from ‘serious ragtime student’ Walter Richter. The missive 

stated that an original piano-vocal score of Treemonisha was in the possession of Trebor 

Tichenor in St Louis, Missouri, and that it could be made available for use in Lawrence’s 

Summer Opera Workshop and subsequent Spring semester student opera. Though in his 

interview Hanes stated that white students vastly outnumbered students of colour at the SIU 

school of music, there appears to have been little or no question that the opera would be an all-

black production. This would, however, mean employing external vocalists and dancers at great 

cost. Delyte Morris had ceased his work as SIU President in the late 1960s which meant funding 

for the production of student operas appears had been far less in the latter part of this decade 

and into the early 1970s. There were also several further complications, as Wallace explained. 

Upon receiving Richter’s letter, 

Miss Lawrence was immediately interested and there followed a number of 

conferences of those of us who might be involved with the production of such 

an opera on our campus. Three things seemed of greatest concern – how could 

we obtain the legal right to produce this opera, who would orchestra it, and 

where could we get adequate financing for such a costly venture.138 

                                                           
137 This is inaccurate, as Joplin himself had already written A Guest of Honour in 1902. Ibid. 
138 Ibid. 
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 The latter two items were of particular concern at first. Wallace implies this score of 

Treemonisha was of interest throughout Illinois in the following twelve months.139 Various 

stakeholders were interested in premiering the work. SIU was one, as was the historian Vera 

Brodsky Lawrence who had a grant to publish the complete works of Joplin, the Illinois Arts 

Council, and major regional ensembles such as the Atlanta Symphony. In June 1971, the 

Rockerfeller Foundation gave a large grant to the Atlanta Symphony to premiere Dunham’s 

direction of T. J. Anderson’s orchestration of the score, conducted by Robert Shaw.140 This 

performance took place in January 1972 which meant SIU was ultimately not be the premiering 

organisation of this seminal work. 

 A Carbondale resident and ‘ragtime fan’, Tony Luckenbach, however, did not let the 

issue of a Midwestern premiere drop. Wallace and London Branch, who had both attended the 

Atlanta Symphony production, decided to attempt another production campaign with the SIU 

administration. House revamped his grant proposals and Wallace began the process of 

acquiring the performance rights for the MLOT. In an issue of Opera News, Wallace read about 

the new production of Treemonisha by the company Wolf Trap. She again contacted Vera 

Brodsky Lawrence about performance rights, who in turn informed Wallace that a new 

orchestration by William Balcom could be made available to SIU and MLOT after the Wolf 

Trap season. The Illinois Arts Council was immediately re-informed about a possible Southern 

Illinois premiere and granted a sizable part of MLOT’s funding. Wallace’s program notes 

indicate that Lawrence’s name being associated with the production and the theatre company 

assisted in sourcing the considerable funding needed to make the production viable. This was 

no small feat in the broader environment of the University and southern states’ education 

situation at this time. 

 Though the School of Music, throughout Lawrence’s time, strove to create a diverse 

community, according to Hanes, the department was ‘still primarily caucasian’, although 

Hanes recounted that the majority of black students present during Lawrence’s employment 

with the department were associated with the vocal faculty. Persons of colour who were not 

black were more present in the student population after the Vietnam War period, with many 

first and second generation students of south-east Asian descent increasing their enrolment. 

Even during Lawrence’s time, Hanes attests that SIU ‘for a university of our size, had quite a 

                                                           
139 Treemonisha Program, 127/56/3, MLP. 
140 According to the Rockefeller Foundation website, this organisation’s mission has remained the same since 

1913: ‘To promote the well-being of humanity around the world’. ‘The Rockerfeller Foundation’, The Rockefeller 

Foundation, 31 July, 2017, https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/. 
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large international population compared to many other schools … at that time’.141 Gender ratios 

during Lawrence’s time remained, in Hanes’ recollection, fairly even. Hanes recounted that 

Treemonisha ‘fit the mold’ of student inclusion that SIU on the early 1970s tried to foster. 

Treemonisha was really very historically significant here because, first of all, … 

Scott Joplin had been recognised for his contribution to American music. … 

The university was always very concerned with diversity and trying to … have 

policies that allow[ed] for equal opportunity et cetera. They [the university 

administration] were very, very strong in that regard, … and President Morris  

was [a] strong believer and supporter of that as well. […] Putting together an all 

black cast was one of the initial challenges but it was one of the delights because 

it gave opportunity to African-American students and Marjorie always had a 

good number of African-American students in her studio. … SIU, as I said, was 

particularly strong on trying to have a diverse faculty and student [body] as 

well.142  

 Lawrence had been teaching students of colour since her earliest forays into the teaching 

field (Figure 32). Marilyn Davidson, a New Orleans student of Lawrence’s during her tenure 

at Tulane University, recounted most of Lawrence’s students at Newcomb College being of 

black heritage.143 Lawrence’s approach to diversity was, like many things in her life, faced 

bluntly and head on. Clarence Carter was not enrolled at SIU but personally invited by 

Lawrence to participate in both the production and the previous summer’s workshop, played 

Remus in SIU’s 1972 production. He recounted Lawrence facing the situation of an all-black 

cast with her trademark tenacity, but also compassion for her students: 

I don’t think there was ever a feeling of indignation that this white Australian 

woman was trying to help us sing something by Scott Joplin …  Her approach 

was always the artistic approach, those of us who I remember, … working with 

her on the stage never saw her as an Australian woman trying to teach black 

people. That thought never entered into my mind. If anything, it was 

fascinating.144 

                                                           
141 Hanes, Lincoln-Hyde interview, 2017. 
142 Hanes, Lincoln-Hyde interview, 2017. 
143 Davidson and Davidson, Lincoln-Hyde interview, 2017. 
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Jeordano Martinez, former Associate Director of the Harmony Hills Summer Opera 

Workshops (and himself of Latino heritage) recalled Lawrence’s visible commitment to 

diversity throughout her time at SIU. He recounted that in ‘Miss Lawrence’s last 

performance[,] … The Medium, her daughter Monica was a black girl. You know, no big deal 

now, but I think in those days it was pretty adventurous of her’.145 The Southern Illinoisan 

reported that the student, Gloria Smith, played Lawrence’s character’s ‘assistant’ rather than 

‘daughter’ (Figure 33). 146  This is a stark example of the systemic racism prevalent in 

Lawrence’s home and work regions at this time. 

  

An All-Black Opera: Treemonisha in the context of 1970s Illinois and Arkansas 

 Since the 1950s Lawrence has encouraged all her students, including people of colour, 

to attend her Summer Opera Workshops held in Arkansas throughout the ‘Brown vs. Board’ 

and Little Rock Crisis era. It should be noted that the attitudes towards black students in 

particular attending previously segregated educational institutions continued to be particularly 

malevolent in parts of Illinois and the surrounding regions at this time.147 In particular, the 

capital of Lawrence’s now home state of Arkansas, Little Rock, which was about an hour’s 

drive from the location of Lawrence’s workshops in Hot Springs. Though SIU is a tertiary 

institution and, even at this time, its administration showed particularly forward thinking in the 

making and implementation of inclusive policies, the significance of recent secondary 

education crises would have been prevalent in the minds of conscientious educators throughout 

the Midwest and South of the US. At this point, an exploration of the pertinent political events 

in the region in the previous decade is relevant. 

 The landmark case ‘Brown vs. Board of Education’ had ruled in 1954 that segregation in 

educational institutions was inherently unequal.148 This ruling allowed nine black students to 

legally enrol, under federal law, in the previously all-white Little Rock Central High School in 

1957.  The attempt of these students to enrol in a school which had remained segregated despite 

the 1954 federal ruling incensed the then Governor of Arkansas, Orval Faubus. Faubus 

deployed the Arkansas National Guard to support pro-segregationist protestors in blocking 

these nine high-schoolers from entering the school on their first day of classes. This egregious 

                                                           
145 Martinez, Lincoln-Hyde Interview, 2017. 
146 ‘1,000 Stand to Applaud Opera Star’, Southern Illinoisan, 13 February 1966. 
147 Bernard D. Reams and Paul E. Wilson, Segregation and the Fourteenth Amendment in the States : A Survey of 

State Segregation Laws, 1865–1953 (Buffalo: W. S. Hein, 1975), 138–157. 
148 GrifStockley, Ruled by Race : Black/White Relations in Arkansas from Slavery to the Present (Fayetteville: 

University of Arkansas Press, 2009), 251. 
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use of force was countered by the mayor of Little Rock, Woodrow Wilson Mann, who 

successfully petitioned then President Dwight Eisenhower to send federal troops to enforce 

national pro-integration laws. In addition to this, the ten-thousand strong Arkansas National 

Guard was federalised, thus putting it beyond Faubus’s jurisdiction. The ‘Little Rock Nine’ 

and their ordeal would probably have been present in the minds of integrationists and 

segregationists alike in the Hot Springs and Little Rock areas for years to come.149 

 Adverse attitudes towards anti-segregationist educational institutions were not confined 

to the downtown district of Little Rock. James Loewen’s research on racial segregation in 

America in the early to late twentieth century suggests that the Hot Springs community and 

surrounding counties may have been host to what are called ‘sundown towns’.150 Sundown 

towns were (and debatably still are) jurisdictions which historically excluded people of colour 

generally, but particularly black people, from being within their city limits after sundown. 

Students of colour continuing their association with Lawrence in this region at this time was 

not in keeping with the prevalent behaviour of racial demarcation in the area. 

 Though seemingly a relic of the pre-Civil War past, Loewen contends that sundown 

towns were largely a twentieth-century phenomenon, with maximum prevalence in the early 

1970s; that is to say, the prevalence of segregation between black and white persons did not 

decrease after the American Civil War – rather, it increased.151 In 1970, in Illinois alone there 

were 671 communities, counties and major city suburbs that fit the classification of ‘all-white’ 

neighbourhoods.152 Loewen distinguishes ‘all-white’ as either an entirely caucasian population, 

or a community with few enough people of colour for their presence to be anomalous, 

statistically speaking.153 The effects of these sundown policies, despite being at their most 

visible during the movement of the MLOT cast through the region in the early 1970s, has had 

long lasting effects on national population demographics up to the present day. According to 

Loewen, even by the early 2000s, six of Arkansas’s seventy-five counties were still ‘teetering’ 

on being truly ‘all-white’ jurisdictions.154 

 Perhaps with this social climate in their subconscious, the first meeting of the production 

staff of SIU’s Treemonisha was held  on 1 June 1972, almost two years after Lawrence’s initial 

                                                           
149 Oliver W. Hill, The Big Bang: Brown vs. Board of Education and Beyond; the Autobiography of Oliver W. 
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interest in the production had been peaked by Walter Richter. Participants in SIU’s 

Treemonisha had auditioned before the end of the 1971–72 SIU academic year in order to 

attend the Harmony Hills’ Opera Workshop in June-July of 1972 to prepare their parts for the 

upcoming production. The personal risk to black students staying in and even simply travelling 

to Harmony Hills, through Illinois and Arkansas in particular, may have been quite high. Yet 

they continued to come and Lawrence continued to host students of colour and to coach most 

of the cast of Treemonisha at her home in Hot Springs in the summer of 1972. The, until now 

perhaps, undocumented risks to people of colour, and particularly black students’ personal 

safety in participating in these workshop from the 1950s to the mid-1970s should be taken into 

account when considering the dedication that these students showed to their vocal studies.  

Professor Lawrence’s Legacy 

Southern Illinois University appears to have been a progressive institution for most of 

the twentieth century. For example, across the university, there a long-standing tradition of 

female leadership, particularly in the School of Music. Awareness of women’s needs led to the 

creation of the Office of the Dean of Women in 1926.155 Female chairs of the various faculties 

that became the School of Music, unclear independence of the vocal department and 

recognition of significant artists such as Nadia Boulanger and later Katherine Dunham, create 

a long history of recognition of female competency in this institution. During Lawrence’s 

tenure at the university, SIU and the administration demonstrated their commitment to diversity 

by extending this university-wide social progression into identifying and supporting students 

of colour. Lawrence, it appears, clearly was a significant part of this progress in the School of 

Music throughout her career at SIU. 

A comprehensive overview of Lawrence’s teaching techniques and the broader reach of 

her teaching and lecturing career is beyond the scope of this chapter. Further research into the 

specific social ramifications of Lawrence’s work at SIU is still needed, as is a greater 

understanding of the challenges faced by students of colour who chose to continue travelling 

across the south of Illinois and Arkansas for their studies with Lawrence at this time. However, 

as is clear from this account of the MLOT production of Treemonisha (and other large operatic 

works), Lawrence and her fellow SIU staff broke new ground in the instruction of music and 

musical performance. As the future professions of her students attest, this part of Lawrence’s 

lies not in a lineage of international soloists, but in the formation of passionate teachers. This 

                                                           
155 This was followed by the creation of The Dean of Men position only in 1935. Pierson, ‘A History of the SIU 

School of Music’, 369–70. 
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legacy was even recognised by tertiary institutions beyond SIU, with an honorary doctorate 

awarded to her by the University of Athens, Ohio in 1969 (Figure 34). For an artist who claims 

to never have considered teaching before her late forties, Lawrence is remembered as a 

considerate and compassionate educator who continued the legacy of SIU’s diversity and 

inclusivity throughout her thirteen years at the institution.  
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Above, Figure 30: Marjorie Lawrence Opera Theater Treemonisha Program, 17–18 November 1972. 

127/56/3, MLP.  
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Top Left, Figure 31: Katherine Dunham (right) rehearsing 

SIU’s Faust, Carbondale (Illinois). The Daily Egyptian, 30 

January, 1965. 

Top Right, Figure 32: Lawrence as Madame Flora and Gloria 

Smith as Flora’s daughter in SIU’s The Medium. The article 

describes Smith part as Flora’s ‘assistant’ rather than 

‘daughter’. The Sentinel Record, 13 February 1966. 

Above, Figure 33: Lawrence surrounded by attendees of a 

Summer Opera Workshop, Hot Springs (Arkansas), c. 1960s. 

Barbara Wood Papers. 

Right, Figure 34: Lawrence receiving an honorary Doctor of 

Human Letters from University at Athens (Ohio) for her 

services to tertiary education. The Sentinel Record, 6 June 1969. 
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Conclusion: The Public Persona of Marjorie Lawrence 

 

Courage is not dying for a cause 

To die is only giving 

But courage is to feel the daily daggers 

of persistent steel 

And go on gloriously living! 

 

By Doulas ‘Brother’ Malloch (1877–1938) 

From Marjorie Lawrence’s daily diary 

Entry for 4 May 1947 

 

This work has focused on the public aspects of Lawrence life and work. What is notably absent 

are anecdotes and analysis concerning her personal, religious, intimate and family life. This 

omission has been deliberate for several reasons. The working title of this thesis included the 

phrase ‘the public and private personas of Marjorie Lawrence’. However, after six months of 

data collection across two continents and now a further six months of reflection on the material 

collected, it is my opinion that adequately describing the complexity and eventfulness of 

Lawrence’s private life could not be done within this thesis.1 A combination of issues have led 

the truncation of the title and scope of this research. Firstly, that the word count and intention 

of this thesis necessitate it and secondly, the gravitas of the personal events uncovered or 

elaborated on during this research I do not believe could be adequately conveyed within the 

themes of this work. This is further to my point regarding properly weighing the events and 

complexity of female classical music practitioners (Chapter 2). There are, however, several 

point of discussion raised during this research process that should not be left unrecorded. 

 The publication of Lawrence’s autobiography in 1949 caused a divide of sorts between 

herself and her siblings still living in Australia. In particular, the relationship between Marjorie 

and her eldest sibling, Lindsay.2 In her autobiography, Lawrence stated that after their father 

                                                           
1 In pursuit of untapped primary material, in December 2016 I drove from Melbourne to Sydney to the Gold Coast, 

then Broken Hill to Adelaide to Gippsland in an unbroken three weeks of data collection and travel. In pursuit of 

Marjorie I then spent from January to May of 2017 trekking across the US; bussing from Urbana-Champaign, 

Illinois to Hot Springs, Arkansas, flying from Chicago to New York to Gainesville, Florida, and finally taking the 

overnight train to Carbondale, Illinois (home of the SIU MLP) numerous times between classes at The University 

of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.  
2 First names have been used throughout this chapter in order to differentiate between the various Lawrences, 

Lincolns and Woods mentioned. When used ‘Lawrence’ and ‘Marjorie’ refer to Marjorie Florence Lawrence only.  
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William’s death in 1929, Lindsay cut off all allowance to his sister in Paris. ‘Seeking a reason’, 

wrote Marjorie, ‘an excuse for his behaviour, I could only suppose that now he was head of the 

family he wanted to show everyone concerned who was boss’.3 Lindsay’s eldest daughter 

Marjorie Lincoln (née Lawrence; named after her famous aunt) recalled sitting up with her 

family reading parts of the book to each other on the day of its Australian release: ‘When Dad 

[Lindsay] got to the part where he was supposed to have stopped paying her money while she 

was in Paris. …[He stated] that was a complete lie’ which upset the family immensely.4 To 

save face in his small regional community, Lindsay Lawrence wrote to the local paper in protest. 

‘So many people knew him, and he wasn’t the villain’, explained his second daughter Lynette 

during her interview,  ‘that’s why he wrote the letter to the paper, saying what had happened… 

he didn’t want that black mark against his name’.5 The missive, published in the letters to the 

editor of The Geelong Advertiser, read as follows: 

It was with a feeling of pleasurable anticipation that I purchased a copy of 

my sister's book, “Interrupted Melody”, but perusal of its earlier pages 

quickly changes that feeling to one of amazement at its statements 

concerning myself and my financial arrangements with my sister. From 

my father's death on December 25, 1929, until November 10, 1932, during 

those years of depression, and out of my own personal funds, I made 

regular remittances to my sister in Paris exceeding 700 [Australian pounds]. 

During this period my sister had assets in Victoria which she could have 

realise[d]. In her letter to me from Paris dated December 26, 1931, my 

sister says, “ ... My future is assured now, and it is only a matter of time. 

My one ambition is to get rich quickly. I sent you the cable for money, I 

know you've done all you could, and that it's been hard, but as I've so many 

expenses for the beginning, all my costumes, etc., I must ask you to 

advance me another 50 [Australian pounds]. This will be the very last, I 

feel sure, and it won't be very long before I can pay you back what you've 

lent me. ... I do hope you'll never regret helping your little sister to be a 

great artist”. My sister also states in her book that: “I was distressed as 

Lindsay [had] sold the farm”. This farm was not sold by me alone but by 

                                                           
3 Lawrence, Interrupted Melody, 86. 
4 6000 Australian pounds in 1939 is approximately 470,000 AUD in 2018. Marjorie Lincoln (née Lawrence), 

interviewed by E.A. Lincoln-Hyde, Drysdale (Victoria), 8 January 2017.  
5 Lynette Lawrence, interviewed by E.A. Lincoln-Hyde at Beaumaris (Victoria), 1 December 2016. 
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the executors of my father's will. My sister is, of course, entitled to great 

credit for her successful struggles whilst developing her musical career, 

and I greatly regret the need for this letter, but knowledge of the inaccuracy 

of the statements in her book relating to me makes it difficult to accept 

other statements that have been served up in such a flamboyant fashion.6 

 According to accounts from surviving relatives, Lindsay and his fiancée Yvonne Arundel 

Batson both contributed to supporting Marjorie while she lived in Paris at the height of the 

Depression. Yvonne had been quite close to Marjorie as they grew up in the Winchelsea district 

in Victoria in the 1910s and 1920s (Figure 35). Marjorie’s earliest diaries from 1927 show 

many a match of tennis with ‘Battie’ (Yvonne’s nickname).7 The couple were engaged for 

seven years, a significant length of time for the era.8 Both Lynette and her niece Judith recall 

Yvonne (their mother and grandmother respectively) attributing this lengthy engagement to 

lack of savings enough to start a family due to everything spare being sent to Marjorie in Paris. 

Lynette Lawrence recounted her mother, Yvonne, describing Marjorie in the pairs’ youth: 

[Marjorie] loved the opera, she loved all the fantasies and the ways of 

portraying things. She was probably a born actress…I heard mum [Yvonne] 

say one time, that she was a real actor and loved portraying things. … A 

born showman.9 

 Even after the couple married, Lindsay and Yvonne continued supporting Marjorie as 

her career at the Metropolitan took off. Lindsay’s eldest two daughters both recall their mother 

Yvonne (last name now Lawrence) breeding turkeys and making butter and soap to sell at the 

weekly market, the proceeds of which went not to their family but directly to Marjorie.10 That 

Lawrence required this ongoing financial support is indeed plausible. Records at the 

Metropolitan Archives in New York show that though Lawrence was given leading roles, 

during her time at the Met her salary was hardly anywhere the sums paid to her co-star Kirsten 

Flagstad. In the 1935–1936 season, Lawrence gave 8 performances at the Met and was paid 

                                                           
6  700 Australian pounds in 1949 is approximately 36,000 AUD in 2018. 50 Australian pounds in 1949 is 

approximately 2500 AUD in 2018. Lindsay Lawrence, ‘Miss Lawrence’s Autobiography: Brother’s Protest’, The 

Geelong Advertiser, n.d. 1949. Loose clippings, Geelong Heritage Centre. 
7 Marjorie Lawrence, Daily Diary 1927, 1927, 127/40/1, MLP. 
8 L. Lawrence, Lincoln-Hyde interview, 2016; Judith Lincoln, interviewed by E.A. Lincoln-Hyde, Wodonga 

(Victoria), 22 January 2017. 
9 L. Lawrence, Lincoln-Hyde, 2016 
10 M. Lincoln, Lincoln-Hyde interview, 2017; Lawrence, L. Lawrence, Lincoln-Hyde interview, 2017. 
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3020 USD.11 Flagstad in the same year for 28 performances was paid 24,000 USD, each 

performance averaging almost 500 USD more than Lawrence.12 Though a celebrity name, 

Marjorie conceivably did require further support at least until 1938. This probably amounted 

to more than the 700 pounds Lindsay described in his letter to the Geelong Advertiser. 

 In 1944, Marjorie Lincoln recounted meeting Marjorie and her husband King at Southern 

Cross Station Melbourne. Though only a child of eleven at the time, she recounted the 

following conversation between her father Lindsay and her aunt during the weeks of her stay 

at the family home: 

She said ‘what do I owe you?’ And he said, I’ve got all the receipts that I 

had sent you and he showed them to her and she said ‘I’m not paying you 

that, I’m not paying you all that’. 13 

The amount, according to Marjorie Lincoln during her interview, was 6000 Australian 

pounds.14 Though this seems an incredible amount for the era, the exact amount sent by 

Lindsay to his sister from 1928 to 1938 is difficult to ascertain. Whether 700 or 6000, that it 

was sizable enough to prevent Lindsay and Yvonne marrying during the Depression in 

Australia is conceivable, especially when William Lawrence’s will is read in context.  

 Upon his death in December 1929, William Lawrence left the family’s livestock, grain 

supplies, growing crops and farming equipment to his eldest son Lindsay. The house and its 

contents were left to his eldest daughter, Eileen Batson (née Lawrence; married brother of 

Yvonne, Nelson Batson). The ‘rest of the residue’ of his estate, William split equally five ways 

between Lindsay, Eileen, Edwin, Percy (not yet known as Cyril) and Marjorie; the youngest 

brother Allan was bequeathed a separate amount.15  The executors of the will, however, were 

instructed to ‘hold the remaining share for my daughter Marjorie Florence Lawrence charged 

with and subject to the payment by her to the said Lindsay William Lawrence of the sum of 

five hundred pounds’.16  At the time of the signing of this will, on 14 August 1929, this 

amounted to today’s equivalent of almost 36,000 AUD. Taking into consideration that 

Lawrence had left for Paris on 28 October 1928 and in that time already owed her eldest brother 

                                                           
11 3020 USD in 1936 is approximately 42,000 USD in 2018. 
12 24,000 USD in 1936 is approximated 334,000 USD in 2018. 500 USD in 1936 in almost 7000 USD in 2018. 

The Metropolitan Opera Archives, located in the Metropolitan Opera House building in two rooms backing the 

orchestra pit, are as yet uncatalogued. Payroll Ledger 1935–1936, Metropolitan Opera Archives, New York.  
13 M. Lincoln, Lincoln-Hyde interview, 2017. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Will of Mr. W. Lawrence, 14 August 1929, 28/P/0003, Public Record Office Victoria, North Melbourne. 
16 Ibid. 
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500 Australian pounds, the hefty sum of 6000 Australian pounds recalled by Marjorie Lincoln 

from the 1944 meeting is not impossible. 

 Why Marjorie chose to publish her autobiography with the perhaps false claim that her 

family had ceased supporting her in 1929 is unclear. Perhaps this was an editing choice made 

by the publishers at Invincible Press, or by the shadow writer Charles Buttrose, to inject 

‘hardship’ into Lawrence’s early life and career. In protest, Lindsay refused to allow MGM to 

represent him in the 1955 film as did Lawrence’s younger brother Allan (Figure 36). This strain 

between the siblings, however, was not strong enough to keep them apart during Lawrence’s 

tours to Australia. Nor did it negatively influence later generations’ perception of their celebrity 

relative. Robyn Wood, Lindsay’s youngest child, recalled her early understanding of Lawrence 

from conversation around the family dinner table as ‘this mystical figure (Figure 37). I just 

grew up never quite being able to put a face to this mysterious but exalted person’.17 Upon 

meeting her aunt for the second time in 1949, aged six, Robyn recounted that  

I was mesmerized by her. … I’d never seen a person like this before, she 

had all this make up on, which I realise now was full theatrical make up. … 

I’d never seen a woman with so much hair, and so many curls. … She was 

like a goddess. She was like something out of a fairy book.18  

 The next generation was similarly raised with engrained adoration of ‘Auntie Marge’. 

Also named after her great-aunt was Lindsay’s eldest granddaughter Judith Marjorie Lincoln 

(b.1958), who encountered Marjorie for the first time in 1966. Her recollection is perhaps more 

tempered by her  seven-year old appreciation of then nearly sixty-year old relative and her 

American husband: 

She couldn’t put her lipstick on properly. I don’t mean it wasn’t on straight, 

but the lipstick was beyond the lip line. Which was something I specifically 

remember. This woman with a commanding voice, lots of blonde – 

probably greying – hair, covered with blonde at the time in a bouffant-y 

hairdo … it was all costuming to a level that we [the family] had never 

seen before. And her husband Tom King, wore this ridiculous check jacket, 

it was awful. … He looked like he’d stepped straight out an Andy Warhol 

                                                           
17 Robyn Wood, Lawrence’s biological niece, is no relation to Barbara Wood, Thomas King’s biological niece, 

who was also interviewed for this research. Robyn Wood (née Lawrence), interviewed by E.A. Lincoln-Hyde 

Broadbeach Waters (QLD), 17 December 2016. 
18 Ibid. 
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picture. He looked like a clown. She didn’t. She looked very much like my 

family, but he looked ridiculous.19   

By coincidence, Judith went to train as a nurse and was looking after her grandfather Lindsay 

in a private palliative care home when he received news of his sister’s death in January 1979. 

The news, delivered unceremoniously by a passing fellow staff member, caused Lindsay to 

break into tears instantly. Formally or publicly, states Judith, ‘there was never any 

reconciliation between my great aunt [Marjorie] and my grandfather [Lindsay] over the terrible 

situation that he was not a supporter. He was her greatest supporter’.20 Though Lindsay passed 

away in September of the same year, the family and their home town community’s admiration 

of Lawrence is still strong today. 

 For now, Lawrence’s legacy lives on most strongly in the memories of dozens of 

individuals across the globe and at least two small rural communities in the US and Australia. 

The township of Hot Springs, Arkansas still promotes Lawrence’s name as ‘Hot Springs most 

famous female resident’.21 This is no small praise coming from a community which before the 

late 1960s was bigger than Las Vegas in the gambling scene, and a well-known holiday (and 

exile) destination of New York gangsters, Al Capone included. 22  Deans Marsh, Victoria 

regularly attaches Lawrence’s name to local events ranging from cook book fundraisers to 

football tournaments. Robert Stone, a child made to stand in a guard of honour made for 

Lawrence during her homecoming in 1939 describes the celebrity as the township’s ‘favourite 

daughter’. 23 Madelaine Curtis, a relative of Yvonne Batson and local resident at the time, 

recalled that even during her 1944 visit, Lawrence ‘appeared to have a great memory for all 

those people and who they were’ throughout her home district; ‘she was very warm with 

people’.24 The Globe Theatre, built by Lawrence’s father William in anticipation of her return, 

still stands and serves the small township to this day (albeit with Lawrence’s name misspelled 

and her death date inaccurately recorded on the front of the building).  

                                                           
19 J. Lincoln, Lincoln-Hyde interview, 2017. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Hot Springs touts Bill Clinton as its most famous male. Earnest Dumas, ‘Bill Clinton’, Encyclopedia of 

Arkansas (2017), 19 November, 2017, http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-

detail.aspx?search=1&entryID=95. 
22  Hot Springs is also home to the Gangster Museum of America which has a room dedicated to Al Capone’s 

fondness for the area. Robert K. Raines, ‘Gangster Museum of America’, Encyclopedia of Arkansas, 19 

November, 2017, http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-detail.aspx?search=1&entryID= 

5918.  
23 Robert Stone, interviewed by E.A. Lincoln-Hyde, Douglas (Victoria),  23 December 2016. 
24 Madelaine Curtis, interviewed by E.A. Lincoln-Hyde at Wendouree (Victoria), 29 December 2016. 
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 Marjorie Lawrence’s relationship with her eldest brother’s Australian family, in 

combination with her private interactions with the townsfolk of Hot Springs, Arkansas and 

Deans Marsh, Victoria, would make an interesting case study with regards to cultural and 

collective memory. Together with interview material gathered for this thesis, extensive records 

of Lawrence’s private correspondence exist in family collections and in the Marjorie Lawrence 

Papers at SIU. Similarly, together with more personal stories recounted by Barbara Wood 

(Thomas King’s niece), this material would prove fruitful for future enquiries into the equally 

dynamic private life of Lawrence, her husband, and her extended family. Though arguably 

Lawrence’s public life alone warrants her name being ranked on par with Nellie Melba and 

Joan Sutherland (Figure 38). Hopefully, further research on Lawrence and the aforementioned 

social issues intersecting her life’s trajectory will win back some of the fame and ‘furore’ the 

mention of her name once caused across three continents and almost four decades.25 

  

                                                           
25 Thorold Waters quoted in O’Brien, ‘Marjorie Lawrence: Her Australian Concert Tours 1939–1951’, 38. 
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Top Left, Figure 35: Yvonne 

Batson and Marjorie Lawrence, 

Winchelsea region (Victoria), c. 

1928. Lynette Lawrence Papers. 

Top Right, Figure 36: The 

Lawrence siblings (L-R:) Ted 

(Edwin), Cyril (Percy), Lena 

(Eileen), Marjorie, Lindsay and 

Allan, Winchelsea (Victoria), 1939. 

Lynette Lawrence Papers. 

Right, Figure 37: King and 

Lawrence with family on the beach. 

Far left is Lynette Lawrence (aged 

seven), the is her sister Robyn (aged 

eighteen months). Angelsea 

(Victoria), 1944. Lynette Lawrence 

Papers. 

Right, Figure 38: Marjorie 

Lawrence and Joan Sutherland, c. 

1970s. Barbara Wood Papers. 
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