Centre Stage: Celebrating the Rise and Rise of the Older Women’s Network Theatre Group 

Something unusual was happening on the lawns in front of Canberra’s Old Parliament House.  A group of older women had pitched a tent and were now gathering around microphones preparing for some sort of performance.  Their intent soon became apparent. Through songs and skits they made it abundantly clear that older women were no longer prepared to stay quietly in the background.  They were determined to be visible and to be heard.
This small group of women was the genesis of the OWN Theatre Group, now in its seventeenth year and the subject of Dorothy Cora’s book Centre Stage: Celebrating the Rise and Rise of the Older Women’s Network Theatre Group. 
Centre Stage provides a social and political context for the emergence of the Theatre Group in the mid- to late-eighties, then covers its progress from 1990 to 2004.  Along the way it gives a highly readable ‘warts and all’ account of the journey of this remarkable group of older women from raw amateurs to near-professionals and their hilarious adventures along the way.  Dorothy has always been an admirer of the Theatre Group and this meticulously researched book of just under 300 pages is immediately recognisable as a labour of love. 
Not that she applies any ‘make-up’ to the narrative – it’s an honest account of the ups and downs, the laughter and tears, the strengths and the human frailties of an extraordinary group of women who have used their enormous talents and wicked wisdom to carry OWN’s message far and wide, from Parliament House to schools, hospitals, universities and clubs, plus strenuous trips taking their show on the road.

Through wit and highly polished presentation the Theatre Group offers a new perspective on women and ageing under its trademark banner: Vigour, Vision and Vitality.  Their material, largely written by themselves, comes from the sad, the glad, the mad and the true stories of the lives of older women, with a focus on health, invisibility, inequality, domestic violence, Aboriginal reconciliation, transport, telecommunications, pensions, banking and media images.  Their range is remarkable… at one moment they can have an audience on the verge of tears, in the next they will be rocking with laughter as these totally irreverent performers cleverly expose and debunk the social stereotypes surrounding contentious issues.  Dorothy takes you there, adding the words of songs and skits and many treasured photographs to bring it all alive.
Centre Stage is not only a record of the achievements of a spirited group of women, it is also an accurate reflection of Sydney’s social history, highlighting society’s negative attitudes towards older women and the vigorous response of a group who said “Enough!” in the most effective way possible…not by lecturing and admonishing, but by entertaining their audiences with an irresistible blend of wit, wisdom and wackiness.  In a very readable and often hilarious style, Dorothy has described the rise and rise of a true tour de force which is growing all the time in style and professionalism.
Noreen Hewett launched Centre Stage at Our OWN Show on Saturday 7 November at a special concert at the Mott Hall showcasing OWN performance groups.
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