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Cowley [née Parkhouse], Hannah (1743–1809), playwright and poet, was born on 14 March 1743 in Tiverton, Devon, the younger daughter of Philip Parkhouse (c.1712–1790) and Hannah (née Richards). A brilliant Blundell's scholar, her father, disappointed of a church living, became a bookseller in Fore Street. His election as a corporator (councillor) gave him a vote under Tiverton's charter of 1615 in electing the town's two members of parliament: this brought the friendship of Lord Harrowby MP who was to take a keen interest in Hannah's education and subsequent literary success.

In 1772 Hannah married Thomas Cowley (1744–1797), whose mother, Mary Cowley, was a bookseller in Cockermouth, Cumberland. At an indifferent play in London, Hannah assured her husband she could do better herself: she did. She sent The Runaway anonymously to the great actor–manager, Garrick, who immediately recognized its potential and put it on at Drury Lane, on 15 February 1776. With Sarah Siddons in the starring role, it was a ‘smash hit’, highlighting the injustice of arranged marriages by which a father or guardian could legally give away his daughter or ward to a totally unsuitable husband to gratify some personal ambition or mere whim. Particularly earnestly debated throughout London society was the outburst by a young female character regarding the marriage vow ‘to love, honour and obey’; ‘I won't hear of it, “love” one might manage that perhaps, but “honour, obey”!—, tis strange the ladies had never interest enough to get this ungallant form amended’. This was near-heresy at the time, but the wording of the marriage vow remained controversial throughout the twentieth century.

Hannah Cowley was never boring or over-earnest: she did not rage against the wrongs to which women were subject, her satire was much more subtle. Most of her plays are fast-moving comedies which were performed throughout England and Ireland well into the nineteenth century; they reached the continent via Germany and Austria. The hilarious short farce Who's the Dupe? (Drury Lane, 10 May 1779) is characteristic. It depicts the plight of another near-victim of an arranged marriage, this time revolving around the relative educational attainments of the heroine's suitors. At one point, exasperated with her father's choice of Gradus, a dry-as-dust product of ‘Brazen-nose’, Elizabeth protests ‘The education given to women shuts us entirely from such refined acquaintance’.

Hannah Cowley suffered throughout her career from jealousy and ill-founded criticism: basking in the success of The Rivals (1775) Richard Sheridan was determined to halt the meteoric rise to fame of this new and wildly popular woman rival. Having bought into the management of the Drury Lane theatre, he ‘shelf'd’ The Runaway to prevent a new run and had an understanding with Mr Harris, manager of Covent Garden theatre, that neither would accept any piece which the other refused. Both turned down Hannah's first tragedy, Albina, dedicated to Lord Harrowby. A well-worked study of jealousy, it was staged in July 1779 at the Haymarket, a theatre more used to comedy; it was not a success. A strikingly similar play was put on by Harris at Covent Garden: Percy, by an aspiring young Bristol playwright, Hannah More, who had the patronage and support of David Garrick. Percy was soon followed by another More play, Fatal Falsehood. Again there were ‘wonderful resemblances’ and since Albina had been with Garrick when More was at Hampton, the source of the similarity was clear. Luckily, although the charges of plagiarism against Percy were not proved, Hannah Cowley could prove that Albina was written well before More's plays, or she would have been accused of ‘the grossest plagiarism’ (preface to Albina). Cowley and More's literary quarrel was conducted in a series of letters to the editor of the St James's Chronicle, even though both women deplored the indelicacy of appearing in the public press. The letters were reprinted in the Gentleman's Magazine of August 1779.

Hannah Cowley received only £30 for Albina and her father wrote to Lord Harrowby asking if she could be awarded a pension or a better position be found for her husband still ‘employed among footmen and grooms below stairs at the Stamp Ofice’. The MP arranged a posting as captain to the East India Company (Chalk, N&Q, 1936, 243).

Hannah Cowley's next play, The Belle's Stratagem (Covent Garden, 22 February 1780), dedicated to Queen Charlotte, again underlines the lack of wisdom of arranged marriages, in its tale of Letitia and her promised suitor, Doricourt, recently returned from the grand tour, and full of disdain for her lack of worldliness. The heroine's manner of winning his admiration through a series of misleading disguises and a final revelation of her grace and beauty at a masked ball made this play Hannah Cowley's masterpiece. It was immensely popular with actors and actresses: Doricourt was played by ‘Gentleman’ Lewis, Charles Kemble, and later Sir Henry Irving; Letitia by Miss Younge, Dorothy Jordan, and Ellen Terry. The future was now assured; almost all subsequent plays were readily accepted. Which is the Man? (Covent Garden, 1783) chronicles the comic reaction of Fitzherbert, guardian of Julia Manners who, from force of circumstance, has married without his consent. A Bold Stroke for a Husband (Covent Garden, 1783), set in Madrid, features a wife's rescue of her husband from his mistress by dressing as a man. More Ways than one (Covent Garden, 1784) depicts the outwitting of Dr Freelove's plan to sell his ward, Arabella, to a lawyer friend, Evergreen, for a fee of £15,000.

A School for Greybeards (Drury Lane, 1786) was loosely based on Aphra Behn's The Lucky Chance (1687) and encountered some critical opposition. Hostile reviewers condemned Hannah Cowley for indecent language and objected to the impropriety of snatching away a bride already promised to the bridegroom. Her next play, The Fate of Sparta (Drury Lane, 1788), took refuge in classical precedent, as it was based on Plutarch's Life of Agis. It features, however, a consistently strong heroine, who mediates between her husband, waging a siege on Sparta, and her ancient father ensconced within the city. Although it emerged relatively free of the criticism that had marred the reception of A School for Greybeards, this was not to be the case with A Day in Turkey, or, The Russian Slaves (Covent Garden, 1791). After its first performance, Hannah Cowley was accused of dabbling in politics because the Russian Count Orlov's French valet, A La Grecque, never misses a chance of asserting the superiority of the new spirit (liberté, égalité, fraternité) then sweeping France and making fun of all less enlightened nations. Francophobe critics were bent on attributing the comic and outrageous utterances to the playwright who, on losing the honour of a royal command performance, justly complained, ‘It is A La Grecque who speaks, not I’.

The prologue to Hannah Cowley's last play, The Town before you (Covent Garden, 1794), registers her profound dismay at the slapstick and buffoonery which were taking over the role of playwright and actor in the theatre. Her fascinating picture of late eighteenth-century London depicts a snobbish ne'er-do-well aristocrat, a clever con-man, an up-from-country social climber, and, most importantly, a much-maligned woman sculptor, Lady Horatia Horton, who has dared to found her own successful studio and whose statues are roundly condemned as unlifelike by a bogus connoisseur and denigrated by her fiancé's father. Hannah had met the prototype of Lady Horatia, the Hon. Anne Damer, at the sumptuous receptions given by another renowned Tivertonian, the miniaturist Richard Cosway, and his talented and vivacious wife, Maria. The lively and elegant Hannah Cowley was an honoured guest in their London salon, among such celebrities as the prince regent, the duchess of Devonshire, Angelica Kauffmann, and Horace Walpole.

Hannah Cowley was also a successful poet. Written under the pseudonym of Anna Matilda, her poetic bantering with Robert Merry in The World attracted a wide readership but was harshly condemned with the work of the rest of the ‘Della Cruscans’ by Robert Gifford, in The Baviad. In 1780 she published The Maid of Arragon, a tale of filial piety fittingly dedicated to her father who had recognized and supported her talent. Her second long poem, The Scottish Village, or, Pitcairn Green (1786), demonstrates her love of unspoiled nature. Heart-broken to learn that planners had chosen a lovely green-field site at Pitcairn Green in Scotland for an extensive ‘New Town’, she imagined what such development might do to her beloved Devon countryside.

The verdant face of this once happy plain

The sharp-tooth'd mattock shall deform, tear …

The future Town, submissive to their will

Rises from Earth and spreads its skirts around …

Throughout her life, Hannah Cowley combined her extensive writing with her roles as wife and mother. Her husband died in 1797, on a trip to India to visit their younger daughter, Frances, who had married the Revd David Brown, later provost of Fort William College, Calcutta. Their elder daughter, Mary Elizabeth, had died in 1789, and their son was a lawyer, working in Portugal.

It was only in the twentieth century, however, that Hannah Cowley's role in the fight for justice for women was recognized. Her contribution deserves credit, as she delivered her message in a powerful and accessible medium, the theatre. In an age when many people were unable to read and appreciate the arguments put forth in Mary Wollstonecraft's Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), her popular challenging of traditional roles was of overriding importance in the wider dissemination of feminist views.

Formerly a worshipper at the old established church, St Peter's (1073), Hannah Cowley had become more attuned to the evangelical church of St George (1733) in later life. She died at Tiverton on 11 March 1809, and was buried there in 1809. The broken fragment of her tombstone was removed from the churchyard during an extension and now rests at the Tiverton Museum.
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