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Emily Underwood-Lee: I know you are biologically a mother, but the 
first thing I wanted to ask you is whether you identify with that title 
of a maternal artist or a maternal performer? Is that something that 
speaks to you? 

Peggy Shaw: I don’t really care. 

Emily: Fair enough. 

Peggy: In the sixties and the seventies, in the lower east side [of New 
York] where my daughter Shara and I were, most lesbians weren’t 
raising kids. So it was hard. Most of her babysitters were actually 
drag queens rather than lesbians. She was raised by a lot of drag 
queens. We were on First Avenue, there wasn’t much there except a 
lot of tenements. So when I was performing with Hot Peaches she 
came with me on tour for three years to Amsterdam, Berlin, 
Rotterdam and everywhere that we went.1 

Emily: How old was she then? 

Peggy: I think the first time she came she was maybe seven, eight, 
and nine.  I didn’t believe in schools anyway. I still don’t believe in 
schools. By that I mean I didn’t believe what they were telling them 
was all that important. Memorising dates. She already knew how to 
read. What else do you need to know? I thought she would learn 
more being on tour in different countries. So we went off. We had no 
money. I left my apartment. I took her and went on tour as Hot 
Peaches and it was absolutely amazing. Part of it was in America too 
- in Florida.  We got kicked out of hotels for being queer and having a 
kid. They thought we were sick or something. It was really hard in 
those times. Some women in my neighbourhood had sons and they 

 
1 For a history of Shaw’s work with Hot Peaches and the WOW Café see Davy, Kate (2010). Lady Dicks and 
Lesbian Brothers: Staging the Unimaginable at the WOW Café Theatre. Michigan: University of Michigan Press. 
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actually gave them up because they felt like they wouldn’t be able to 
raise them very well in the queer community. 

Emily: It’s heart breaking. 

Peggy: Yes, a lot of it was very heart breaking. But I didn’t care about 
it much then either. By that I mean I cared, but I cared more for 
changing things and making everything different.  Shara was brought 
up in gay theatre so she thought it was normal to be gay. The norm 
for her was that everyone around you was gay and you did gay 
theatre. She used to sing the songs from the shows we performed, 
and she had a background that was full of a lot of love, a lot of 
community and a lot of empathy.  

Everyone was poor. We stole food. We did everything we could to 
survive. We shared - everyone shared everything. We squatted in a 
house in London on Hampstead Heath. We stole food on Finchley 
Road. We went to Amsterdam and lived in a squat in Amsterdam. 
Then we were able to buy a van as a result of a gig in Amsterdam. 
Instead of getting paid one thousand dollars we just bought a van. So 
we were able to continue our tour with that.  Then we gave it to the 
Bloolips actually.2 That was their first van.  

Shara was just part of the family really, and everybody loved having a 
kid around, especially her because she was so cool and she loved 
everyone so much. She loved being away from her dad because I 
found out after bringing her to Europe that she had been molested 
by the guy downstairs who was babysitting for her on behalf of her 
father. I wasn’t encouraged to bring her back. She had a sheepskin 
rug that we put a hole in for her head and that was her bed and her 
blanket. She always had it with her and that was her security. It was 

 
2 Bloolips is a drag troupe founded in 1977 by Betty Bourne, with whom Shaw collaborated on the show Belle 
Reprieve (1990).  See http://www.split-britches.com/belle-reprieve for more information. 

http://www.split-britches.com/belle-reprieve
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very comfy and she just always had that to go to sleep. I remember 
once some people thought it was horrible the way we were bringing 
her around with us, our supposed low life. So one woman took her to 
dinner and said she could have whatever she wanted. She had never 
had a Coke or a steak, so she had both and was completely ill. Coca 
Cola is enough to kill anybody if you’ve never had one. Plus a steak. 
So that was my lesson. The moment I realised that she was actually 
very well off. With us she had vegetables, eggs or whatever we 
found. 

It was a very comforting way to grow up with a big family. There 
were ten of us on tour, and Shara was in the shows. She made her 
own costumes. She sang a lot of songs. She had a ball. She didn’t 
have a regular bedtime.  She’d sleep under dressing room tables and 
things. So she was always with me and it was really nice. 

When we came back to New York after the tour all the problems 
started with her father and all that. But we got through everything. 
We still get through everything. 

Emily: This is really interesting about the practicality of mothering 
and raising a child but there’s also something about your wider 
maternal role that I would like to ask you about. You’ve called 
yourself a grand butch mother. You have a maternal role in terms of 
the generations who have been inspired by or looked up to your 
work as well. I know your work and your life intermingle. It’s a kind 
of arbitrary distinction, but I’m thinking of the way that there’s a 
raising up of a generation as well as a raising up of your own 
daughter. 
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Peggy: Right. Me and Lois have a cabin in New York that someone 
bought for us in the eighties and it was really cheap.3 It was an old 
hunter’s cabin and there’s a river. It’s a beautiful place. I used to 
bring Ian, my grandson, there all the time. I remember one day, 
when he was about eight or nine, we were swimming in the river and 
there were these boys on a rock playing. He eventually started 
playing with them and then they said something like, “Oh is that your 
dad over there?” and he said, “No. That’s my grandma”. They said, 
“Your grandma?” and he said, “Yes, she’s gay”. So they said, “How do 
you know that?”, and Ian goes, “Doh, she told me. How do you think 
I know?” There was always that feeling in my life with the kids.  

Ian is a person of colour. His grandfather is from Jamaica, but there 
was another kid I helped raise who was a white kid. His name is 
Matthew. So there was Matthew who was a tiny little white kid and 
Ian who was a really tall black kid, and they were like brothers. They 
called themselves brothers and still do. They still aggravate each 
other. Ian’s twenty-five now and Matthew’s twenty-one. We were 
always redefining everything. Ian and I would be walking down the 
street holding hands (because he used to hold my hand all the time) 
and he’d say to me, “Peggy what do you think that person thought 
that we were to each other?” I said, “I don’t know. Isn’t it crazy to 
give them that unknown? That they have to figure out who we are.” I 
mean somebody on my block thought Ian was my new butch 
girlfriend. They said, “Wow, I saw you with your new butch 
girlfriend” and I said, “That was my grandson”. So that’s fine. I mean 
we’ve always had fun with the ridiculousness of normalcy and we’ve 
always been able to do shows about it. Although Ian wasn’t that 
happy when I did the show To My Chagrin (2003) about him. The 

 
3 Lois Weaver, Shaw’s collaborator for over 40 years in the performance company Split Britches.  See 
http://www.split-britches.com/ for more information. 

http://www.split-britches.com/
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most horrifying moment to him was when he was projected on my 
naked chest. 

Emily: That’s a stunning moment. 

Peggy: I said, “Did you 
like the show?”. He 
goes, “Well, I don’t 
know about that part 
that you project me 
dancing on your 
chest”. That was the 
only part. Other parts 
he loved. He loved 
Vivian drumming and 
what we did with it.4  

If you’ve seen our 
shows you know that 
basically I try to make 
creative truths out of 
my truth. I try to 

create it into something that’s a little larger than life so that people 
will get how I feel. I also have to exaggerate for people to understand 
anything that they haven’t gone through, and he used to get a kick 
out of the fact that I would wear a suit and tie and be his 
grandmother. He used to tell people that. Except when he got to be 
around fourteen and fifteen years he would say, “Peggy you look like 
a corporate, like you’re in the corporate business world. It’s old 
fashioned to wear a suit and tie”. I said, “I know Ian but I’ve done it 
for so long it’s the only way I know how to dress”.  

 
4 To My Chagrin was performed by Shaw with drummer Vivian Stoll.  See http://www.split-britches.com/to-
my-chagrin for more information.  

Peggy Shaw in Menopausal Gentleman 
(photo Eva Weiss) 

http://www.split-britches.com/to-my-chagrin
http://www.split-britches.com/to-my-chagrin
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Me and Lois both raised my kid from the time Shara was about 
eleven and we both felt like whatever we were comfortable with the 
kids are comfortable with. If we were comfortable enough being 
queer then everything would be fine, and that’s been true. It’s like 
people that are freaked out about anything are going to get their kid 
freaked out. 

Emily: My oldest is so conservative. She’s rebelling against me by 
getting increasingly conservative by the day. 

Peggy: I don’t know why they didn’t rebel against me. My kid didn’t.  
Ian didn’t either. I mean he was a guy so when he got to be out of 
high school he just sort of, you know, ignored me. He lives in my 
building, comes to eat sometimes, loves me still very much and I love 
him but, you know, boys don’t have the same need to see you that 
girls do I think. Boys are interesting. They drive me crazy.  He’s 
exactly like his grandfather. He looks and acts exactly like his 
grandfather.  To have my kid I did it the old-fashioned way. I fucked a 
guy. I got married and had sex. But genetically Ian is exactly like him. 
He looks like him. He acts like him. He’s… what do you call somebody 
who likes to be alone? 

Emily: A bit of a recluse? 

Peggy: Yes, a recluse. He likes being by himself. Exactly the same 
person. 

Emily: Does he know him? Has he met him? 

Peggy: Yes, he does know him. In fact, last year he went and spent 
two weeks with him because he was very ill. His grandfather almost 
died last year. So Ian and my daughter went to spend two weeks 
with him in the hospital. Not that that’s fun but he’s spent time with 
him.  Sometimes he used to come to the apartment and take Ian. 
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The way men do. It’s so interesting how men call themselves a 
grandfather and yet they’ll never have seen the kid. Things like that. 
But he did okay. He was very good about seeing him but he got on 
my nerves because every time I’d be passing Ian over to him we’d 
meet at Grand Central or something and I’d realise within three 
seconds why I couldn’t stand him. I’d say, “Oh, here’s his ginger ale 
that he was drinking” and he’d say, “Oh that’s okay, I have my own 
ginger ale”. That kind of thing. Then he’d get him a haircut. He’d do 
the same to Shara when she was a kid. That’s what men do when 
they see kids. They get them haircuts and they buy them normal 
clothes. Short skirts and, you know, this girlie stuff. 

Emily: I have the opposite experience in that my children want to 
look like that. I parent my kids with my partner, who’s their father, 
and we are both constantly trying to buy clothes that aren’t that. My 
eldest daughter refuses to wear them. She now goes shopping and 
refuses to wear any clothes we buy. But that’s fair enough. She has 
to be her own person. 

Peggy: Shara was raised by drag queens a lot so she had a fabulous 
idea of what clothing was. You could do anything. She could wear 
anything in the world and make it into clothes. So she had a different 
approach to clothes. She wore stripes with checks and she’d wear all 
kinds of wonderful things. She had a flamboyant idea of what a girl 
was. 

Emily: Fantastic. So one of the things that we’re talking about in our 
work, one of the things that Lena and I are thinking about, is this idea 
of having to keep going as part of maternal ethics.5 There’s 
something radical in taking care and in making things happen, but it’s 

 
5 Lena Šimić, Co-Investigator on Performance and the Maternal.  See 
https://performanceandthematernal.com/. 

https://performanceandthematernal.com/
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also an act of endurance to keep doing it. Throughout your career 
you have kept on going and kept on doing it.   

Peggy: Tell me if I’m going the wrong way, but because of our 
poverty in our past, Lois and I always had to have people who were 
with us because they loved our work rather than who wanted to be 
paid. We weren’t able to pay people until just recently actually. I 
mean we always tried to pay everyone as much as we could, but 
most people were with us either because they were young or a 
student or because they’d figured out another way to live. They 
didn’t need a salary or whatever. So we are always forming around 
desire, always around people who (like us) have to do something. I 
mean we don’t have any choice. It just comes. It’s like when 
something is not happening we just have to make it happen because 
it’s important. Our motto is basically get up, get dressed and show it. 
Especially now that we’re old.  I’m seventy-five now and Lois is 
seventy-one. It does get to you after a while, but we always have a 
lot of people around us still because Lois teaches and because of 
who we are. We attract a lot of young, strong people who are willing 
to learn from us. Like right now, in London, someone asked someone 
if they know of any place we can stay. They had no idea who we 
were and they said, “Yes, we have an empty house. They can go 
there”. So we’re in this Victorian house that has three floors, but the 
owners don’t know who we are. They come once or twice a week 
and we have drinks outside on the wall. We’ve got to know each 
other now. They call us ‘The Guardians of Valentine Heights’. It’s 
changed my life. This is the third month that we’ve been here. We’re 
seriously in lockdown here.6 We call it a pause. We don’t go out. We 
don’t let anyone in. Alex, our ex- manager, goes shopping for us 
twice a week. She goes on her bike and brings us food and then we 

 
6 This interview took place during the Covid 19 pandemic and the UK lockdown of 2020.   
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have vegetables delivered from John the grocery guy. Then there’s 
an egg man down the street.  We get our eggs from his chickens. I 
hope everyone continues living like this. 

Emily: So do I.  There’s this sense of community right now. I don’t go 
out because I’ve got a very compromised immune system but my 
partner goes shopping once a week. But he’s also doing shopping for 
our next door neighbour who’s also not going out. He is an older guy 
who lives on his own and our kids talk to him over the garden wall. 
It’s really interesting what’s happening. I hope that some changes 
happen in what we culturally value as well. I don’t know. Maybe 
that’s just over optimistic. 

Peggy: I think it’s already changed. We’re not in a hurry to go back to 
America. America is really in trouble and because of Trump.  So many 
people, so many grass roots people, are doing things that are totally 
extraordinary. I hope we can gather because nobody wants to go 
back to what we had before. 

Emily: No. 

Peggy: And everyone wants to go back differently. I think, right now, 
all the rich people are increasing their wealth but I hope it’s going to 
be a different world. Everyone I talk to wants it to be a different 
world. 

Emily: Yes. 

Peggy: America and England are prime examples of horrifying pasts. 

Emily: Absolutely. I think I’m probably about the same age as your 
daughter. I’m forty-four and I grew up under Thatcher.  I was 
radicalised by being able to be in opposition to Thatcher. I’m seeing 
it happening in the students I teach now in a way that I remember it 
happening to me. I wish we didn’t have to get to a position where 
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Peggy Shaw and Lois Weaver in Split Britches, Last Gasp- 
(photo Christa Holka) 

everything’s so shit for people to become activated. But it is doing 
something I think. 

Peggy: Yes, actually my daughter’s fifty-one and my grandson is 
twenty-five. I mean I had her when I was twenty-five and she had 
him when she was twenty-five. She told him it’s a law in our family 
that you can’t have a kid before you’re twenty-five. So that kept him 
from having kids. Now he doesn’t want a kid. He always wanted a kid 
when he was little though. He’s always wanted a kid. He’s so good 
with them. Oh my God, they just flow to him. They just love him. 
He’s six foot seven now and he has size sixteen shoes. He’s very 
beautiful and very, very tall. I think that’s what’s saved him so far in 
New York City. New York City’s pretty brutal for young black kids. Me 
and my daughter 
managed to get him 
through high school, 
which is not easy in New 
York City. It’s not even 
easy to get them into a 
high school. New York is 
killer man. It’s a killer 
place. Now it’s worse than 
ever. So I have a feeling 
that when I go back, well, 
I mean everyone’s saying 
the city’s empty. 
Everyone’s gone. I don’t 
think a lot of people are 

going to come back to 
New York. I don’t think so.  

Emily: So that’s another form of keeping going and care. 
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Peggy: Because Lois and I are also elders now we’ve done work with 
the elder community, because they’re our age. We usually do our 
shows about what we’re going through. We’re old so we are working 
with the elder community. You know, I had a stroke show, Ruff 
(2013).7 

Emily: Yes, I saw it.  

Peggy: So that was about my stroke. I did Must (2009) which was 
about my queer body.8 Menopausal Gentleman (1996) is about my 
menopause.9 It’s just we always do shows about our situation. Right 
now we’re doing Last Gasp. Last Gasp got postponed from the 
Barbican and from the La MaMa in New York so we’re recording it on 
Zoom. We’re making and doing it scene by scene in that Zoom 
rectangle.10 Our production manager is on a boat. She lives on a boat 
somewhere. She keeps moving it. She films it and records it on Zoom 
and our sound recorder Vivian, who you met if you watched the 
video of To My Chagrin, is working on the sound with us. But we’re 
using whatever Zoom has. So we’re making a show so that we won’t 
forget the show we had planned. But now the Barbican looks like 
they’re hoping they’re going to open in the New Year. I think that’s 
very optimistic but they’re trying to be optimistic. I don’t know when 
people are going to be ready to go in a dark room with strangers. 
This virus is going to change everything. 

Emily: You’ve talked about a lot of the things that I wanted to ask 
you about, but when I look at your work in relation to the maternal 
and to motherhood there’s something about bringing to visibility a 
queer maternal. I know visibility’s been a consistent theme through 
all your work but there’s something about the visibility of the 

 
7 See http://www.split-britches.com/ruff for more information. 
8 See http://www.split-britches.com/must-the-inside-story for more information. 
9 See http://www.split-britches.com/menopausal-gentleman for more information. 
10 See http://www.split-britches.com/last-gasp for more information. 

http://www.split-britches.com/ruff
http://www.split-britches.com/must-the-inside-story
http://www.split-britches.com/menopausal-gentleman
http://www.split-britches.com/last-gasp
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maternal and the grandmotherly body that I find very interesting in 
your work. Is that perspective something you consciously think 
about, raising this visibility of a different kind of maternal or 
grandmotherly relation? 

Peggy: I think it goes all the way through everything. I only do shows 
about what I know. So I don’t make up plays or make up characters. I 
can only do what I know. So what was I given?  I felt like I was a 
woman and I felt like I was different, that I needed more comfortable 
clothes than I had and that I needed to be in the world a little 
differently. So whatever I did, or however I dressed or worked, I 
always called myself a woman. A woman wearing men’s clothes. If I 
wear a suit, to me it’s a woman’s suit. It doesn’t mean I’m a man.  I’m 
not trans so I never felt like I had to get out of my body. I often 
wonder if I was young now, would I consider going in the direction of 
the trans community. But I always felt that underneath my suit and 
tie there was my woman’s body. Yes, I am a grandmother in a suit. 
That’s it. That’s just what I am. 

Emily: But there’s being it and then there’s putting it in the world. So 
there’s a massive step from being it to then making performance 
that marks it. 

Peggy: In To My Chagrin we have a sequence where Viv’s playing the 
drums and it goes from my grandfather to now with me as the butch 
grandmother.  That’s my favourite piece.  It’s a much more realistic 
lineage, just three generations, rather than the one most people talk 
about, which often involves a lot of people you don’t know at all. 
Especially being queer and moving to New York in the sixties, my 
lineage has always been that your friends become your relatives and 
they become your mother or your sister or your brother because 
they love you and they support you. Then you feel more in tune with 
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them than you do with your distant relatives. I’m okay with my 
relatives now, but it was a long journey. I don’t know if that answers 
anything. I don’t really have any answers. 

Emily: No, you do. 

Peggy: I have a lot of questions. 
I don’t feel like I have a lot of 
answers about anything.   

Emily: Well a lot of the answers 
are in your work aren’t they? 
You’ve already put your 
answers into the world in some 
respects. 

Peggy: In the new show I talk a 
lot about how I’ve had a lot of 
words to say in my life. 
Everyone lives the way they 
have to live and I believe in 
education and I believe in 
consciousness, but sometimes 
they don’t go together.  

I believe that being kind and 
loving is important, especially towards women. I mean the journey of 
women has been a hard one and it’s been a battle. I just worry. I 
always wanted the world to change not me. I don’t need anyone 
telling me that I need to strap my breasts or anything. I don’t want to 
tell anybody anything. I want to just make everything legal so 
everyone can do what they want but so that it doesn’t feel like 
there’s a party line or anything. I don’t want to talk about a party 

Peggy Shaw in Split Britches, Last Gasp- 
(photo Christa Holka) 
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line. I’m not interested. We have the Democratic National party and 
the Republican party, the Tories and Labour. We have all that shit. 
Right now so many things are really conservative. Queers are getting 
married. Not my favourite thing in the world. I can almost throw up 
really. That’s what we’ve come to. It’s very hard as a maternal 
person to see that conservative binary. I always felt that the journey 
that I had was to make the world accept me as a woman the way I 
am. I walk like this. I talk like this. So I just feel like this. I know, I 
know, I know…. This is all our shows - what I know. In America right 
now, there’s a very low tolerance.  People feel like they are being 
revolutionary to go against the government’s lockdown. 

Emily: It’s a really interesting point to think about what’s a maternal 
body, and what you’re raising about all this. Whether or not you 
strap your breasts and what the party line is on that.  

Peggy: I feel like a maternal person. A lot of people in my family 
didn’t. My older sister did not. She couldn’t stand her kids when they 
were born, and she was not a maternal mother. A lot of women are 
not maternal. My family’s always shocked that I am someone 
maternal, that kids are very attracted to me and that I spend a lot of 
time with kids. Kids love otherness. They love magic and gender. One 
day I was in a sauna in San Francisco or something and we were on 
the road and there was a little boy in there. He was about eleven and 
he was saying, “Wow, you’re a woman. How come you have hair 
under your arms?”. I love it when kids can be outspoken. I said, “I’m 
sorry, didn’t you know? I’m from New York City and everyone in New 
York City has hair under their arms”. He said, “What?” and I said, 
“Isn’t that interesting? Everyone I know, everyone in New York, has 
hair under their arms”.  He was dumbfounded by the whole thing 
and that kind of playing with kids is really fun. It challenges them. 


