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The Party Girls was originally commissioned and 
developed by Scary Little Girls, We Are Team and 
Chipping Norton Theatre.
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Marlowe Theatre Productions was set up in March 2025 as a trading 
company of the Marlowe Theatre Trust to develop and produce high 
quality touring theatre, made in Kent.

All their productions originate at the Marlowe Theatre, Canterbury 
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The Party Girls by Amy Rosenthal is their first large scale national touring 
production. This world premiere of the new play opens at the Marlowe 
Theatre in Canterbury on Monday 1 September 2025.
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Amy Rosenthal’s new drama explores the passions and motivations of these complex aristocratic 
siblings. Here, the playwright describes why the family continues to intrigue us.

The Mitford sisters occupy a shifting territory 
in the public consciousness. When I tell people 
I’ve written a play about them, some beam as 
though I’ve said “the Andrews Sisters”, blithely 
unaware that more than one Mitford was 
sitting under the apple tree with Hitler. Others 
dismiss them all as snobs and fascists, when in 
fact it was their polarised views that shattered 
their tight-knit sisterhood. Are the Mitfords 
funny or appalling? Entertainingly eccentric or 
monstrous? In truth, they’re all these things 
and more: a gift for any playwright interested 
in the ambiguities of life, the co-existence of 
extremes, the simultaneous holding of light 
with the darkest of darkness.  

In 2018, when I was commissioned to write 
about them, I had only a surface knowledge. 

I was aware of the very real Nazi affiliations, 
yet still somehow thought of them as a bunch 
of daft, entitled girls who’d led a faintly feral 
childhood, captured on stage only once (to 
my understanding) in Ned Sherrin and Caryl 
Brahms’ 1981 production of The Mitford Girls. 
Described on Wikipedia as “a musical with 
parts for six beautiful actresses”, the plot 
breakdown omits to mention that two of these 
beauties were close personal friends with 
Hitler; that one was a communist and civil 
rights activist; or that one was amongst the 
top-selling authors of her time.  

I’d read The Pursuit of Love and Love in a Cold 
Climate, the best-known novels by Nancy, the 
eldest. I knew Diana married Oswald Mosley, 
the Blackshirt leader who was famously 
driven out of the East End in the Battle of 
Cable Street, and that the maniacal Unity 
fell in love with Hitler, while Jessica, the 
communist, broke away from the family in 
disgust. I also knew that Debo, the youngest, 
became Duchess of Devonshire and restored 
Chatsworth House from disrepair to National 
Trust glory. I knew nothing about Pamela, the 
sister who stayed out of the public eye and 
kept chickens – or Tom, the brother whom 
both fascist and communist sides of the family 
claimed, and who was killed in the war. I had 
only sketchy knowledge about the peculiar 
parents, Lord and Lady Redesdale. As I started 
to sift through the sea of information about 
this family, I had no idea how I’d shape it into a 
single play.  

But I wanted to. What began as a job of work 
soon became a passion. I read everything 
I could, and there’s a lot. All the sisters 

HOW THE MITFORD 
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(apart from Pam) wrote about their lives; 
Nancy in her sparkling fiction, the others 
in autobiographies. They also wrote letters 
profusely – frequently to and about each other. 
There are great biographies of them all. I spent 
an afternoon at the BFI archives, watching 
a film of Jessica, Diana, Debo and even Pam, 
being interviewed about Nancy after her death. 
It includes footage of Nancy herself, poised 
and elegant, speaking so fast and with such 
compressed vowels that she makes the late 
Queen sound provincial. They all come across 
as warm and witty. As far as I remember, they 
are never in the same room. Certainly not 
Jessica and Diana, who barely met after 1939.  

This presents a structural challenge in writing 
about the Mitfords, who were close as children 
but whose lives spanned a huge swathe of the 
century, and whose choices drove them apart, 
both emotionally and geographically. How 
could I bring them into the same rooms, and 
in the most interesting constellations, to open 
out the full fan of allegiances and conflicts 
that existed between them, and show how 
their moral, political and romantic identities 
were utterly formed by each other? Which 
sister would be my protagonist and provide the 
dramatic backbone of my play?  

The playwright’s task is to stand in the 
shoes of the other, no matter how brutally 
they pinch. Diana was, by all accounts, an 
enchanting person: intelligent, curious and 
kind, a much-loved mother, sister and friend. 
Yet her politics were abhorrent, and she never 
fully recanted her allegiance to Hitler (and 
not at all to Mosely, to whom she remained 
happily married until his death in 1980). You 
can watch her being interviewed on YouTube 
by the fearless Mavis Nicholson, who confronts 
her on her Nazi past. Diana smiles serenely, 
gestures to Hitler’s misdeeds and reiterates 
what charming company he was. When you 
scroll down, most of the comments are about 
her extraordinary eyes, her cheekbones.  

Diana’s ice-blonde Aryan looks made her an 
icon for both the glittering socialites of pre-

war London and the upper echelons of Nazi 
Germany. Espousing chilling views whilst 
presenting as calm and reasonable, she was in 
a way the most fascinating Mitford. But then 
there’s Unity, drooling rabidly over Hitler like 
a lovesick groupie, and tender-hearted Debo, 
eternally racing to catch up with her sisters 
whilst probably the happiest of them all. 
Ultimately my heart belongs to caustic Nancy. 
But it was staunch, rebellious Jessica, who 
swapped England for America and married a 
Jewish New Yorker, who had to be my heroine.  

I wrote the 
play with 
uncharacteristic 
speed; but then 
with equal 
alacrity Covid 
sent the theatres 
dark. During 
those suspended 
years, the rights 
changed hands 
and the future 
of the play felt 
precarious – until 
it was snapped up 
by the wonderful 
Marlowe Theatre, Canterbury.
They will produce a UK tour this autumn 
helmed by Richard Beecham, a great director 
and friend, who shares my Jewish roots and 
passion for serious theatre with a light touch. 
In the years between, the world has swung 
sharply on its axis. Post-7 October and the 
second coming of Trump, with the rise of 
far-right populism and the deathless spectre 
of antisemitism back in our sightlines, the 
play has a new resonance. But it also offers 
laughter, light and hope – I hope.

Unity, Jessica, Nancy and Diana Mitford

This piece appears in the 2025 summer issue of Jewish 
Renaissance magazine. jewishrenaissance.org.uk.
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at the Shakespeare in Shoreditch Festival/
RIFT; Entanglement (libretto) for Nova Music 
Opera and on UK tour; Polar Bears for A Play, 
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The Tailor Made Man (book) in the West End; 
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Rocks at the Hampstead Theatre; Sitting Pretty 
at Watford Palace Theatre, on UK Tour and 
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Night at the Scarborough Festival and Chelsea 
Theatre; Jerusalem Syndrome at the Royal 
Exchange Theatre and Soho Theatre;
and Lifelines for the Royal Court Young
Writers Festival.

Radio includes, for BBC Radio 4, Thin Ice and 
Little Words; and Cold Enough for Snow, Eskimo 
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Film: The Clinic (in development) and That 
Woman (UK Jewish Film Festival, Pears Short 
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DIRECTOR
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Theatre includes Duet for One at the Orange 
Tree Theatre; at Theatre Royal Bath, Footfalls/
Rockaby (also Jermyn Street Theatre), Driving 

Miss Daisy (also UK tour), In A Garden, Red 
Light Winter, and Henry IV, Part 1; at Watford 
Palace Theatre, Gaslight, Broken Glass, How the 
Other Half Loves, Neville’s Island, and A Taste 
of Honey; 84 Charing Cross Road at Cambridge 
Arts Theatre and on UK tour; Rose at HOME 
Manchester; Playing for Time at the Crucible 
Theatre, Sheffield; at the Royal Theatre, 
Northampton, Dancing at Lughnasa, In Praise 
of Love, and Humble Boy; Rutherford & Son 
at Northern Stage; The Human Cost and Just 
Before the War at the Young Vic; at Salisbury 
Playhouse, The School for Scandal, The 
Invention of Love, Side by Side by Sondheim, 
and The Miser; at Exeter Northcott Theatre, 
Charley’s Aunt, Private Lives, Two Gentlemen 
of Verona, and Black Comedy/Real Inspector 
Hound; Romeo & Juliet for Creation Theatre 
Company, Oxford; The Bench at Battersea Arts 
Centre; Early One Morning and Entertaining Mr 
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Film includes The Guitar.

SIMON KENNY
DESIGNER
Theatre includes A Thousand Splendid Suns at 
Birmingham Rep; at the Watermill Theatre, The 
Lord of the Rings: A Musical Tale (also Chicago, 
Australia and New Zealand), Whistle Down The 
Wind, Assassins (also Nottingham Playhouse), 
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in the West End, Rehab the Musical, Sweeney 
Todd (also off-Broadway), and The Selfish Giant; 
The Lion at Southwark Playhouse (also Arizona 
Theatre Company, Japan and South Korea); 
The Wiz at Hope Mill Theatre; Saturday Night 
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vibrator play, and 4000 Miles at Theatre Royal 
Bath; The Unseen at Riverside Studios; Here In 
America and Duet for One at the Orange Tree 
Theatre; Steel and Brassed Off at Theatre by 
the Lake; Murder in the Dark on UK tour; Blue/
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Orange at Royal & Derngate Northampton; The 
Art of Illusion and The Death of a Black Man at 
the Hampstead Theatre; Footfalls/Rockaby at 
Jermyn Street Theatre; and Giraffes Can’t Dance 
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Dance and opera include Link in my Bio at 
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Theatre and Soho Theatre; Opening Skinner’s 
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It at the Young Vic; Black Men Walking for 
the Royal Court Theatre and Eclipse Theatre 
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Theatre.
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at the Hampstead Theatre; Seize the Day at 
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Hitchcock Blonde at the Royal Court Theatre; 
Julius Caesar at the Barbican and on UK tour; 
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As fight director: Of Mice and Men at Derby 
Theatre; Kinky Boots at Curve Theatre, 
Leicester; Ballet Shoes at the National
Theatre; and Never Let Me Go at the Rose 
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Film, as intimacy coordinator: Mother’s Pride, 
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and prior to that she spent five years at
the RSC.

Theatre includes Wendy & Peter Pan for 
the RSC; Treasure Island and Wonder Boy 
(also UK tour) at Bristol Old Vic; Poor Clare 

and Playhouse Creatures at the Orange Tree 
Theatre; The Enormous Crocodile at Regent’s 
Park Open Air Theatre and on UK tour; Apex 
Predator at the Hampstead Theatre; Kathy & 
Stella Solve a Murder! in the West End; Now 
That’s What I Call a Musical! on UK tour; The 
Promise and Coram Boy at Chichester Festival 
Theatre; Taste of Honey at the Royal Exchange 
Theatre; In Dreams at Leeds Playhouse; 
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The Force of Destiny at Greek National Opera; 
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for Scottish Opera; Notorious at Göteborg 
Opera; and The Ring Cycle for the Royal
Opera House.

QUINNY SACKS
MOVEMENT DIRECTOR
As a dancer, Quinny performed with Rambert 
Dance Company, Tanz Forum Köln and the 
Bejart Ballet. 

As choreographer and movement director, 
theatre includes Much Ado About Nothing at 
Cambridge Arts Theatre; Driving Miss Daisy 
at Theatre Royal Bath; Waste, Lady in the 
Dark, and Machinal at the National Theatre; 
Mojo, Mouth to Mouth, and Lights at the Royal 
Court Theatre; A Doll’s House at the Young 
Vic (also West End and New York); Nijinsky 
at Chichester Festival Theatre; The Comedy of 
Errors at Regent’s Park Open Air Theatre; A 
Winter’s Tale, Les Enfants du Paradis, and 
Hamlet for the RSC; Private Lives in the West 
End and on Broadway; The Threepenny Opera 
at the Donmar Warehouse; and My Fair Lady, 
Summer Holiday, and The Boyfriend on
UK tour. 

Opera includes Lady Macbeth of Mtensk and 
The Fairy Queen for English National Opera; 
and The Voyage at the Metropolitan Opera.
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Operation Mincemeat, Captain America, Troy, 
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Shakespeare in Love, The Importance of Being 
Earnest, The Visitors, RKO 281, Dido and 
Aeneas, and Restoration. 

Television includes The Singing Detective, 
Lipstick on Your Collar, Out of Her Mind, 
Catherine the Great, Keen Eddie, The Last of
the Blond Bombshells, and Sex, Chips and
Rock ‘n’ Roll.

HARUKA KURODA
FIGHT DIRECTOR
Theatre includes, as intimacy and fight 
director: Rodelinda at Garsington Opera; 
This Bitter Earth at Soho Theatre; Noises Off 
at New Wolsey Theatre; The House Party 
at Leeds Playhouse and on UK tour; Three 
Sisters, The Taming of the Shrew, and Ghosts 
at Shakespeare’s Globe; A Raisin in the Sun for 
Headlong, Leeds Playhouse, Oxford Playhouse 
and the Lyric Hammersmith; La Traviata for 
English National Opera; Underdog: The Other 
Other Brontë at the National Theatre; untitled 
f*ck m*ss s*igon play at the Royal Exchange 
Theatre; and Miss Saigon the Musical and The 
Crucible at Sheffield Crucible. 

As intimacy director: Burlesque the Musical in 
the West End; Henry VIII at Guildhall School of 
Music & Drama; and The Voice of the Turtle at 
Jermyn Street Theatre.

Elisabeth Dermot Walsh (L) as Diana Mitford and Flora Spencer-Longhurst (R) 
as Debo in rehearsals for The Party Girls.

Ell Potter as Unity (L) and Kirsty Besterman as Nancy (R) in rehearsals.




