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Abstract 
This proposal focuses on the precarious relationship between artists and private patrons 
in early twentieth century European theatre. It starts from the premise that between 1910 
and 1930 the commitment to patronage relationships was not so much a threat to the 
growing autonomy and professionalisation of theatre artists, as one of its enabling 
conditions. It allowed them to experiment with new professional roles and identities but 
aligning their agenda's with those of their patrons was never easy, and negotiations 
between givers and recipients were often hesitant and fraught. At the conference, I’d like 
to put forward the following three arguments:  

o In this period the power balance between artists and patrons shifted, leading to 
new and fruitful forms of reciprocal exchange, but also impacting the stability and 
viability of their relationships; 

o Any research into the relationship between (changes in) patronage and (changes 
in) the position of theatre artists should start with an examination of the negotiations 
conducted by both parties, paying special attention to the overt and covert stakes, 
interests and tactics involved; 

o Before asking how patronage relationships impact on an artist’s social economic 
position or on his or her creativity or output, it is useful to focus on the processes and 
functions of giving itself; sociological and anthropological gift theory (Mauss, Komter, 
Gouldner) provides an excellent starting-point. I will illustrate these points by referring 
to the patronage relationships of theatre visionary Edward Gordon Craig (1872-1966), 
who managed to attract no fewer than 32 patrons during his career. I will demonstrate 
how Craig put a lot of effort into managing the expectations of each individual 
benefactor, and how he tried to adapt his negotiation tactics to both their agendas and his 
own - with varying results. To map these interactions, I have studied about 450 letters, 
including published and unpublished correspondences between Craig and his patrons. 
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