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 As a mother of three boys herself, Churchill is no stranger to the strains of parenthood. 

As a female artist, she has been put under more intense scrutiny than her male colleagues as she 

handles the double standards that pull her between her role as a mother and her role as a leading 

playwright. Churchill married her husband – David Harter, a barrister – in 1961. Between 1963 

and 1969 she gave birth to three sons and had a number of traumatic miscarriages. On the subject 

of what pushed her into Second Wave Feminism, Churchill points to the emotionally traumatic 

years she spent as a young wife: 

 

I felt isolated. I had small children and was having miscarriages. It was an 

extremely solitary life. What politicized me was being discontented with my own 

way of life – of being a barrister’s wife and just being at home with small 

children.
1
 

 

 In the early 1970s, no longer content with her role in the home, Churchill demanded 

freedom from her roles as mother and housewife. She had devoted years “coping with things so 

that he could work for ten years, so why didn’t he take time off to do what [Churchill] wanted?” 

David left work in 1972, at her request, and the two began dividing house labor more equally so 

that Churchill could focus on fulfilling work of her own.  

 She recalls in a 1982 the guilt she would feel when she felt she was abandoning them. 

Churchill felt guilty “about paying someone else to take care of my children, about the feeling 

that I could do it better.”
2
 When the nanny brought her youngest son into the office to see her for 

her mid-morning tea, Churchill was overwhelmed with guilt and wanted to stay with him. As she 

continued writing, she kept coming back to the same “nagging questions of what’s really 

important. Are plays more important than raising kids?”
3
 

 The Churchill family ultimately forsook nannies altogether, and Churchill herself 

resumed parenting her children, writing only when she had the time. She had been getting little 

done with the nanny around because of the paralyzing self-reproach for ‘abandoning’ her sons. 

As a result of the scantiness of time she was forced to write in, Churchill developed a reputation 

as a very fast writer, writing Owners in only three days in 1972, after which it premiered at the 

Royal Court Theatre Upstairs. Churchill jokes that now, with her children grown, she finds 

herself taking longer to finish a play. 

 As critic Mary Luckhurst notes, Churchill’s plays “abound with children under threat, 

[and] dead or psychologically dying infants.” For Luckhurst, the common motif is related to 

Churchill’s many miscarriages. The abusive relationship that is the primary focus in A Number 

takes its impetus from a different type of trauma. In an interview with Mel Gussow, Michael 

Gambon, who first played Salter, noted that Churchill was “galvanized” to write the play after 

having a nightmare that her grandson had been abused. Churchill’s horrific vision of familial 
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violence is the basis for the play. 

 The guilt Churchill felt when using a nanny – a type of shame that directly results form 

societal pressures surrounding parenthood, and motherhood in particular – may very well be a 

contributing factor to one of Churchill’s most stunning plays about the parent-child dynamic. It 

is a play about a father and his sons, and notably a play in which there are no women. Even the 

“mad professor” who cloned the boys is referred to as a “he,” and as Salter’s son B2 realizes 

startlingly, his mother has ‘already always’ been dead. She examines parenthood through Salter, 

a deeply flawed man that, at the very least, loves one of his sons. Salter is a man who, 

recognizing his failure as a parent, tries to make it right in the only way he thinks possible. He is 

deeply flawed, duplicitous, and sometimes savagely cruel, but, as he assures his children, he is 

their father.   
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