


 Henrietta Leavitt was born in Massachusetts to George Roswell Leavitt and Henrietta Swan Kendrick,

from whom she takes the vast portion of her name. Henrietta was the oldest of seven, though two of her

siblings died in infancy. Though born in Massachusetts, Henrietta grew up in Ohio, where she attended

Oberlin College, as well as Wisconsin, where a portion of the play takes place. She returned to

Massachusetts to attend Radcliffe College, the all-women companion college to Harvard University,

where she earned a Bachelor's degree in 1882. She made progress towards a graduate degree in

Astronomy before going to work as a computer in the Harvard Observatory under Dr. Charles

Pickering. During the course of her work under Pickering (detailed below), Henrietta studied variable

stars, which are stars that show different levels of brightness at different times. From there she went

on to develop Leavitt’s Laws, which state that there is a straight line relation between a Cepheid

variable star's  intrinsic luminosity (true brightness) and the log of its period. Although she went
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 uncredited for several decades and was unable to contribute to follow-up research, her discoveries went on to influence the work of Edwin Hubble,

precipitated space travel, and contributed to numerous other means of scientific discovery. Henrietta was a fairly sickly individual, having never quite

recovered from the childhood infirmity (likely scarlet fever) that damaged her hearing. She succumbed to cancer in 1921 at the age of 53 and was buried the

the Leavitt family plot in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Her gravestone lacks any mention of her contribution the the field of Astronomy. 
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Margaret “Margie” Leavitt is not an individual who existed in real history. Rather, Margaret is an

approximation of perhaps several people designed to serve as a foil or counter-note to Henrietta. In

terms of composition, Margie could be drawn from a variety of people––most likely Martha Almira

Leavitt (Henrietta’s oldest sister and second of the Leavitt’s siblings) and Martha Shapley, nee Betz. In

terms of symbolism, Margaret is a vehicle for two of the three primary concepts in this play: while

Henrietta represents religion and science, Margaret represents religion and art. It is through direct

exposure to Margie’s compositions that Henrietta happens upon the epiphany which forms the

cornerstone of her theory. This interaction is not supported by any historical evidence, but rather

serves Gunderson’s more abstract call for the mingling of arts and sciences in the play. Symbolically,

Margaret also represents the obligations of family juxtaposed with the allure of discovery and a far

less intrinsically questioning view of theology. It is shown later that as Henrietta sees the beauty of

God in the stars, Margie sees it in music. As a matter of being a composite character, Margie occupies the

place of Martha Almira Strong, nee Leavitt. Martha was the third of the Leavitt children and sadly 
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 not much historical record of her survives. She married William Henry James Strong, a Doctor of Divinity from Harvard University like her father,

and had one child, William Leavitt Strong. In addition, Margie may be inspired by, or at least inadvertently related to, Martha Betz Shapley. Martha

was the wife of Harlow Shapley, Director of the Harvard Observatory immediately proceeding Edward Pickering. Though she is largely uncredited for

her variety of contributions to the field of astronomy, Martha co-authored papers on Cepheid variable stars utilizing Henrietta’s research with her

husband. In addition Shapley was a classically trained, master pianist and is the only musician of note in any tangential proximity to Henrietta
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Annie Jump Cannon was born in 1863, the eldest of three daughters of Delaware State Senator Wilson

Cannon. She was completely deaf for most of her adulthood. Cannon was first taught about constellations

as a child by her mother, who later encouraged her to pursue scientific studies. Cannon went on to study

mathematics, physics and astronomy at Wellesley College where she graduated Valedictorian of her class.

After graduating, she returned home to Delaware, took up photography and traveled throughout Europe.

Shortly thereafter she contracted scarlet fever, which robbed her of her hearing. Soon her mother died and

Cannon sought to get out of her old home. She wrote to her former advisor about job openings at Wellesley

where she was accepted as a physics teacher. From there she began taking graduate courses and started

working towards a Master’s degree. Cannon pursued part of her graduate degree in Astronomy at Radcliffe

College, where she enrolled as a “special student” in order to gain access to the Harvard Observatory

telescope. She received her degree in 1907. In 1896, as part of her studies, Annie was hired by Dr. Charles 
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Williamina Fleming emigrated to America alongside her husband and her young child at the age of 21. She was

shortly thereafter abandoned by her husband, James Orr Fleming, and forced to figure out how to make a

living for herself and her child in America on her own. As a result, she found herself working in the house of

Dr. Charles Pickering, Director of the Harvard Observatory. Allegedly, Dr. Pickering used to tell substandard

employees that “his Scottish housekeeper could do a better job” and said it enough that eventually he gave

her a job as a computer. However, this might be a highly over-reported office tall tale. Over her time working

for Pickering and later Harlow Shapley, Fleming classified 10,000 stars, discovered 59 nebule, and published

several works on her discoveries. She discovered the Horsehead Nebula, through her work went uncredited.

Despite having made massive contributions to the Draper Catalogue, Fleming's name along with all the names

of her female peers were omitted in favor of a simple “Pickering” citation. Fleming was placed in charge of the

computing department after Annie Cannon’s promotion to Head of Photometry. She was later made the

curator of all spectra images at Harvard University. Fleming published numerous papers on her findings and

received numerous awards. She was made an Honorary Fellow of Wellesley College in the early 1900’s. 
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Pickering, then the Director of the Harvard Observatory. She was 33. While working for Pickering, Cannon published  several articles on Stellar Spectra in

numerous journals, worked on the Henry Draper Catalogue, received the Draper Gold Medal, and was the recipient of numerous grants. Cannon developed the

system of spectral classification which organized stars by color. Later into her work, the O B A F G K M categories were discovered. They did not just relate to

color, but also temperature and size, as these three characteristics of a star are intrinsically connected. To this day, the classification system she developed is one

of the foundational concepts in astronomy education. And yes, they still use “Oh Be A Fine Girl, Kiss Me” to remember the star classification categories. After

publishing her first paper in 1901, Cannon was made Head of Photometry, the department responsible for analyzing star plates, at Harvard and became one of the

first woman to receive an honorary doctorate from a European University. She still holds the record for most stars classified in a lifetime at over 500,000, at the

peak of her career she could classify three stars a minute. Every year the American Astronomers’ Society hands out the Annie Jump Cannon Award to that year’s

most prominent female astronomer. Though Cannon retired in 1940, she continued her work until a few weeks prior to her death in 1944. 
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1882: Both the U.S. House and Senate appoint committees on women's suffrage; each report favorably. 
1884: The U.S. House of Representatives debates women's suffrage. 
1886: The suffrage amendment is defeated two to one in the U.S. Senate. 
1890: The National Woman Suffrage Association and the American Woman Suffrage Association merge to form the
National American Woman Suffrage Association. Its first president is Elizabeth Cady Stanton. The focus turns to working
at the state level. Wyoming renews general woman suffrage. 
1893: Henrietta begins work at Harvard Observatory 
1894: Despite 600,000 signatures, a petition for woman suffrage is ignored in New York. 
1895: The New York State Association Opposed to Woman Suffrage is founded. 
1906: Elizabeth Cady Stanton's daughter, Harriot Stanton Blatch, returns from England and forms the Equality League of
Self Supporting Women with a membership based on professional and industrial working women. It initiates the practice
of holding suffrage parades. 
1908: Henrietta first publishes her data, noting a pattern in variable stars (cepheids). 
1910: Emulating the grassroots tactics of labor activists, the Women's Political Union organizes America's first large-scale
suffrage parade, which is held in New York City. 
1911: In New York City, 3,000 people march for women suffrage. 
1912: Henrietta publishes a full paper documenting her Period-Luminosity relationship. 
1913: Ejnar Hertzsprung uses Henrietta’s finding to measure distance to cepheids within the Milky Way. 
1913: The Senate votes on a women’s suffrage amendment, but it does not pass. 
1914: Montana grants suffrage to women. 
1916: Woodrow Wilson promises that the Democratic Party Platform will endorse women’s suffrage. 
1916: Montana elects suffragist Jeannette Rankin to the House of Representatives. She is the first woman elected to the U.S.
Congress. 
1917: Beginning in January, the National Woman's Party posts silent "Sentinels of Liberty," also known as the Silent
Sentinels, at the White House. The National Woman's Party is the first group to picket the White House. In June, the arrests
begin. Nearly 500 women are arrested, and 168 women serve jail time. 
1917: The New York state constitution grants suffrage to women. New York is the first Eastern state to fully enfranchise
women. 
1917: The United States government declares war against Germany, entering WWI. 
1918: The jailed suffragists are released from prison. An appellate court rules all the arrests were illegal. 
1918: The Nineteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, which eventually granted women suffrage, passes the U.S. House
with exactly a two-thirds vote but loses by two votes in the Senate. 
1918: WWI ends. 
1920: Henrietta is made head of Stellar Photometry at Harvard Observatory. 
1920: The Nineteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution is ratified, stating, "The right of citizens of the United States to
vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of sex”. 
1921: Henrietta dies of ovarian cancer. 
1923-24: Edwin Hubble measures Cepheids in the Andromeda Galaxy, proving that the universe is far bigger than the Milky
Way. 
1926: Unaware of her death four years prior, the Swedish mathematician Gosta Mittag-Leffler considered nominating
Henrietta for the 1926 Nobel Prize in Physics.
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Lauren Gunderson (born February 5, 1982) is an American playwright,
screenwriter, and short story author, born in Atlanta. She lives in
San Francisco, where she teaches playwriting. Gunderson was
recognized by American Theatre magazine as America's most produced
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WorksWorks
2001 Parts They Call Deep
2004 Leap
2005 Background
2005 Eye Of The Beheld
2010 Emilie: La Marquise Du Châtelet Defends Her Life Tonight
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2019 Jeannette (Musical)
2019 The Half-Life of Marie Curie
2021 The Catastrophist
2023 "Anthropology"
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ActivismActivism
Gunderson has made some of her plays available for activist
purposes and is touted as an Arts meets Activism writer.

The Taming
The Taming is an all-female political farce which premiered at
Crowded Fire Theater Company in 2013. Inspired by
Shakespeare's The Taming of the Shrew, The Taming explores
what happens when a beauty queen with a constitutional
law degree, a Republican senator's aide, and a liberal online
influencer are all locked in a hotel together, trying to make a
better America. Gunderson made this play free to produce on
the night of the 2017 presidential inauguration of Donald
Trump, citing her belief that theater, art, and stories have the
ability to make lasting change.
Natural Shocks
In April 2018, Gunderson created a national campaign of
theater activism with royalty-free readings of her play
Natural Shocks to address domestic violence and gun violence
against women. Theaters across the U.S. participated in these
readings including, The Know Theatre and Cincinnati
Shakespeare Company. 

In both instances, Gunderson stipulated that all proceeds
from the productions be given to charitable causes.
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