
Hallie Flannigan 

Hallie Flanagan directed the WPA’s Federal Theatre 
Project (FTP) from 1935 to 1939. In this role, she oversaw 
the hiring of thousands of unemployed theatre workers 
and the production of nearly 64,000 theatrical 
performances for over 30 million audience members. 
 
Shortly after the FTP was terminated, Flanagan said: “We 
know now what many doubted four years ago – that great 
numbers of people, millions of them, who had never gone 
to the theatre, or had stopped going, want to go to the 
theatre if the plays are good and the admission 
reasonable”. 
 
Flanagan was born Hallie Ferguson on August 27, 1890, in 
Redfield, South Dakota. Flanagan received a bachelor’s 
degree from Grinnell College in 1911 (her future WPA 
boss, Harry Hopkins, graduated from Grinnell in 1912), 
and a master’s degree from Radcliffe College in 1924. In 
between these years, however, she suffered great 
personal loss: her husband, Murray Flanagan, died of 
tuberculosis in 1919 and her first son, Jack, died of spinal meningitis in 1922. After graduate 
school, Flanagan taught theatre at Grinnell and then at Vassar College in New York. In 1926, she 
became the first woman to receive a Guggenheim Fellowship. The award 
allowed her to study the theatre in Europe and the Soviet Union for 
fourteen months. After her fellowship, Flanagan returned to Vassar to 
teach and direct plays. 
 
When the FTP started up in 1935, Flanagan, her 
administrators, and WPA workers treated Americans of 
all income levels to a wide variety of entertainment, 
which included classic drama, new plays, touring 
productions, comedies, musicals, dance theatre, African 
American productions, children’s plays, vaudeville acts, 
circus performances, and the “Living Newspaper” – an 
ambitious project that dramatized current events and 
issues on stage. Many of these productions received 
critical praise, enjoyed lengthy runs, and drew large 
audiences. 
 
Despite the FTP’s many accomplishments, it was terminated by Congress 
in 1939. Many Congresspeople thought it was a waste of money and were 
unhappy that FTP plays were racially integrated and explored social and 
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economic issues. Flanagan later charged that certain members of Congress “were afraid of the 
Federal Theatre because it was educating the people of its vast new audience to know more 
about government and politics… because it gave Negro actors as well as white actors a chance… 
because it epitomized too vividly the New Deal theory that every man who can work and can’t 
find a private job should earn his way by doing useful work at his own profession or trade, for 
the government”. 
 
After the FTP, Flanagan taught for many years at Smith College in Massachusetts. Flanagan 
once wrote: 

 “If [the FTP] had been less alive it might have lived longer. But I do not believe 
anyone who worked on it regrets that it stood from first to last against reaction, 

against prejudice, against racial, religious, and political intolerance”. 
 
 “We let out these works on the vote of the people.”— Motto of the Federal 

Theatre Project, from an inscription at the 3rd century B.C. Greek theatre on 
Delos 
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