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MRS PEEL OF THE AVENGERS: AN
ENDURING ICON OF 1960S
TELEVISION

When  one  thinks  of  revolutionary
television  from  the  1960s,  few  figures
stand as  tall,  stylish,  and assertive as
Mrs Peel of The Avengers. Portrayed with
dazzling wit  and athletic  grace by the
incomparable  Diana  Rigg,  Emma  Peel
remains  one  of  the  most  celebrated
characters in British pop culture history.
More  than  just  a  sidekick  to  Patrick
Macnee's  John  Steed,  she  was  a  fully
realized  partner—intellectually  equal,
physically  formidable,  and  sartorially
impeccable.  This  article  explores  the
origins,  evolution,  cultural  impact,  and
enduring legacy of Mrs Peel, examining
why  this  leather-clad  secret  agent
continues  to  captivate  audiences
decades  after  her  last  mission.

The Creation of
an Unforgettable
Character
The  Avengers  originally  premiered  in
1961 as a straightforward drama about a
doctor  and  a  secret  agent.  It  evolved
into a stylish,  surreal  espionage series
by the time Honor Blackman joined as
Cathy  Gale.  However,  when  Blackman
departed  to  play  Pussy  Galore  in
Goldfinger,  the  show  needed  a  new

female  lead.  The  producers  sought
someone  who  could  match  Steed's
charm and bring a modern, independent
energy to the series. Enter Emma Peel,
played by the relatively unknown Diana
Rigg. The character was named using a
clever  play  on  words  —  "M.  Appel"
meaning  "man  appeal"  —  though  the
final spelling of "Peel" was chosen for its
simplicity.  Thus,  Mrs  Peel  of  The
Avengers  was  born,  and  television
history  was  made.

Who Was Emma
Peel? A Profile in
Intelligence and
Style
Emma Peel was not merely a glamorous
assistant;  she  was  a  widow  of  a  test
pilot, a fact that gave her both emotional
depth and a sense of independence. She
was  an  amateur  scientist,  a  skilled
mart ia l  a r t i s t ,  and  a  woman  o f
considerable wealth. Unlike many female
characters  of  the  era  who  were  defined
by their relationships to men, Mrs Peel of
The  Avengers  was  defined  by  her
intellect  and  competence.  She  could
dismantle a bomb, outwit a villain, and
deliver  a  devastating riposte—all  while
wearing a flawless catsuit. Her signature
look,  the  tight-fitting  leather  suit,
became an instant fashion sensation and
a symbol of female empowerment.
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The Dynamic
Duo: Steed and
Peel
The chemistry between John Steed and
Mrs Peel of The Avengers was the heart
of  the  show.  Steed,  the  old-school
gentleman  agent  with  a  fondness  for
bowler  hats  and  brollies,  found  his
perfect  match  in  the  modern,  no-
nonsense Emma. Their relationship was
built on mutual respect and razor-sharp
banter.  They  never  romantical ly
entangled in a conventional sense, which
preserved a unique tension and equality.
They  were  partners  in  the  truest
sense—each equally capable, each with
a distinct style, and each utterly devoted
to the other's safety. This dynamic was
groundbreaking.  Audiences  were  not
used to seeing a man and a woman work
together  as  equals  without  romantic
subtext  dominating  the  narrative.  Mrs
Peel  of  The  Avengers  redefined  the
partnership  archetype,  paving the way
for future duos in television and film.

Diana Rigg: The
Woman Behind
the Legend
No  discussion  of  Mrs  Peel  of  The
Avengers  i s  comp le te  w i thout
celebrating  Diana  Rigg.  Rigg  was  a
classically trained actress from the Royal
Shakespeare Company, and she brought
a theatrical precision and intelligence to
the role. She was not merely playing a
character; she was creating a template.

Rigg insisted on performing many of her
o w n  s t u n t s ,  a d d i n g  a  l e v e l  o f
authenticity that was rare for the time.
Her  delivery  of  witty,  sophisticated
dialogue  was  flawless,  and  she  carried
the  iconic  leather  catsuit  with  a
confidence that turned heads around the
world. Rigg's performance elevated the
material, transforming what could have
been  a  one-dimensional  fantasy  figure
into  a  complex,  relatable,  and  deeply
appealing woman.
The role  of  Mrs  Peel  of  The Avengers
made Rigg a household name, but she
was  careful  not  to  be  typecast.  She
would later  achieve further  acclaim as
Olenna Tyrell in Game of Thrones and as
the only woman to marry James Bond (in
On  Her  Majesty's  Secret  Service).
However,  for  millions  of  fans,  she  will
always be Emma Peel, the woman in the
leather suit who took on the world with a
smile and a sharp remark.

Fashion and
Cultural Impact
The  influence  of  Mrs  Peel  of  The
Avengers extended far beyond narrative
tropes.  Her  wardrobe  became  the  stuff
of  legend.  The  leather  catsuit,  often
pa i red  w i th  k inky  boots ,  was  a
revolutionary  costume  for  a  female
television character. It was practical for
a c t i o n ,  s l e e k  i n  d e s i g n ,  a n d
unapologetically  powerful.  At  a  time
when women on television  were  often
confined  to  kitchens  or  living  rooms  in
dresses, Mrs Peel of The Avengers was
scaling  walls,  driving  sports  cars,  and
fighting villains in attire that emphasized
her physical agency.
Fashion designers and photographers of
the 1960s, such as André Courrèges and
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Mary  Quant,  were  reshaping  women's
fashion  with  miniskirts  and  geometric
shapes. The Emma Peel look fit perfectly
into this  revolution.  She embodied the
"modern woman"—independent, stylish,
and in control.  The character's influence
can  be  seen  in  countless  later  figures,
from The X-Files' Dana Scully to Alias's
Sydney  Bristow.  Even  the  Batman
television  series  of  the  same  era
b o r r o w e d  s o m e  o f  i t s  c a m p y
sophistication  from  The  Avengers,
though Mrs Peel herself  remained in a
league of her own.

Storylines and
Adventures
The episodes featuring Mrs Peel of The
Avengers were known for their surreal,
whimsical  plots  that  mixed  espionage
with  science  fiction  and  fantasy.  Villains
were  often  eccentric  geniuses  with
elaborate schemes. Mrs Peel and Steed
traveled  to  remote  islands,  haunted
castles,  and futuristic  laboratories.  The
tone was light, witty, and never overly
serious, allowing the chemistry between
the leads to shine. Memorable episodes
include "The Town of No Return", where
the  duo  investigates  a  village  full  of
impostors, and "A Touch of Brimstone",
which  features  a  decadent  secret
society.  The  series  maintained  a
consistent  quality  throughout  the  Peel
era,  with  sharp  writing  and  stylish
direction that distinguished it from other
adventure shows of the time.
The writers of The Avengers were careful
to  give  Mrs  Peel  agency  in  every
storyline.  She  was  never  a  damsel  in
distress waiting for rescue. Instead, she
was  often  the  one  saving  Steed.  This
reversal of traditional gender roles was

subtle  but  profound.  Viewers  came  to
expect  that  Mrs  Peel  of  The Avengers
would  have  the  clever  solution,  the
quickest  reflexes,  and  the  most  stylish
approach  to  any  problem.

The Departure
and Legacy
Diana Rigg left The Avengers after two
seasons, citing fatigue and a desire to
pursue other roles. Her departure was a
significant  blow  to  the  series,  which
continued  with  Tara  King  (played  by
Linda Thorson), but the magic was never
quite  the  same.  Mrs  Peel  of  The
Avengers had set a standard that was
nearly  impossible  to  match.  The  final
episode of the Peel era, "The Forget-Me-
Knot",  featured  an  emotional  farewell
where  Steed  and  Emma part  ways.  It
w a s  a  p o i g n a n t  m o m e n t  t h a t
acknowledged  the  significance  of  their
partnership.
Despite leaving the series, the character
of  Mrs  Peel  has  endured.  Reruns  and
DVD  re l eases  i n t roduced  new
generations  to  the  series.  The  iconic
image of Diana Rigg in her leather suit
has  been  referenced  and  parodied  in
countless  shows,  films,  and  fashion
editorials.  The  character  remains  a
symbol  of  1960s  chic  and  female
empowerment.  In  the  decades  since,
there have been attempts to revive The
Avengers,  including  a  1998  film
adaptation  featuring  Uma  Thurman  as
Emma Peel, but none have captured the
effortless  chemistry  and  style  of  the
original.
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Why Does Mrs
Peel Still Matter

Today?
In  an  era  of  complex,  layered  female
characters in television and cinema, Mrs
Peel  of  The  Avengers  remains  a  vital
touchstone. She represents a time when
popular  culture  began  to  seriously
consider women as equals in action and
intelligence. Without Emma Peel,  there
might not have been Alias,  La Femme
Nikita,  or even Kill  Bill's  Beatrix Kiddo.
The  character's  influence  is  woven  into
the fabric of modern entertainment. She
is  also  a  reminder  that  empowerment
does not have to come at the cost of
elegance  or  wit .  Emma  Peel  was
simultaneously feminine and formidable,
gentle and tough, clever and kind. She
was, and remains, a complete character.
Furthermore, Mrs Peel of The Avengers
offers  a  unique  perspective  on  the
1960s—a  decade  of  social  change,
technological  advancement,  and
evolving  gender  roles.  The  character
perfectly encapsulated the spirit of the

age:  forward-looking,  progressive,  and
stylish. Watching the series today is like
taking  a  time  capsule  to  a  period  of
optimism  and  creativity  in  television
history.

Conclusion
Mrs Peel  of  The Avengers  is  far  more
than  a  nostalgic  memory  of  a  classic
television  series.  She  is  a  landmark
character  who  redefined  what  a  female
protagonist  could  be.  Through  Diana
Rigg's  charismatic  performance,  the
charac te r  became  a  symbo l  o f
intell igence,  independence,  and
unapologetic  style.  The  partnership
between  John  Steed  and  Emma  Peel
remains the gold standard for on-screen
collaboration,  and  the  character's
influence  continues  to  resonate  in
contemporary  media.  For  those  who
have yet to discover her adventures, the
world of Mrs Peel of The Avengers offers
a thrilling,  witty,  and visually  stunning
journey  into  a  time  when  television
dared  to  be  different.  For  those  who
already know her, she is a beloved icon
who  never  goes  out  of  fashion—much
like  the  leather  catsuit  she  made
legendary.


