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Introduction
Kim Marra and Robert A. Schanke

“Teen’s Play a Winner, But Its Performance Is Banned”—so read the
headlines for a story in the Charlotte Observer on February 19, 1999.1
Seventeen-year-old Samantha Gellar’s play, Life versus the Paperback
Romance, was selected as one of the winners of the local Young Play-
wright’s Festival. Although the other winning plays were promised a pro-
duction, the Children’s Theatre of Charlotte and the Charlotte-Mecklen-
burg Schools refused to produce Gellar’s. There was no nudity and no
sex acts, but because the two main characters were lesbians who fall in
love and kiss, officials declared that it was inappropriate for middle and
high school audiences. As one school board member argued, “[TThought-
ful citizens are not voyeurs that promote the display of such things.”? Jill
Dolan, then president of the Association for Theatre in Higher Education
(ATHE), protested this decision:

We at ATHE believe that theatre can be a strong voice in teaching
cultural pluralism, and in helping people who are different from
each other understand and respect the richness of their various lives.
If the play was good enough to receive one of the festival’s awards,
preventing its presentation sends a censorious message.3

Censorship of gay and lesbian themes occurs in the professional the-
ater as well. When word leaked out in the spring of 1998 that the Man-
hattan Theatre Club planned to stage Terrence McNally’s Corpus
Christi, a new play that depicted Jesus and his apostles as gay, the man-
agement reported anonymous death threats against the actors, audiences,
and the playwright. Outraged callers threatened to burn the theater and
exterminate everyone inside it. The Catholic League for Religious and
Civil Rights vowed to “wage a war that no one will forget” unless the
production was canceled. The theater initially succumbed to the pressure,
but after advocates protested, they resumed their plans and hired a pri-
vate security firm to guard the theater. On opening night, theatergoers
were confronted by two thousand chanting protesters, funneled through
metal detectors, and forced to have their bags X-rayed.+
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2 Staging Desire

Hundreds of organizations and individuals hailed the theater’s decision
in a statement prepared by the National Coalition Against Censorship.

[T]he right of free expression includes the right to express uncon-
ventional and nonconformist ideas, even if offensive to some, or
many. To safeguard this freedom, we must support arts organiza-
tions, even when they present works that may challenge our most
heartfelt beliefs.s

Nevertheless, challenges to productions of the play continued. In Fort
Wayne, Indiana, twenty-one state lawmakers sued in federal court to
block performances of the play in August 2001 at Indiana University—Pur-
due University in Fort Wayne, charging that taxpayer money should not
be used to subsidize its production. “This is not just an innocuous little
play,” the plaintiffs’ attorney argued. “It’s a full-blown, unmitigated
attack on Christianity and its founders.” Fortunately, the school dis-
agreed, claiming that to suspend the performances would be an infringe-
ment of First Amendment rights to free speech and academic freedom.®

Even commercial, Broadway successes come under attack. Tony
Kushner’s Angels in America, part 1, Millennium Approaches won the
Pulitzer Prize for Drama, Tony Award for Best Play, Drama Desk Award
for Best Play, played on Broadway for eighty-five weeks, toured to thirty-
four cities in the United States, and saw productions in over thirty coun-
tries. Yet when the Department of Drama at Catholic University of
America scheduled a graduate student production in 1996, the university
provost and its dean of arts and sciences banned the production.
“Because of the content, it was deemed contrary to the mission of
Catholic University,” explained the university’s director of media rela-
tions. “I think you must realize that the Catholic Church does not exactly
endorse a homosexual lifestyle.”” The department was offered an ultima-
tum: cancel the production, move it off campus, or limit attendance to
graduate students, faculty, and people in the professional theater. Out-
raged by the conditions, the department moved the production to the
Arena Stage, where every performance was sold out. Tony Kushner has
denounced such attempts to suppress and stifle his writing.

As a dramatist it’s my job to find images which move an audience
emotionally, and tell them a great deal of information economically
and powerfully. ... [T]he campaign against the play . . . is motivated
by political disagreements with the play’s author and the play itself.
Those opposed to the production, those seeking to close it, have
openly declared their objection to lesbian and gay rights, and wish
to censor “Angels” for entirely political reasons.®
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Introduction 3

Kushner, McNally, and Gellar are part of a now thirty-year-old tradition
of out lesbian and gay theater artists. Many in previous generations self-
consciously appeared and acted straight in their public lives in order to be
accepted by straight audiences and critics, thus appearing straight to
straights. Unable to be honest about their sexualities, they used coded
language, substituted straight for queer characters, and framed their
plots in heterosexual contexts in order to gain acceptance and production
of their plays. Since the infamous 1969 police raid and ensuing riots at the
Stonewall Inn, a gay bar in Greenwich Village, that kicked off the lesbian
and gay rights movement, playwrights have been more forthright in por-
traying characters and situations more overtly expressive of subaltern
sexual identities. However, as Kushner’s, McNally’s, and Gellar’s recent
experiences show, it is still a traumatic decision and an enormous risk for
artists to make open declarations of their sexual orientation and to reveal
their same-sex sexual desires in their work. As Steven Drukman pointed
out in American Theatre, such pressures and tensions are reminders “of
how thorny questions about politics, morality and sexuality overlap and
are ultimately borne by the artist in negotiation with his community and
his own conscience.”?

Like our previously published volume, Passing Performances: Queer
Readings of Leading Players in American Theater History (University of
Michigan Press, 1998), this book deals with a number of artists in the 125
years before Stonewall who worked primarily in the theater. Unlike
Kushner, McNally, and Gellar, these figures were unable to “come out”
because the risks were even greater than they are now and/or because the
categories of what is “out” and what is “in,” what is “gay,” what is
“straight,” did not pertain or were differently drawn. Still, same-sex sex-
ual desires significantly shaped their personal and professional affilia-
tions and artistic sensibilities. Whereas the essays in Passing Perfor-
mances dealt with actors, directors, producers, and agents, the fourteen
in this volume, also by American theater historians, analyze the workings
of subaltern desires in the careers of noted playwrights, lyricists, critics,
and designers. While many of the same issues apply and thus will be sim-
ilarly laid out in this introduction, this volume also emphasizes the dif-
ferent implications for theater artists who were not on stage themselves
as actors but whose visions shaped the theatrical representation.

Even though concepts of sexuality and “outness” apply differently to
many of our subjects than to our contemporaries, our project in both vol-
umes has been, and will no doubt continue to be, seen in the current,
highly controversial terms of “outing.” This became clear in October
1998 when the Center for Lesbian and Gay Studies (CLAGS) at the City
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4 Staging Desire

University of New York sponsored a half-day symposium on Passing
Performances. Nine contributors to that volume served on panels and
engaged in lively discussion with over one hundred people in the audi-
ence, which included pioneering gay authors Larry Kramer and Kaier
Curtin.” When Robert Vorlicky moderated one of the panels, he cited
the response of a straight, female friend who had asked him the names of
the subjects who would be discussed at the symposium. “Dear God, not
Mary Martin?!” she exploded. “She was married! She had children! Not
Mary! Isn’t all this just academic snooping—speculation of the lowest
kind? Why is it necessary?”**

Such objections reflect fear that reputations of cherished icons will be
tarnished and the value of their art negated, attitudes rooted in homo-
phobia that continues to permeate the theater world as well as the larger
society. Although what we are doing is what historians do, that is,
uncover information that enables new understandings of the past, when
the subject is sexuality, especially transgressive sexuality, certain ethical
questions are raised. Are we revealing information that will hurt people?
Are we violating our subjects by taking it upon ourselves to reveal what
they had fought hard to conceal? Are we breaking the time-honored code
that queers cover for each other? We have always agreed with the point
made at the symposium by Larry Kramer, a staunch defender of outing,
that it is not enough simply to identify people as queer; the meaning of
their sexuality and the value of that knowledge must be established. We
argue that knowledge of the role of same-sex sexual desire in historical
figures’ theatrical careers is central to understanding their contributions
and essential both to writing a fuller and more accurate account of his-
tory and to changing current attitudes. Indeed, not to write this history is
to be complicit in what has been called “inning,” the perpetuation of sys-
tematic denials that foster the climate of shame and risk surrounding
same-sex eroticism within and without the theater.™

The rationales for our argument and the reasons why this knowledge
matters are manifold. As Martin Duberman, George Chauncey, Martha
Vicinus, and other historians of sexuality have powerfully demonstrated,
this facet of humanity cannot be relegated to a discreet realm of the pri-
vate and ignored in assessments of people’s public activities.*3 Duberman
noted in his closing remarks at the symposium that knowledge of sexual
desire “explodes the tyrannical assumption that we should separate our
private and our public presentations of the self—a separation that for
many generations or centuries has kept us from understanding how the
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Introduction 5

two, in fact, inescapably react upon and shape each other.” Sexuality
permeates people’s beliefs, actions, and social relations; it is not only a
question of whom they sexually desire but how they see and function in
the world. We want to examine how larger societal and cultural attitudes
shaped our subjects’ sense of sexual difference in their respective periods,
and the interplay of their on- and offstage lives in this context; how their
sexuality affected their choices of intimates, professional associates, the
kind of work they did, and how they performed it; how shared under-
standings with people of like persuasion both enabled and inhibited their
collaborations; how they and their associates exploited as well as suf-
fered from modes of discrimination and oppression. Far from irrelevant,
these questions, in acknowledging sexuality as a historical force, inquire
into the very fabric of the past.

Moreover, the knowledge we seek to produce doesn’t just add to but
transforms the record. Pulitzer Prize-winning historian Barbara Tuch-
man calls biography “the prism of history.”* When acknowledged, the
facet of sexuality, considered along with other facets of identity, such as
gender, race, ethnicity, and class, changes the shape of the whole and
vastly complicates what we see looking through it. At the turn into the
twentieth century, Clyde Fitch became the nation’s most commercially
successful playwright by propounding a reassuringly codified ideal of
American womanhood when traditional white, Anglo-Saxon Protestant
patriarchal hegemony seemed to be threatened by a host of Progressive
Era ills. Taking into account that Fitch, along with his producer, Charles
Frohman, and agent, Elisabeth Marbury, arguably the three most power-
ful people in the business, all led queer lives underscores the highly con-
structed nature of putatively heterosexual American national identity
and the deep involvement of same-sex sexual desire in its production.’s
Understanding Rachel Crothers’s highly developed personal skills in
passing as straight and respectable lends new insight into her abilities as
a playwright and director to make a wider range of female types passable
to a commercial audience. The hypermasculine images associated with
the theater of the United States’ most canonical playwright, Eugene
O’Neill, take on a world of other meanings when read through the
repressed homoerotic desire of his most famous designer, Robert
Edmond Jones. That the well-muscled itinerant men, ostensibly proffered
for female arousal, in William Inge’s nostalgic visions of small-town
American life in the 1950s sprang from the author’s own forbidden
desires and played to closeted spectators transforms and enlarges his
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6 Staging Desire

place in the American dramatic canon. Information about these artists’
sexualities prompts a reexamination of their careers and the social and
cultural dynamics surrounding their work.

Ultimately what this knowledge affects is not just understanding of
the past but understanding of human identity and historical processes in
the present. As women and racial minorities throughout this century have
shown, reclaiming one’s history from systems of repression is an essential
act of self-enunciation that inspires and sustains ongoing struggles for
equality. For the last three decades, it has been vital to the lesbian and gay
rights movement that such recovery work involves people whose contri-
butions are well known but whose sexual proclivities have been kept “hid-
den from history.”*® Acknowledging and analyzing the sexualities of
famous people both fills gaps and corrects distortions in their individual
histories and debunks negative stereotypes oppressive to all members of
the gay and lesbian community. In demonstrating the specificity and
diversity of sexualities through time, historical recovery work counters
constructions of a monolithic, unchanging “homosexuality” that stigma-
tizes and denies people their individual differences and individual rights.

The recovery work of this collection builds on the contributions of
other scholars and addresses lacunae in the still small field of gay and les-
bian theater studies. Research in the history of sexuality grounds the
methodology and provides crucial material about the larger sociocultural
context within which we read our respective moments of theater his-
tory.”7 The work of some of these historians—notably Martha Vicinus,
George Chauncey, Lillian Faderman, Eric Garber, Esther Newton, and
Martin Duberman—directly intersects the world of the theater.*® Of the
scholars centered in the theater who do gay and lesbian studies work, rel-
atively few are theater historians, and fewer still are American theater
historians. Kaier Curtin’s pioneering We Can Always Call Them Bulgar-
ians (1987) and Nicholas de Jongh’s more recent Not in Front of the
Audience (1992), which divides its focus between New York and London,
usefully set the twentieth-century theatrical context. Rather than focus-
ing on the relationships between individual subjects’ lives and work, as
this book does, they survey productions of plays featuring representa-
tions of homosexuality and lesbianism. Laurence Senelick’s work is
exemplary in its examination of the interplay of gender and sexuality in
theater artists’ careers.” Whereas he frequently deals with figures of the
American popular theater, our project primarily concerns “legitimate”
New York theater icons. Robert A. Schanke’s biography of Eva Le Galli-
enne (1992), James V. Hatch’s of Owen Dodson (1993), and Lisa Merrill’s
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Introduction 7

of Charlotte Cushman (1998) offer rigorous scholarly treatments of the
issues of homosexuality and lesbianism in their subjects’ lives and
work.? Drawing on some of that research, this book gathers under one
cover a variety of shorter case studies on a range of individuals covering
125 years of American theater history.

The majority of scholars currently working in lesbian and gay theater
studies specialize more in the areas of theory and criticism than theater
history. While many focus largely on contemporary theater, their per-
spectives have informed how we read theater history. In her engagements
with postmodern theory, Sue-Ellen Case’s insistence on the agency of a
lesbian subject positioned both inside and outside ideology and able to
change the conditions of her existence continues to be inspirational. Jill
Dolan’s paradigmatic theorizations of feminist spectatorship and the
dynamics of lesbian desire in various kinds of performances have been
especially important to this project. How Stacy Wolf has continued these
and other queries in exploring the “use value” of Cold War-era Ameri-
can musicals in shaping lesbian subjectivity has also enriched our under-
standings of theatrical reception. John Clum, David Savran, and Robert
Vorlicky provide leading readings of gay male sexuality in modern Amer-
ican drama and theater.**

Theoretical analyses of the intersections of sexuality and gender with
race, ethnicity, and class by Kate Davy, David Roman, and Jennifer
Brody have pushed us to consider a variety of dynamics more fully.** For
example, essays examine how Larry Hart’s Jewishness and George
Kelly’s Irish Catholicism and the assimilationist ambitions of their
respective families made their sexual deviance more threatening and
shameful. By contrast, writers such as Fitch, Crothers, and Cole Porter
were at least partially insulated by their native ties to upper-middle-class
WASP respectability. Queer artists who were not themselves racially or
ethnically othered took up the positions of those who were in gestures of
empathy informed by their own experience of difference. This dynamic
can be seen in Mercedes de Acosta’s critique of anti-Semitism in Jacob
Slovak, as well as the general affinity for outsiders she displayed in her
work; in Robert Edmond Jones’s direction of Ridgely Torrance’s Three
Plays for the Negro, which marked the first time that black actors per-
formed on Broadway in dramatic roles; and in Eric Bentley’s continued
arguments against racism and anti-Semitism as well as homophobia
throughout his long career. As James Wilson demonstrates, only an
understanding of the interlocking oppressions of race, class, gender, and
sexuality can unpack the complex of critical discourses surrounding the

Marra, Kimberley Bell, and Robert A Schanke. Staging Desire: Queer Readings of American Theater History.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2002, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.11520.
Downloaded on behalf of Unknown Institution



8 Staging Desire

sensational production of Lulu Belle, a play that graphically depicted
the purported pleasures and dangers of Harlem nightlife for largely
white bourgeois audiences and spawned its own genre of nightclub drag
performances.

Recent theoretical and historical work raises key questions about the
ways knowledge of historical figures’ same-sex sexual desires is pro-
duced, what constitutes that knowledge, and what its current
ramifications are. A central question concerns how we as coeditors and
contributors to this volume position ourselves in relation to our recovery
projects. We are using a rubric of “queer readings” within which we can
both retain the historical specificity and political agency of our respective
identities and embrace the multiplicities, fluidities, and contradictions
contained in contemporary notions of queerness. One can identify as les-
bian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or straight, as the contributors to this
volume variously do, and perform queer interventions. As Dolan stated
in her keynote address at “Queer Theater, A Conference with Perfor-
mances,” “To be queer is not who you are, it’s what you do, it’s your
relation to dominant power, and your relation to marginality, as a place
of empowerment.”>> When we factor same-sex eroticism into the com-
plex network of forces determining our subjects’ careers, we and our con-
tributors are doing queer theater history, working from various identity
positions and rereading the past in ways that challenge the normalizing
presumptions of heterosexuality.

If doing queer theater history involves affixing labels to our subjects’
sexualities, the onus is on each of us to clarify the problematics of that
recuperative gesture. Key questions to pose include: what were the salient
conceptual frameworks of sexual normalcy and deviance within which
our subjects functioned? How and to what extent did they identify their
desires and behavior as transgressive? What were the terms for sexual
deviance of their time, and how did they relate to those terms? Historians
of sexuality have shown that the terms homosexual and heterosexual
were not coined until the late 1860s and 1870s and were relatively obscure
medical concepts that did not enter common circulation until the early
decades of the twentieth century. The more popular terms gay and les-
bian were in common subcultural usage in the decades prior to World
War II, but even as many in the subculture embraced these terms as more
affirming alternatives to the then pathologized homosexual, others vehe-
mently eschewed them because of their connection to perversion and
scandal. As terms used without as well as within subcultural circles, gay
and lesbian gained widespread currency only in the last third of the twen-
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Introduction 9

tieth century. Common usage of the term gay to refer to both men and
women who sexually desire members of their own sex is problematic
because it subsumes women into a male universal. Similarly, as lesbian
theorists remind us, the term homoerotic primarily connotes male
desire.># While many people of all sexes have reappropriated the term
queer as a militant gesture of pride, its long history as an extreme pejo-
rative still makes it difficult for some people to use, to describe either
themselves or their predecessors. The essayists in this collection variously
negotiate these terminological problems. How we do so is crucial to how
we recover and relate ourselves to our subjects.

Even more vexed than the issue of what to call our subjects is the
question of evidence. How do we know they desired members of the
same sex? Most people’s sexual desires—straight or queer—have not
been conclusively documented with direct forms of proof, like eyewitness
accounts, explicit photographs, or soiled bedclothes. Moreover, an indi-
vidual’s sexual behavior and desire may neither coincide nor remain con-
sistent. The standard of “hard” evidence is elusive for different-sex desire
as well, but biographers have not traditionally been faced with having to
prove heterosexual subjects’ sexuality; it is simply presumed, automati-
cally buttressed less by facts than by hegemonic assumptions. Histori-
cally, many subjects never stated their subaltern desires publicly; often
these subjects vehemently eschewed any imputations of sexual abnor-
mality. Revelatory letters or photographs, if they ever existed, have likely
been destroyed or kept hidden from researchers to protect reputations.

What, then, is the proof, if there is no self-identification, if there are
no extant letters or diaries, if interviews with friends and colleagues are
impossible or inconclusive? As Neil Miller points out, “to insist on evi-
dence of genital sex or the unearthing of some lost ‘coming out’ mani-
festo to prove that someone was gay or lesbian sets up a standard of
proof that cannot be met.”*5 Absence of such evidence neither proves nor
disproves the existence of the desire. In fact, in John D’Emilio’s words,
“absence” of or “inaccuracies” in evidence may be registering “ways
misinformation is purposely used to deflect attention away from ‘who
one is’ or ‘who one is not.” 72¢

To recover our subjects’ subaltern desires and their historical impact,
we have had to build circumstantial cases in which all evidence is relative
and most is ersatz. The process is one of reading multiple signs, including
those of absence, relative to historically contingent sign systems. Dolan’s
argument that the “signs of sexuality are inherently performative”?”
enables us to read our subjects’ erotically charged behaviors both within
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10 Staging Desire

and without the theater as modes of staging their same-sex sexual desires.
Most of our subjects appeared straight, which enabled them to circulate
as acceptable in mainstream culture while registering signs of subaltern
desire in strategies of self-concealment and subversion of dominant role
expectations. In staging desire, the primary register of sexual identifi-
cation is gender; that is, sexual deviance is often expressed through
coded manipulation of gender stereotypes. Additionally, there are signs
of concealment and erasure deployed by family and friends, the media,
public opinion, and the scholarly community. Where possible, we have
tried to find evidence of direct expressions of subaltern desire, in sub-
jects’ private papers if accessible, or in documented printed accounts by
close associates. As noted, however, this kind of evidence is very rare
because of the obvious risks involved in creating such documentation.
Often what has remained is an ephemeral oral history handed down
through generations within subcultural theatrical circles and recover-
able through interviews.

In gathering this evidence and reading performances of sexuality, we
cannot dismiss the value of gossip. As Edith Becker, Michelle Citron,
Julia Lesage, and B. Ruby Rich have argued, gossip provides “official
unrecorded history”: “Long denigrated in our culture, gossip neverthe-
less serves a crucial purpose in the survival of subcultural identity within
an oppressive society. If oral history is the history of those denied control
of the printed record, gossip is the history of those who cannot even
speak in their own first-person voice.”*® Of course, neither a piece of gos-
sip nor any other single piece of evidence, such as cross-dressing, can be
conclusive on its own. A circumstantial case about the workings of sub-
altern desire in a particular theatrical career must be built through an
accretion of signs. Fach sign must be read in relation to the others, and in
relation to the subject’s own level of consciousness about the meaning of
her or his behavior within the larger framework of material and ideolog-
ical circumstances that define prevailing standards of normalcy and
deviance.

Vexed and elusive as it is, this evidence is vital to our project because
of the highly influential and complex ways historical icons shape the self-
conceptions of people across the social spectrum, both in their own time
and now. The ramifications are both personal and political. While those
of us who identify as gay and lesbian have always projected fantasies of
desire and identification onto putatively heterosexual stars, it can be
immensely validating, not to mention arousing, to know that these fan-
tasies are not pure projection, that, in the face of our continuing degra-
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dation, widely worshiped icons were at least in some measure like us. For
those who identify as straight, evidence of the role of same-sex sexual
desire in leading practitioners’ careers can be profoundly disorienting.
Certainly it increases awareness of the constructed, contingent, and shift-
ing nature of all sexualities, including their own. For queers and
straights, it can change how we consume cultural products. Seeing Cole
Porter’s homoerotic play in the lyrics to the song “You’re the Top” and
Fitch’s struggle with his own secret and, ultimately, lethal passions in the
sexual scandals of his posthumous Broadway hit, The City, may irrevo-
cably alter our reception of these old standards. As these and other exam-
ples throughout this volume indicate, desire for persons of the same as
well as opposite sex has been deeply implicated in the production of icons
that shape dominant cultural expectations of us all; who “we” are is part
of who “they” are. Charting the diversity of sexual practices and sexual
identities through time clarifies how “straight,” “gay,” “lesbian,”
“bisexual,” “transgender,” and “queer” are distinct but symbiotic for-
mations, and none is monolithic or transcendently “natural.”

This research has particular political ramifications for the institution
of the theater, which has long borne the reputation of being a haven for
homosexuality. The actual dynamics that constitute that “haven” and by
which people with subaltern sexual desires have sought and operated in
it until recently have been largely repressed in historical accounts and still
warrant further study. Nicholas de Jongh relates the modern association
between homosexuality and the theater to the Puritans who demonized
the profoundly spectacular, sensual, and shifting presence of the actor’s
body in public performance, linking it to prostitution and the worst of all
carnal sins, sodomy.>® As modern theater capitalists cleaved to bourgeois
morality and pushed the institution toward greater respectability, the
dangers of revealing this allegedly sodomitical center became more acute
while the possibilities of doing so became more tantalizing.

The primary means of negotiating this minefield—and the major
source of theater’s allure for those marginalized on the basis of sexual
deviance—has been public performance, with its distinctive potentialities
for both self-concealment and self-revelation. The theater grants its par-
ticipants special license to imagine themselves and the world otherwise,
affording them masks behind which they can express themselves in ways
not possible in ordinary life. At the same time, the theater compels its
artists to draw upon their innermost resources to bring those imaginings
to life and demands that they subject their work to the immediate gaze
and response of a collectively assembled live audience. Thus no matter
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12 Staging Desire

how elaborate the pretense, theater artists’ creations—and through them
the artists themselves—are always extraordinarily vulnerable and exposed
on stage. The essays in this volume explore how this has been at once the
greatest promise and the greatest terror the stage holds for people who
spend so much of their lives hiding who they are, and how those very
skills—of dissembling, learning what passes, speaking and acting in
codes—mastered from an early age have fitted them for a theatrical career.

If, historically, the theater has been a designated arena where people
are given special license to perform a range of identities, it is also the
place where the art of performance has been the most regulated by con-
ventions. Among those conventions that queer practitioners have been
the most expert at manipulating are those that allow the representation
of otherwise socially transgressive behavior. In this sense, the highly con-
ventional theater has been, to use Laurence Senelick’s phrase, “a safe-
house for unconventional behavior.”3° Even when direct representations
of same-sex eroticism were strategically avoided and/or strictly forbid-
den, subaltern desires could be “smuggled in” through other kinds of
transgression, such as extreme heterosexual passion, criminality, gender
bending, and stylistic experimentation, which have traditionally been
features of theatrical entertainment. Such smuggling helps explain, for
example, de Acosta’s Amazonian portrayal of Jehanne d’Arc for Eva Le
Gallienne, the emasculating conduct of Kelly’s Craig’s Wife, the obtuse
imagery of Djuna Barnes’s “theater of restraint,” and Loie Fuller’s
designs for hugely extending female form and movement. Also in coded
fashion, others deployed what David Van Leer has called “queening,”
“the silent importing into heterosexual plots rhetorics and motifs more
common to their own homosexual community.”3* This is evident not
only in the ostensibly heterosexual “hunky” men of William Inge’s plays
but also in the ultrafashionable feminine worlds of Fitch and the multi-
layered wit of Lorenz Hart and Cole Porter. We wish to explore the mul-
tiple ways our subjects exploited the “safe-house” where representations
of certain social transgressions were permitted, and aesthetic distance
allowed both performers and audiences to indulge in multiple readings
without relinquishing claims to acceptability.

These explorations involve consideration of the peculiarly American
exigencies placed upon both theater and sexuality that are tied to the per-
sistent strains of Puritanism in white, middle-class U.S. culture. The for-
mation of modern sexual identities coincided with the formation of
American national identity on principles of supreme purity and progress.
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The United States was to be the New Eden where humanity could begin
again, unsullied by the sinful degeneracies that were thought to have cor-
rupted the Old World, and attain unprecedented heights of civilization.
Categories of hetero- and homosexuality arose in conjunction with other
categories of gender, race, ethnicity, and class formed to further the proj-
ect of nationhood. Because of dominant cultural anxieties about the rel-
atively new status of American identity, these category boundaries were
especially rigid and compulsively enforced in major social institutions
and public discourse. In making the theater respectable, leading U.S. the-
ater capitalists turned it into a showcase for exemplary American man-
hood and womanhood.

Given the sexism as well as heterosexism endemic to expectations
and representations of American nationhood, the ramifications of on-
and offstage role playing have been different for women than men. While
injunctions of good character weighed heavily on both sexes, the con-
struct of the New Eden hinged most pivotally on women’s moral purity.
Thus, the whole issue of female sexuality has been even more vexed in the
United States than elsewhere in Anglo-European culture, a dynamic that
has rendered female-female eroticism alternately more invisible and more
insidious and demonic. For women in the theater, this has presented spe-
cial challenges and opportunities that variously impacted our subjects. If
they were uninsulated by ties to respectable bourgeois society, they could
be branded as lesbian just for taking the “masculine” step of entering a
public profession. The gender and sexual transgression was greater when
women entered the theater not in the role of actress but in more authori-
tative roles such as those essayed by playwrights Crothers, de Acosta,
and Barnes, or designer Jean Rosenthal.

If gender and sexual role expectations became less restrictive for
women in twentieth-century U.S. theater and society, the reverse may be
true for men. Lesbian therapist and author Betty Berzon explains that
“men’s roles are much more rigidly defined in this society than women’s,
so sometimes women can make changes that men can’t.” Michelangelo
Signorile maintains that for most heterosexual men gay men having sex
with each other is more threatening than lesbian women having sex with
each other. “To many men,” he insists, “the next step after the idea of
having sex is those men coming after them. . . . On some level for them
[straight men] there’s something erotic about lesbians and something
very scary about gay men.” In an essay entitled “The Amazing Invisible
Men of Show Business,” author John Gallagher concludes:
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While coming out of the closet may pose a greater threat to men
than to women, staying in offers advantages to men that it does not
offer to women. If the decision makers are all straight men, a gay
man who keeps his mouth shut will look like he belongs to the same
club. ... Forced to confront sexism, lesbians may decide to confront
the closet as well.?

The different and changing stakes for men versus women involved in
being identified with same-sex desire are prominent among the specific
dynamics by which U.S. theater has functioned as a “haven for homo-
sexuality.” Taking such factors into account renders a fuller record and
helps dissipate oppressive and distorting generalizations about both the
institution and its practitioners.

The fourteen essays herein are grouped according to subjects’ primary
positions within the theatrical profession—playwrights and lyricists, crit-
ics and audiences, and designers and dancers—to highlight particular
issues relevant to each specialization. Within these groupings, essays are
arranged chronologically to show developments related to changing con-
cepts of sexual normalcy and deviance over time. For cross-referencing
among the volume’s three sections and subjects’ intersecting careers, we
have indexed the volume. Photographs accompany each essay to illus-
trate many of the queer aesthetics and dynamics discussed.

In the opening section, historians consider the ramifications for play-
wrights and lyricists of the godlike power of creating whole worlds into
which both overt and covert fantasies can be projected and manipulated
to read differently to different audiences. Essays move through worlds
shaped by the Wildean desires of Fitch and the closeted maneuvers of
Crothers around the turn of the century; the tortured, barely repressed
passions of de Acosta and Barnes in the modernist teens and twenties; the
brilliantly coded wit of Porter and Hart through the Jazz Age and depres-
sion eras; and the darkly repressed and rechanneled homoeroticism of
Kelly and Inge amid Cold War paranoia.

The critics examined in the second section are professional audience
members who make their livelihoods partaking of the spectatorial plea-
sures and reading the multiple meanings stage performance offers.
Because they are expected to publish their opinions in the mass media,
they must relate their private responses to the larger responsibilities of
influential public discourse. As Lisa Merrill puts it, their “texts become
part of the discursive frame through which the work of playwrights and
other artists are received.” Her essay explores how the dynamics of per-
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sonal, same-sex erotic passion find outward expression in the public writ-
ings of James Oakes and Adam Badeau about the performances of their
respectively adored stars Edwin Forrest and Edwin Booth. Before the
emergence of the category “heterosexual” and its pathological counter-
part “homosexual,” the same-sex desires of these critics could openly
fuel moral, nationalistic arguments for the superiority of their stage
favorites. By the time of the post-Freudian interwar years, as James Wil-
son demonstrates, both European American and African American crit-
ics, in their responses to the Broadway production of Lulu Belle and its
Harlem drag cultural spin-offs, conflate same-sex erotics, female sexual
lassitude, and miscegenation as forces of moral, social, and economic
depravity. In the paranoically homophobic Cold War decades, Eric Bent-
ley, operating as both critic and would-be playwright, kept himself clos-
eted while defending homosexuality in other playwrights’ works, and
even took writers such as Tennessee Williams to task for not being more
open about the same-sex desires inscribed in their plays.

Aaron Betsky’s Queer Space: Architecture and Same-Sex Desire
(1997) helps frame the final section on designers and dancers. Betsky
shows how queers have manipulated the aesthetics of modern architec-
ture and decor to create out of hostile environments living interiors that
not only provided havens but served as “highly personal maps or mirrors
of an unseen or unrepresentable self.” Queer artists, he argues, are par-
ticularly enamored of artifice as being “against nature” and the purport-
edly “natural” laws their proclivities are alleged to violate.3? Many have
been drawn to work in the theater as the artificial space par excellence in
which transgressive passions could be symbolized on a grand scale. Each
of the three artists analyzed in this section was inspired to design stage
space by the subaltern erotics of the dancing body. In Loie Fuller’s case,
that body was her own. She subsumed her “flawed” natural physique in
enormous, swirling swaths of fabric and innovated lighting technology to
magnify the effects. This self-styled “electric fairy” filled the stage with
seemingly disembodied, yet flamboyantly sensual giant flowers, serpents,
and flames. Bud Coleman relates her work to the lesbian erotics circulat-
ing in her private life and within her ardent following of female students
and fans. Jane Peterson analyzes the ways Robert Edmond Jones queered
the space in boldly modernist designs redolent with smoldering forbidden
passions keyed to the highly choreographed movement sequences of his
expressionist productions. As Jay Chipman demonstrates, Jean Rosen-
thal’s same-sex desires were expressed in a lifetime of living and working
with women and, most famously, in her long collaboration with Martha
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Graham, whose fiercely passionate, moving body she loved to caress with
beams of light.

While the careers of our subjects span the decades from the 1840s to
the 1960s, the volume is not intended to be comprehensive but, like Pass-
ing Performances, is offered as a sampling of case studies. Many gaps
remain. Again, some of the essays originally planned for the volume
regrettably fell through because of authors’ difficulties with evidence. Nei-
ther were we able, for some of the same reasons, to maintain a more equi-
table balance between male and female subjects. Some of these gaps and
imbalances will be redressed in a biographical encyclopedia covering well
over a hundred figures from the full range of theatrical occupations in the
same period. We hope that many more scholars will further the project of
analyzing same-sex sexual desire as a significant force in leading practi-
tioners’ lives and aesthetics and in the making of theater history.

Certain events have driven home how urgent the need remains for
challenging received historical wisdom to change current attitudes. Octo-
ber 16, 1998, should have been an exciting day for us. We had been work-
ing on this three-volume project for five years, and on that day we
received by special delivery our initial copy of the first book, Passing Per-
formances. But our enthusiasm was dashed; it was the day of the funeral
for Matthew Shepard, a young gay man who had been brutally beaten
and hung on a fence post to die in the subfreezing cold of a Wyoming
night. “We know that it could have been any one of us,” warned Donna
Red Wing, national field director of the Human Rights Campaign.

And the message was clear: “Stay in the closet. Be silent.” Well, we
cannot allow ourselves to be silenced. We have to ask the questions:
Why would two youngsters, the same age as Matthew, perpetrate
such a crime? What information did they have about what it means
to be gay? Who defined Matthew, and us, for them? What allowed
them to reach so deeply into their personal fear and rage? Clearly,
their perception of gay people did not allow them to see Matthew as
an equal. Only if he were relegated to the place of someone who was
“less than,” or “different from” could they do what they did to him.
Only if he became “the other” could they butcher him and hang his
broken and bloody body to a fence post.34

Perhaps the ultimate goal of our project, then, is to focus our anguish and
our rage toward making a difference. We are not remaining silent.
Instead, we are challenging the misinformation and the stereotypes and
seizing the opportunity through our own field of research to shape the
national dialogue around queer issues.
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Clyde Fitch’s Too Wilde Love
Kim Marra

Fashion . . . and Dandyism . . . had, of course, their fascina-
tion for him.
—Oscar Wilde, Portrait of Dorian Gray

... through Art, and through Art only, . . . we can shield
ourselves from the sordid perils of actual existence.
—Oscar Wilde, The Critic as Artist

By many estimations, Clyde Fitch (1865-1909) was the most successful
American playwright of his generation. Over a twenty-year professional
career beginning in 1890, he authored sixty-two plays: thirty-six original
works, twenty-one adaptations, and five dramatizations of novels.* More
than fifty of these received Broadway productions, and in a single year,
1901, he had four plays running simultaneously on Broadway. Fitch not
only wrote these plays, but, after proving his directorial talents to the
profession with The Moth and the Flame in 1898, he customarily staged
his own work. His longtime producer, Charles Frohman of the Theatri-
cal Syndicate, proclaimed him “easily the leader in the line of play pro-
duction in this country.”? Cumulatively, Fitch’s plays fed Syndicate cof-
fers more than those of any other author and made him one of the
nation’s first dramatist millionaires.

While his work was immensely popular and profitable, Fitch endured
a troubled relationship with critics and commentators throughout his
career, His stock-in-trade was witty, urbane comedy of high society that
revolved around female characters and catered to the increasingly
female-dominated audience of the legitimate theater. With few excep-
tions, members of the male-dominated critical establishment disparaged
his emphasis on women’s sphere as frivolous and commercially expedient
and made his preoccupation with fashion and manners into a metaphor
for his method. They claimed he did not plumb the depths of life to cre-
ate “great art” but dealt only with outer appearances, tailoring charac-
ters and situations along with costumes, sets, and stage business to suit
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FiG. 1. Clyde Fitch at the time of writing Beau Brummell
(1889-90). Behind him on the wall of his apartment is the por-
trait of Salomé holding the severed head of John the Baptist on
a silver platter.

From Montrose ]. Moses and Virginia Gerson, eds., Clyde Fitch and
His Letters (Boston: Little, Brown, 1924).
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Clyde Fitch’s Too Wilde Love 25

performers’ personalities. Fitch’s prodigious output—he staged as many
as six new plays a season—fueled accusations of superficiality; critics
contended no serious artist could possibly create work of substance at
such a rate.?

These gender-based lines of criticism were tinged with innuendo
regarding Fitch’s own gender and sexual identity. Because of his public
image as a dandy of legendary sartorial flamboyance, commentators
attributed his preoccupation with fashionable femininity to his personal
“effeminacy.” Summing up such assessments, John Lowe titled a 1920
retrospective of Fitch’s career “A ‘Sissy Boy’ Who Became a $250,000 a
Year Dramatist.”+ While rumors circulated, Fitch was fastidiously dis-
creet about his private life, and information confirming imputations that
he was homosexual remained elusive.

Subsequently, scholars have redressed some of these criticisms of
Fitch’s work by positioning him as an important figure in the emerging
genre of American social realism. These studies take their cue from Wal-
ter Prichard Eaton, who claimed that an illustrated edition of Fitch’s
works would give future generations a better idea of the upper echelons of
American life from 1890 to 1910 than newspapers or historical records.s
While imparting greater substance to the Fitch canon, such analyses mar-
ginalize gender issues—Fitch’s expertise in female characterization is
viewed as part of a general acumen as a social documentarian—and dis-
miss sexuality issues as spurious and irrelevant. I intervened in this dis-
course with a 1992 article placing gender at the center of the analysis.
From written and pictorial documentation that the dandiacal Fitch also
engaged in transvestism, I related his personal penchant for cross-dressing
to his special talent for creating female characters.® Lacking any evidence
about his sexuality beyond rumor and innuendo, I left that question open.

Since then, more concrete evidence has emerged in the form of letters
from archives of two friends of Fitch, one of whom was Oscar Wilde. It
has long been established that Fitch had met and admired Wilde, but let-
ters unearthed and published by two Wilde scholars, Melissa Knox and
Gary Schmidgall, in 1994 strongly suggest that they also had a passionate
physical love affair in 1889 and 1890 during Fitch’s trips to London.” The
second correspondent was Fitch’s friend DeWitt Miller, in whom he
confided shortly after the affair about “certain temperaments of men for
the not ordinary sexual enjoyment.”® These letters provide the clearest
indication to date that Fitch experienced same-sex sexual desire as well as
transvestite impulses and that he was at once exhilarated and terrified by
these proclivities.
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26 Staging Desire

Building on these findings, I wish to reexamine Fitch, who remains a
minor figure in Knox’s and Schmidgall’s book-length studies of Wilde.
Indeed, given their different aims, some of the evidence that prompts my
analysis they relegate to endnotes. My project is to elaborate the evidence
from Fitch’s side, examining how the Wilde affair affected his career and
how his conflicting responses to his sexuality shaped the artistic vision he
expressed both on his own person and in his fictional representations.
Though enormously commercially successful, Fitch was plagued by
debilitating, ultimately fatal stress from overwork and constant decep-
tion. As he put it, “I live my life in the mist of shams.”® The Wilde affair
impassioned and inspired him, but also intensified his culturally imposed
feelings of sinfulness and fear of exposure, especially in the wake of
Wilde’s sensational trials. Factoring such dynamics into the production
of Fitch’s art highlights the ways he used the theater both to express and
contain his transgressive desires, especially through fetishistic stagings of
femininity, baroque stylistic excess, ironic wit, and novel scenic effects.
These methods align him aesthetically as well as sexually with his infa-
mous lover and complicate traditional assessments of his work in terms
of social realism.

When Fitch met and fell in love with Oscar Wilde, he was twenty-
four years old. He had not yet had his breakthrough success as a com-
mercial playwright, but he had developed sensibilities and manifested
theatrical talents that help explain his affinity for Wilde and things
Wildean. These need to be analyzed in the context of prevailing concepts
of sexual and gender identity in the period. The decades following the
Civil War were marked by increasing efforts within the dominant culture
to solidify monolithic notions of Americanness based on the putatively
triumphant values of the northeastern white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant
industrial capitalist bourgeoisie. These values mandated adherence to
gender norms tied to the middle-class ideology of sexual control. For
men, this meant conquest of chaotic passions and instincts inside the self,
as well as external forces of purported “savagery” and “decadence”;™
and, for women, embodiment of the feminine ideals of passionlessness
and domesticity.”™ Proper gender behavior culminated in a respectable
marriage suffused in an ethos of conspicuous consumption to manifest
socioeconomic success. Within these parameters of normalcy, the anom-
aly of same-sex sexual desire was understood chiefly in terms of sexual
inversion, the concept of a being of the opposite sex trapped inside one’s
body. Thus, for a man, desire for another man was believed to be inher-
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Clyde Fitch’s Too Wilde Love 27

ently feminine, the function of the woman contained within.*> Both the
being without and the oppositely sexed being within were constructed
according to dominant gender ideology.

Raised in the northeastern, middle-class environment of Elmira, New
York, and Hartford, Connecticut, Fitch, from an early age, displayed
signs of inverted behavior. Both the markers of normalcy and patterns of
deviance were inscribed in his nuclear family situation. His father, who
served as a captain in the Union army, exemplified strict bourgeois utili-
tarian standards of Victorian masculinity, while his mother, a Southern
belle, incarnated cultural ideals of feminine beauty and gentility. Accord-
ing to Elisabeth Marbury, his longtime friend and agent who knew his
family firsthand, Fitch, an only child of frail health, favored his mother in
temperament and acquired her love of art and continental culture.®
Another family acquaintance and early biographer, Archie Bell, opined
that Clyde’s greater identification with his mother put him in conflict
from an early age with his father’s conventional expectations of develop-
ing manhood.*

By the time Fitch entered Hartford Public High School, his deviance
from bourgeois patriarchal norms was strikingly apparent. Schoolmate
William Lyon Phelps reported:

He was even at the age of fourteen a complete individualist; he was
unlike any other boy I have ever seen. He hated outdoor games and
would have nothing to do with them; instead of speaking our
dialect, he spoke English accurately, and even with eloquence, he
was immaculately, even exquisitely clothed; he made no friendships
among the boys and it was evident that he regarded us as barbar-
ians, which we were; we showed it in many ways and particularly in
our treatment of him. He seemed to be an impossible person. We
treated him exactly as the graduates of Oxford ten years earlier had
treated Oscar Wilde; they threw him in the Cherwell and wrecked
the beautiful decorations of his room in Magdalen.*s

Another of Phelps’s accounts of Fitch during this period further fore-
grounds his deviant manner, declaring him “unlike the normal boy in
clothes, appearance, gait, manners, tastes, language, and voice.” Phelps
writes of how “the radiance of [his] glossy garments almost hurt the
unprotected eye. . . . His gait was strange, the motive-power seeming to
dwell exclusively in the hips; if you can imagine a gay side-wheel excur-
sion steamer, with the port and starboard wheels moving in turn instead
of together, you will obtain a fair idea of [his] approach.” Fitch’s voice he
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characterizes as “very high, frequently breaking into falsetto, and even in
ordinary conversation, it sounded like that of an hysterical woman who
had just missed the train.”¢

Moving away from home for the first time, Fitch transferred to Hold-
erness to prep for college. At age fourteen, he declared openly in a letter
to his mother: “I am in love with one fellow here, Livermore, a great
grandson of the old judge. He is rather small, very handsome, and a great
athlete, is elegant on the ballground, and is very tony in knickerbockers
there.”"7 Significantly, this is the only such overt expression of desire for
another man preserved in the volume, Clyde Fitch and His Letters (1924),
edited by Montrose J. Moses and Virginia Gerson, which intermixes the
text of selected letters with biographical narrative and still stands as the
major published chronicle of Fitch’s life. Moses writes in the preface to
the volume, “If there is not much to draw on, written to his mother, and
to Mrs. Homans of Boston, between whom and Clyde there sprang up
the friendship of an old woman for a young man—it is that both
destroyed their letters.”*® The preface also indicates that coeditor Vir-
ginia Gerson, another dear friend of Fitch, was also reticent about reveal-
ing his intimate side. It seems that those close to Fitch engaged in a con-
certed effort to protect him. The editors may have deemed this letter safe
to include because it was addressed to his mother and might be dismissed
as an innocent youthful effusion. However, in light of other evidence
omitted from this official biographical record, the expression of love and
attention to the boy’s physique and fashion can be read as an early glim-
mer of homoerotic desire.

In the fall of 1882, the year Oscar Wilde was making his sensational
lecture tour of the United States, Fitch entered Amherst College. Wilde’s
tour had begun in January of that year in New York to promote the
American debut of Gilbert and Sullivan’s Patience. In the ensuing
months, it made its way to other eastern cities and headed westward.
Courting and reveling in waves of publicity, “the high priest of aestheti-
cism,” dressed as a florid dandy addicted to gold-tipped cigarettes and
exquisite objets d’art, impressed himself on American cultural discourse.
His lectures expounded on matters of fashion and ornament and
included “The English Renaissance of Art,” “House Decoration,” “Dress
and Art in Home Decoration,” “The House Beautiful,” and “Art and the
Handicraftsman.”* While it is difficult to determine precisely how much
exposure to Wilde Fitch would have gotten at this point, the Wildean
persona and aesthetics were certainly available as a public image to
inspire Fitch’s budding tastes. Not only did Fitch “push the fashions
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Clyde Fitch’s Too Wilde Love 29

hard” at Amherst and incur mounting tailor bills that his father had to
cover, but, as Wilde had done at Oxford and advocated in his lectures, he
lavishly beautified his rooms. A painted frieze of apple blossoms against
a Pompeian background girded the walls, and shelves and tables
overflowed with his extensive doll collection, china tea sets, and cut-glass
bowls of potpourri.>®

For his decorative and sartorial excesses, Fitch, as he had in high
school and as Wilde had at Oxford,** initially suffered terrible taunts
from his peers, but he soon made a place for himself as a font of amuse-
ment in the campus’s small, isolated, and all-male community. Fitch’s col-
lege years have been rightly termed his “apprenticeship,” for it was at
Ambherst that he began exploiting the theater as a grander outlet for his
aesthetic and performative impulses.*> There his passions could find
expression in stage decor, costuming, and, most infamously, female
impersonation. While Ambherst, like many other all-male colleges, had a
venerable tradition of men playing women’s roles in campus theatricals,?3
Fitch’s activities in this area far exceeded traditional boundaries and long
remained legend at his alma mater. Until his arrival, formal—that is, col-
lege-sponsored—dramatic endeavor was considered a privilege of the
senior class, but Fitch began finding alternative venues for transvestite
activity his freshman year. He enlivened cocktail parties and faculty teas
with improvised female characterizations and delighted his fraternity
brethren with original dramatic sketches featuring himself in female
garb.?4 By his sophomore year, the senior class was tapping him to assist
in their productions, making him the first underclassman ever to appear
in this most prestigious college venue. In three successive annual Senior
Dramatics Club presentations, Fitch selected the plays—all comedies dat-
ing from the famously dandiacal Georgian period—and assumed the
leading ingenue roles.?s His star turns as Constance Nevill in She Stoops
to Conquer in 1884, Lydia Languish in The Rivals in 1885, and Peggy
Thrift in The Country Girl in 1886 are well documented in the Memora-
bilia of College Productions in the Amherst archives. Photographs of his
performance of Lydia, for example, illustrate how he affected girlish man-
ners and poses that witnesses construed as remarkably “free from any-
thing masculine.”?¢ Incarnating these coquettish ingenues in the relatively
safe and insulated environment of all-male Ambherst, Fitch could playfully
express his transgressive desire in overt displays of gender inversion.

Moreover, Fitch extended his penchant for cross-dressing beyond his
own body to occupy the entire representational apparatus. He costumed
not only his own but all the other characters in the plays and fashioned
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the stage settings.?? Fitch also brought to these productions a growing
practical knowledge of the theater gleaned from marathon playgoing
trips to New York on which he embarked several times a semester.>® By
taking control of the entire mise-en-scéne in order to express his sexual
and aesthetic passions, he single-handedly raised the level of production
values at Ambherst. In essence, Fitch was already practicing what Wilde,
in the very same years, was advocating in his essay “Shakespeare and
Stage Costume.” A devotee of Wagnerian “total theater,” Wilde praised
the stage as “the meeting place of all the arts” and propounded the ideals
of “the unity of artistic effect” and the necessity for “one single mind
directing the whole production.”?® Although Wilde’s affinity for these
theatrical ideals was not tied like Fitch’s to a personal need to cross-dress,
he did, as trial testimony would later make graphically clear, like his
younger lovers to play the woman’s part.3° This was a talent at which
Fitch during his Amherst apprenticeship in theatrical autocracy became
notoriously expert.

After graduation, Fitch and his mother had to convince his disap-
proving father to let him try to make his professional livelihood in the
theater. Reluctantly, his father agreed to support him, but only for a
three-year trial period by the end of which time, if he had not succeeded,
he would have to switch to something useful, like architecture.’* Achiev-
ing success in playwriting was slow, but several other significant things
happened to Fitch during this trial period. The move to the city itself was
momentous. He wrote to a childhood friend of his excitement about new
opportunities and experiences as he plunged into the urban and urbane
culture that became the characteristic world of his plays:

You can’t imagine what a different look the world puts on when
you have to make your way through her, and by her. And the City

.. ! Iwouldn’t live anywhere else, now, I suppose, and I wouldn’t
give up for anything on God’s Earth! But the life destroys pure
enjoyment; you are surfeited like the little boy with the ice-cream. I
have had a madly gay winter, after an equally gay summer at New-
port. I’ve enjoyed myself hugely.3*

Living in the city, Fitch could surfeit himself on fashion, high society, and
theatergoing. The legitimate theater was thriving in New York in the
1880s, with Fitch’s college favorite, Daly’s, still the leading society house.
Other managers were beginning to rival Daly in power and respectabil-
ity, including the Frohman brothers, most notably Charles, who would
become Fitch’s major producer, and who made the foundation of his
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Clyde Fitch’s Too Wilde Love 31

empire-building fortune with Bronson Howard’s Shenandoab in 1888.
That production among others indicated that while European imports,
adaptations, and revivals still dominated the legitimate repertoire, there
was a growing market for new American-authored plays.

Other stimulus for surfeiting abounded in the city. George Chauncey
describes New York in this era as notoriously “wide-open” in terms of the
availability of multiplicitous pleasures and dangers. Among these was an
emergent subculture growing up around same-sex eroticism. According to
Chauncey, the most visible figure of the subculture was the fairy. This was
a flagrantly effeminate working-class type prominent in the Bowery, the
waterfront, and parts of Harlem, who actively solicited sex with other
men. If respectable society constructed proper womanhood as essentially
passionless, it viewed the fairy’s woman within as a trashy tart. Out-
wardly, the fairy displayed characteristics akin to those of a prostitute,
most notably bleached hair, tweezed eyebrows, and painted face.?3 A man
in Fitch’s position could but did not have to “slum” in the fairy’s haunts
to encounter him. Beginning in the 1880s and 1890s, the genre of periodi-
cal press led by Pulitzer’s World and Hearst’s Journal burgeoned by capi-
talizing on the sensational appeal of stories of crime, scandal, and the
urban underworld, many of which offered vivid glimpses into “degenerate
resorts” and “fairy backroom salons.”34 A writer hungry for material and
curious about the world around him, Fitch was an avid reader of multiple
papers per day and undoubtedly had at least vicarious exposure to the
working-class sexual subculture of the fairies.3s

As part of Fitch’s new city life, knowledge of the fairy is significant
because of its potential impact on his emerging adult identity. By the
1880s and 1890s, when bourgeois male hegemony seemed to be threat-
ened by corporate consolidation, mounting immigration, poverty, labor
unrest, and women’s rights, among other purported symptoms of “over-
civilization,” the fairy’s high visibility and association with class and sex-
ual degradation made it, in Chauncey’s words, “the primary pejorative
category against which male normativity was measured.”3¢ As such, the
fairy “influenced the culture and self-understanding of all sexually active
men.”37 To maintain respectability, middle- and upper-class men inclined
to same-sex eroticism needed to keep a perceived distance from the fairy
while signaling a certain difference from bourgeois masculine norms.
Geographically, they were centered not in the Bowery but in the wealth-
ier sections of the Village, Harlem, and Times Square. They also asserted
their class differences from the fairy by adopting a highly mannered,
refined style that could be passed off as a function of urbane sophistica-
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tion rather than sexual deviance.?® The protections higher class
identification afforded, however, were by no means secure. Preoccupa-
tion with fashion and manners still risked being seen as effeminate and
“overcivilized,” and, therefore, degenerate. Fitch, with his high-pitched
voice, swivel-hipped gait, and florid tastes, was at particularly high risk.

In part because of the tensions and risks of New York life, Fitch came
to crave the added stimulation and relative freedom of European urban
centers. In 1888, shortly after his move to the city, he began his annual
pattern of spending summers—usually from April to October—abroad.
Away from his professional base and the increasingly prurient and prying
American press, he could indulge his exotic tastes, feasting on and
procuring high-style antiques and adorning himself in the latest in Conti-
nental fashion. On his initial trip abroad, he went first to London and
environs, where he attended at least one gathering hosted by André Raf-
falovich, a pioneer writer on same-sex erotic subjects in French, and a
prominent figure in the high-class English and Continental sexual sub-
culture.3® Fitch wrote to his friend Grace Mosher: “A jolly visit I had with
Raffalovich, Heath Lodge, lovely place on Thames, fourteen people in
the house all clever and jolly.”# Fitch then went to Paris, the putative
capital of cultural decadence, where under the Napoleonic code there
were no legal penalties for sodomy.4" Subsequent summers would find
him also frequently in Italy—Venice, Rome, Florence—and the more
southern Mediterranean locales of Naples, Sicily, and Morocco, popular
destinations for American and European men interested in same-sex sex-
ual activity. On these annual trips, Fitch customarily traveled with a valet
and often with a male companion with whom to savor the pleasures of
these destinations. His friend and travel companion Robert Herrick
wrote of how Italy, in particular, stimulated Fitch: “There was something
colorful and expressive in his nature, quite un-American, that demanded
the warmth and spontaneity of Italy for its satisfaction.”+

Fitch may have met Wilde on that first trip, perhaps at Raffalovich’s
(Wilde and Raffalovich were quite close at the time),# but it was during
his next two trips to Europe—in the summer and fall of 1889 and 1890—
that their correspondence indicates the affair transpired. On June 22,
1889, Wilde telegraphed Fitch a brief line, “What a charming day it has
been,”44 which may mark the beginning of their friendship. All but one of
the surviving letters are from Fitch to Wilde. The intimacy seems to have
escalated rapidly, with the older Wilde seducing the less experienced
Fitch through his writing, among other ways. Referring to Wilde’s “The
Portrait of Mr. W. H.” about Shakespeare’s love for the boy actor Willie
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Hughes, Fitch called the story “great—and fine” and declared “I believe
in Willie Hughes.” He signed the letter, “Invent me a language of love.
You could do it. Bewilderedly, All yours Clyde.”# In the full flush of
Eros, Fitch wrote again to the master after reading another of his works
(the title is unspecified):

Oh! You adorable creature! You are a great genius. And oh! such a
sweet one. Never was a genius so sweet so adorable. . . . And [—wee
I—I am allowed to loose the latchet of yr shoe. Am bidden tie it
up—and I do, in a lover’s knot! . . . You are my sight, and sound,
and touch. Yr love is the fragrance of a rose—the sky of a summer—
the wing of an angel—the cymbal of a cherubim.4¢

The affair inflamed Fitch’s passion not only for Wilde himself but
also for the artistic styles for which they shared a predilection. This man-
ifested in Fitch’s cultivation of the pose of the dandy, both on his own
person and in the theater. Though Fitch had very little money at this
point and lived in small humble quarters in a boardinghouse, he managed
nevertheless to impress his acquaintances with his personal style.

He would greet his callers in a blue velvet coat, with a rose-pink car-
nation in his buttonhole, while around was a pleasant consciousness
of flowers, incense and brewing tea. Like a highlight in this dim pic-
ture of color, catching the full reflection of the fire, sat “Rosetta,” a
yellow kitten, wearing a wide yellow ruffle around her neck, immov-
able as a golden sphinx.+

According to Moses and Gerson, Fitch’s dandiacal persona as well as
his budding writing talent prompted the critic E. A. Dithmar to recom-
mend him to actor Richard Mansfield to adapt the story of the legendary
Georgian dandy, Beau Brummell, for the stage.#® Fitch received the com-
mission in November 1889, just as the three-year trial period imposed by
his father was winding down. While Mansfield and his advocate, the
critic William Winter, would later try to claim authorial credit, it is evi-
dent that Fitch, though he incorporated Mansfield’s requests, had com-
pelling personal interests in the subject matter, did his own historical
research, and wrote the play on his own. The commission proved a most
fortuitous opportunity for Fitch to draw upon his desires and offer a
paean to his mentor, whom André Gide had described as “the most lord,
the most Brummell, the most Byronian.”# The result was Fitch’s break-
through professional theatrical success. Beau Brummell became a staple
of Mansfield’s repertoire and one of the most popular plays of the 1890s.
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Compounding his already well-established dandiacal tastes, Fitch, as
an intimate member of the Wilde circle, would have been infused with
the Aesthetes’ affinity for the Regency dandies, not only because of their
love of fashion, manners, exoticism, and wit, but because those qualities
constituted an expressly antibourgeois, aristocratic pose. As Stephen Cal-
loway puts it, “The dandies had made art out of their lives, and this the
Aesthetes found irresistible.”s° For Wildeans, the signal text of Brum-
mell’s life, Barbey d’Aurevilly’s Du Dandysme et de Georges Brummell
(1844), made his androgynous combination of masculine power and fem-
inine elegance precisely the source of his artistic genius.5* Though unmis-
takably effeminate, the dandy’s aristocratic and artistic attributes clearly
delineated him from the crass, low-class fairy. Moreover, the dandy’s
woman within historically had been construed as a priss devoid of carnal
appetite. To the dandy, instinctual passions and bodily functions of any
sort were supposed to be animal and undignified and thus anathema.s*

Of course, many who adopted the pose knew their woman within to
be something radically other than a bloodless priss. For Wilde and Fitch
she took the form of an operatic femme fatale, the biblical Salomé, poten-
tially even more dangerous than the fairy’s trashy tart. In an endnote,
Knox points out hints of the adolescent femme fatale in Fitch’s imitation
of the Song of Songs in a love letter to Wilde (cited above).s3 Wilde, of
course, would soon immortalize her in his eponymous play. Significantly,
Fitch’s first major European purchase was an imposing baroque portrait
of the seductress. She loomed large on the wall of his apartment for a
decade (see fig. 1) until he could afford his own townhouse, where he had
her permanently built in over the salon mantle there to greet him and his
visitors fittingly from atop a fiery hearth.5+

But in the early 1890s, it was still possible for queer men to take cover
behind the dandy’s lingering historical reputation for passionlessness.
This reputation made dandies safe, even useful, exotics for display on the
bourgeois stage. They provided an effeminate type against which bour-
geois men could feel more manly. While these more manly men were busy
at work, indolent dandies could amuse bored housewives with cultured
conversation without threatening their chastity. And dandies’ interest in
fashion and decor fueled female consumerism to drive the economy.

Fitch’s Beau Brummell was true to form, meticulously tending to his
florid personal appearance and position at the top of the haut ton,
deploying his supreme wit to stay ahead of creditors, and reluctantly pur-
suing a marriage of convenience. But other meanings are also imbedded
in the Wildean scheme. Fitch wrote the play in the same months Wilde
was writing The Portrait of Dorian Gray. One man was in New York,
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the other in London, but the love the two had exchanged during the pre-
vious summer was still very much aflame. That transgressive desire man-
ifests in Fitch’s play as it does in Wilde’s novel. Where Mansfield and
Winter’s scheme made the Beau a romantic hero who sacrificed all for
love of a virtuous woman,ss Fitch’s Beau pointedly eschews romance
with his flancée Mariana and instead directs his most ardent passions
toward a handsome relatively uncultured young man named Reginald.
Fitch makes Reginald the Beau’s orphan nephew in order to create an
acceptable framework for exchanges of intimacy and affection between
men. Reginald enters midway through the first act, eager to please but
comparatively naive in the ways of fashion. Fitch stages his visit to the
older Beau’s dressing room as an initiation similar to what Dorian Gray
undergoes with Lord Henry Wotton and what Fitch himself likely under-
went when he first worshipped at the feet of the master. Some of the same
coded means of communication between same-sex-desiring men appear
in both Fitch’s play and Wilde’s novel. Meaningful looks and adoring
gazes are key purveyors of secret passion throughout Dorian Gray. The
Beau instructs his protégé to eschew the common manly handshake and
employ instead “the glance of the eye.” As Henry does to Dorian in their
first scene in the garden, the Beau “goes to Reginald, and puts his hand
on his shoulder and speaks with real affection.”s® Lord Henry invites
Dorian to visit him at home, after which the young man’s dandyism blos-
soms. The Beau invites Reginald into his dressing room and then into the
more private, offstage space of his bedroom, beckoning “come with me,
and you shall see me having my coat put on.”s” When the characters
emerge, Reginald, who had entered with the bounding energy of a bull in
a china shop, proves his discipleship by flawlessly joining the Beau in an
elaborately choreographed, highly suggestive exchange involving the tak-
ing of snuff, a ritual Fitch uses throughout the play as the proper dandy’s
mating dance.5® The bond between this older and younger man becomes
the central relationship of the play. When the Beau learns that Reginald
wants to marry Mariana, he relinquishes his claim, not out of chivalry
toward the young woman, as Winter and Mansfield postulated, but out
of devotion to his nephew. Since Mariana is the Beau’s only hope of
financial salvation after his famous falling out with the prince regent, this
constitutes a supreme self-sacrifice signifying the magnitude of his same-
sex love.

As in Dorian Gray, transgressive passions are also inscribed in the
lavish decor and clothes in which Fitch stages the play. The scenes
involve not only the Beau’s luxurious abode, “furnished more like a
lady’s boudoir than a man’s dressing-room,” but a sumptuous royal ball
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at Carlton House.? Critics have related the dandiacal excesses that
extend throughout Wilde’s mise-en-scénes to the author’s preoccupation
both with orgasmic satisfaction of forbidden desires and terror of the
consequences. Whether or not one accepts the medical evidence that
Wilde had syphilis, it is apparent that he, like other queer men of his gen-
eration, experienced his same-sex desire itself as contagion. A vast army
of moralists cast the then incurable disease as the inescapable conse-
quence of indulging evil passions and magnified its horrors to serve the
middle-class ideology of sexual containment.% Fear that his sinful desire
would erupt and, as Dorian tells Basil, “write itself across his face” in
corrosive sores—indeed, his portrait assumes a markedly syphilitic
decrepitude—prompted compensatory obsession with grooming, preser-
vation of youth, florid attire, and acquisition of goods and objets d’art.
Escape into a beautiful world of his own making was not only Aesthetic
rejection of bourgeois philistinism but anodyne to the hideous ravages of
syphilis his society took to be the visible manifestation of degenerate
desire.’* A Wilde lover, Fitch, too, was afflicted with syphilophobia, if
not the spirochete itself. Deemed a “sickly” child, Fitch continued to suf-
fer chronic bouts of illness as an adult. To his friend DeWitt Miller, in
whom he confided about “certain temperaments of men for the not ordi-
nary sexual enjoyment,” he wrote that he took his illnesses to be “pun-
ishment” for his “sins.”$* Fitch’s Beau Brummell is much lighter in tone
than Wilde’s Dorian Gray, but the underlying preoccupations are simi-
lar. Dandiacal excess remained a primary distinguishing feature of Fitch’s
stage productions, his personal style, and his homes that grew in lavish-
ness as he earned more money.

Opening in May 1890, Beau Brummell ran through the summer and
into the following season. The Picture of Dorian Gray was published in
Lippincott’s in July. When Fitch and Wilde reunited in London that sum-
mer, they had reason for mutual celebration. It may have been Wilde’s
novel Fitch had in mind when he exclaimed in one of his love letters:
“Perfect. Perfect . . Perfect! . . It is the most delicate, the most exquisite,
the most complete idyl I have ever read.”%

As their time together ended, Fitch wrote to thank Wilde for inviting
him to his Tite Street home on his last night in London:

You have been the sun that has glorified my horizon, and if night
come on, and the sun set in a sad splendor, the morning came with
its own golden halo and shone sweetly into the thicket where the
brown-eyed Fawn lay on his grass green bed, with a strangely
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shaped wound—like this—%—in his side. A hunter in snaring his
shadow had wounded his heart.

But the Brown-eyed Fawn was happy. “He has my heart,” he
sang, “but the wound, the wound is mine—and no one can take it
from me!” Clydes+

Fitch’s poetic imagery evokes an amorous physical encounter between an
older, more experienced man, the hunter and penetrator, and a younger,
more innocent male lover, “he” the “brown-eyed fawn.” If, as
Schmidgall has noted, Wilde liked to refer to the youths he found sexu-
ally appealing as “fauns,”% Fitch’s self-referential use of the homonym
indicates his aspiration to a distinctive position among those ranks.

Parting was at least some sweet sorrow for Wilde, too; the only sur-
viving letter from Wilde to Fitch is the one he wrote shortly after Fitch
left:

Dear Clyde, Just a line to tell you how sorry I am that you have
left town, and how I shall miss you.

When you return we must make merry over a flagon of purple
wine and invent new tales with which to charm the world. O.W.%¢

Given that Wilde was known to be an incautious and effusive correspon-
dent, this seems a rather perfunctory relic that on its own may register a
certain fondness and friendship but not necessarily a love affair between
the two men. However, it needs to be read in the context of at least two
other considerations. First, the record indicates that the ardor was more
intense on Fitch’s part; young Clyde was one of a series of “fauns” for
Wilde, whereas for Fitch, Wilde, in many senses, may have been the
biggest love of his life. Second, the presence of this letter and the above-
cited telegram in Wilde’s papers and not Fitch’s is itself suggestive. Some-
one—probably the protective Mrs. Fitch after her son’s death—removed
these items from Fitch’s papers and sent them to be archived with
Wilde’s. These two items may have survived precisely because they were
less revealing than others Wilde may have written to Fitch that she (or
another interested party, or even Fitch himself) destroyed.

In another instance of significant absence, no letters from Fitch, a
prolific correspondent, to his friends back home during either summer—
1889 or 1890—of the affair with Wilde are included in the Moses and
Gerson volume. The only inkling of anything special happening to him is
contained in a letter to a close childhood friend, Grace Mosher, written
on board the S. S. Fulda on October 1, 1890, when he was on his return
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voyage across the Atlantic. He tells her he is bringing her an inscribed
copy of Wilde’s book of fairy tales and takes pains to point out, “I got
him to write in it as if it were my own, and now I send it to you. Oscar’s
inscription sounds as if he gave it to me, but he didn’t,—I bought it.”¢7
He ends the letter thus: “To write you of % the beautiful things that have
happened to me this year and to try to tell you % of my new and won-
derful friends is impossible. I only say I shall miss not seeing you this win-
ter, more than I can say, because you KNOW without my saying.”%® His
gift to her of the fairy tales and the enigmatic ebullience of his closing
suggest a desire to share his happiness with his sisterly confidant but an
inability to be forthright. One wonders how much she knows without his
saying.

If Fitch expressed exhilaration about the affair in his letters to Wilde
and, indirectly, in his confidences to Mosher, and if he glorified his
Wildean passions in Beau Brummell, elsewhere he exhibited consider-
able anxiety and reticence about his sexuality. In a letter he wrote to
DeWitt Miller in January 1891, he argued that revelation of same-sex
erotic proclivities

would ruin the reputation of many men living and dead who had
fought hard against their temptations and done all in their power to
make up for their secret life . . . I believe this temperament belongs
to them, and they are answerable for it to God (who perhaps is also
answerable to them) and not to the world who would condemn and
damn them. Their family, their mothers, should be remembered.®

This most explicit of Fitch’s writings on the subject has survived for pos-
terity because Miller apparently ignored Fitch’s instructions—double and
triple underscored—to answer but destroy the document.

Just a few weeks after he wrote this letter, Fitch’s only novel, A Wave
of Life, began serial publication in Lippincott’s magazine.” He had
started writing it in 1887 not long after moving to the city and had
finished it during the period of the Wilde affair. Markedly different in
tone than Beau Brummell and most of his subsequent plays, the novel
depicts the destructive consequences of an illicit passion between two
lovers, each betrothed to someone else. Alone on a sleigh ride, their lips
meet for the first time, unleashing waves of forbidden desire and fright-
ening the horses who bolt wildly out of control. The sleigh catches on a
log that snaps the traces just before the runaway steeds plunge over a cliff
to their deaths. Spared for the moment, the lovers are nonetheless
doomed. Their irrepressible affair rends the social fabric, and the result-
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ing guilt and shame eventually drive the lovers to suicide. On a sea voy-
age, one leaps overboard; the other watches him being engulfed by the
waves and then dives in to join him in a spectacular love-death. Though
these characters are ostensibly heterosexual, the young heroine can be
read as Fitch in another ingenue role, and her older paramour, a tall man
of artistic temperament with long, wavy hair and a moustache, as a
conflation of Fitch and Wilde (Oscar was tall with long wavy hair, artis-
tically inclined, and eleven years older than the considerably smaller,
mustached Clyde). The fictional couple’s experience reflects the fears
about uncontrollable sexual desire and public revelation that Fitch
expressed in his confidences to DeWitt Miller.

Fitch and Wilde’s amorous relationship seems to have ended some-
time in 1891, the year Wilde took up with his most infamous young para-
mour, Lord Alfred Douglas. However, the two playwrights remained
friendly and attuned to each other’s activities. After Beau Brummell,
Fitch did not score another major commercial success with an original
play for eight years. Wilde’s theatrical fame, on the other hand, rose with
stunning rapidity in London and New York with the series of celebrated
social comedies that began with Lady Windermere’s Fan in 1892. The
older playwright continued to inspire Fitch with his brilliance even as his
private life grew into an horrific cautionary tale that played into Fitch’s
deeply conflicted feelings about the sexuality they shared.

The impact of Wilde’s example on Fitch in the early 1890s was a
function not only of their former intimacy, but also of their shared aspi-
rations and associations. They continued to move in many of the same
social and professional circles. Both shared the same agent, Elisabeth
Marbury, for the duration of their theatrical careers,”* and the Frohman
brothers, Charles and Daniel, became the major producers of both men’s
work in New York.?> Shared lifestyle choices and affinities underpinned
these long-lasting professional relations. Marbury and Charles Frohman
eschewed conventional marriage, and each lived in same-sex domestic
partnerships, Marbury with the actress and interior decorator Elsie de
Wolfe,”3 and Frohman with his “sort of secretary” and later fellow pro-
ducer, Charles Dillingham.7+ Their respective homes in town and in the
country became favored social gathering places for close friends and
associates, including Fitch and Wilde.”s When Frohman built his Empire
Theatre in 1893, Marbury moved her offices into the building, and the
two shared numerous clients. In her memoir My Crystal Ball, she
describes a special bond that developed between Frohman and Fitch
based on what she called “shared personal tastes” that included private
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dessert orgies at Sherry’s.”® This bond sustained Fitch and Frohman
through dozens of productions together over two decades.

Within this tightly knit circle of associates, it could not have been
easy for Fitch to find himself displaced in Wilde’s affections. To DeWitt
Miller a year after the breakup, Fitch expressed feelings of sadness and
betrayal in quoting verses by Sully-Prudhomme about his dreams of sum-
mers, kisses, and unions that “abide alway.”77 His continuing admiration
of Wilde may thus have been tinged with jealous revenge when he agreed
to adapt the Charles Brookfield-J. M. Glover travesty of Lady Winder-
mere’s Fan, The Poet and the Puppets, for a New York production. It was
a remarkable confluence of Fitch/Wilde/Frohman/Marbury personal and
professional interests, an insiders’ piece shot through with queer desires
and intrigue. The adaptation was produced without Fitch’s name at the
Garden Theater, one of the many into which Frohman booked produc-
tions, during the period of Lady Windermere’s Fan’s Broadway run in the
spring of 1893.78 Not only was Wilde’s play wickedly satirized, but also
his decadent Aesthetic persona. Afraid of working too hard, the Poet,
“O’Flaherty’s child,” for assistance conjures a fairy who greets him with
a verse. The Poet enjoins him, “To employ your oratorical resources in
private conversation is like going to bed in your evening clothes.”7? Now
that he’s invented Art, Flowers, and Fairies, the Poet wishes to invent
plays and actors and actresses who must already be well known and suc-
cessful. When the confused Fairy says, “But I don’t understand,” the Poet
replies, “That’s why you’re so charming. That’s why I delight to surround
myself with the young and fairy-minded. It would be so dull to be under-
stood. The greatest pleasure in life is to be misunderstood.”% The Fairy
summons a number of famous experts from eras past and present to help
the Poet write the play. These include the Bard and his Hamlet and Ophe-
lia who observes, “That picotee—and pink—and fair carnation / Have
lately turned a mawkish, envious green! / They’ve all been dyed you know
with anyline!”3* In the ensuing spoof of selected scenes from Lady Win-
dermere’s Fan, Lord Pentonville, for whom “Nothing is so ennobling as
crime,” explains to Lady Winterstock why he has done time:

A trifle, that’s the pity.
A Foolish little business in the city.
And €’er my pals and I had time to off it,
They copped us and the swag—I mean the profit.%

Such lines, followed by an exclusive cocktail party scene with the Poet
and a cadre of witty, elegant young men, staged dynamics of the gay
underworld a la The Picture of Dorian Gray.
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The obligatory reference to the green carnation and the slip about the
swag were delightfully naughty witticisms, but not nearly so naughty as
the spritely fairy who flitted through a dizzying array of queer connota-
tions. The immediate reference was to Wilde’s notoriety as a writer of
fairy tales based chiefly on his 1888 volume The Happy Prince, a copy of
which he inscribed for Fitch with the line, “Faery-stories for one who
lives in Faery-Land.”?3 Inspired by the master, Fitch also wrote fairy tales
and published his own collection in 1891.84 Fairy tales were deployed by
Wildeans to express same-sex desire in a thickly coded array of tropes.
Weriters could get away with the play upon “fairy” because fairy tales
were presumed to be an allegorical genre tied to childhood fantasy far
removed from the socioeconomic and sexual degeneracy associated with
lower-class fairy prostitutes. The presumed distance from stigma was not
only a convenient mask; the fairy-tale genre offered same-sex desiring
men an escape into an idyllic preadolescent fantasy land, a vicarious
refuge from the pain, suffering, and fear wrought by the real adult world
where they were beset with traumatic injunctions to conform to bour-
geois male standards and pursue conjugal relations with women. The
genre also allowed free fetishizing of youth and beauty, a vital preoccu-
pation for men whose sexual proclivities were aligned with moral
depravity and syphilitic decay. Most appealingly, under the veil of inno-
cent fantasy and allegory, fairy tales could be laden with sensual erotic
content.? To cite just one germane example, Fitch culminated his volume
with a story dedicated to Wilde entitled “The King’s Throne,” which
ends with the image of the long, hard shaft of a crucifix falling to its final
rest over a softly blossoming floral circle.?¢

Allusions to this fairy-tale tradition conjured by the fairy in Fitch’s
travesty would have been relished among Wildeans. Recalling Wilde’s
belief that “when a man is big enough to be burlesqued, he has attained
much that the world holds valuable,” the New York Herald postulated
that he delighted in this piece, as he had in Gilbert’s Patience.®” The Poet
and the Puppets was a way for Fitch to flatter Wilde in the coded manner
of inverting the conventional order. That the adaptation was produced
without Fitch’s name compounded the inside joke by providing some
professional cover for the still neophyte playwright and enabling pokes at
contemporary American theatrical figures like the venerable manager,
Augustin Daly, in which Frohman and Dillingham would have found
particular amusement. If this closely knit circle of practitioners laughed
up their sleeves, the review in the New York Times the next day
lamented, “There is no particular fun in this for any large portion of the
paying public. . . . Where it is ingenious caricature of Oscar Wilde, it
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seems to misfire with all but a very few.”8® The piece was quickly with-
drawn, but even the Times acknowledged that it succeeded in awakening
new interest in Lady Windermere’s Fan, then nearing the end of its run at
Palmer’s Theatre. To have amused themselves while aiding business must
indeed have been a delectable experience for the producers.

Whatever delight was shared among the members of this in-group
over Wilde’s success was short-lived. It has often been pointed out that
had Wilde remained discreet about his proclivities, he would have
avoided persecution.®® But during his four pretrial years with Bosie, an
evidently spoiled, impetuous young man who demanded all manner of
extravagances and indulgences, Wilde grew increasingly reckless. To oth-
ers in their circle and, eventually, to a much wider public on two conti-
nents, Wilde and Douglas’s relationship became a spectacle of enslave-
ment to destructive passions. Fitch saw his beloved mentor rocket to
theatrical fame and then, as Wilde himself later put it, fall “prey to [the]
absolute madness” of same-sex sexual desire.?® Once the trials that began
April 3, 1895, made Wilde’s sexuality public, not even Marbury and the
Frohmans, three of the most powerful people in the business, could pro-
tect Wilde or the reputation of his plays. Marbury writes that the
Frohmans outlasted Wilde’s London producer George Alexander in
standing by him. Charles went ahead with the scheduled opening of The
Importance of Being Earnest on April 22, and Daniel continued to run
An Ideal Husband at the Lyceum until the play no longer attracted
patronage.?* Marbury corresponded with Wilde while he was in prison
and tried to help him and his family financially by selling “The Ballad of
Reading Gaol,” a manuscript that, she reports, “moved her to tears.”
After his release, Wilde sought her out in Paris. Charles Frohman autho-
rized her to advance Wilde five hundred dollars for a new comedy that
was to be his “recall to honor and to fame,” but Wilde died before he
could fulfill the contract.?*> Neither did he live long enough to occupy the
small house Marbury and de Wolfe purchased for him adjacent to their
summer villa in Versailles, France.”3

The public spectacle of Wilde’s rise and fall greatly heightened the
risk factor for those with same-sex affectional preferences and alternative
lifestyles throughout Anglo-American culture.®+ Fitch, who had shared
the master’s bed as well as his theatrical aspirations, had particular rea-
son to be afraid. Wilde had left him with a fully awakened sexuality and
a mounting terror that it would run out of control and destroy him. The
younger Fitch was still struggling for lasting success in a highly public
profession where the stakes for his conduct were becoming much greater.
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After Wilde, there is no evidence that he had any other such exhilarating
romances. He traveled with a variety of male companions and kept valets
and butlers around him at home, but he remained fastidiously discreet
about his private life. At the most intimate level, as his correspondence
with DeWitt Miller indicates, he remained profoundly lonely and drove
himself to fill the void with his work. Years later, when a reporter asked
him why he never married, he replied: “Well—even a dramatist may have
a damaged heart, may he not? Hearts are hard to mend . . . I live alone in
my house here among the things I love to gather and with my work.”?s
His playwriting began to pay off steadily after 1898—99 when, after years
of furnishing Frohman primarily with adaptations of foreign pieces, he
established himself as a commercially successful author of original plays.

With increasing intensity, Fitch used the theater as his primary means
of containing as well as expressing his transgressive desire. His strategy
involved externalizing his Wildean inner Salomé and refashioning her
through stage performance. Far from the pawn of her mother, Herodias,
Wilde’s Salomé, whom he repeatedly calls “Daughter of Sodom,” is her-
self the instigator; it is for her own pleasure, she tells Herod, that she
demands the head of Jokanaan on a silver platter.?® Her inordinate lust
and necrophilic kiss of the decapitated prophet’s mouth signaled the cat-
astrophic triumph of forbidden sexual desire over potentially saving
artistic genius. Aubrey Beardsley, whom Wilde credited with knowing
the secret of the Dance of the Seven Veils, revealed its hidden meanings in
his illustration “The Stomach Dance” for the 1894 English edition of the
play.” At Salomé’s feet, strumming the lyre to which she dances, lurks a
ghoulish, gleefully priapic minstrel whose misshapen and blemished fea-
tures connote dread contagion.?® Fitch’s theater worked to transform this
dangerously desirous, dancing syphilitic Salomé into a virtuous, stat-
uesque, iconic beauty who defied physical and moral decay.

In this endeavor, his personal needs merged with those of the domi-
nant culture and its commercial theater. Fitch became the leading the-
atrical fashioner of the emergent national feminine ideal, the American
Girl, rendering in four dimensions the codified visual icon leading com-
mercial illustrators such as Charles Dana Gibson and Howard Chandler
Christy rendered in two. In an era when Theodore Roosevelt, fearing
“overcivilization,” inveighed his compatriots not to shrink from those
manly contests that built the nation, the American Girl emerged as the
ultimate trophy wife—reward for and signifier of heroic American man-
hood and its triumph over both Old World decadence and frontier sav-
agery. Most jingoistically, Christy called her “a veritable Queen of the
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Kingliest of races,” “the culmination of mankind’s long struggle upward
from barbarism to civilization.”?? Unlike the sensuously dancing Salomé
whose seduction catalyzed syphilitic decrepitude, the American Girl
stood poised atop a pedestal with a tall, classical silhouette that, for both
the nation and its most prolific playwright, expressly defied the feared
degradations of time, gravity, pollution, and disease. If Fitch debuted in
the commercial theater with a stage dandy who served dominant cultural
needs by constructing manliness through negative example, he made his
greatest fame and fortune with productions showcasing iconic feminin-
ity. He did manage a swan song, The Last of the Dandies, produced in
London by Herbert Beerbohm-Tree the year after Wilde’s death, that
repeated many of the same tropes as Beau Brummell.*>° But American
Girl plays premiering in New York overwhelmingly dominated the most
successful phase of his career: The Moth and the Flame (1898), Nathan
Hale (x899), The Cowboy and the Lady (1899), The Climbers (1901),
Capiain Jinks of the Horse Marines (1901), Lover’s Lane (1901), The Way
of the World (1901), The Girl and the Judge (1901), The Stubbornness of
Geraldine (1902), The Girl with the Green Eyes (1902), Her Own Way
(1903), Glad of It (1903), The Coronet of the Duchess (1904), The Woman
in the Case (1905), Her Great Match (190s), The Girl Who Has Every-
thing (1906), The Straight Road (1907), The Truth (1907), Girls (1908),
The Bachelor (1909), A Happy Marriage (1909).

The two plays considered Fitch’s best in this genre, The Girl with the
Green Eyes and The Truth, illustrate how Fitch shaped his plots to
express and contain transgressive passion. Each play features a heroine
who appears to conform to the American Girl ideal except for one nearly
fatal flaw: in the former play, it is pathological jealousy; in the latter,
pathological lying. Both are highly significant transgressions for the play-
wright. The newly married Jinny Austin grows irrationally jealous over
the attention that her husband seems to be paying another woman. In her
carnation-green eyes, one can read Fitch’s flashes of jealousy over Wilde’s
interest in Bosie Douglas, especially given Wilde’s preference for his
lovers to play the woman’s part. Additionally, Fitch cleverly links Jinny’s
outbursts with homoerotically encoded scenography. Jinny flashes hotly
when the newlyweds are on their honeymoon in Italy, one of Fitch’s
favorite summer travel destinations where he could express himself more
freely. He sets their confrontation scene in Rome in the Tribune of the
Apollo Belvedere. As in the entryway of Fitch’s luxurious townhouse,
which featured a life-size statue of Adonis,™” the central visual element of
the scene is the nude male form over which enraptured onlookers exclaim
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in ecstatic French, “C’est superb!” “Magnifique!” “Quelle grace!”
“Quelle force!”™> The scene caused a sensation in the theater and the
press.*3

In the second play, The Truth, Becky Warder’s lying has more
encompassing implications, since lying, the need to dissemble, the need to
“pass,” historically has been the queer modus operandi. Becky justifies
her lying as artistic enhancement of life in the Wildean manner until her
web of deceit shatters her husband’s faith in her. Metaphorically, the
lying is linked to shameful contagion because it is portrayed as a congen-
ital illness, which makes Becky the perverse spawn of her profligate
father. When her disgusted husband leaves her, she faces what moralists
touted as the wages of sin—precipitous moral, physical, and economic
decline. Echoing the rhetoric that condemned Wilde, one reviewer
described her affliction as a “sickening perversity.”*°4 In both plays, Fitch
pushes the pathological situation to a climax during which the shamed
heroine bares her soul and repents, prompting her husband to forgive
and save her from irretrievable ruin. Through this catharsis, she is
restored more securely than ever to iconic, bourgeois wife status.

Fitch furthered his strategy of externalizing and containing his
woman within by directing his own plays, which became his regular
practice after 1898. Drawing on the transvestite expertise cultivated dur-
ing his college days, he directed his plays by impersonating his female
characters himself in rehearsal and instructing actresses to copy him.
There are abundant testimonials to his skill, such as this one by an
actress who worked with him on The Climbers: “Could the entire first
act of the play—which you will remember is dominated by women char-
acters—have been played by Mr. Fitch, it would have scored such a suc-
cess as New York rarely knows.”*°s Archie Bell, who wrote a personal
memoir of Fitch, recalled of his work with actresses: “If they rose to
unusual heights of dramatic expression, it was because they were able to
grasp the manner and method from him. He knew the stage value of a
drooping eyelash, a momentary pause, a whisper, and a step. He gave it
all freely, that his pieces might approach as nearly as possible to ideal
representation.”**¢ In addition to modeling their behavior, Fitch person-
ally attended to his actresses’ costumes, hair, wigs, and nails.”7 So assid-
uous were his ministrations that he repeatedly proved he could take a
female performer of little or no stage training or experience and
overnight turn her into a star. Indeed, that gesture of molding real,
imperfect, desiring women into iconic stage beauties became central to
his strategy and earned him the moniker “Maker of Actresses.”**® He
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was besieged by hundreds of requests from women wanting him to make
them a star. While his methods served his own deeply personal need to
keep his unruly Salomé a paragon of high-class virtue, they also helped
these women fulfill dominant cultural injunctions of ideal femininity.

Along with his playwriting and directorial methods, the pace at
which Fitch worked compellingly reveals his attempt to contain destruc-
tive desires. Montrose J. Moses and Virginia Gerson, his friends and the
editors of his collected letters, write: “Plays began to dovetail faster and
faster in the daily routine of [his] life. He was often rehearsing two plays
at a time, writing on another, and planning ahead with managers for a
fourth and fifth.”*°? In 1901, he had four plays running simultaneously on
Broadway. In the ensuing ten-month period, he wrote and directed six
more full-length plays, prompting Frohman to make the extraordinary
gesture of granting Fitch his own theater. Given how Fitch drove himself,
it is not surprising that his chronic bouts of illness intensified to the point
where he was spending several weeks of his summers abroad at spas like
Karlsbad and Salsomaggiore. If not traceable to actual syphilis, his health
problems were undoubtedly exacerbated by fears of the contagion that
were intensely bound up with fears of exposure. He became gravely ill in
the winter of 1902 from “stomach trouble aggravated by ragged nerves,”
symptoms attributed to extreme stress and overwork. While Fitch was in
Europe that summer, there were reports he had appendicitis and that
surgery might be in order, but, fearing the knife perhaps because it would
not only disrupt his productivity but expose his insides, he found special-
ists who ruled surgery unnecessary.*™ In spite of the strictest orders to
cease work, and having lost fifty pounds and “wasted to a skeleton,”
Fitch persisted. Even while taking the cure for what he described as “ner-
vous prostration,” he reportedly worked on four plays at a time (includ-
ing The Girl with the Green Eyes) with a secretary stationed beside his
steaming pool to take dictation. Against doctors’ orders, he returned to
New York that fall to stage the plays for which he was contracted. He
told a reporter, “I am going to lead a strenuous life and see if mental
activity won’t knock out physical illness.”** He wound up caught in a
vicious, syphilophobic cycle where illness conjured sin, which he coun-
tered with obsessive stagings of iconic femininity, which caused more ill-
ness. However frivolous and superficial his work seemed to mainstream
critics, his representations were animated by a deep-seated, even mortal
urgency.

Fitch’s workaholism continued unabated until it hounded him into an
early grave. Unable to slow down, he took to writing plays on his pur-
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ported vacations while motor touring with a driver as fast as possible
around the European countryside. Writing and driving in this fashion
through France in September 1909 with his health weakened from over-
work, he suffered an attack of acute appendicitis near the small town of
Chalon-sur-Marne. Rather than pressing on to Paris where specialists
could operate, he ordered his driver to stop for the night at a hotel. He
refused to summon a physician and instead had his traveling companion
find him a room, ply him with brandy, and apply hot compresses to his
abdomen, which turned out to be the worst possible remedy because it
prompted the appendix to rupture. He was forced to submit to emergency
surgery by the local doctor, and for a brief period it looked as if he might
recover, but then he succumbed to blood poisoning.’> He was forty-four
years old, gone before his time, like Wilde, who died at forty-six.

Before Fitch had embarked on that fateful trip, sensing his days were
numbered, he pushed fiercely to finish his play The City. “If I should die
with ‘The City’ incomplete,” he told actor Tully Marshall, “I should
never be able to rest in my grave.”*'? Rather than containing his woman
within in a high-society comedy, the play reveals the character of the man
without in a shocking melodrama. Fitch created a dramatic situation that
allowed him to wrestle more openly with his worst fears and purge some
of his shame and guilt. The hero, George Rand Jr., has moved his family
from a small town to New York City to pursue his business and political
ambitions. From his father he inherits some shady financial practices and
the burden of providing a livelihood for a troubled youth named Han-
nock who is in the grip of a shameful affliction he cannot shake—in this
case, drugs—and who, as only Rand knows, is his father’s illegitimate
son. The crisis develops when Hannock tries to blackmail Rand into
naming him campaign manager and allowing him to marry Rand’s sister
Cicely. Rand is forced to tell Hannock she is also his sister. Repulsed,
Hannock shoots Cicely to spare her the awful knowledge they are guilty
of incest and tries to shoot himself, but Rand grabs the gun away from
him. Rand considers letting Hannock kill himself to spare the family the
shame and exposure of a trial, preserve the family secrets, and win the
election. However, confronting his illegitimate brother writhing before
him, the specter of his shadow self, whom one reviewer described as “a
moral and physical degenerate, a nervous wreck, a mental ruin,”*™ he
resolves to undergo total exposure and rebuild his life on an honest foun-
dation. He hurls the gun out the window, exclaiming: “This is my only
chance to show I can be on the level! That | can be straight, when it’s
plain what is the right thing to do!”**s
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When the play premiered in December, critics were thrilled finally to
see something they thought was fully masculine from Fitch. The Tribune
proclaimed it “strong as a raging bull, an elephant in passion or a hungry
tiger.” If Fitch feared the surgeon’s knife, in this play, wrote Louis
DeFoe, “He laid human nature bare and exposed its cankers in their most
repellant forms. He cut through the quivering flesh to the very heart.”
DeFoe compared its riveting climax to that of Ibsen’s Ghosts, the play
Elaine Showalter has called “the locus classicus of syphilitic insanity.” ¢
Fitch’s old schoolmate, William Lyon Phelps, was in the audience open-
ing night and reported being overwhelmed because he felt Fitch crying
out from the grave.”” In Rand’s famous speech in the last act we can hear
the playwright’s own reckoning with his New York-based career and the
battles he fought with his Wildean desires:

Don’t blame the City. It’s not her fault! It’s our own! What the City
does is to bring out what’s strongest in us. If at heart we’re good, the
good in us will win! If the bad is strongest, God help us! Don’t
blame the City! She gives a man his opportunity; it is up to bim what
he makes of it! A man can live in a small town all his life, and
deceive the whole place and himself into thinking he’s got all the
virtues, when at heart he’s a hypocrite! But the village gives him no
chance to find it out, to prove it to his fellows—the small town is too
easy! But the City!! A man goes to the gates of the City and
knocks!—New York or Chicago, Boston or San Francisco, no mat-
ter what city so long as it’s big, and busy, and selfish, and self-cen-
tered. And she comes to her gates and takes him in, and she stands
him in the middle of her market place—where Wall Street and Her-
ald Square and Fifth Avenue and the Bowery and Harlem and Forty-
Second Street all meet, and there she strips him naked of all his dis-
guises—and all his hypocrisies—and she paints his ambition on her
fences, and lights up her skyscrapers with it!—what be wants to be
and what be thinks he is!—and then she says to him, ‘Make good if
you can, or to Hell with you!” And what is in him comes out to
clothe his nakedness, and to the City he can’t lie! I know because I
tried!* 8
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Rachel Crothers

An Exceptional Woman
in a Man’s World

J. K. Curry

Rachel Crothers (1878?—1958) was a notable presence on Broadway from
1906 to 1937 with twenty-four plays produced, including A Man’s World
(1910), He and She (1920), When Ladies Meet (1932), and Susan and God
(1937).* Distinguishing herself from her peers, Crothers directed all of her
own plays, beginning with Myself—Bettina in 1908, and occasionally
directed plays by other writers. Over the years, she also devoted extensive
resources to charitable organizations, helping to form and lead the Stage
Women’s War Relief in response to World War I, the Stage Relief Fund
to help members of the theatrical profession during the Great Depres-
sion, and the American Theatre Wing of the Allied War Relief during
World War II. Frequently referred to in her day as “dean of the women
playwrights,” Crothers was included in a 1930 list of the “fifty foremost
women in the United States.”” She was a highly visible model of a mod-
ern career woman, even as she wrote many plays about women’s domes-
tic concerns and love lives. Always focused on mainstream, commercial
success, Crothers wrote plays that raised timely issues of concern to
women, without shocking her audiences or venturing too far from con-
ventional values of the day. Many of Crothers’s plays explore love, rela-
tionships, and changes in sexual morality, but always within a hetero-
sexual framework.

Though a notable public figure, Crothers managed to keep her per-
sonal life private. Crothers was never married, and available documents
do not record any romantic relationships with men. Her primary emo-
tional attachment was apparently to a woman who shared her home for
many years. The relationship was not discussed in any of the numerous
articles about Crothers, with the exception of one fairly early profile. In
this article, entitled ““What do Women Think of Other Women?’ Men
Are More Tolerant and Good Natured,” Crothers answered several
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