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‘Sexual Transgression on the American Stage: Clyde Beghho and the “American

Girl.™

Clyde Fitch’s play,Sapho(1900), issignificantin the history of theatre censorship
in Americaas a result of the arresi§the leading actress, Olga Nethersole, and several of her
entourageThat Sapho a play about a courtesan and her lovatsact& such attention is
notable.At the time of its performance, in 1900, the plags one of a series of ‘dramas of
the brothel’ on stage: Katie N Johnson suggtsit up to fifty plays ‘featuring prostitutes’
were performedn New York between 1898 and 1922, any one of which could have been
considered as scandalous and imprope6agho(1). Only the attempted staging ddrs
Warren'’s Profession in 1905, attracted anything like the negative publiatySapho In
1898, wo yearsbeforeSaphotook to the stageDavid Belasco’s similarly plotted courtesan
dramaZazahad achieved success without significant censurecartdinly not the virulent
attacks that would be a feature of FitcBapho

Critical analyses have focussed explicitly on thie of Nethersole in the censorship
of the production. The very public role of Nethersole in the ‘drama’ oStqghocourt case
has become the pivot for critical investigatiomutBhe playas a dramatic producticand the
role of the playwrightiave beembscured by thenedia frenzy that led to the arrests and the
subsequenturore. Nethersole was an intriguing actress, who repeatedly took the role of the
‘transgressor’ in her productions: bass | will argue, so did several other key performers of
the ime. Nethersole’s expressed preference for ‘brothel dramas’ was not unaosaal i
theatrical era of emotional expressivenedther factors, thereforeyeed to be taken into
considerationThis article looks toexpand the critical landscape of the censgrsiiSapho
exploring theunpublished Fitch script@s well as theritical reputation of the writerthe

public reception and the media reaction that led to its closure and the,arrékts wider



context of the show’s performan¢iree extant Fitcliypescripts reside in three libraries: the
Billy Rose archives at the New York Public Library, the Fitch Archivesrahérst and the
Tyler papers at the Princeton University Library. The latter twcstase identical, and appear
to be completed versions of the play. In this article, quotations are taken fronotkeripis
housed at Amherst and Princetoifihis article arguesthat Saphobecamepart of a moral
crusade because Fitch, albeit unwittingly, dramatisedctlieal intersection between the
erotics of sexual transgression and the cult of ‘dh@erican girl.” Further, Clyde Fitch’s
version of Saphorecognised the critical link between discourses of sexuality/purity and
discourses of ‘nervousness’ that pervaded America at the turn of the cemntlfycH’s
hands, Sapho staged neurasthenic strategies rmieed with social fears ofsexual
transgressiomas a degenerative impulsethe ‘progressive’ era. To survive as the epitome of
‘civilisation,” America crucially required the repeated and contimsiomodelling of the
asexual body of the purdmerican girl; Saphohad exposed the model, and the structuring
impulses that participated in its formation. And it had donersetagebefore the very eyes
of those putativéAmerican girls.’

Fitch’s Saphopremiered in Chicagmn 31 October 1899, then toured the circuit,
before arriving ilNew Yorkin February 1900Prior to its arrival in New York,ite American
press wasoverall, in accord that the show wasworthy spectaclef thin on plotting and
slightly risqué in content. Thé&lew York Timespecial report from the opening nigimt
Chicago stated:

The production of Clyde Fitch’s new play, “Saphby Miss OlgaNethersole at
Powers Theatre, tonight was a decided success. The playhouse was crowded to
the doors by an enthusiastic audience, which gave the actress half a dozen curtain
calls after every act. The opening performaficg was a smoothand welt
balanced performance [..the rise of the curtain brought forth an outburst of
applause, so beafui was the stage picturg...] All of the settings are of the
highest order, as are the costumes. Miss Nethersole wore several beautiful and

artistic gowns and coats at various stages of the action of the Tihey.
performance was most favorably receijed Miss Nethersole has several strong



scenes, and the impression she madeigbt indicates that the play will be a
permanent succesd. November 1899)

The Milwaukee Journala little less restrained in its commentatgclared: “Sapho”is upon
the town! Everyone seems Saphmzy! They argue about the play, dambout its
performance, but they all go [...] Certainly the consensus of opinion is that Misg9dé&the
has scored the undeniableuimph of her successful carée€Milwaukee Journgl undated
clipping, Clyde Fitch Archives, Amherst College, Box 3, folder) 26 Cincinnati, an
anonymous call to thpolice caused an officer to be sent to observe a performance of the
show: his response was, ‘that he could see no reason why the perforrhange s
interfered with in any way(Cincinnati Star undated clipping, Clyde Fitch Archives, Box 3,
Folder 36).The officer found the play so inoffensive that he ‘confessed to having a slight
suspicion that some person had perpetrated a joke on the police department, although there
was a possibility that the gentleman who asked that an officer be sent to the ribedt wa
sincere in the stand he took’ (ibid). The critical reception, though mixed, did not stiggjest
there was anything particulariyntoward inSaphathat would justifycensorship

The play, however, was greeted as anything but respeatabits arrival inNew
York. TheNew York Timéseview of the Chicago premier, cited above, in no way represents
what to come from the New York pressresponse t&apho and it was yellow paper, the
World that led the call to arms for censorshfaphoopened in New York on 5 February
1900 at Wallack’'s Theatre on Thirtieth and Broadwaize World printed a review of
opening night with the provocativeeadline,Mob frantic to seeSaphostorms doors of the
theatré (7 Februaryl900 14).In this extendedeview, he World organised anock ‘trial’ of
the play and foun@apho‘guilty’ of moral bankruptcy: the charges, ‘corrupting the public’s
morals, defiling the minds of youth, of indecency, depravity, levity, and unaestheti
influence’ (ibid).On 21 FebruaryOlga Nethersole, the English actress who took the leading

role of Fanny Le Grand, her @tar Hamilton Revelle, her tour manager Marcus Meyer, and



the manager of Wallack's theatr&heodore Moss, were all arresteduring the initial
hearing the play continued to run, but it was shut down formally by the police on 6 March,
1900. The initial complaint again§aphothat had been registered with magigts came
from World reporter, Robert Mackay. He accused the play of being ‘the portraydewaifda
and dissipate woman, [who] boasts publicly that she is the mistress of a man, arftetherea
permits a man to carry her up a staiee@s a vile and indecent manhéwWorld 22 February
19001). Such a commentary, one of many, makes clear that outiagde public eye-was
directed towards the dramatic characterisation of the sexually transgressivwelle Grand

Olga Nethersolavas such a prominent stan stage, and also throughdbge court
proceealings, andcriticism, at the time and subsequenthgs tended to focus dhe actress
The World’s review of Saphoconcentrated its reports d&ethersole’s reputation, concluding
that the actressplays immoral women because she knows that such exhibitions excite a
morbid curiosity which theatre goers as a slase always willing to gratify(7 February
1900 14).Theatre criticWilliam Winter was unconvinced by Nethersole, declayiimghis
study of theactress in his collected memoiWallet of Timethat her fame was a result of her
‘devotion’ to playing a pande of theatrical transgresso(309-10). Nethersole hadndeed
carved a name for herselfrough performingvomen of‘sullied’ reputation. InCarmen she
developed a form agxtended physical contact that cameddkhown as the ‘Nethersole kiss’
(Strang 229). Nethersole’s reputation as a star of ‘dramas of the brotied’ remained
pervasive andcritical accounts ofSaphocontinue to focuson ler ‘transgressionsas a
performer. John Houchin, for exampie his assessment 8aphoargues that censorship was
a response to Nethersole, as she ‘destinguished herself by portraying problematic female
characters whose checkered pasten caused turmoil and grief41). Katie N Johnson’s

Sisters in Simevotes a chapter to Nethersole in the role of Fanny Le Grand, arguinigethat



play’s notoriety was orchestrated the British actresswho ‘scandalised her audiences not
only with a kiss, but with her whole bod{45).

But Clyde Fitch is an important playwright to consider in this context: higagpn
as a writer of plays for women both on and off stage parallels the shifting ritle attress,
and thechangingshape of audiensein latenineteenth American theatre. Richard Butsch
points out that in the 1820s, ‘the theatre was a men’s club’; regardless Itf aad status,
men of ‘all classes regularly attended their faueutheatres with their friend§374). By the
end of the nineteenth century, though, womepresented a significamtumber in the
audience particularly in attendanceat the so-called ‘legitimate’ theati® of Broadway
Managers okuchtheatres, argues Butsch, had encouraged such a transition, with commerce
as a driving force: middlelass women, with some disposable income, offered a new market
for theatres. Butsch refers to this gendered reshaping of theatre audiencéifadrans
‘rowdy to tame,’” where the previously drunken, catcalling male audiencgivaa way to a
demure female audience, sitting ‘quietly in darkened thédited). Don B. Wilmeth argues
that, by the end of the nineteenth century, ‘American theatre confined taselhocuous
material that supported middidass virtues (e.g. monogamy, frugality, temperance,
modesty)’ and ‘rarely challenged rigidly defined social conventions thattddpimomen as
asexual beings who possessed little rar political or economic power(148). The
feminisation of the auditorium, Wilmeth suggests, ledht® production of passive dramas
that were denuded of any social relevari®et the history of theatrical production does not
quite fit with this history of theatre, as the prominence of the ‘brothel drama’ redrates.
‘Women'’s’ theatre was producing @fenging material that formed a performative dialogue
with social conditions, both directly and symbolically, especially social aondifor women
and patrticularly, as the nineteenth century wore away, in a form of productiarathatto be

discussedjn the press, as ‘dramas of the brothel,” which were performed at ‘leggtima



theatres, to a predominantly middilass audienceritch’s Saphg as a dramatic playglips

aptly intothis category as dramaof sexuality that appealed to the female audiences who
were not passive and not quiet, and perhaps, even more worryingly for critics of the time
flocked to witness such dramas. And Fitct8aphobecame the catalyst for fears of the
impact of such dramas on the ‘purity’ of the ‘Americarl,gwho made up the bulk of the
audience.

The production of ‘brothel dramas’ on American stages can be traced to the
introduction ofCamille onto American stages. A version ©&mille had been played in New
York in 1853, by Jean Davenport: ‘pruned andrifjrd,” as Bonnie Eckard attests,
Davenport'sCamille subtitledThe Fate of a Coquetigas specifically framed tblamethe
fallen womanfor her ‘faults (144). Laura Keene produced a viens, in 1856, subtitlecA
Moral of Lifethatwas less sanitised rontent, and in overall characterisation of the ‘fallen
woman’; but, formulated in a guise of a dream, it closed with a reformedulidtey reunited
with her mother’s spirit in heaven. In 1857, the most popular version appeared, starring
Matilda Heron ad in 1874, Clara Morris also found success in the mBlenie Eckard
argues that Heron and Morris both ‘created a uniquely American Camilleagpatled to
the audiences who apparently craved presentation mdnegtemotionalism(ibid). Camille
in its guise as an ‘emotional’ dramaould continue, in revised versions, to appeal to
audiences in New York’s ‘high’ theatres, despite its disturbingly sexaghlsourtesan
heroine, who trades on her looks, and ‘buys’ respectabityilst seeming to confornot
moral convention, tending towards the punishnsgmtitual restoratiorf the ‘fallen’ woman,
the Camille dramaswere also, directly and symbolicallgtaging transgressivgendered
behavioural codes.

So Saphowas one of a series of dramas that had become popular at the end of the

nineteenth centuryAnd OlgaNethersole was herself one of a cast of actresses at the turn of



the century who were seeking sugtitty, seamyroles. Characters like Fanny Le Granc
women of ‘ill-repute’ around whom the plot would vibratevere becming the staple and
mainstay inthe repertoire of the late nineteemtntury actress. William Winter records that
Matilda Heron, infamous for her adaption of Dum&3amille in conversation with a
playwright about a potential pariildly exclaimed, “give me dost woman!” (Vagrant
Memories69). Even earlier,n 1867, actress Avonia Jones, in a letter to Augustin Daly,
wrote:

‘I must tell you that my stg is passionate. When | loveniiust be madly. Not the

gentle, tender love that shrinks from observation, but the love that would sweep

all before it and if thwarted would end in despair, madness and death. In fact in

acting | am more fond of being bad than good. Hate, revenge, desgraaism

and resistless love | glory in; charity, gentleness and the meeker irtioesot

care for. (Life of Augustin Daly8)
Jones took lead roles in two Daly adaptatiahslith, The Daughter of the Mergii864) and
The Sorceresgl864) In the former, Jones played the biblical *heroine’ Judith, who seduced
and murdered Holofernes. Kim Marra notes that Jones’ Joditbmes a far more sexualised
creature seen in publicity shots for the plawearing ‘a heavy, richly embroidered royal
robe, draped to expose the smooth flesh of her neck and bare right shoulder and arm’
(Strange Duets3). Judith is shaped, thereforegas a form of powerful seductress, luring
Holofernes to his death: the figure of the heroine, who saved Israel frack, dtaomes, in
this late nineteentbentury guise, a femme fatale of the ‘brothel drama’. Intriguingly, the
style of dressaadopted by Jones for Juditbreshadowghe costumingf Olga Nethersole as
Fanny Le Grand, with itsimilarly evocativepose and seductilyeexposedared flesh.

Olga Nethersole was, as noted above, famous for playing ‘transgressorst whil

such a reputation suggests that she, in common with many late nineteenth cerggsgsct
expressed a preference for such roles, it is also a sighaifwas available for a star actress.

In the era that followed the successes of adaptatiorGaafille and Carmenthere were

frequent productions of plays featuring ‘immoral’ women, such as Jame®’sibfargaret



Fleming(1890),Arthur Wing Pinerts TheSecond Mrs Tanquerg$893) andlhe Notorious
Mrs. Ebbsmith(1895), and of course David Belasco’'s 1898 adaptatioZaza Plays
foregrounding the figure and personality of the ‘prostitute’ had become stapldrfdeed, a
version of Saphohad already been performed successfully in New York: in March 1895,
Daudet’s own adaptation of his infamous novel, in collaboration with Adolphe Bekned

at Abbey’s theatre, stang French actress Réjan€here was nothing unusual about such
sensuabkpectaclesThat Fitch’s version oSaphowas singled out and made an ‘example’ is
significant.

The publicity and subsequent criticism surrounding Nethersolelbaded the role of
the playwrightand the relevance of the scripanny Le Grand was a scatous character, in
part because Nethersole attracted scandal; but so did Clyde Fitch. Esplosé his
reputationcontributes to an understanding of seandal thaGaphoattractedand the wider
cultural anxieties that were tangled with the attempteiasure Clyde Fitch was himself, by
1900, somewhat notorious, and not just as a playwright. In his youth, he had been an unusual
student at Amhers€ollege, attracting attentiorfor his impersonations of female roles in
college productionsas well as fohis ‘aesthetic’style of living. One of his old college peers,
William Lyon Phelps, summarised Amherst’s reaction to Fitch: ‘we thought thatase w
effeminag, a mollycoddle, a siss{143). In ‘business’ America, Fitcetood outthrough his
aesthetic ensibilities appearingto be, in Montrose Moses’ words, ‘something of a dandy
(Moses and Gerson 48).

In Fitch’s background was a shady set of relations with the Aesthetic movament
England and avery close association with Oscar Wildeof accountsof Fitch and Oscar
Wilde see Kim Marra, ‘Clyde Fitch’'s Too Wilde Love2(02) and Gary Schmidgall,The
Stranger Wilde: Interpreting Oscafl994)). Theatre criticWilliam Winter was no less

critical of Fitch tharhe was olNethersole- and his attacks wes personal. In one account,



10

Winter referredto Fitch as one of theweak sisters of the male sex, or of no sex at all
(Wallet of Time315). Such a comment foregrounds the ambiguity that surrounded Fitch’s
sexuality, an ambiguity that attracted negatitterdgion Fitch’s living arrangements, and his
wider friendships also marked out his differermecordingto the standard of American
masculinityand heterosexuality: his agent was Elisabeth Marbury, who had set home with
actress Elsie de Wolfe; his major syndicate producer was confirmed baciedoles
Frohman, whoestablisheda form of ‘home’ with his longtime companion, Charles
Dillingham (Griffin 2002 69; Marcosson 1915).

Yet for all such negative press, Fitch was also a successful and popyiarigtia
Saphowas one of the sixtjwo plays that Fitch wrote or adapted in the course of his ¢areer
and in 1900, he had four plays running on Broadwdgllowing the ‘scandal,’ Fitch
distance himself from Sapho which may have contributed to the infrequenritical
exploration of his dramatic scripBy the time Nethersole was acquitted, Fitch was in
Morocco and on his way to Spain. Whether, at this point, he still had financial intardsss i
play is unlikely. TheBoston Evening Transcripecorded that Olga Nethersole, her brother
Louis and her then tour manager George Clare, signed affidavits attemptingcko &bl
production ofSaphoin at the Bowdoin Theatre in Boston, written by William V. Ranous, on
the gounds that ‘the play contains scenes, incidents, characters, situations andegialogu
taken directly from the plaintiff's play(17 May 1900) The judge declined to interfere with
the production on the grounds that ‘Clyde Fitch had no more right to déneatisation of the
book, “Sapho,” than anyone els@ifl). Although Fitch is mentioned here as a playwright, he
was not involved in the actionri@cal opinion has continued to remo¥é&ch from the scene,
and placeNethersole firmly at the centreKatie N Johnson, particularly, argues that
‘Nethersole’s name might not have been on the script, but she was instrumental in shaping

the project (47). Exploration of Fitch’s professional behaviour, though, and his relatiohs wit
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actors and actresses suggest this would have been unusual in the playwrigygthersole
may have asked Fitch to undertake the dramatisation, but whéthevould have
countenancedignificant interference, witthis orany of his play scriptds debatable.

In his correspondencdatéh makes repeated reference to attesmpade by actors to
‘improve’ on his work. Even in his very first productiddeau Brummelwhich was written,
at the request oRichard Mansfielda ‘star’ performer,as Saphohad been requested by
NethersoleFitch is seen standing his ground: ‘to suit a star actor,” he wrote to friend Grace
Mosher, ‘is a difficult piece of work, and one neexteength stubbornnessand a great
diplomacy’ though he also notes the value, to the playwright'a yielding powerwhen
necessary(Moses and Gersobl1/2). There had been a miscandal in New York, when
William Winter claimed- in public—thatBeau Brummehad been conceived by himself and
Mansfield, and that Fitch was a mere amanuensis: Fitch responded in kind, with an open
letter published in th&@ribune 13" Aril, 1891: ‘Mr Mansfield,” declared Fitch, ‘is not the
author of “Beau Brummel”(ibid 65). Fitch did acknowledge that in éhconcept of
playwriting, collaboratiorbetween a staactor and a playwrightvas nvaluable, but that the
ultimate hand that guided the dialogue and much of the stage business was that oéithe writ
Whenanother actor tried to interfere with the endingdd¥flodern MatchFitch wrote: ‘Pitou
and | are still at X with it. He is determined that | shall alter the last ackitiraff my bad
lady! And | insist that she shall live and be divorcad naturel (ibid 64). Such a
commentary is significant in the context of discussionSapho as both a ‘vehicle’ for
Nethersoleand as a dramatic productidranny Le Grand was not Fitch’s fidtamatisation
of a ‘bad lady.’Fitch did nd write many ‘bad ladies- his writing focussed more on the
exploration of the middletass ‘American Girl’ as theatrical matertabut in thenstances he

did, his attitude did not quite conforwith that ofthe major moralists of the tim#é.may be
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that, overall, Fitch and Nethersole coincided in their view of the outcome for the sexual
transgressor.
No doubt Nethersole’s emotionally expressiacting style made a significant impact
on the role of Fanny Le Grandbut the role was writtefor herby Fitch with her and her
preference for sexual transgresseesy much in mindand also responded to tpepularity
of such sexual transgressors with theatregoersvasshis directorial style, Fitch was present
at rehearsalsf Sapho and patrticipated fully in the ordering of scenery and sgtas well as
the nuances of characterisation in performakizhad also been in contact with Nethersole
about her range of costumes for the part. In an undated press clippind frorNew York
Times Nethersole is reported as stating: ‘for the first act there are four dreksdsIvihave
to choose from. One Mr. Fitch wants me to wear, andd ih made because he wanted it
(Clyde Fitch ArchivesBox 3, Folder 11)Montrose Moses comments on Fitch’s attention to
detail at rehearsal:
At first managers used to smile at the particular care Fitch gave to detail; they
thought him meticulous; they could not understand why he insisted so ardently on
the perfection of small things; they thought it unnecessary for him thus to wear
away his strength. But Clyde, unheeding, went about his work in his individual
way and won a reputation on the very points scored agaimst {(Moses and
Gerson 86)

Such commentaries, situating Fitch as a guiding hand in dramas that bore hjsueaene

repeated throughout hikeatrical life.

Certainly, Saphowas a product of Nethersole’s acting temperament and production
style: she ran her own company and frequent disagreements with her Amerezdgs ag
suggest that she was particular in what she wished to achieve. But Fitdeava® both
preserve and dewgb his reputation as a playwright ahéwas an activgarticipant as was
his wont,in the rehearsals of the pla@n 29" October, he wrote to Virginia Gerson, from

Chicago: ‘here things go smoothly but are not ready, and so we don’t playegday We

are all deadrehearsing at night [...] till 5 AMM (Moses and Gersoh61). The Chicago
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Chronicle conducted an terview with Fitch prior to the first nightand reported that ‘the
playwright had faith that “Sapho” is to add laurels to his reputation and to that of Miss
Nethersole as well. He said both beliefs grew stronger after witnessetgearal of the play

in the afternooh(Undated clipping, Clyde Fitch Archives, Amherst College, Box 3, folder
18). The virulent response t8aphoin New York would, therefore, have taken Fitch by
surprise.

Though we can make a case for Fitch’'s as@mceptualisation of andesign for the
eventual social redemption of Fanny Le Grand and the dramatic direction ofyhhipkm
seems to have been, from thr@mentthat Saphobegan to attract violent antipathy in the
press to distance himself frorhis play, intellectually, psychologically, and literally. Not just
Fitch, but his friends, sought to extricate him from ®&phostage.When Archie Bell
published his recollections of Fitch, he wassconcerned, specificallygs subsequent critics
have bem, to lay the blame at Nethersole’s dotrSapho” was intended to crea stir,’
wrote Bell, ‘Miss Nethersole was expected to do just that very thing. litkersces loked
for a sensation(72). The scene that had caused the most sensatiofct |, with Jean
Gaussin carrying Fanny Le Gramngh several flights of stairs, to her doerand into her
bedroom, had been worked out by Fitch, states Bell, ‘as a startlingmbaidally necessary
to the development of the stoybid 73). But, says Bell, Fitch ‘advised making it as brief as
possible’; Nethersole claimed, in her rendition to be “improving on the ideas of the,&uthor
and thus ‘ceated the looketbr sensatia’ (ibid). Thus it was Nethersole, according to Bell,
who corrupted Fitch’s scripfArchie Bell was a longime associatand friendof Fitch’s and
though he also knew Nethersole well, and wrote on her successes as an actress, here he
clearly wished tadisconnectFitch from the court room drama that followed the banning of

Sapho
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Likewise,Montrose Mosesttempted talisentangld~itch from direct association. He
reported that‘such notoriety was distasteful to Clyde Fitch and put him uraer
unnecessarily nervous strain. In addition to which, Miss Nethersole suddenly swooped down
upon him, temperamental and indignant. It was on the playwright’s shoulderdlttied a
blame forthe unexpected furofsic) was piled (Moses and Gersot60). Fitch was not
indicted(at this time, his commercial interest in the production would have been completed)
and as soon as could be arranged left on hisatowr of EuropeWhilst the court case was
successfully overturned, and the runS#phoresumedhe wrote from Spainjn a letter to
Virginia Gerson, 1% April: ‘I happened on a paragraph about “Sapho” in an English
newspaper, and Percy (his travelling companion) and | “broke a bottle of champagne,” and
wished the play a long and pure existence! | only hogsesttll going on’ (ibid 191).

So Fitch vanished from theagie and even from the wings: however, there are
particular features of his dramatic writing as well as his reputation as a yeaondiguous
aesthete that are crucial to the historySajphdés censorship. Fitch had become noted as a
writer of plays for women about women, featuring female characters that appedleat
increasingly female audience at end of century theatres. Kim Marra has explorés Fitch
relationship withhis female cheacters and his urge to write the ‘American Girl’ into being
on stage- and to model her himselMarra argues that Fitthinvolvement at rehearsals, his
keenness to ‘instruetctresses in how to impersonate his ideal herbbesame ‘dulfil ment
of dominant gender injunction®rf his largely female audiencedyut at the same time,
Fitch’s own impersonation of his characters, on behalf of actreéssesptably channkdd’
his own ‘transvestite impulséssuchas were visiblan the theatrical pgéormances of his
college years'(esbian Scholar/Gay Subjé@35). Whilst Sapho until its New York debut,
had been received with a degree of critical bite, but little actual agitationgpod m the

Kansas City Journacommented: ‘Clyde Fitt is moe dangerous than Daudétindated
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clipping, Clyde Fitch Archives, Amherst College, Box 3, folde). Tdis comment is part of

a reviewin the cdlection of Fitch’'s newspaper clippings: whilst the reviewer was making
direct reference to thadaptation of # sexually transgressive womadafitch himself may
have felt a more sinister undertone to the reviewer’s assessment of ‘dareggrdng@ing to
the Saphoscandalwith a nervous collapsé&itch sensed the ‘dangethat his private life was

on the brink of public exposure.

Fanny Le Grand, as Katid Johnson notes, ‘could hardly be mistaken for the pure
American Girl (51). The figure of transgressive gender, however, represented in his
characterisation of Fanny Le Grand, was as central to Fitch’s life as the damejirl’ was
to his dramas. Marra hgminted out that Fitch owned a portrait of Salomé, bought on one of
his early European trips, that was hung over the fireplace of his New York apartment.
Salomé, argues Marra, a biblical transgressor, becamdyodigally, ‘the American Girl's
dialectical opposité,and her portrait, haunted by figures of demons, represeiategpectre
for Fitch [...] of what could happen to one who falls prey to uncontrolled d¢diresbian
Scholar/Gay Subjec41, 243).The scandal that became associated @#hhowould also
become a spectre thataglowed Fitch, a marker of what had happened, publicly, to the figure
of the sexual transgressaihilst the portrait ofSalomé sat in Fitch’s private roonSapho
was on stag for all to see.

In Sapho therefore Fitch had staged the ‘opposite’ of the American gntploring
the ‘dialectic’ andputting that figureinto direct communion with th&American girl.” With
its direct focus on a sexual and powerful courtesan, thyeguacted aocialorder threatened
by bodies of nortonforming womenKim Marra argues that the veneer of the ‘American
Girl was ‘a thin and tenuous wer for the repressed layers jpiditative peversion she was

evolved to mask’ (ibid 244). And that ‘mask’ had been seen to be slipping.
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Fitch had drilled into the major fear of American civilisation: the imminent collapse
of that civilisation.John Houchin argues th&aphobecame a cause for reformers because it
depicted ‘the type of woman that middilas moralists fearéd47). Fanny Le Grand was,
he argues, ‘a fallen women, but ‘she was also repentant, redeemable, and capable of
maternal devotion,” an image of a redeemed feminine that ‘implied other women might
behave in the same way without fear ahghment’ (ibid 46)In her analysis of th&apho
scandal, Katie Nlohnson also argues that the characterisation of Fanny Le Grand offers the
key to the censor’s attitudes: Fanny, Johnson argues, is ‘a casualty afcherstances, a
selfless woman whosgime s but that she loveg51). Both Houchin and Johnson suggest
that it is Fanny’'s capacity fa@motional depthk- in ‘devotion; her ‘lové — for men and for
her own child-that brought the play into conflict with censors; her redemption offended the
critics, as she is remains unpunished in closure. Faenrandis indeeddangerous for
those reasons; but shensstdeadly | would suggestbecauseshe rips thanaskfrom the
‘American Girl and exposes her potential ferotic pleasureto public viev. And the
potential ‘degeneration’ of the ‘American Girl,’ $sgnalled, with claritypy the popularity of
Saphoon the American stage.

The play, as a construction of apparent ‘otherness’ to sexual purity, drethen
media productions that foretoldettdecay of the ‘American girl At the time Saphowas
written, Thomas Eakins wasxhibiting portraits of women that clearly focussed on sexual
exhaustion: his 190Baintingof actress Suzanna Santje, titled Actressfeatures a supine,
weary, female figure, arms bare, wearing a floating gewggestingsexual debilitation.
Theodore Dreiser'Sister Carriewas published in 1900, a few months following Sepho
‘scandal,” focussing on a young American woman exposé#tketlures and excitemenof the

city and its theatres.
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Eventhe ‘Gibson Girl’ illustrationsbegan to signasexual immorality and decline,
as Amanda Glessman argues, bearing features tfubhmissive and femininettadition, but
alsoappearing to bepowerful and manipulativg59). Suchrepresentations of women in art,
literature andthen, most publiclyon stage combine to prduce the characterisation of a
dangeroudemale neurasthenic, a figure that Kathleen Spies situates as ‘conniower p
hungry, sympathycraving, passivaggressive creatures who endangered innocent lovers and
husband or impressionable young womeg#2). George Beard/.D., whosediagnostics had
been crucial to the establishment of the ‘American girl’ as a symbol of palstysowed the
seeds for the degenerative impulses of that tgeerd argued that, ‘in civilized landdike
America)women are more nervous, immeasurably, than men, and suffer more froralgener
and special nervous diseasdsefvous ExhaustioB07). He alsgaid particular attention to
the finelywrought, exquisitely ‘chiselled’ beauty that he found to be typical of the Aareri
woman and marked distinctions between women of distinct categories of racearuass
nation. White middleclass American woman were ‘physically more delicate and nimble, and
their susceptibility to external impressions far greatednttiheir counterparts elsewhere
(ibid 71).Although Fanny Le Grangberhaps) redeems herself in an (arguably) moral closure
that sees her acknowledgerhrole as mother, she also represents the dangesmisialised
femme fatale, who lures both the young American man, represented in the plagrby J
Gaussin, and also, perhaps even more transgressively, the audience of youngpleuscept
‘American girls! Fanny LeGrand cannot be contained in the catggof ‘other’ to sexual
purity.

At the beginning of the third acEanny and her lover Jean are living together, in
mimicry of married life. Fanny confesses to Imeighbourthat she andein are not married:
the neighbour responds, ‘get married newn the quiet, nobody’d be any the wiser. Go on,

it’s your duty’ (ll; 8). The irony is clearsocial convetion has already been thwartduijt
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the veneer of social respectabilityith a marrageafter the factcan restore the propriety and
sanctity of the marriage contract. Such a message flies absolutely irc¢heffthe social
codes that marked difference between proper and improper women: if one could not ‘know’
the difference,if ‘nobody’d be any the wiser,that marker becomes dislocated and the
definitions of the pure‘American girl’ and the ‘putrid’ transgressor disappeés Jean
Matthews points out, young womemnere labelledpotentially sexual in nature and had to be
hedged with external and internalised prohibitions to protect [thmEty — and thus
marriageability (10). It was Fanny’'s ‘duty’ to assume the mask of sexual convention,
conceal the signs of her illicit sexuality and become a model for the peréget ait
matrimony that was the destination of the ‘American girl.’

American women weréocated in the press as clamouring, dangerouslgee the
performance ofSaphg a play that resonatedith the world of the ‘Tenderloiri. The
‘Tenderloin,” an area associated with thels, had become, throughout timneteenth and
into the twentiéh century,geographically aligned with the theatre dissicf New York:
Allan Churchill points out thaiNew York’s celebrated theatres [...] ran like a string of pearls
through the blackhearted Tenderloin’ Y12 drama of ‘Tenderloin’ typeSaphomade its
mark, indelibly, on contemporary audiences and spoke to a social order feaviuinehn as
overtly sexual beings, condemning those who traded commeraiathyei market of sexual
exchange.The relationship between the stages of New York and prostitution has been
discussed in a range of textsand social discourses linking the figure of the ‘*harlot’ to the
‘actress’ are equally establishé8eeBanks (1993) Guilfoyle (1992)). Saphoexplores and
dramatisesa disruptive moment in the intertwined histories of America’s theatre, female
sexuality, and the pathologising of gendered behaviours within the specific diagrafst

neurasthenia.
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Fitch’s dramatic adaptain of Alphonse Daudet'siovel was set ostensibly in
France, but explores specifically ‘American’ versions of a ‘modern’nphenon: a
pathologised nervousness. By 1900, diagnoses of neurasthenia had become rampant in
America (as they had elsewherd)oth a symptom and a product of whadvid Schuster
refers to as the ‘neurasthenic nation.” Although the ‘condition’ of nerves wdsspread
across Europeas well as America, there were, according to key psychologists Gearge M
Beard and S. Weir Mitchelkpecifically and diagnoskb’American’ versions of the disease
as a product ofmodern’ urban conditions and a governing factor of life in the progressive
era The condition, which was initially a process of diagnostics for nervous disati€ivil
War veterans became appropriatedtfor specific task of addressing the shifting function of
middle-class womerin the public sphe. Though S. Weir Mitchell’'s work grew out of work
done with soldiers experiencing trauma the foisil War era, his work became sigraéintly
gendered- as was experienced fireand by Charlotte Perkins Gilman, and lambasted in
‘The Yellow Wallpaper (1892)This cultural discourse of neurasthenideew on fears of
degenerative impulsdblrough its focus on the dangers posed by sexealiicit womento
social conventiomocated within medical discourses as potentially neurasthenic in tendency
and therefore susceptible to the suggesiass of ‘dramas of the brothel.

George Beard had argued that neurasthenia could be found in alpatype of
‘moral’ decline demonstrated by women, ‘erotomania’; like nymphomania, tisawigsease
of ‘obsessive’ sexuality. fBtomania was a ‘psychical’ disease where the ‘victim’ was
‘exclusively occupied by the object of her thoughts,” sufferinglusions,” and
‘hallucinations’ (Beard Sexual Neurasthenif5). Sexual fantasy, therefore, in neurasthenic
discourses, was both pathologised and gendered. The susceptible young American woman,

with her chiselled beauty and social grace, stood at the threshold of a neurasthdition,
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inspired by fantasies of sex and sexuality, fantasies that were ably supptiegimas of the
brothel,” most conspicuously and publiclySapho

Thus Saphostands as a key marker ftite pathology of nervousness as aalise
andasa cultural phenomenon. According to Beard, when sexual neurasthenia was diagnosed,
the causes were ‘evil habits, excesses, tobacco, alcohol, worry and specialexxsitgond
15). For theatre workers, mosf the items Beard lists were haibal; for Sapho’sFanny Le
Grand‘excesses’ and ‘special excitement’ of an overtly sexual nature were factofs. of |
The motifs of sexuality are prominent through&atpho The firstactis set at a ball, and the
appearance of courtesan Fanny @&nd is preempted by dancers, ‘in a long line singing
and dancing almost madly, with perfect abandmeross the stage’ (I;).1The play overtly
announces itself as a drama of sexual excitement and ,dadiready mix for Beard’'s
susceptible American womewho came in their thousands to see the play.

Saphg as Olga Nethersole repeatedly argued, attempted to secure some sense of
conventional morality: in the final act, Fanny ends her affair with her loverydabeg Jean
Gaussin, as she intends to marry Flamant and care for hef gerforming her ‘duty’ as
outlined in the third act. Fanny, therefore, would assume her place in soctbey @eperly
maternal body, modelling the ultimate destination of the ‘American: gmarriage and
motherhoodIn the final gene of the play Fanny leaves Jean sleeping on a sofa, in the middle
of the day, his body exemplifying both neurasthenic collapse and theurestadvocated
for the female sufferer of the condition. Jean Gaussin has been unmanned in every possible
way, and the concluding attempt to restore conventional morality, through Fanny’s decision
to complete a family unit, with Flamant and their child, is rendered void.

According to William Winter ‘the stage has dye digraced by the putrescent
“Saphd’ (Wallet of Time376).Saphowas a ‘mire of filth [...]dark, dull and stupid [...] there

can be no doubt as to its dirty character, or its pernicious tendlericg rigmarole of lust,
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sapheaded sentimentality, and putrid nonser{#at 315). Winter critiqued Saphoas the
type of drama that excuseéid ‘portrayal of licentiousness and titrle,” by claiming that
there wa a ‘moral lesson’ to be learned (ibidjrucially, such reactions in the press were not
just in response to the influence of Fanny Le Grand on the young American professional
‘brain-worker’ but also as a product of her influence over the throngérogrican girls’
who came to watch her in action. In the third act, Fanny mocks Jean’s idealisihis
former flame,the innocent, virginal Irene*purest” is she? Fanny expostulates|w]ell |
wouldn’t be so sure about it. I've known plenty of these innocent country girls who were as
bad as you can make 'em!’ (lll; 37)he threat is cleaFanny Le Grandloes not only infect
and corrupt the moral reétude of American man with her erotics, but she alsmonstrates
the erotic impulses of the ‘American girl’ concealed beneath the mask ofy:purit

Thus the apparent power &fanny’s sexualitywas not confined by the dramatic
action: shelured the audiece from beyond the footlights. Just three days before&St#pho
arreststhe New YorkWorld published an article titletbaphoCrazed Women Throng to See
the Nethersole Play18 February 190@7). The World had stationed six repw@rs around
Wallack’s teatre, in order to establish, with apparent authority, that,gtbhatmassof the
people on thamain floor were young, attractive, brightfaced womeri (ibid): ‘American
girls’ wereflocking to the degenerative power of the sexually hungry courtesarrohi—
ladies of a certain age were few and far between. The report describes the audience as
‘knowing’:

Nothing passedheir comprehensionEvery phrasewith a salaciousmeaning, thinly
veiled — or deeplyveiled, or notveiled at all, for that matter— earnedits rewardin
knowing snickersand giggles. Thosethat were very broad indeedwere often greeted
with loud, heartylaughs (ibid)

That young women would understand and laugiheisexuaproclivities of Fanny Le Grand

was a major source of disdss.In Beard's terms, such women were exhibiting signs of
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‘erotomania,’” a psychic recognition of and desire for the pleasures of sex amlitgexa
contagion from thevorld of Sapho

The World reporterrecountedoart of a conversatioie overheard in the auditorium
between twdmiddle-agedwomen,correctlygownedfor a snowy afternoon, showirig face
andtoilet the unmistakablestampof goodbreeding (ibid). One statedo the other at the
close of the play: ‘no mature man or woman could possibly be injured by such mushy rot. But
no young girl shald be permitted in the theatigbid) One story, published in th&orld, ran
with the headline: ‘Girl, Dazzletly “Sapho” Runs Away from Homé¢World, 23 February
1900 12).Though the connection between the play and the runaway was, at best, indirect,
that Saphohad been located as a source of contamination is signifisatihe heart otthe
drama that surroundeSlaphowas the perceived threat toyng people- young ‘American
girls’ — exposed to their own sexual impulses.

In his closing remarks at tHgaphotrial, the Assistant District Attorney declared to
the jurors:‘read the text of the play [...] anpidge for yourself [...] do you propose it to raise
its head here in the city of Nework and havesaphocompanies start all over the country?’
(World, 6 April, 1900 4).As far as the prosecution were concerned, it was the dramatic text
itself that stood as the guilty party in the case, and the source of immoraityvés
contaminating Ararican audiences, though Fitch himself had escaped indictment. Fitch had,
albeit unconsciously, written a script that staged the major fear of his owro Ife, éxposed
and publicly disgraced for transgressive sexual behavemi@scar Wilde hadeen. Fitcts
dramahad, equally unwittingly, taken the pulse of America, a nation as fearful as the
playwright himself could be, of the forces @tposurethe mask of theAmericangirl’ had
slipped,in this moment of dramatic tension, and what lay b#nevas openo speculation.
The dominating figure of the transgresdwad turned out to be, not so muchopposition to

the ‘American girl,” butrather,a sign of her lack of substance.
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Althoughthe defendants were acquitteshdseveral versions ddaphobegan to tour
across American stagethe play never quite shed its invidious image. When, in 1895,
Madame Réjane had toured with the version adapted by Alphonse Daudet and Adolphe Belot,
the play did not attract much critical attention. But, when Rejaturned in 1904, just a
handful of years after the FitddethersoleSaphoscandal, it was regarddyy theNew York
Timesas a painful exhibition of depravity(29 Novemberl904 6.)When Sarah Bernhardt
performed the role in 1905, the play was described, likewise, as ‘pernicious’thiha
infamous Staircasescene had been omitted from the play had failed, apparently, ‘to purge it
of impropriety (New York Timesl5 Decemberl9®). Despite its apparent attempt to
redeem the courtesan and to redresssthaial excesses that the play dramatiSegho in
this and subsequent formats, had become a signal of moral decline. Through theddtaging
Fitch’s version ofSaphg the theatrical landscapbad becomeanarked by a neurasthenic
version of the degenerated American man, feeble and witless in the hands of a sexually
powerful, neurasthenic American woman, who had superseded Beard’s white-oaddle
nervous elite in controlling the direction of the nati@yde Fitch, though, had learned his
lesson. Havould never again write a play about such a powerful and public sign of potential

sexual transgression
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