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Introduction

A single photograph provided the impetus for the research on which this 
work is based: a photograph of English music hall performer Vesta Tilley, 
dressed in a men’s evening suit with long coattails and a top hat, that dated 
from the late nineteenth or early twentieth century. Tilley was an English 
male impersonator who toured the United States during the 1890s and 1900s, 
and the photograph shows her striking a jaunty pose and looking defiantly at 
the camera. When I found this image, it contradicted everything I thought I 
knew about this period. I assumed that the Victorian era was prim, proper, 
and repressed and that women in this period could not possibly have done 
anything as daring as perform while dressed in male fashion. Having grown 
up in Australia, I was aware of theatrical traditions such as pantomime in 
which young women took male roles—indeed, I had seen at least one of 
these productions in my childhood. But women in principal boy roles in 
pantomime wore breeches that exposed their lower legs, and their costumes 
highlighted their curves. They were clearly identifiable as female. Tilley, on 
the other hand, looked more like a man. Did her appearance denote the 
presence of lesbians both on the theatrical stage and in the audience? Was 
her act intended to appeal primarily to women? And how did the men in 
the audience react to being mocked by a woman dressed in male costume?
 After conducting preliminary research into this actress, I was disappointed 
to find that she was nothing like the fantasy image I had constructed of her 
in my imagination. Vesta Tilley was highly scripted in her act, concerned 
about adhering to standards of decency even as she performed in male char-
acter, and she married English theatrical manager Walter de Frece; de Frece 
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later served as a Conservative member of Parliament, and Tilley supported 
his campaign and retired from the stage when he was elected.1 While there 
was evidence that working- class Englishwomen had adored her, so too had 
working- class men, and she traded on that adoration as she rallied endlessly 
in support of World War I, persuading men to sign up for the conflict. But 
in the course of completing this research, I discovered other male imper-
sonators and learned that this specialty had also been part of the American 
entertainment scene and that the performance ideals in American variety 
had differed from those of the English music hall.
 What began as a small research project to discover more about what Vesta 
Tilley did in performance, and to better understand how what I viewed as 
a radically subversive performance came to exist in what I assumed was 
repressive Victorian culture, expanded first to a large- scale study of male 
impersonation in the United States and then to a deeper and more careful 
study of the social and theatrical context in which these women performed. 
Much of my earliest research was focused on forming an understanding 
of variety entertainment and the ways that it both differed from and was 
connected to vaudeville as it emerged in the last decades of the nineteenth 
century. Initially, I focused on variety in the period immediately following 
the Civil War, but have since worked back into the late 1840s and 1850s to 
explore the beginnings of this theatrical form.
 This research, which culminated in my book Champagne Charlie and Pretty 
Jemima, also gave me a better understanding of the broad range of acts on the 
variety stage. As I began to better understand the development of American 
variety entertainment, and to examine the career paths of the broad range 
of theatrical professionals employed in this genre, my understanding of the 
ways that male impersonators functioned in variety deepened, but I also 
confirmed a number of my early conclusions.
 In revisiting my earlier research in this monograph, I have chosen to focus 
on a small number of successful performers chosen from three generations 
of male impersonators: those whose careers began in the 1860s and 1870s; 
those who entered the profession in the 1880s, as well as a generation of 
English performers who sought success in the United States; and those male 
impersonators who began their careers around the turn of the century. The 
narrative here centers on their careers, their offstage lives when more sub-
stantial biographical information has been found or is available in secondary 
sources, and on their performance styles and repertoires.2 While the focus is 
on this small number of remarkable women, I also want to examine the larger 
forces that shaped both their careers and their performances, including shifts 
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in their performance contexts as variety transitioned to vaudeville, as well 
as fundamental shifts in the variety audience and in working- class gender 
construction around the turn of the twentieth century.
 My hope is that this work will complicate some of the existing scholar-
ship on gender and sexuality in the nineteenth century in order to build a 
more complex view of this period about which there is still so much to learn. 
This is the kind of work that has already been achieved by historians such 
as George Chauncey in his groundbreaking study of an urban homosexual 
subculture in Gay New York and by Christine Stansell in her equally remark-
able examination of gender and class before the Civil War, City of Women. 
There are also a small number of studies that focus on women in domestic 
service in the nineteenth century, such as Faye Dudden’s Serving Women, 
or women’s labor, such as Tiffany Wayne’s Women’s Roles in the Nineteenth 
Century. As Stansell notes, too often we know more about the role of men 
in urban spaces, but as middle- class women became more active in urban 
moral reform efforts in an effort to rid cities of their many problems, we can 
also learn more about the public roles of women, although we often have 
to read against the texts generated by reform societies to get a sense of the 
working- class women reformers encountered.3 While reform writing and 
court records provide invaluable evidence of the presence of women in vari-
ous urban institutions, it is harder to get a sense of their cultural context and 
the values and expectations central to working- class culture. Labor writing is 
concerned with the workplace and the rights of workers to pursue leisure, but 
it does not dwell on the details of the daily lives of working- class Americans. 
I would argue that some of this information emerges from surviving songs 
and sketches performed on the variety stage, from reviews of performances 
printed in daily newspapers, and from the theatrical record that documents 
the lives of the men and women engaged in variety.
 In examining the kinds of songs sung by variety performers, a complex 
image of working- class life and gender relations emerges. In some ways, the 
expectations for working- class women were similar to those for middle- class 
women. Women’s songs focused on courtship and love and rarely mentioned 
their employment. On the other hand, women’s songs also depicted women 
traversing urban space with confidence and without the protection of a man. 
Men’s songs that described women often did so in terms of their employ-
ment—they were shopgirls, waitresses, and factory girls. Considering men’s 
songs and women’s songs side by side, a richer picture of working- class gender 
emerges in which men gained their sense of identity and competence in part 
through their work, but also through their convivial relations with other 
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men and through their courtship and eventual marriage to suitable young 
women. Women showed less concern with work, which was rarely if ever 
mentioned in their songs, but rather sought to find a suitable husband with 
whom to make a home and raise a family. Women seemed to understand, 
however, that the good men they married may not always be able to provide 
for a family, and there are songs that express the desire to face hardships 
together and to celebrate good fortune together. Men had the superior social 
status, but once they were married working- class women expected to work 
as partners for the benefit of their families. Work was not a way of liberating 
themselves from the restrictions of the domestic sphere but rather a neces-
sity, and women’s songs show that they had as much concern with leisure as 
working- class men, although they did not necessarily define leisure in the 
same ways.4

 Early variety certainly tolerated women in nontraditional roles, even by 
working- class standards, but there were also limits to the transgressions 
allowed by these “exceptional” women.5 Variety allowed women to be ambi-
tious, to avoid or delay marriage, and to extend their careers into their thirties 
or forties, and managers sometimes paid women at the same rate as their 
male contemporaries. At the same time, women who sought to be too ambi-
tious or worked independently with no male guidance could find themselves 
marginalized within the profession. This was certainly the case with one of 
the few female managers active in the 1880s, May Fisk. Fisk had begun her 
career as an actress in regional theater in the 1860s, but she had fairly quickly 
shown exceptional ambition, writing plays in which she took a leading role 
and then attempting to form her own theatrical troupe. By the late 1870s, 
she had formed a female minstrel company that presented sexualized variety 
performances that concluded with suggestively titled comic burlesques. Fisk 
spent the next decade barnstorming through midwestern cities, presenting 
entertainment that was of questionable decency. She acted as manager to 
her troupe, handling its business affairs and bookings and initiating lawsuits 
when her performing licenses were rescinded due to the reputation of her 
troupe for bawdy performance. Hostile commentaries in at least one trade 
newspaper suggest that Fisk’s behavior transgressed the standards of a portion 
of the theatrical profession—she risked moving beyond exceptional to abject 
because of her association with low- class performance that catered to an 
entirely male audience. Male managers who presented similar entertainment 
were not censured in the same way but rather were treated as canny business-
men filling a market niche.6 So while male and female performers may have 
been paid as equals in variety, there was an expectation that women would 
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allow men to guide their careers and not seek leadership roles independent 
of male performers and managers.
 The story that emerges from the lives of male impersonators active in 
American variety is one of remarkable determination and drive. All of these 
women were consummate professionals, and all sought long- term careers 
on the stage; some of these performers also sought careers that relied on 
minimal support from their male colleagues. It is clear that a number of 
these women either did not marry men or, if they did, sought to continue 
to perform as solo acts rather than joining their husbands in their acts. All 
male impersonators in American variety were exceptional women because 
they trespassed on the traditionally male ground of comedy.
 Until the advent of male impersonation, women had been limited in their 
ability to perform broad comedy, and grotesquely comic female roles were 
most often performed by cross- dressed men; an example of this can be seen 
in the comic “Dame” role in burlesque and pantomime. Despite this incursion 
into a traditional male realm, the male impersonators active in the 1870s were 
among the most highly paid variety performers, and there is ample evidence 
that the men in their audience loved their performances. Reviews note that 
these women routinely performed encores and were loudly recalled to the 
stage by the men in the theater. My narrative seeks to explore the appeal 
of the earliest male impersonators for their largely male audience. It also 
shows the way in which subtle shifts in performance style reflect changes in 
working- class gender construction through the depression era of the 1870s 
and the labor unrest of the 1880s as well as shifting class affiliation by the 
1890s. It examines the strategies employed by male impersonators as they 
sought to remain within the bounds of respectability and decency, showing 
the ways that working- class culture changed in the last decades of the nine-
teenth century.
 It is not clear that the variety audience always included women, but it is 
equally unclear whether women were excluded. Moral reform writing tended 
to dwell on the female employees of variety theaters, assuming that wait-
resses and actresses were actively engaged in prostitution. Feminist actress 
Olive Logan reinforced this view in her writings as she sought to distinguish 
trained actresses and ballet dancers with formal training from the women 
she viewed as untrained performers who were active in burlesque. Logan 
viewed these burlesque actresses, whom she referred to as “naked women,” 
as degrading to the theatrical profession. She held similarly dismissive views 
of variety entertainment, but she did not regard it as a threat because it was 
located in poor neighborhoods and catered to a working- class audience. In 
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addition, Logan was familiar enough with variety entertainment to acknowl-
edge women constituted only a small proportion of variety performers.7

 Reports written by the police who patrolled New York variety theaters and 
checked for infractions of laws governing these performance venues provide 
a very different view than reform writing. The police did not describe the-
aters filled with prostitutes, nor did they frequently describe the women on 
the stage. Indeed, reports mention women only when they were involved in 
breaking the law either by actively soliciting in the auditorium or by leaving 
the stage to mingle with the men in their audience. The police had a more 
intimate working knowledge of these communities, were more likely to be 
directly connected to them, and had a more nuanced view of the people who 
attended these entertainment venues than the moral reformers who sought 
to close the variety theaters. Police reports were just as likely to describe the 
audiences attending respectable halls in poor and immigrant districts of 
Manhattan as a “respectable” class of people as those who attended uptown 
theaters that catered to an audience drawn from a higher social class. Where 
moral reformers judged the quality of the audience by their impression of the 
venue—low venues thus attracted a low- class and disorderly audience—the 
police judged the audience by their behavior and the hall by the manner in 
which it complied with laws relating to entertainment.
 In addition, geography also determined the makeup of the audience. 
Descriptions of audiences in smaller towns and in frontier regions are fairly 
explicit that the audience for variety was almost exclusively male, but this is 
less certain in large cities, particularly on the East Coast. During the early 
1870s, Tony Pastor’s variety hall began offering door prizes to his audience, 
and these included sewing kits and bags of flour, which seem to be intended 
to appeal to women.8 Pastor was also among the early pioneers to stage mati-
nee performances for an exclusively female audience, and it is clear that he 
aimed to be as inclusive as possible in his theater.
 Given the paucity of evidence about women in variety audiences in the 
1860s and 1870s, we cannot assume that male impersonators sought to appeal 
primarily to women, but we do know that women who saw them perform 
were among their most ardent fans. An offhand comment in a newspaper 
article about Annie Hindle, the first male impersonator on the U.S. stage, 
reveals that male impersonators were extremely popular with the women in 
the audience, some of whom wrote them admiring notes. Hindle was reputed 
to have compared her “mash” notes with those received by popular English 
actor Henry James Montague, who had come to the United States in 1874. 
The article reported that Hindle’s notes far outnumbered his and that they 
were all from women.9
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 There is no way to determine what proportion of the women who wrote to 
Hindle were serious when they expressed their ardent love for her, although 
it would be tempting to imagine early American male impersonators catering 
to the desires of a coterie of working- class lesbians. There is, however, no 
evidence that constraints of working- class culture allowed women to form 
such groups. Even those male impersonators I can show had close emotional 
and likely intimate relationships with other women often also married and 
formed alliances with men. The definitions of sexuality suggested by the use 
of terms such as gay, lesbian, or bisexual, all of which became more complex 
through the late twentieth century in the post- Stonewall period, do not trans-
fer easily into the past, and they carry modern associations with them. For 
this reason, I hesitate to apply the label “lesbian” to the actresses I can prove 
had close emotional, and likely also sexual, relationships with women.
 Sexological literature, which began to appear in the second half of the 
nineteenth century, used terms such as invert to describe same- sex attrac-
tion, but the definition given to this term now falls closer to what we think 
of as transgender. An invert was described as someone who had the inner 
constitution of the opposite sex; in other words, these writers who were, for 
the most part, medical doctors viewed male inverts as possessing the spirit of 
a woman, which caused them to become incorrectly attracted to members of 
their own gender.10 In addition, most of this writing took place in Germany 
and Austria and was prompted by the homophile movement that sought the 
decriminalization of homosexuality. Sexological writing in English appeared 
closer to the end of the nineteenth century and was influenced by earlier 
German ideas, but it does not appear to have had a significant impact on the 
United States until the early years of the twentieth century.
 I have certainly found references to nonconforming gender behavior in 
nineteenth- century newspapers published during the 1870s and 1880s, in 
particular in the sporting and sensational newspaper the National Police 
Gazette. This newspaper frequently published articles about women travers-
ing the urban landscape, and even about cross- dressed women, during the 
1870s, 1880s, and 1890s. For example, an article described the discovery of a 
young woman who masqueraded as a young man and supported herself by 
working as a lineman, repairing the electrical lines that powered streetcars 
in Bridgeport, Connecticut. The author of the column described the young 
woman and her ability to do this dangerous work in an admiring and sympa-
thetic tone, describing her as having “dark curly hair, a very handsome face, 
and personal habits and manners that suggested to his fellow workers that 
he had ‘seen better days.’ He kept aloof from them but not in an objection-
able way.”11 The author did not pass harsh judgment on this young woman 
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but instead wrote of her in admiring terms, noting her past as an actress and 
trapeze artist. The newspaper depicted her as having been abandoned by the 
men who should have supported her, thus forcing her to find a job that paid 
her enough to support herself. Similarly, the Police Gazette reported on the 
daughters of the best families in New York smoking in public and traveling 
on public transportation without supervision. The implication was that the 
loud and unseemly behavior these women displayed was due to the failure 
of their wealthy families to properly supervise them.
 In a lot of ways, the descriptions of women in these reports, particu-
larly of the young woman laborer, adhere more closely to the older one- sex 
early- modern construction of gender than the two- sex model that was well 
established by the second half of the nineteenth century. Indeed, the stories 
in the Police Gazette employ both models of gender, choosing the model 
that allowed their readers—predominantly workingmen—to feel superior 
to their social superiors. The gender relations described in songs sung in 
the context of variety also suggest that working- class audiences adhered to 
a model that differed from the middle- class ideal. George Chauncey’s work 
on a campaign against homosexuality in Newport, Rhode Island, reveals that 
the ways that both working- class men and middle- class officers at the Naval 
Training Center thought about homosexual relations differed greatly from 
the medical models presented in work by European sexologists. Chauncey 
notes that the evidence collected as part of this moral reform campaign 
reveals “a confrontation between several such definitional systems, a series 
of disputes over the boundaries between homosociality and homosexuality 
in the relations of men, and over the standards by which their masculinity 
would be judged.”12

 My aim in constructing the narrative in this book is to complicate a num-
ber of the prevailing contemporary assumptions about connections between 
cross- dressed performance and the sexuality of the performer and their core 
audience. Despite my own early hopes, my research did not reveal a past 
world in which cross- dressed women catered openly to the lesbians in their 
audience. It did, however, show a world in which the restrictions that lim-
ited respectable middle- class women were largely irrelevant, but it was also 
a world with its own rules, governed in part by the standards of the vari-
ety audience. While some actresses had more freedom than working- class 
women, and could earn more, only a small proportion of performers chose 
to remain on the stage into old age and to take on roles that were not typical 
for women. It is clear that the best way for a woman to extend her career, 
especially in the 1860s and 1870s, was to serve the interests of the men in the 
audience.
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 This work also seeks to add to the history of early musical theater at the end 
of the nineteenth century. One of the difficulties one encounters in writing 
about theater in nineteenth- century America is the relative paucity of sources. 
There are many fine works, each of which concentrates on a single genre, a 
single performer- manager, or a single city. But it is difficult to get a sense of 
a broader view of the American theatrical world from this scholarship or to 
determine how these various forms, including minstrelsy, variety, vaudeville, 
melodrama, burlesque, operetta, and opera, related to each other. Much of 
the writing about theatrical forms concentrates on the divide between high 
and low, drawing on the work of Lawrence Levine.13 While Levine was cor-
rect in noting the growing divide between highbrow and lowbrow tastes in 
the nineteenth century, this simple binary is inadequate to fully explain the 
complex relationships between the myriad forms that began to emerge in 
the mid- nineteenth century and proliferated into the early twentieth century. 
High and low were certainly terms used as a way of discussing theatrical works 
and genres, but increasingly forms filled in the widening space between the 
high, which included opera and the most skilled actors in spoken drama, 
and the low, which catered to the poorest populations and included cheap 
and coarse amusements with prurient content.
 The performances and performers described in this book worked in the 
emerging and complex middle ground between “high” narrative spoken 
drama and opera and “low” variety that sought unabashedly to appeal to male 
tastes and interests and often resorted to sexually loaded content. Rather than 
beginning with highbrow forms and working down into operetta and other 
narrative forms, I want to begin at the bottom and show the ways that lower 
forms expanded upward in search of more respectable and financially secure 
audiences. The broader context for this study is the complex world of variety 
entertainment and the emergence of vaudeville in the 1880s, but rather than 
trying to exhaustively show the developments of the broader form, I have 
chosen to focus on a single performance specialty, male impersonation, and 
on the developments in performance style during an approximately forty-  to 
fifty- year period. This allows me to show shifting class affiliation through the 
shifting gender construction—both male and female—in the performances 
of women in this specialty.
 In organizing the narrative in this book, I have chosen to proceed chrono-
logically. The first chapter begins with a discussion of the ways that cross- 
dressing functioned in spoken drama in the early to mid- nineteenth century 
as well as considering the kinds of cross- dressed roles that emerged in forms 
such as burlesque in the period after the Civil War. This chapter shows that, 
for most of the century, cross- dressed performance was uncommon and was 
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the province of exceptional performers. There were also specific kinds of roles 
that could accommodate a woman in men’s clothing. This was particularly 
true of roles depicting young men such as pages, newsboys, or cabin boys. 
These roles included Romeo in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, and Sam 
Willoughby in Tom Taylor’s burlesque The Ticket of Leave Man; both of these 
characters were boys rather than adult men.
 The same conventions had long been followed on the operatic stage, where 
women had been cast in young secondary male roles, such as Sesto in Handel’s 
Giulio Cesare or Cherubino in Mozart’s Le nozze di Figaro. Richard Strauss 
later exploited these conventions, along with contemporary knowledge of 
the great many lower forms that had also employed them, when he wrote 
Der Rosenkavalier in 1910. In the period between the last of the prominent 
operatic roles written to be performed en travesti in the early nineteenth cen-
tury and “Octavian” in Rosenkavalier at the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, female- to- male cross- dressing did not disappear. It lingered in spoken 
drama through the middle of the century and flourished in lower forms such 
as pantomime, burlesque, and musical comedies that appeared late in the 
nineteenth century. Chapter 1 examines the broad range of female- to- male 
cross- dressing in the nineteenth century to provide some broader context 
for what follows and to provide some explanation of why, in my view, male 
impersonation provided a departure from these earlier forms of theatrical 
cross- dressing.
 Chapter 2 begins with the arrival of the first male impersonator, Annie 
Hindle, to the United States. I provide Hindle’s biography after her entry into 
American variety and consider Hindle’s first rival in the form, Ella Wesner. 
Annie Hindle and Ella Wesner were important for establishing the ideals 
for the performance style in the United States, and all male impersonators 
in American variety and vaudeville were measured against the standards set 
by these performers until the 1890s. The biographies of Hindle and Wesner, 
both of whom were in many ways anomalies, provide an organizing thread 
for most of the rest of the book, and they play a central role in the narrative 
until chapter 8. This chapter covers their respective careers in variety until 
1873, the year in which the Long Depression began. This economic failure had 
a devastating effect on all lower forms of entertainment, but by 1873 Hindle 
and Wesner also faced competition from other male impersonators who had 
been inspired to enter variety. Chapter 2 also provides a discussion of the 
kinds of songs performed by the earliest American male impersonators and 
considers the ways in which these songs were performed on the stage. One 
of the central questions this chapter seeks to answer is what was the appeal 
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of male impersonators to a largely working- class male audience. I argue that 
the primary aim of male impersonators was not to appeal sexually to the 
men in their audience, but rather to provide commentary on contemporary 
models of manhood by representing a wide range of male characters. In 
doing so, they validated the standards of manhood embraced by the men in 
their audience, reinforcing working- class values and critiquing or deriding 
middle-  and upper- class values that served to oppress and devalue the men 
in the variety audience. They also enacted male fantasies of leisure in their 
songs and occasionally offered their male audience advice on how to be good 
and caring husbands and to be successful in courtship.
 In my discussion of songs performed by male impersonators in variety, I 
am not seeking a single unified interpretation. Instead, I consider the range of 
meanings that likely emerged through performance, including contradictory 
interpretations. I firmly believe that popular songs performed in the context 
of variety needed to be ambiguous enough in their meanings that members 
of the audience with sharply differing and opposing views would not be 
offended. Variety was a commercial business that was dedicated to offering 
entertainment to its audience, so the viewpoints expressed from its stage were 
the ones most likely to have wide agreement. In my book Champagne Charlie 
and Pretty Jemima, I showed that most comic songs in variety were con-
structed in ways that allowed performers to emphasize negative depictions 
of characters or to moderate and soften those same depictions, depending 
on the reaction of the audience. All variety performers were adept at quickly 
reading their audience and molding their act to play to audience sympathies. 
In discussing the kinds of songs performed by male impersonators during the 
1870s, I am interested in the kinds of interests and sympathies that emerged 
and the ways that they changed in the face of a prolonged economic crisis. I 
will also consider the body of songs performed by male impersonators that 
served the interests of working- class women as well as men. These songs, 
which were always a small part of the repertoire of early male impersonators, 
sought to instruct men on the finer arts of courtship and the modes of behav-
ior appropriate to a woman one might later hope to marry. There is no way 
to know if women present in the audience recognized this, and they may 
well have preferred songs in which male impersonators depicted an ideal, 
dapper man- about- town; unfortunately, most of the fragmentary reviews of 
performances do not provide descriptions of the audience reaction to these 
women.
 Chapter 3 follows the careers of Hindle and Wesner through the Long 
Depression and also examines the careers of two of their rivals, Blanche 
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Selwyn and Augusta Lamareaux. Like Hindle and Wesner, Selwyn and 
Lamareaux were mature women, and this chapter considers the ways in 
which they followed the patterns evident in the careers of Hindle and Wesner 
and the ways in which they differed. It also considers the ways that variety 
entertainment responded to the beginning of the Long Depression and the 
ways that innovative reformers within variety sought to accommodate the 
financially straitened times, seeking new ways to present shows and new 
audiences to which to present them.
 In the mid- 1870s, following the success of older women like Hindle, 
Wesner, and Selwyn, younger women began to be attracted to male imper-
sonation. Chapter 4 examines the careers of two younger performers who 
assumed this specialty in the mid- 1870s and considers the ways that their 
career paths reflected the profound changes to variety that occurred as a result 
of the Long Depression. By the mid- 1870s, there were more than a dozen 
male impersonators active in American variety, and a number of them had 
careers that spanned multiple seasons. I have chosen two women, both of 
whom began performing in this specialty in 1874, to show both the different 
career paths younger performers took and the ways these variations reflect 
the larger structural changes to variety. Maggie Weston moved from variety 
into melodrama, and after having spent much of the 1880s performing in 
that form, she transitioned into comedy and ended her career as a supporting 
player in the emerging movie industry in the early twentieth century. Weston’s 
career reflects the broad range of skills needed by male impersonators, includ-
ing singing, dancing, and comedy, as well as rudimentary acting skills, and 
the ways that these talents could be combined to sustain an actress into her 
older age and through multiple decades of performance.
 The second performer, Minnie Hall, was employed in sexualized variety 
troupes for much of her early career, and she performed for multiple seasons 
in theaters that employed primarily female performers and also staged the 
cancan. Hall’s career was spent in low- class variety, and she performed for 
working- class audiences throughout her career. By the 1880s, she had added 
female characters to her repertoire, but continued male impersonation, pri-
marily through her imitations of popular comedian J. K. Emmett. She cop-
ied Emmett’s costumes and characteristic songs and learned to accompany 
herself on guitar. This exempted Hall from needing to constantly find new 
material and develop her act—she had an original from which she could copy. 
One problem encountered in writing this chapter was the small amount of 
information that survives about these women, particularly Minnie Hall. I 
have been able to supplement my original research considerably, yet there 
is still almost nothing known about her. Hall’s career in sexualized forms 
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renders her all but invisible as these forms come to be seen as more and 
more disreputable. Yet as will be seen, there appears to have been nothing 
particularly indecent about what Hall, or any of the other members of the 
troupe, did while onstage. The fact that the troupe was composed primarily 
of women was enough to render their performances indecent in the eyes of 
the public.
 Chapter 5 returns the focus to Ella Wesner, who left the United States 
during the depths of the Long Depression to perform in English music halls. 
This chapter provides a brief overview of the history of the English music 
hall in order to show its similarities and differences to American variety. 
This chapter also provides additional background for Annie Hindle, includ-
ing a discussion of her early career, and the genesis of male impersonation 
in English music hall performance. I examine the different styles of male 
impersonation present in the English music hall and provide an explanation 
for why English performers retained a more feminine performance style than 
their American counterparts. The narrative then shifts to Wesner’s five years 
in music hall to show that she was regarded as performing in a very different 
style from her English peers. While Wesner’s performances in England drew 
considerable praise and were greatly admired by audiences and theater critics 
alike, she did not inspire any of the Englishwomen then active in music hall 
to adopt her more realistically masculine performance style. In this chapter, 
I also consider what the differences between the American and the English 
ideals for male impersonation suggest about how working- class gender was 
constructed in each country.
 In the chapter that follows, the narrative returns to the United States and 
an examination of the fundamental changes that occurred in American vari-
ety in the 1880s. In Champagne Charlie and Pretty Jemima, I considered the 
emergence of variety in the 1850s and the effects of national and economic 
crises on the development of the form, but I did not cover the emergence of 
vaudeville beyond noting that many of the management practices claimed 
by B. F. Keith as his own invention were already present in variety in earlier 
periods. I argued that Keith merely refined preexisting management practices 
that had emerged during the financial crisis of the Long Depression and 
sometimes even before that. Chapter 6 considers the emergence of vaudeville 
and the trends that can be seen in vaudeville performance into the early 
twentieth century. I place vaudeville in a broader context by also consider-
ing some of the other entertainment forms that emerged during the 1880s, 
including musical comedy, and showing the connections between variety, 
vaudeville, burlesque, and these newer forms with a loose narrative structure. 
My central argument is that during the 1880s and 1890s, the composition of 
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the middle class in America was broadening to include people who, a gen-
eration earlier, would have considered themselves part of the working class. 
I argue that the combination of narrative structure and variety novelties, 
which is so characteristic of many of the pieces that were produced between 
the 1880s and 1910s, is an indication of this change.
 Chapter 7 returns the focus to Annie Hindle and Ella Wesner, both of 
whom sustained their careers into the first years of the new century. I dis-
cuss the end of their respective careers and the different paths each woman 
followed. In this chapter, my aim is to show the ways that the careers of 
these variety stars of the 1870s parallel the developments in variety and the 
emergence of vaudeville in the 1880s and 1890s. This chapter includes the 
remaining biographical details available for Hindle and Wesner. The end of 
Wesner’s career and the final years of her life are relatively clear because she 
worked in the New York City area for most of the last two decades of her 
career and then retired in Brooklyn. Hindle remains a more elusive character. 
The primary information about her in this period is related to the death of 
her wife and her marriage to another woman in the 1890s. Less information 
relating to her work life survives; she is only rarely mentioned in the pages of 
theatrical newspapers like the New York Clipper and the New York Dramatic 
Mirror, and she is occasionally mentioned in reviews or advertising for tour-
ing troupes active in the 1880s and 1890s.
 The fragmentary evidence of Hindle’s career during this period reflects 
the wide range of venues in which variety was found during the last decade 
of the nineteenth century as well as the degree to which much of this the-
atrical activity was not recorded in any newspapers of the period because it 
was considered too low and too unimportant. There may still be evidence of 
Hindle found as more historical newspapers become available online; I have 
not, as yet, found a death date for this remarkable woman, although I have 
found evidence that she was active in small- time vaudeville as late as 1904.
 From the late 1880s onward, English male impersonation came to be more 
influential in the United States than the older style pioneered by Hindle 
and Wesner, and chapter 8 considers the most important of the imported 
performers, notably Bessie Bonehill and Vesta Tilley. Vesta Tilley became 
the leading male impersonator during the 1890s and established the ideal 
against which all later performers were judged. I begin by noting the differ-
ences between Bonehill and Tilley and the earlier American performers as 
well as considering the ways in which the Englishwomen needed to modify 
their acts and their repertoires for American audiences. A number of younger 
performers who were active in the early twentieth century, including Della 
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Fox, Kathleen Clifford, and Kitty Doner, are also considered in this chapter. 
I am particularly interested in the ways that these women, all of whom began 
their careers in musical comedy or operetta, used vaudeville employment as 
a means by which they could fill their performance schedules as well as the 
ways in which their acts differed from those of the English performers and 
from those of the older generation, including Hindle and Wesner.
 The final chapter draws a number of the themes of this work together 
by focusing on the approaches to self- presentation off the stage, through 
interviews and newspaper features, as well as changes to performance styles 
in the acts of male impersonators active in vaudeville during the 1910s and 
1920s. I am particularly interested in the ways in which these shifts reflect 
changing gender constructions as well as class affiliations. As debates about 
women’s suffrage intensified in the early twentieth century, all women active 
in the public sphere came under pressure, and the different reactions to this 
debate are extremely revealing. I argue that male impersonators were in a 
particularly difficult position for a number of reasons, particularly in that they 
appeared to be the “mannish” women that antisuffrage campaigners warned 
the public would result from women gaining the right to vote. Eventually, it 
became less problematic for younger women who sought success and fame 
in the theater to avoid this specialty altogether. The situation was equally true 
in England, although male impersonation survived considerably longer in 
that country. But as was the case in the United States, as other comedic roles 
opened up to women, male impersonation became a specialty that was less 
needed and more problematic than it had been in the nineteenth century.
 Female- to- male cross- dressing underwent a resurgence in the late twen-
tieth century through drag- king performances, but contemporary perform-
ers took their cue from drag queens, who have been firmly associated with 
American gay subculture since the mid- twentieth century, rather than from 
nineteenth- century male impersonators. While drag queens can be seen to 
be carrying on older traditions of theatrical cross- dressing that were once 
part of minstrelsy and burlesque performance, the same cannot be said of 
drag kings, and many of these performers have little sense that women in 
the past performed on American stages while realistically dressed as men. 
The performers with whom I have spoken are more familiar with depic-
tions of mannish and cross- dressed women in mid- twentieth- century film, 
where the style of dress was intended to denote nonstandard sexuality. I am 
deeply sympathetic to the desires of young lesbians, and young drag kings 
in particular, to construct a genealogy for themselves because it was, in fact, 
what I was seeking to do when I began this work. But I have also come to 
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better understand the complex world in which these women worked and 
lived, and my hope is that in seeing these women in all of their complexity, 
we can gain a better perspective on the monumental social changes we have 
undergone in the past century or more as well as an idea of the very many 
ways in which we can still see resonances of the nineteenth century—both 
good and bad—in contemporary life.



 1 Female Hamlets and Romeos
Cross- Dressing Actresses  
in Nineteenth- Century Theater

The range of roles available to serious actresses in spoken drama in the period 
before the Civil War was extremely limited. Women were outnumbered on 
the stage, even in spoken drama. Typically, there were at least twice as many 
male roles as female roles in the repertoire of the period, and some plays 
offered as few as two parts for women. In addition, most of the roles available 
required women to portray respectable characters who conformed to the ide-
als expected of respectable middle- class women of the period.1 Women were, 
first and foremost, expected to be attractive, obedient, and long- suffering. 
Actresses were praised for their beauty and their ability to portray morally 
upright women. Younger women could be admired in teasing roles, such as 
those of servants or chambermaids, and only a small proportion of actresses 
specialized in tragic roles such as Lady Macbeth or Mary, Queen of Scots. 
Among these were famous leading actresses, like Ellen Tree and Mary Scott 
Siddons, or actresses in prominent companies, like Rachel Noah, who was 
a member of Boston Museum’s stock company.
 Reading histories of American theater in the nineteenth century, one is 
struck first by the relatively short careers of the vast majority of even the most 
praised young actresses—generally one or two seasons before they married. 
Married actresses could continue to perform, but they generally did so as 
a complement to the husbands whose names they also took. The change in 
name after marriage served to all but erase many promising young actresses 
from the theatrical record. For example, when actress Ellen Tree married 
Charles Kean, her stage name was changed to Mrs. Charles Kean. Her audi-
ence knew that the Mrs. Kean they watched perform had been Ellen Tree, but 
did readers in subsequent generations? And how does one determine which 
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Mrs. Kean or Mrs. Wallack or Mrs. Sefton is being referenced in reviews, 
given the complexity of these multigenerational and multinational theatrical 
families? The ease with which many actresses abandoned names under which 
they had built reputations as actresses indicates the degree to which these 
women expected their careers to be constrained or curtailed by marriage, 
even when they married within the profession.
 Nineteenth- century plays offered ambitious and skilled actresses little 
opportunity to show their acting ability in female roles, and it became cus-
tomary for actresses who wanted to establish their reputations as serious 
actresses to assume male roles to prove their prowess, particularly at their 
benefit performances, when they were the center of attention. Not all male 
roles were open to women, however. Following older casting conventions, 
women could play young men—most often prepubescent or barely pubescent 
boys such as servants or cabin boys. Jack Shephard was one such role, as 
was Aladdin, but probably the most challenging character of this kind was 
Romeo in Shakespeare’s tragedy Romeo and Juliet. While this role was most 
often taken by men, a number of the leading actresses of the period were 
renowned for acting Shakespeare’s tragic hero. These included Mrs. Wallack 
(née Elizabeth Field), Mrs. Shaw, Ellen Tree (later Mrs. Charles Kean), Fanny 
Kemble, and Charlotte Cushman. Like Mrs. Shaw, Charlotte Cushman also 
ventured into more dangerous territory in assuming the role of Hamlet, 
which was one of the few adult male roles taken by actresses in this period.
 Charlotte Cushman is probably the American actress who is most remem-
bered for taking male roles during the mid- nineteenth century, and she did 
so during regular performances as well as at benefits. Her performances 
elicited mixed reactions. While some critics regarded her as an intellectual 
actress worthy of the status accorded to other actresses like Fanny Kemble 
and Ellen Tree, others saw her as overstepping the bounds of her gender and 
were alarmed by her performances. Even the most complimentary reviewers 
found Cushman lacking in feminine beauty and charm.

Miss Cushman is tall and commanding in person, but somewhat ungraceful 
and awkward in her movements; her hair and complexion are fair; her chin 
is projecting and her nose retroussé; her expressive eyes of bluish gray are her 
finest features, and give an air of refinement to an otherwise plain and unat-
tractive face. . . . [H]er true forte is the character of a woman where most of the 
softer traits of womanhood are wanting, or if not extinct, where they are only 
apparent in fitful gleams; or in characters where roused by passion or incited 
by some earnest and long- cherished determination, the woman, for the time 
being, assumes all the power and energy of manhood.2
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 This author, writing while Cushman was still active on the stage, saw the 
actress as being best suited for heroic female characters who, lacking the 
support of a man, were forced to take action themselves. This character 
type was based on the older one- sex model of gender that had been steadily 
eroding since the early eighteenth century and was being replaced by the 
two- sex model that saw women as fundamentally different from men but 
complementary to them in their social roles.3 Men were superior to women 
in both models, but the older model allowed women a greater degree of 
freedom to take on male social roles, particularly if they were abandoned 
by men and faced an unjust situation. Cushman was active when the new 
complementary model of gender was becoming dominant, and the ambiva-
lence of male critics over what were becoming outmoded conventions can be 
seen in reactions to her performance. Critics admired Cushman’s intellectual 
approach to acting and her energy, but they were alarmed by her physical 
plainness and her failure to conform to feminine ideals. Actresses such as 
Kemble and Tree were admired in men’s roles because the roles highlighted 
their femininity, while also allowing them to show their great acting prow-
ess. Cushman’s only redeeming virtue was that, in her offstage life, she was 
“all that is amiable, estimable, and virtuous in woman”; she did not engage 
in scandalous behavior, nor was she rumored to be having affairs with her 
leading men.4 Unlike Tree and Kemble, Cushman was not married, and while 
her physical plainness provided some excuse for this, she was also unable to 
justify her manly onstage performances by adopting an appropriate female 
role off the stage. Despite this, critics constantly scrutinized her performances 
for signs of weakness and for indications that she needed the guidance of a 
male manager or husband.
 This kind of female- to- male cross- dressing became less common in serious 
spoken drama in the last third of the nineteenth century after Charlotte Cush-
man’s death. In a period in which the public debate over votes for women was 
revived, and anxiety over women seeking to usurp male social roles increased, 
few young actresses sought to play male roles in serious drama. In addition, 
the number of roles available to women had grown, as had the numbers of 
performance genres in which women could seek employment. Despite this, 
a very small number of women continued the tradition of taking male roles. 
Among them were Julia Marlowe, an ardent supporter of women’s suffrage, 
and Maude Adams, the actress for whom James Barrie wrote the role of 
Peter Pan. Adams also followed the lead of French actress Sarah Bernhardt, 
taking the role of the Duke of Reichstadt in Edmond Rostand’s play L’Aiglon 
in April 1900, just a month after Bernhardt had opened in the same role in 



20 chapter 1

Paris. Adams had won huge success in The Little Minister in the previous 
season, but critics found her performance in a male role severely lacking. 
In his review for Life magazine, the critic Metcalfe noted that her feminine 
stature worked against her in the role. While the character of Reichstadt was 
intended to be frail and childlike, this reviewer found Adams lacking in the 
“physical ability to make the character real. The very frailty which renders her 
possible and most effective as the ailing prince puts the more heroic passages 
outside her accomplishment.”5 At the same time, when Bernhardt’s company 
began to perform the same play, in the original French in competition with 
Adams in the English version, the same reviewer declared Adams had the 
better performance if only because she had fewer objectionable traits and 
was better suited to the role than the aging French actress.6

 By the beginning of the twentieth century, this kind of performance had 
become less acceptable to theater critics, although audiences could still be 
persuaded to attend performances in which women appeared in male roles. 
A large part of the distaste expressed by critics was due to their ambivalence 
about ambitious young actresses as well as to the proliferation of other kinds 
of cross- dressed performance in less serious or less respectable theatrical 
genres. On the verge of a new century, critics seemed to feel that there was 
no longer any need for women to cross into traditionally male territory; this 
kind of behavior belonged to the country’s theatrical past and to lower forms 
that appealed to base tastes.

Burlesque Principal Boys: Women Running Amok

In the period after the Civil War, a new kind of drama that relied heavily 
on scantily dressed actresses in male roles emerged. In the early nineteenth 
century, burlesque had been a literary and theatrical form that made fun 
of other literary works or topical events through puns, wordplay, and the 
inversion of social power relations. In the years immediately following the 
Civil War, burlesque saw a resurgence of popularity due to the tour of an 
English troupe led by actress and dancer Lydia Thompson, and in its new 
incarnation that was dominated by women, it represented a potent threat. 
Cross- dressing was not uncommon in burlesque, and conventions dictated 
that the leading male roles be performed by young women, while the older 
comic female role was performed by a man. These casting conventions were 
also shared by English pantomime, and evidence of them can be seen even 
in nineteenth- century works that do not employ cross- gender casting. The 
best known of these are the works by Gilbert and Sullivan in which the lead-
ing male is always somewhat effeminate and there is always an older comic 
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female character who remains unmarried and unloved at the end of the 
work. Adaptations of pantomimes, such as Rossini’s opera Cenerentola, also 
share this feature; in this work, the prince is somewhat passive and lacking 
in drive, while the ugly sisters and stepmother are cruel parodies that come 
closer to the modern idea of a grotesque drag queen than women.
 In addition to formal scripted and staged pieces, burlesque also existed as 
a technique employed by a number of popular theatrical forms by the mid- 
nineteenth century. Minstrel companies presented one- act burlesques of 
popular operatic works as part of their shows in the 1840s and 1850s, making 
fun of the tastes of the social elite, and as variety entertainment emerged in 
the 1850s, it also presented similar burlesques. These one- act plays consisted 
of the barest outline of a plot with rudimentary scores, and it is likely that 
the performers interpolated improvised comic banter and perhaps also songs 
drawn from their solo acts.7 Within the context of variety, there was little 
time allotted for rehearsal, and performers were adept at improvising around 
familiar themes, particularly when they knew each other well.
 While these two forms of burlesque shared common features, they were 
designed to appeal to different audiences. Multiact burlesques were aimed 
at the cultural elite and designed to throw the taste of those who blindly fol-
lowed theatrical fads into doubt. They relied on an intimate knowledge of lit-
erature and high art forms. The one- act burlesques of variety and minstrelsy, 
on the other hand, were designed to disparage the social elite and contained 
elements of class critique and class hostility. Given that both minstrelsy and 
variety came into existence as the traditional theater audience was fracturing 
along class lines, this hostility should not be surprising. The major differ-
ence between high and low forms of burlesque lay in the relationship to the 
original work parodied. While the low burlesques employed melodies taken 
from their targets, they could not rely on their audience having more than a 
passing familiarity with the finer details of the story. As a result, low forms 
of burlesque substituted nonsense and low humor for the clever literary 
allusions of the higher form.
 The distinction between high and low burlesque was blurred in the period 
immediately following the Civil War, when Lydia Thompson and her troupe 
of British Blondes toured the United States. Thompson’s company performed 
literary burlesque and extravaganza; the distinctions between these forms 
lay in the source for the script, no matter how fragmented that might be. 
Burlesque tended to set literary stories like Robinson Crusoe, while extrava-
ganza set mythical and classical stories, such as Ixion or The Forty Thieves. 
These distinctions were never hard and fast, but the term extravaganza tended 
to signal a more lavish and exotic setting. Thompson’s troupe was small, 
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comprising fewer than ten performers, most of whom were women. Thomp-
son hired additional actresses and dancers for supporting roles as well as the 
chorus and the ballet corps when she arrived in the United States. While the 
shows were scripted and drew on older literary conventions, the fact that 
the company was composed primarily of women and featured formation 
dancing was reminiscent of older forms of sexualized entertainment, such as 
the variety shows that had been staged in storefront museums and featured 
female performers as “living statues” during the 1850s and early 1860s.
 When the troupe opened in New York in 1868, it elicited little response 
from critics but drew huge audiences. Thompson built on the success of 
earlier sensational dramas that relied heavily on largely female casts, such 
as The Seven Sisters, staged by Laura Keene at her theater in 1860, and The 
Black Crook, staged at Niblo’s Garden in 1866. Both of these plays relied on 
supernatural stories, transformation scenes, and large numbers of women 
on the stage, and in many ways Thompson’s troupe was doing nothing new. 
When Thompson extended her season in the city by moving to Niblo’s Gar-
den and the popularity for this new, slightly risqué form of theater did not 
abate, the newspaper commentaries on burlesque soured and grew hostile. 
Burlesque came to be depicted as a disease that robbed the most sensible 
citizens of their reason and threatened the well- being of society. In Febru-
ary 1869, the New York Times described burlesque as “an epidemic, which 
the Board of Health is powerless to arrest” and noted that the symptoms of 
this “Mania for Burlesque” included “masses of light and golden hair on the 
stage of the afflicted theatre; after this symptom the spectator is appalled 
by observing a tendency in the patients to dispossess themselves of their 
clothing . . . then follow a series of piercing screams called comic singing, 
distorted and incoherent ravings called puns, and finally, strong convulsions 
denominated breakdowns and walk- arounds. Exhaustion supervenes after 
a fit of two or three hours each night. The remedy for this serious visitation 
has not yet been revealed.”8

 As the author of this column noted at the end of his satirical review, the 
popularity and proliferation of burlesque drew the ire of New York’s the-
ater critics because it quite literally defied description. The plotlines were 
tenuous and completely lacking in literary merits. The dialogue was based 
on puns and other nonsense and was frequently interrupted by asides and 
interpolated commentary from the actors and actresses on the stage. The 
music was a disquieting combination of light operatic arias or parlor songs 
and ditties more frequently found in low- class variety halls of the period. 
Worst of all, the scanty costumes worn by all of the actresses, including those 
in male roles, drew attention to their bodies, as did their dancing and stage 
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antics. The chaos of so many seminaked women horrified writer William 
Dean Howells, who found burlesque both fascinating and repulsive. His 
description of one of the cross- dressed actresses reflects these contradictory 
emotions: “Though they are not like the men, [they] were in most things as 
unlike women, and seemed creatures of a kind of alien sex, parodying both. 
It was certainly shocking to look at them with their horrible prettiness, their 
archness in which was no charm, their grace which put to shame.”9

 While Howell’s reaction to burlesque was to flee from it, feminist actress 
Olive Logan confronted it head- on in a series of lectures, newspaper articles, 
and later books that protested the form and fought to draw a distinction 
between trained professional actresses and burlesque performers. In two 
chapters of her book Apropos of Women and Theatres, Logan details the rea-
sons that burlesque performers should not be considered actresses and the 
damage that these women were doing to the profession as a whole. Logan 
argued that the burlesque performer, whom she generally referred to as a 
“nude” woman, “represents nothing but herself. She runs upon the stage gig-
gling; trots down to the foot- lights, winks at the audience, rattles off from her 
tongue some stupid attempt at wit, some twaddling allusions to Sorosis, or 
General Grant, or other subject prominent in the public eye, and is always 
peculiarly and emphatically herself—the woman, that is, whose name is on 
the bills in large letters, and who considers herself an object of admiration 
to the spectators.”10

 Burlesque performers, Logan argued, threatened legitimate and respect-
able actresses and ballet dancers not only because they devalued and made 
a mockery of the work of highly skilled professionals, but also because they 
skewed the economy of the theater so that decent performers were paid 
considerably less than unskilled performers who were prepared to appear 
in a state of undress on the stage. As a result, burlesque performers made 
the whole theatrical world a more dangerous place for women. An ardent 
feminist, Logan saw the stage as one of the few venues in which women 
were treated as equals to their male peers and could earn enough to become 
autonomous. Burlesque performers caused a massive shift in this economy 
in which respectable women had a small but secure place:

These creatures occupy the temples of the drama; they perform in conjunction 
with actors and actresses, on the same stage, before the same audience, in the 
same hour. They are made legitimate members of our theatrical companies, 
and take part in those nondescript performances which are called burlesque, 
spectacles, what you will. They carry off the chief honors of the hour; their 
names occupy the chief places on the bill; and . . . they win the chief prizes in 
the theatrical world.
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 A woman who has not the ability enough to rank as a passable “walking lady” 
in a good theatre, on a salary of twenty- five dollars a week, can strip herself 
almost naked, and thus be qualified to go upon the stage of two- thirds of our 
theatres at a salary of one hundred dollars and upwards.11

 While Logan’s primary argument is against burlesque in the style per-
formed by Lydia Thompson, she also targeted other kinds of theater in her 
work. In the above quote, she mentions spectacle, the genre staged by Laura 
Keene that had grown in popularity immediately before the Civil War. Else-
where she mentions female Mazeppas and also low- class performance for 
working- class male audiences in variety halls. Clearly, Logan wanted to draw 
a hard distinction between plays with literary worth that required trained and 
highly skilled actors and actresses and the entertainment lacking in literary 
merit that was performed by people she viewed as having no skills. In her 
writing, Logan included ballet as a respectable though lower art form that, 
like acting, required skill and training.
 Logan’s inclusion of the play Mazeppa on the list of disreputable forms is 
interesting. This play, based on a poem by Lord Byron that told the story of a 
young Cossack page, was a sensational equestrian drama that had frequently 
been performed during the 1840s and 1850s. The dramatic highlight of the 
play was a scene in which Mazeppa is stripped naked and tied to a wild horse, 
which gallops across the landscape, leaving the prince near death. Much of 
Byron’s poem focuses on the Mazeppa’s experience during the gallop, and 
this was translated on the stage with the horse needing to traverse stage sets, 
placing the actor in considerable physical danger.
 By the early 1860s, a small number of actresses had begun to perform the 
role of Mazeppa. The first was the daring and scandalous actress Adah Isaacs 
Menken, but others followed, including Leo Hudson, and by the middle of that 
decade the daring stunt had become more associated with female perform-
ers than with men. The actresses in this role were, generally, not completely 
naked, but were most often clothed in the same costume as worn by men: a 
white shirt and breeches that showed the contours of their legs. The “naked” 
scene was performed by both men and women dressed in flesh- colored body 
stockings with short breeches. At the same time, there are some indications of 
more daring behavior from actresses in this role. A French carte de visite, dat-
ing from the 1860s, shows Adah Isaacs Menken naked from the waist up and 
covered with a cloth around her groin. This photograph does not specify that 
the photo is of her in the role of Mazeppa, but it is likely that this was the case, 
given she had gone to Paris to perform this play. Mullenix notes that images of 
Kate Vance in the role that were printed in the theatrical newspaper the New 
York Clipper depicted her as totally naked, except for a pair of short breeches. 
The Clipper’s description also compared Vance to a living picture, or art.12
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 The comparison drawn by the Clipper to living pictures evoked another 
kind of theater that had emerged during the decades before the Civil War 
and was designed specifically to appeal to single men. While living pictures, 
or tableaux vivants, had begun as a respectable form of entertainment that 
democratized access to classical statuary and art in the United States, by the 
late 1840s they were coming to be seen as disreputable and by the 1850s were 
associated primarily with low- class museums that presented a varied show 
that was dominated by female performers.13 It was this blurring of the lines 
between the high and low, the respectable and the disreputable, that alarmed 
Olive Logan. In her view, the varied and sensational entertainments that 
sought to appeal to wealthy and respectable audiences were considerably more 
dangerous than variety, whose theaters were “the resort of only the lowest and 
vilest, and women were not seen in the audience.” In addition, Logan argued 
that nude women did not dominate variety shows but were rather a “tid- bit, 
hugely relished by the low and the vile who went to see her; but only permit-
ted to exhibit herself economically, for fear of cloying the public appetite.”14

 While burlesque was just one of the many kinds of middlebrow enter-
tainment that had begun to emerge in the period around the Civil War, it 
combined all of the elements that most upset Logan. Despite their literary 
sources, burlesque pieces lacked the coherent narrative of Mazeppa and other 
sensational dramas. In addition, most if not all of the male roles were per-
formed by women whose costumes highlighted their feminine shape. Rather 
than the realistic male dress worn by female actresses in legitimate theater, 
actresses wore brief costumes that often showed the full length of their legs. 
They were also tightly corseted, which highlighted their feminine curves. The 
biggest problem, however, was that actresses frequently broke from charac-
ter and addressed themselves directly to their audience in order to elicit a 
response from them. The interaction between actresses and male audience 
members was part of variety performance in this period, but it was absent 
from respectable drama, with the exception of short, formal speeches given 
by actresses to thank their audience, most often during a benefit performance. 
The free interaction between audience and actress, and the behavior of the 
actresses in male roles, which included spitting, smoking, and swearing, all 
marked burlesque as indecent.

Cross- Dressing, Class, and Gender

It can be seen that in the period before the Civil War, legitimate spoken 
drama allowed ambitious women from theatrical families to assume male 
roles on occasions, but until the advent of more sensational kinds of drama, 
like English burlesque and sensational dramas such as Mazeppa, women 
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did not regularly take on male roles in dramatic productions. When women 
moved into these roles, they were popular with portions of the audience, in 
part because they allowed men an unfettered view of women’s bodies. Olive 
Logan’s protests against these roles show the ways that the presence of such 
roles could be seen as threatening the hard- earned position of actresses in 
spoken drama, even as they opened up new opportunities for more adventur-
ous women, allowing them to move more quickly into starring roles. Logan’s 
protest is also fascinating because it acknowledges a level of theater below 
that of sensational drama—variety entertainment.
 Logan saw cross- dressing as being better suited to low forms such as variety 
because she saw the forms as coarse and vile. These forms catered to work-
ingmen and immigrant populations, the men who were increasingly priced 
out of the kinds of theater in which Logan participated. But her analysis 
shows that she was actually more familiar with the details of variety than 
many of the women, and even men, who attended theatrical performances 
in the best theaters in the city. Logan understood that most of the women 
in variety performed songs and dances rather than sensational seminaked 
acts and that women were vastly outnumbered by men in variety and other 
popular forms. While she showed no respect for the skills of women active 
in variety, Logan did not view the women who worked in forms patronized 
primarily by men as problematic as those who sought to take shortcuts to 
achieve stardom in the theatrical world and performed in front of an audi-
ence that included both men and women.
 Clearly, the nineteenth- century theatrical world was already divided along 
class lines by the end of the Civil War, and actors and actresses active in the 
highest forms of theater understood the values of their audience, although 
they also modified them to allow women who performed in legitimate drama 
to claim the decency their audience valued. The same was true for the per-
formers active in the lowest forms of theater, such as variety and minstrelsy, 
but less is known about the individuals who were active in these forms. The 
model of femininity that emerges from even the fragmentary biographies of 
women active in variety performance is distinct from middle- class gender 
constructions of the period, however. The steady and subtle changes to gender 
in the last third of the nineteenth century emerge when one examines the 
ways in which particular specialties changed from decade to decade. While 
less is known about variety, examining cross- dressed performance in this 
context also offers insights into gender construction of the period—both 
male and female—and allows a more focused view of the profound effects of 
economic crisis, changing work patterns, and competition for employment 
as the new century approached.



 2 The First Generation of Performers, 
1868–1880
Annie Hindle and Ella Wesner

Annie Hindle was the first male impersonator to appear on the American 
variety stage. She began her variety career in September 1868, having arrived 
in the United States on the steamer the City of Paris, which docked at Castle 
Garden in New York on August 29. Hindle was a relatively young woman, 
probably about twenty years old, but she had already had considerable per-
forming experience in her native England, mostly in provincial theaters 
in Leeds, Hull, and Ipswich.1 Mrs. Ann Hindle, Annie’s adoptive mother, 
accompanied her on the journey, and she settled in Jersey City, New Jersey, 
providing a secure home base for her daughter when she was not performing. 
Annie Hindle was clearly determined to succeed in the American theater 
scene, despite her youth and relative lack of professional connections. She had 
placed advertising in the New York Clipper in the weeks before her arrival in 
order to create curiosity about her act, which was a novelty even in her home 
country. Hindle quickly found employment and had bookings in a number 
of East Coast cities within two weeks of her arrival.2

 The term male impersonator was not in standard use in variety until the 
early 1870s, and Hindle had billed herself as “the great serio- comic and 
impersonator of male characters” in her early career on the English music 
hall stage.3 During 1864, the first year during which I can find any record of 
Hindle in the London Era, she placed a number of advertisements touting 
her own successes, which suggests that she had begun her stage career dur-
ing that season. Given that she was never billed as a child performer, she 
was most likely in her teens and mature enough to be considered an adult.4 
In one of these advertisements, Hindle describes the reaction to her novel 
act: “Look out, or, I’ll warn you, Miss Annie Hindle, serio- comic and the 
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greatest impersonator of male characters in the world, is creating the greatest 
sensation in Stockton ever known since the days of man. Hundreds crowd 
every evening to witness her wonderful change. Her wardrobe and make- up 
is certainly splendid and is much to her credit, as she is very young and striv-
ing to gain the good opinion of all, and no doubt in a little time she will have 
gained the top of her profession.”5 The “Provincial Theatricals” column in 
the Era included a brief description of the performance she gave at Weston’s 
Museum Concert- Hall in Bolton, just north of Manchester, in late May 1864: 
“On Monday last Miss Annie Hindle commenced an engagement at this Hall 
and adds another novelty, her forte being that of donning male attire. She also 
sings a variety of serio- comic songs in her own habiliments.”6 A review in a 
regional English newspaper suggests that Hindle was also a talented dancer 
and incorporated this skill into her act.7

 In the United States, Annie Hindle used the same terminology in describ-
ing her act, and she added the term protean. All of these terms provided her 
audience clues about what she did on the stage. Annie Hindle specialized 
in portraying male characters through song. She dressed in realistic male 
costume and delivered songs in a low alto voice, interrupting the song text 
with pun- filled monologues, jokes, and topical asides to further develop the 
character she portrayed. Her male characters could be young or mature men, 
working class, middle class, or members of elite high society. Each was distin-
guished by physical gestures and by costume, which Hindle changed quickly 
in the wings between songs, hence the term protean. This combination of 
skills proved to be incredibly popular with variety audiences—indeed, the 
only negative comment I have found in her early reviews noted that Hindle 
tended to hum rather than sing interludes in her songs during her first season 
in the United States.8 She apparently abandoned this practice during her first 
months in variety, perhaps in response to this criticism.
 Hindle arrived in the United States at a time in which variety entertain-
ment was booming and rapidly expanding. While the Civil War had disrupted 
theatrical routes in the early 1860s and had limited serious drama, variety had 
expanded away from its stronghold in New York and Philadelphia and into 
smaller industrial cities along the East Coast and into the Midwest during 
the conflict. Variety flourished in strategically important cities and in recruit-
ing centers where soldiers mobilized and also moved along trade routes, 
particularly along the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers and the Great Lakes. At 
the end of the war, variety was well established in Baltimore, Washington, 
D.C., and Cincinnati and was expanding along the river trade routes to St. 
Louis, Memphis, and New Orleans as well as to lake cities and industrial 
centers like Chicago, Buffalo, Cleveland, and Toledo. It continued to flourish 
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in New York and Philadelphia and made some inroads into New England. 
The expansion of the genre meant that skilled and versatile performers were 
in great demand by the end of the 1860s.
 While variety was expanding rapidly and performers were in high demand, 
not all bookings were equally profitable, and the growing business and the 
entry of new managers who were unknown to performers introduced an 
element of risk into variety. Most major cities had at least a single variety 
theater in this period, in addition to smaller halls attached to saloons that 
hosted variety performances. Enterprising managers also sought to open 
theaters in smaller cities where a regular income was less certain, and the 
least reputable of these ran fly- by- night operations in which they would 
rent a theater, hire performers, and then abscond with the profits before 
the end of the week, leaving the bills and the performers unpaid. It was not 
uncommon for a variety performer to travel hundreds of miles for a book-
ing only to find him-  or herself stranded and short of the funds needed to 
pay for transportation back to the permanent home base or to New York, 
where it was possible to pick up a booking at one of the city’s many variety 
theaters.
 In the period immediately after the Civil War, the booking process in 
variety was still somewhat haphazard and relied heavily on personal contact. 
Managers often placed advertisements in the New York Clipper, which was 
the national trade newspaper that catered to the variety, minstrel, and circus 
worlds, requesting that specific performers contact them for a booking. Per-
formers also wrote to managers, detailing their skills and requesting work. 
But by the end of the 1860s, a rudimentary support infrastructure for variety 
was beginning to emerge. The Clipper had been the first theatrical trade news-
paper to openly cater to variety, beginning in the late 1850s. A decade later, 
not only did it review performances and carry extensive advertising, but it 
also served as a permanent postal address for itinerant actors and actresses, 
publishing a list of letters received in each issue. The recipients could call for 
their mail when they were in New York or could write to the Clipper, send-
ing postage and requesting it be forwarded to them, most often in care of a 
theater or the local Elks Club. The Benevolent and Protective Organization of 
Elks, which had begun as a convivial drinking society frequented by actors, 
had expanded to raise money for local charities and to provide aid and sup-
port to actors, including those active in minstrelsy, variety, and circus. The 
Elks maintained rooms near theater districts in many cities, and these areas 
provided actors with information about lodging houses and local restaurants 
and copies of the theatrical trade newspapers, as well as operating as a mailing 
address for members of an itinerant profession.9 By the early 1870s, theatrical 
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agents had begun to serve variety performers and managers, and they also 
worked to facilitate variety bookings.
 While some of this infrastructure was in place when Annie Hindle arrived 
in the United States, finding bookings could be difficult, and travel between 
cities was daunting. As Hindle found bookings in East Coast cities, she began 
to make crucial personal connections within the theatrical world, but the size 
of her newly adopted country must have been intimidating. Hindle’s career 
in England had been largely confined to the central region of that country, 
within an area of less than one hundred square miles; even the distance from 
Leeds to London was less than two hundred miles. While New York, Phila-
delphia, and Boston were all large cities by this time, the areas in between 
them were much less developed and must have seemed extremely wild and 
new to Hindle. Travel between cities was also easier than it had ever been 
in the late 1860s, and passenger trains traversed much of the Northeast and 
Midwest, but it was still potentially dangerous for a young actress to travel 
alone through this unfamiliar country and to negotiate the maze of inter-
locking rail routes that were not always easily coordinated. Within weeks 
of arriving, Hindle met someone she thought would help her in guiding 
her career. In late September, the New York Clipper reported that she had 
married English ballad singer Charles Vivian on September 16 and that the 
couple had celebrated with their fellow castmates at the Atlantic Garden in 
Philadelphia, where they were performing at the time.10

 Charles Algernon Sydney Vivian was, from all reports, an extremely charm-
ing man when he wanted to be. He was skilled and charismatic on the stage, 
and offstage he delighted in drinking with his fellow actors and telling tall 
stories, as well as playing pranks and practical jokes on them. Vivian had been 
active in English music halls before leaving to try his luck in the United States. 
He made his debut at Butler’s American Theater in New York in November 
1867, where he was billed as a ballad singer. The designation “ballad singer” 
indicates that Vivian had a good voice and may have had some formal train-
ing; later in his career, he took roles in Gilbert and Sullivan operettas.11 Vivian’s 
repertoire included comic character songs that depicted men not unlike those 
in his audience, but it also included more lyrical material, folk songs, and 
seriocomic songs that told tales of courtship and lost love. Hindle also sang a 
mixed repertoire that included a range of male characters, from workingmen 
like those in her audience to well- heeled men- about- town out for a night of 
drinking and leisure. While her repertoire included comic songs, it relied 
most heavily on seriocomic songs. In other words, the newly married couple 
performed very similar acts. Vivian had the advantage of a better voice and 
more polished singing skills, but Hindle’s ultimate advantage lay in her ability 
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to perform a kind of magic on the stage through her realistic portrayal of male 
characters and quick changes of costume. To the men in her audience who 
thought of women as the naturally weaker sex and as being fundamentally 
different from men, Hindle’s act elicited wonder and amazement.
 The newlyweds traveled and worked together in the weeks after their mar-
riage. Vivian placed advertising for both of them in the pages of the New 
York Clipper, and it appeared that he was planning to act as Hindle’s manager 
and guide her career while also continuing his own singing career. During 
October the couple performed at the Howard Athenaeum in Boston, but 
in November Hindle was in Baltimore without Vivian and in December 
went on to Washington, D.C., alone. After less than six weeks, the marriage 
had failed. In an interview given to the New York Sun in the 1891, Hindle 
described her marriage in harrowing terms: “He lived with me . . . several 
months—long enough to black both my eyes and otherwise mark me; yet 
I was a good and true wife to him.” This article also noted that Vivian had 
claimed to his friends that the marriage lasted just a single night.12 Vivian 
next surfaced at a variety hall in San Francisco. Charles Vivian’s second wife, 
Imogen, stated that Vivian had returned to England briefly before sailing for 
San Francisco to work in theaters there. In either case, Vivian literally disap-
peared from the theatrical record on the East Coast after October 1868, and 
he did not return to that side of the country until 1872; he did not share a 
bill with Hindle again until 1878. Although there is no direct evidence that 
Vivian was shunned by variety performers because of his mistreatment of 
Annie Hindle, his prolonged absence from the eastern part of the country, 
and the fact that the Clipper included a report of Hindle and Vivian’s appear-
ance together in 1878 in their column “Gags,” which included odd, humorous 
snippets of gossip, tends to support this conclusion.13

 Hindle’s performing skills quickly won her support from other variety 
performers and managers, and within a year she was booking dates more 
than a season in advance. Hindle was particularly sought after at the begin-
ning of each theater season, and when she played at theater openings the 
house was always crowded to overflowing. A review of a performance given 
at the Theatre Comique in Detroit at the beginning of the 1870 season noted: 
“They . . . have attracted crowded houses every night. . . . Annie Hindle in 
her male character songs and changes took the boys by storm. In the parlor 
scene, called ‘Love and Jealousy,’ she and Blanche De Vere give a very finished 
piece of acting.”14 Hindle’s early experience with Charles Vivian appears to 
have made her suspicious of men, and, as this review shows, she had begun 
to team up with other young female performers to provide both protection 
and companionship as they traveled between bookings together.15 Blanche 
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De Vere was a young seriocomic just beginning her career in variety who 
worked with Hindle briefly during 1870 and 1871.16

 By 1869 Annie Hindle was in an enviable position. She had gained a strong- 
enough reputation that she no longer needed to specify what she did on the 
stage, billing herself only as “the Great Hindle.” She was fully booked for 
the season and was the only performer active in her specialty in the United 
States. A songster of her repertoire was published in that year, which was not 
only a valuable form of advertising, but also provided her a small amount of 
additional income.17 In 1870 Hindle acquired the services of Colonel T. Allston 
Brown. Brown had been the theater review editor of the New York Clipper, 
and he was the most prominent variety agent for much of the 1870s and 1880s. 
Brown’s clients included the leading variety performers of the period as well 
as the managers of many of the leading theaters. While Hindle’s career was 
at its peak in 1870, she faced competition from an American performer who 
had taken on her specialty for the first time.
 In July 1870, Tony Pastor introduced male impersonator Ella Wesner at 
his theater. Unlike Hindle, Wesner had long and strong ties to the American 
theatrical world. At the age of thirty, Wesner was older than Hindle and had 
already sustained a twenty- year career as a ballet dancer as well as several 
years of acting experience in regional stock companies in Galveston, Texas. 
Wesner and Hindle worked together briefly during the 1869 season; Boston 
manager John Stetson had booked them both for one of his early ill- fated 
attempts to open a variety hall in New York City. Stetson had acquired the 
lease on Leon and Kelly’s old minstrel hall, which had hosted a range of 
theatrical forms after the minstrels abandoned it. Stetson reopened the hall 
as the Waverly in August 1869, and he booked a number of the leading per-
formers, hoping to ensure his success in this venture. The bill for the first 
week included Annie Hindle; English seriocomic singer Eva Brent; minstrel 
performer Eph Horn; the Clinetop Sisters, in formation dancing and march-
ing drills; Ella Wesner, ballerina; Dutch comedian Gus Williams; and the 
Wallace Sisters, singing duets. Hindle and Wesner remained at the house until 
it closed three weeks later. This was the only time these women ever shared a 
bill, and there is no record of any friendship between them during subsequent 
years, although given the almost complete lack of surviving personal informa-
tion about either woman, this is not surprising. While both women barely 
merit a mention in most writing about the stage, and only a minimal amount 
of material survives in archival sources, their names are always linked by the 
fact that they were the first two women in their specialty in the United States 
and because together they established the performance ideal for American 
male impersonation that lasted until the end of the nineteenth century. But 
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there is also no evidence of animosity between them—indeed, I believe that 
Hindle encouraged Wesner to become a male impersonator and provided 
her the songs that allowed her to launch her new career.
 Ella Wesner came from a family of ballet dancers whose home base was 
in Philadelphia. Ella had begun her career in children’s ballet corps in Phila-
delphia. As she matured, she followed her mother, Emma, and older sister, 
Mary, into ballet corps in both Philadelphia and New York. Emma, Mary, 
and Ella also sometimes appeared in variety, dancing solo as well as together 
in duets. In 1864 Ella Wesner was part of the ballet corps at Niblo’s Garden 
in New York when the theater staged John Brougham’s play Bel Demonio.18 
This play featured opera singer Felicita Vestvali in her first role as an actress 
in spoken drama. Vestvali was featured in the role of Angelo and wore male 
costumes throughout the play. While the reviewer for the literary magazine 
Roundtable found her acting a “mixed kind,” thought her walk too manly, and 
was distressed by her singing, which he felt parodied of one of the period’s 
leading tenors, he praised her dueling abilities and her energy.19 This produc-
tion ran almost two months, allowing Wesner ample time to study the way 
the leading actress transformed herself to perform a male role.
 At twenty- five, Ella Wesner was aware that her value as a skilled dancer 
would fade as she aged. Her mother had continued to dance in ballet corps 
well into her forties or even fifties, but this work paid badly, and Emma 
Wesner had already bought a saloon in Philadelphia so that she could con-
tinue to earn a living when she was no longer able to dance on the stage.20 
Mary and Ella Wesner, along with their younger sisters and Mary’s chil-
dren, were expected to contribute some of their earnings to supplement the 
family’s finances. All five of the Wesner girls spent some time on the stage, 
and Ella’s younger brother Charles helped their mother run her saloon in 
Philadelphia. Ella’s father, a shoemaker and small- time counterfeiter, was in 
and out of jail and contributed little to the family’s upkeep.21 It appears that 
Ella was uninterested in marrying or raising children, and by 1870 she had 
become the major source of income for her extended family. Wesner had also 
been making tentative moves into speaking roles during the late 1860s. She 
was part of the stock company booked for the theater at Galveston, Texas, 
during the 1868 season. Local theater reviews from this season note that she 
took roles in the Irish dramas The Colleen Bawn and Arrah Na Pogue and 
played Cecile in the Wonderful Woman at her benefit performance. She also 
performed songs and dances in olio performances between the acts of plays 
or between pieces when multiple plays were performed in one evening.22 At 
the end of the season, Wesner was much loved by the Galveston audience 
and was booked to return the following season.
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 Wesner appeared at the Waverly with Hindle just before she was due to 
leave for her second season in Galveston, and she must have left New York 
immediately after the failure of that theater. I believe that Wesner saw male 
impersonation as a practical means by which she could extend her career in 
variety, a genre in which she already had numerous personal ties and that, 
unlike spoken drama, had a season that could extend through the summer 
months, allowing her to earn money for close to the entire year. It is likely that 
Hindle helped her to make the transition into the new specialty by providing 
her with a repertoire composed entirely of her ex- husband’s songs. Perform-
ers routinely traveled with small handwritten books of songs, consisting of 
lyrics and melody lines, and Hindle and Vivian had shared some material 
while they were married. If Vivian had abused Hindle, then she may well 
have been unwilling to perform songs that reminded her of her ex- husband.23

 Wesner had no opportunity to try out this material in New York in 1869 
because she needed to leave for Texas, where her audience eagerly awaited 
her return. The review of her first performance shows that she received a 
warm welcome in Galveston:

The event was, undoubtedly, the debut of that general favorite Miss Ella Wesner, 
who sang several of her best songs, and fairly brought down the house at the 
close of each. There is no denying the fact that Miss Ella is an established 
favorite, and the management displayed their judgment in bringing her out 
this season. On the fall of the curtain a perfect storm of applause followed until 
she showed herself and bowed her thanks to the audience. The many friends 
of Miss Ella will be pleased to know that she is looking remarkably well, sings 
with her accustomed sweetness, and will hereafter form no inconsiderable part 
of the attraction each evening.24

 During this second season in Galveston, Wesner grew more confident 
as an actress, and she took larger roles. She also began to take male roles in 
dramas, playing Orsini in a spoken version of Lucrezia Borgia and “the Beast” 
in Beauty and the Beast and also playing a male variety entertainer in Under 
Gaslight. This last role, as a minstrel wearing blackface, caused the Galveston 
reviewer to express some concern: “Miss Wesner never appears without a 
hearty reception from her many friends, but we candidly confess we would 
rather see her take any shape rather than the one she is now sustaining—
the burnt cork business may attract the attention of a part of the audience, 
but her judicious friends are always grieved to see her in such roles.”25 By 
November 1869, it was clear that Wesner had earned a loyal following among 
the young men of Galveston, who were greatly enamored with her singing 
and dancing skills in addition to her acting: “Miss Ella Wesner is kicking up 
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a tremendous flutter among the gay young larks hereabouts. The boys go to 
the theatre just to hear her sing and see her pile on the style. We went to the 
theatre last night just to hear her sing and we came away with a glad heart 
and our soul full of joy. Miss Wesner can out sing the man who composed 
the songs she sings.”26

 None of the reviews I have found name the songs Wesner performed in 
Galveston, although it is likely that they were seriocomic songs typical of 
young female performers of the period. There is also no indication that she 
performed songs in male character in Texas, but when Wesner returned 
to New York in the summer of 1870, she turned to variety to bridge the 
gap between the theatrical seasons. Her first booking was at Tony Pastor’s 
theater, and it was there that she debuted as a male impersonator. Again, 
reviews make no mention of the songs she sang, but a number of songs 
that had been sung by Charles Vivian during the late 1860s also came to be 
associated with Ella Wesner in her first two or three seasons in variety. These 
included “King of Trumps,” “Champagne Charlie,” “Castles in the Air,” and 
“Ten Thousand Miles Away”; when a songster including repertoire sung by 
Wesner was published in 1875, it was entitled Ella Wesner’s “King of Trumps” 
Songster. While a number of performers sang “Champagne Charlie” and the 
song circulated widely on the East Coast, the other songs did not, and they 
were not published in the United States until 1871, when Charles Vivian sold 
them to M. Gray, a San Francisco publisher. There is also no record of other 
singers performing Vivian’s songs in East Coast theaters after Vivian’s sudden 
departure for the West Coast. Given that Vivian had performed for only a 
year in East Coast variety, and given that there is no record of Wesner ever 
appearing on the same bill with him, it seems most likely that Hindle had 
given these songs to Wesner in 1869.27

 At her first appearance at Pastor’s theater, Wesner was billed modestly as 
performing “character songs with rapid changes,” but she must have shown 
promise because her booking was extended through August. Then, after 
a week in Boston, Wesner headed for an extended booking on the south-
ern Spaulding and Bidwell circuit. This included performances at theaters 
along the Mississippi River route, in New Orleans and Gulf Coast cities, and 
allowed her to polish her act. Wesner also hired T. Allston Brown, who adver-
tised her extensively in the Clipper, including information about open dates 
and reviews from the southern newspapers. Comparisons to Annie Hindle 
were inevitable, and Brown, who was also Annie Hindle’s agent, described 
Wesner’s act as being “a la Hindle” in the first advertisement he placed for 
Wesner.28 But Wesner established herself quickly, and within a year Brown 
was describing her as the best and without rival on the English or American 
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stage.29 Hindle was apparently not happy that Wesner was receiving so much 
of Brown’s attention, and in May 1871 she engaged Harry Cunningham as her 
agent. Cunningham was not as well connected as Brown, whose advertising 
dominated the Clipper each week, but Hindle was among his earliest and 
most prominent clients, and he worked hard to publicize her and keep her 
employed.
 The change of agents did not harm Hindle’s career. When Wesner was 
forced to pull out of Tony Pastor’s summer touring troupe in order to take 
a long- term summer booking in California, Hindle was hired to take her 
place. It is entirely possible that Wesner had recommended Hindle for this 
job because she did not want to leave Pastor with a gap in his summer bill or 
to sour her relationship with this important variety manager, who provided 
one of the best sources of income during the slow summer months.
 The summer heat forced many theaters to shut for the season, although 
variety theaters could continue to operate because their audiences lacked 
the resources to escape the oppressive heat of the city in July and August. 
Respectable theaters that staged spoken drama during the regular theatri-
cal season also catered to working- class audiences in the summer, and they 
provided unwelcome competition for variety managers. Beginning in 1871, 
Tony Pastor shut his New York theater each summer and took a touring 
company on the road. He either rented his theater to out- of- town troupes or 
used the time to effect improvements, cleaning, renovating, and redecorating 
the auditorium. Pastor’s summer tours lasted for at least three months, and 
in his early years he traveled around New England, upstate New York, and 
the Midwest. During the initial tour, the company spent one to two weeks in 
Albany, Syracuse, Indianapolis, and Cincinnati and then had several weeks 
of one-  and two- night bookings through central Ohio before heading back 
east to a longer bookings in Pittsburgh. In subsequent years, as transportation 
improved and Pastor gained more experience, the tour extended through 
the entire summer, and the troupe traveled coast- to- coast.
 Hindle was mentioned in glowing terms in almost every review of Pastor’s 
troupe during the 1871 tour, and she was clearly one of the leading attrac-
tions on Pastor’s bill. The same was true for Wesner, who spent the summer 
performing in San Francisco, earning two hundred dollars a week. Reviews of 
both women in this period note their popularity with male audiences. Given 
their realistic male dress, these women’s appeal relied very little on sexual 
allure; young seriocomic singers, ballet dancers, and female acrobats and 
trapeze artists fulfilled this role on the variety bill, although nothing about 
the performances of these women went beyond playful teasing or light flirta-
tion. At first glance, Hindle and Wesner looked and sounded little different 
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from their male colleagues, and they shared their material with male comic 
singers rather than with other women. What, then, did these women do on 
the stage, and what was their appeal to the men in their audiences?
 Judging from contemporary descriptions of their performances, Annie 
Hindle and Ella Wesner shared a very similar performance style. Hindle 
was described as being “blonde, about five feet six with a plump form, well- 
shaped hands, small feet and closely cropped hair, which on or off the stage, 
she parted on the side, brushing it away from the temples just as men do. Her 
voice was deeper than an alto, yet it was sweet, and it sang true and with great 
expression.”30 An early review in the New York Clipper described Wesner’s 
appearance and performance style: “Nature has liberally endowed her for this 
specialty with an almost faultless form, a face quite masculine and jet- black 
curling hair, which she wears cut short. She might easily walk Broadway in 
male attire without her sex being suspected. Her voice is melodious, and 
would be classed as a mezzo- soprano.”31 Both women also had some dancing 
skills, although reviews of Hindle do not note her dancing on the stage; she 
may well have used these skills in her act in the course of her songs. Wesner, 
on the other hand, used her skills as a ballet dancer frequently, performing 
dances as encores to her act and sometimes also appearing paired with female 
dancers in the company, but always dancing in male character. Both women 
also acted in the burlesque afterpieces performed at the conclusion of the 
variety bill, and both were praised for their acting skills.
 The men portrayed by male impersonators bore little resemblance to the 
models of middle- class masculinity depicted in nineteenth- century advice 
manuals. They were, if anything, the antithesis of middle- class masculin-
ity, conforming more closely to stereotypes of upper- class or working- class 
masculinity. These men were sexually active and boasted about their con-
quests, they drank and smoked—often to excess—and if they mentioned 
worked at all, it was depicted as being less important than the avid pursuit of 
leisure. When middle- class men were referred to in the songs sung by male 
impersonators, they were depicted as hypocritical reformers who wanted to 
deprive the workingman of his well- earned enjoyment. The men depicted 
by Hindle and Wesner represented a fantasy to the men in their audience, 
but sometimes Hindle and Wesner also spoke to them as equals, giving them 
advice relating to courtship and life in general.

* * *

 For all actors and actresses active in variety, songs formed the means by 
which characters were brought to life. Comic performers enacted the cen-
tral character represented in the song text and expanded on the narrative 
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or situation presented in the lyrics, using songs as a jumping- off point for 
improvised commentary filled with local and topical references. Songs were 
formulaic, in terms of both structure as well as the texts and characters they 
represented; songwriters did not aim to write a transcendent artistic work, but 
rather tried to pen a song that could be easily learned by performers who were 
not always musically literate. Like contemporary pop songs, songs sung in vari-
ety and other popular theatrical forms were not intended to have a long shelf 
life; instead, they aimed to capitalize on passing fads or events and to quickly 
capture the attention of the men who constituted the audience by presenting 
a familiar figure or situation that spoke to them. The appeal of these songs lay 
less in their texts and the musical score and more in the ways in which they 
were animated through performance by experienced comic singers.
 In order to fully appreciate what male impersonators did on the variety 
stage, it is necessary to consider both their repertory and the ways in which 
they performed it. While there are very few long or detailed reviews of male 
impersonators active before 1890, details of their performance styles emerge 
from the many hundreds of short reviews that appeared in the “Variety Halls” 
column of the New York Clipper. These fragmentary details reveal that by the 
mid- 1870s, male impersonation in the United States ranged from the extreme 
realism of Annie Hindle and Ella Wesner to less realistic acts such as those 
performed by Blanche Selwyn (see chapter 3) and younger performers such 
as Maggie Weston and Minnie Hall (see chapter 4). The realism of the act 
depended to a great extent on the physique of the male impersonator as well 
as on her vocal range and acting skills. Despite the differences in realism, 
the acts of these women were similar in content and performance style. The 
performer was on the stage for twenty minutes or more, during which time 
she sang at least three songs. If the audience called for an encore, she might 
repeat one of these songs, sing additional repertoire, or perform a dance. 
Each song portrayed a different male character, and between songs the actress 
changed her costume in the wings. These changes had to be accomplished 
as quickly as possible, and reviewers were quick to note sloppy or slow the 
changes. Each male character was performed with appropriate gestures and 
props, and Hindle and Wesner depicted a fairly broad range of male charac-
ters, from young to mature men as well as working- , middle-  and upper- class 
men. In between verses of songs, they interpolated commentary on the song 
texts or interacted with their audience, staying in character as they did so.
 It is clear that Annie Hindle and Ella Wesner were highly skilled and 
flexible performers who were able to appear multiple times during an eve-
ning’s entertainment, both in their own acts as well as in roles in the comic 
afterpiece. From the perspective of the other performers on the stage, these 
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actresses functioned in the same way as male performers, and they remained 
in male character even when they appeared in the afterpiece. The appeal of 
these actresses did not lie in their physical beauty or in their obvious sexual 
attraction to the working- class men who made up the majority of their audi-
ence; rather, it lay in their ability to connect with their audience and to 
express sentiments that appealed to their worldview. I am convinced that the 
primary allure of male impersonators lay in the additional layers of meaning 
that knowledge of their female bodies beneath the male costume brought to 
the songs that they sang. Hindle and Wesner used this knowledge to pres-
ent constructions of manhood that benefited the men in their audience in a 
number of ways. In order to explain the attraction of male impersonators, it 
is necessary to examine their surviving songs in light of both the skills they 
brought to performance and the multiple sympathies that were potentially 
present in their audience. Rather than looking for a single meaning, it is 
more productive to look for the multiple meanings possible in any given 
performance. In variety, as in many kinds of popular performance, songs 
were open texts that appealed to the broadest possible range of people, and 
the meanings that emerged from these songs could be contradictory.
 The primary character type portrayed by Hindle and Wesner was the 
“swell,” or the “man- about- town,” who was based on an upper- class man 
with the financial resources to indulge in a wide range of leisure activities. 
This character was dressed in the height of fashion, and he could afford the 
best seats at the theater and the finest wine and cigars. He embodied both 
a fantasy of wealth and a figure of fun for the men in the audience, and this 
character was such a fixture of urban life in America in this period that 
the “City Characters” column of the National Police Gazette, an irreverent 
scandal sheet aimed at a male audience, frequently depicted these men. In 
this column, the man- about- town was described as “an idler with snap, a 
butterfly with some virility,” and “a fellow of enterprise, whose whole object 
is to keep up a perpetual round of excitement while he’s awake, and to be 
considered a regular trump by actresses, ballet girls, and the ladies.” The 
man- about- town had a distinctive style, and “his clothes . . . were always a 
little different in cut and texture from other people’s. . . . Luminous neckties 
helped out the idea.”32 This description conveys the ambivalent view held by 
working- class men. The swell was both virile and a butterfly, both idler and 
enterprising. His energies were misdirected to his appearance and to leisure, 
yet the critique in this description is muted. He may have been a figure of fun, 
but he could still elicit envy, and the men in Hindle’s and Wesner’s audiences 
could hold him in contempt while also vicariously enjoying the tales of his 
lavish lifestyle.
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 The contradictory view of the swell is also found in the songs sung by male 
impersonators; this is particularly true for songs in Ella Wesner’s repertoire. 
One of her songs, “I’m the Ladies [sic] Beau Ideal,” sums up the boastful 
attitude of the swell, who is certain of his superiority and his attractiveness 
to young women.33 This song, which had originally been sung by male comic 
singer Harry Van Demark, depicts the prototypical man- about- town:

I promenade the street each day, the gayest of them all
Some Belles they like the Grecian Bend, but I the Roman Fall34

I’m dressed in killing style, the fair sex love me well
They call me everywhere the dashing Broadway swell.

Chorus:
For with nobby tile and elegant mustache
Up and down the crowded street, bound to cut a dash
Fascinating ev’ry pretty belle
I’m the ladies beau ideal, the dashing Broadway swell.

The second and third verses of this song detail the young man’s clothing in 
loving detail, describing his clothing and accessories—kid gloves and cane—
and his courtship of a beautiful young woman who catches his eye. But the 
fourth verse shows that the young woman is immune to the swell’s charms.

Twas then I thought to settle down by set’ling up my bills
A wealthy wife is just the thing to cure all human ills
What! Wed a tailor’s sign! These were the words that fell
They took my breath from me—the dashing Broadway swell.

The final verse reveals the shallowness of this character as he consoles himself 
after the rejection:

So, I’m a bachelor you see, a gorgeous butterfly!
Where champagne corks are popping round, O there my boy am I
The best, you know, for me! In style I do excel!
I bid you “au revoir,” the dashing Broadway swell!

This song displays the empty conceit of the swell, and when his marriage 
proposal is rejected, he is easily consoled by returning to his fashionable life. 
After all, his primary interest in the young woman was her wealth. This char-
acter is one for whom the appearance of sexual conquest is more important 
than the conquest itself and for whom a female companion is as much an 
accessory as his kid gloves or cane.
 Peter Bailey has noted that there were a number of persistent variations on 
the swell character in English music hall songs. These included the “languid 
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upper- class swell,” or the fop or dandy, which is the figure presented in this 
song; the man- about- town, who enjoyed boisterous fun, drinking, and lei-
sure; and the fake or counterfeit swell, who tried to pass himself off as the real 
thing by aping the behavior of his social superiors.35 For the male audience, 
the man- about- town was a fantasy figure who had the financial resources 
to indulge in the entertainment that workingmen could only dream about. 
Through him they could fantasize about having the money to attend any the-
ater performance and to drink as much of the finest wine and liquor as they 
wanted. The fake who acted the part of the genuine swell was a character who, 
on the one hand, offered the men in the audience a guide to upward mobility 
and the behaviors of the wealthy, but, on the other hand, was also a figure of 
contempt to whom they could feel superior because they could tell he was 
not the genuine article. Fake swells were always figures of fun, and through 
them the men in the audience could feel superior in their manhood. The fop 
or dandy, who also came to be known as the dude in the United States, was 
a man too interested in fashion and too physically delicate to throw himself 
fully into the range of pleasures enjoyed by the man- about- town. He was not 
a figure to be emulated or admired, but rather one who cautioned against 
extreme vanity and an interest in things that were more the realm of women, 
like fashion. Men in the audience could look at the fop and be assured that 
they were more a man than he was, and this was particularly the case when 
the fop was performed by a woman.
 The central character in “I’m the Ladies Beau Ideal” is clearly a fop or 
dandy, overly concerned with his clothes and his appearance. While Wesner 
was not the only performer to sing this song, she could exploit her audi-
ence’s knowledge that a female body lay beneath the exquisitely fitting suit 
to exaggerate the foppish nature of this young man and potentially to suggest 
that all upper- class men were little more than women under their fine suits. 
The melody to which the chorus is set offered Wesner the opportunity to 
reinforce the silliness of this man as well as his fundamental femininity. The 
melody has a wide range of just over an octave and has measures in which the 
melody comprises successive jumps of a fifth or sixth. This disjunct melody 
with alternately high and low notes could have been exploited for comedy 
by the singer. As a woman, Wesner had the ability to sing the higher pitches 
and could have exaggerated them so that they sounded like girlish squeals of 
delight. All of the features that made this character less of a man and more 
a figure of fun could easily be emphasized in her performance.
 One of the most popular varieties of swell songs was the drinking song, a 
song that described the pleasures of excessive drinking. Many of these songs 
were English and had been sung in music hall by lions comiques, men who 
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specialized in portraying the swell. George Leybourne and Alfred Vance 
were the most prominent lions comiques of the nineteenth century, and they 
were associated with many of these songs, including “Champagne Charlie,” 
“Moet and Chandon for Me,” and “Louis Renouf.” Wesner sang all three of 
these songs as well as American variants that praised domestic wines; her 
song “The Dry Monopole” promoted California champagne.36 These songs 
allowed the men in the audience to share in the fantasy of the high life. “Moet 
and Chandon for Me,” which was written by George Leybourne as a sequel 
to “Champagne Charlie,” features a genuine swell, who sings the praises of 
drinking in five verses. The second verse cements the association between 
champagne and the “fine and gay” life in Paris, while the third verse dem-
onstrates why, of all of the alcohol available, the “Moet and Chandon” brand 
of champagne is superior:

White wines are pale and have no taste,
The red indeed have too much hue,
Moselle in pleasing often fails,
Still Hock’s too slow and suits but few,
Burgundy, Sherry, Greek wines, Bordeaux,
Oh! I oh! Oh! I oh!
Like Port from Spain but taste so so
Oh! I oh! I oh!
Chorus: Champagne Charlie was my name
Champagne drinking gain’d my fame,
So as old when on the spree
Moet and Chandon’s the wine for me.

 In England, songs about champagne were part of a marketing campaign to 
popularize cheaper brands of the wine with lower- class audiences. The lions 
comiques also promoted men’s evening dress and men’s fashions in their acts, 
wearing brightly colored waistcoats and cravats made possible by the use of 
newly invented synthetic dyes. In his essay on Vance and Leybourne, Peter 
Bailey notes that Vance often received the suits he wore onstage free from 
tailors who knew they could sell ready- made versions to Vance’s audience 
when he referenced their companies in his act.37 This reciprocal arrangement 
with business appears not to have existed in the United States during the late 
1860s and 1870s, but songs selling the fantasy of upward mobility had great 
appeal to an American audience, and so they occupied a prominent place 
in the repertoires of American performers.
 While the English audience understood that there was a critique in even 
the most escapist of Vance’s and Leybourne’s songs, it is not certain that this 
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was the case in the United States. When performed in English music halls, 
these songs parodied those who sought to live beyond their means and to 
pass themselves off as belonging to a higher class and to cement a sense of 
cohesion and solidarity in a society in which class lines were fairly firmly 
drawn. In the United States, where class mobility was not only possible but 
desirable, these songs offered blueprints to those who sought to rise, while 
also offering the class critique understood by the English audience to those 
working- class American men who did not have upward aspirations.
 Of the many drinking songs that survive from Wesner’s repertoire, “Hi 
Waiter! A Dozen More Bottles” is probably the most interesting of this kind. 
The song was originally written for the comic duo Zitella and Flynn by J. F. 
Mitchell,38 and while the text depicts a man becoming steadily more inebri-
ated, it also leaves little doubt about the virility of the central character; this 
man loves women as well as wine, and he is not shy about boasting of his 
experience:

Lovely woman was made to be loved,
To be fondled and courted and kissed;
And the fellows who’ve never made love to a girl,
Well they don’t know what fun they have missed.
I’m just the fellow who’s up to the times,
Just the boy for a lark or a spree
There’s a chap that’s dead stuck on the women and wine,
You can bet your old boots that it’s me.

When Ella Wesner sang these lyrics, the first verse of this song became a 
challenge to the men in her audience in which she claimed to be at least their 
equal when courting women, and she could be seen as teasing or taunting 
the less experienced among them. At the same time, the men in the audience 
who recognized that she was a woman could take comfort in their certainty 
that her claims were nonsense, and her fine costume allowed them to imagine 
that upper- class men of leisure were, like Wesner, little more than women in 
suits whose claims to manhood were laughable.
 There are a number of ways these songs may have appealed to the working- 
class men in the variety audience. First, the texts to swell songs worked to 
democratize leisure, allowing men to experience the pleasures of the high 
life, if only in a secondhand fashion, while also celebrating the parts of the 
swell’s lifestyle—particularly leisure, womanizing, excessive drinking, and 
loud, flashy clothing—that most appealed to working- class men. They also 
allowed men to feel superior to the upper class by depicting wealthy men 
as fops and dandies. But these songs also allowed men to aspire to upward 
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mobility and encouraged them to dream of actually acquiring the markers 
of wealth and success the songs extolled. In doing so, the songs served to 
negate the social distinctions that were increasingly being drawn between 
upper- class society and working- class men, suggesting that social distinc-
tions were a fraud, even as they seemed to encourage men to strive for the 
life enjoyed by upper- class socialites.
 These readings are clearly contradictory, yet each separate interpretation 
is plausible, particularly when the song texts are read against other con-
temporary sources, such as the National Police Gazette. I believe that these 
songs functioned to articulate a model of masculinity that did not exclude 
the values of working- class men, particularly their desire for leisure, which 
so often came under attack by middle- class moral reform forces. The open 
celebration of the excesses of the swell, which ran counter to the predominant 
construction of middle- class manhood, served to undercut the middle- class 
ideal of the “self- made man.” At the same time, these songs were rarely openly 
hostile to these ideals because it was entirely possible that some members of 
the audience aspired to such success. Songs were designed to be open to such 
competing and contradictory interpretations to accommodate the equally 
competing and contradictory desires of the men in the variety audience. The 
primary aim of all of these songs was to please the audience.
 Like Wesner, Annie Hindle also had a number of swell songs and drinking 
songs in her repertoire, although only the titles survive.39 These titles suggest 
that the songs were similar to those sung by Wesner. Both women also sang 
songs that, like “Hi Waiter!,” depicted relations between men and women. 
Many of these were seriocomic songs depicting courtship. In some songs, the 
central character was successful in wooing his love and thus offered young 
and inexperienced men a model to follow when courting. “Pretty Jemima, 
Don’t Say No!” was a song that Annie Hindle and Charles Vivian both sang.40 
It describes a shy and awkward young man trying to find the courage to ask 
a young woman to marry him. At first he pines for her, too afraid to speak 
up. In the course of the song, he makes several attempts, his nerve always 
failing him at the last minute, but finally he musters his courage and she 
accepts the proposal. This song is neither clever nor pointed, and it shows 
deep sympathy for the central character. It does not chide him or criticize 
him for his lack of courage, and it treats his nervousness with a real sense of 
sympathetic understanding. The song also allowed the singer to address the 
audience as an equal in offering courting advice.
 Charles Connolly’s ballad “Dancing in the Dreamy Waltz,” which was 
performed by both Ella Wesner and Annie Hindle, was a romantic ballad 
that depicted the joy of dancing a waltz.41 This song had no central narrative; 
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indeed, the gender of the central character is not specified, and the song was 
designed primarily to convey the pleasure of the dance through a lilting 
waltz melody that called for a more practiced singing voice than was typical 
in comic material. This and similar romantic songs provided an additional 
model for courtship that countered the comic depictions of nervous young 
men and affirmed that courtship was, indeed, worth the anxiety it caused. 
Given the dancing skills of both Hindle and Wesner, the song also allowed 
them to demonstrate the dance to the men in their audience.
 The many seriocomic songs about courtship in Wesner’s repertoire also 
show similar anxiety about courtship, which most likely reflects the view of 
the workingmen in her audience. It was not uncommon for young men who 
had left their family homes to live in an almost entirely male world.42 Given 
that marriage marked the passage into responsible adulthood for these men, 
choosing the right wife was crucial. For most working- class men, marriage 
could occur only when the man found steady and reliable employment and 
settled down in one city. It also constrained his ability to engage in the con-
vivial rituals—drinking, fighting, going to the theater, or just socializing with 
groups of like- minded men—that were typical of young, unmarried working- 
class men and a central means by which manhood was constructed in this 
period. “There’s Danger on the Line” was a song sung by Ella Wesner that 
used railway warning signals as an analogy for the process of courtship and 
advised men to take the process slowly and carefully.43 For young men who 
had little opportunity to socialize with young women who were suitable to 
marry, this advice was crucial. They needed to be sure that they were serious 
about a woman without upsetting her father or brothers; marriage was not 
to be rushed into. Wesner was also willing to become the butt of the joke 
and sang songs that related a failed courtship or marriage. In “As I Strolled 
along the East River,” the central character fails to recognize that the young 
woman he is avidly pursuing is already married, despite her veiled warnings, 
and he looks like a fool as a result.44

 A number of Wesner’s songs also warned men of the many pitfalls of 
choosing the wrong woman. Among these were songs such as “Belle of the 
Ball,” which was also sung by a number of male singers of the period, includ-
ing Tony Pastor and Gus Williams, and by the popular female duo the Foy 
Sisters.45 The song warned men about the ways in which a young, or not so 
young, woman disguised her physical faults through makeup to appear more 
attractive than she really was. The many “small” deceits cataloged in the song 
included false teeth, a glass eye, and a wig to cover baldness. The woman 
who had been described as “the envy of all fair dancers” at the beginning of 
the song is reduced to a figure of pity and humor by the end. But the central 
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male character is also made to look foolish for not immediately seeing the 
truth.
 If a man needed to take care to see the true woman beneath the surface, 
then he also needed to make sure that he did not marry a woman who was 
too strong for him. Wesner’s song “The Gymnastic Wife” sounds a note of 
caution about marrying a strong or athletic woman. The central character 
is a meek man who is terrified of his wife and her physical strength; in this 
marriage, the man is the powerless partner.46 The second verse describes the 
couple’s wedding day:

I married sweet Lucinda Long, and blessed the lucky catch,
But soon found out, she was so strong, I was no near her match;
For at our wedding breakfast, oh! She gave the guests a treat,
By seizing me by the hair of my head, and lifting me off my feet.

Wesner’s songster also includes spoken commentary that was interpolated 
in between verses of this song. Although there is every chance that Wesner 
varied this commentary from performance to performance, the printed inter-
polations show the ways that she developed the central character through 
these interruptions to the song. In this case, the interpolation between the 
final verse and the chorus that followed completes the picture of a pathetic, 
henpecked husband:

Spoken.—Or practising the somewhat difficult feat of hanging by her eye- 
brows, if I dare to remonstrate with her, she threatens to throw me 
into the next street, she says she’s certain she could do it, “once in three 
times,” horror! I believe she could too—for—

Chorus: My wife’s so strong, and all day long,
She frightens me out of my life,
Whatever you do, oh! whatever you do,
Don’t have a Gymnastic Wife.

 The inadequacy of the central character was undoubtedly heightened when 
performed by a woman. The song depicts a man reduced to taking the wife’s 
role in the marriage because he was so badly outmatched by a strong and 
capable woman. In this case, the song does not assign blame to the wife, 
who, while described in fearsome terms, is never depicted in a grotesque 
way. It is the husband who is seen to be at fault for failing to recognize that 
he was marrying a woman who was more than his match. Given that this 
song was written at a time when doctors and educators had begin to debate 
the wisdom of encouraging young women to engage in physical exercise and 
study after adolescence, the fact that this song appears to applaud the wife’s 
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achievements, and that its harshest criticism of her is of the time she devotes 
to exercise, suggests that the men in Wesner’s audience did not subscribe to 
the same view of women as middle- class reformers. A strong woman such as 
the Gymnastic Wife was not inherently bad, but she needed to be matched 
with a stronger husband who could fulfill his proper role as her protector 
and guide and could curb her excessive enthusiasm for exercise.
 This construction of gender differs from the complementary model of 
gender that had emerged as the middle- class ideal in the mid- nineteenth 
century. In the complementary model, women and men were fundamentally 
different and properly occupied separate spheres. Women’s realm was the 
home, and she was expected to be subordinate to her husband but to rule the 
home, providing her husband a refuge from the hard competitiveness of the 
public sphere, where he conducted business. Songs sung in variety by both 
men and women reflect a world in which women and men both occupy the 
public sphere. These songs reflect the more constrained role for women, and 
like “The Gymnastic Wife” they indicate that men were superior to women, 
except in matters of courtship, which, in many ways, comes to represent the 
domestic sphere that is otherwise largely absent from song texts. Working- 
class songs reflected the reality that women needed to work before marriage, 
and sometimes after marriage too, and that an ideal marriage was one in 
which the husband and wife worked together for their mutual benefit. As in 
the older one- sex model, young men were the most concerned with love and 
courtship, and older men were concerned with social concerns, or politics, 
or class cohesion, or sustaining work, or leisure—all properly male pursuits.
 Songs advocating for working- class men also played a prominent role 
in Hindle’s and Wesner’s repertoires, as they did in the repertoires of male 
singers, such as Tony Pastor, Gus Williams, and Charles Vivian. These songs 
depicted ordinary workingmen and reminded them to look out for each 
other, to band together and share scarce resources in difficult times, and, if 
they were financially successful, to remember where they came from and to 
offer the men from their old neighborhood a helping hand. Annie Hindle’s 
song “Don’t You Put Your Foot on a Man When He’s Down” advised the 
audience to help out those who were less fortunate than themselves rather 
than ignoring or reviling them.47 The song defended the workingman who 
struggled to make ends meet and warned the wealthy:

Misfortune’s cold shade, visits every grade,
The rich man as well as the poor,
Then hesitate not while wealth you have got,
To help whom you can from your store.
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Ere Long it may be that fate’s cruel decree
Your hopes fairest prospect to smother,
You’ll surely find then, kind, good hearted men,
To help you as you’ve helped some other.

 Wesner’s repertoire also included similar songs that advocated charity and 
class cohesion and warned of the dangers of greed. Her song “Glitter” echoed 
the sentiments expressed in Hindle’s song, but in a less explicit way.48 “Glitter” 
warned the audience against being taken in by flashy appearances, advising 
them to look instead for “pure gold.” The song text makes it clear that the 
phrase pure gold referred not only to the metal but also to people and their 
actions. The song advised the audience to return each debt of kindness with 
similar behavior and to “let deed, not words, reflect your worth,” because 
personal satisfaction and happiness are worth more than wealth and being 
part of a caring community is better than individual success.
 A number of Wesner’s songs expressed the workingman’s point of view or 
praised the simple pleasures of life as being those most worth enjoying. One 
of the most popular songs in Wesner’s repertoire during the early 1870s was 
a song that reviewers called “The Convict Song” or “The Treadmill Song.” 
M. Gray published this song under the title “Ten Thousand Miles Away” 
in San Francisco in 1871. He had acquired the song directly from Charles 
Vivian, and the sheet music credited Vivian as both lyricist and composer. 
The song narrates the story of a young man who is being transported from 
England to Australia on a convict ship. He is anxious to find his true love, 
who had earlier been sentenced to serve a term in the penal colony, and while 
the song is not explicit about his crime, it suggests that the young man com-
mitted it in order to be able to follow his beloved to Australia. This song is a 
well- known English and Australian folk song that Vivian had claimed credit 
for in the United States—indeed, the song published by Gray barely differs 
from a published version of the folk song found in an Australian source; the 
only difference is the omission of a single verse.49 There are no reviews that 
describe Vivian performing this song, but Wesner performed it dressed in a 
striped prisoner’s uniform, making explicit what is implied in the song text.
 These songs depicting ordinary men were designed to appeal to an audi-
ence of workingmen, and they presented them with characters with whom 
they could empathize. They also represented the lives of ordinary working-
men in sympathetic and dignified ways, affirming the inherent worth of the 
working class, the poor and lowly, whose lives were either ignored by most 
of the daily newspapers or presented as a problem to be solved. A number of 
these songs encouraged solidarity in the face of economic hardship and also 
encouraged those who succeeded to share their wealth. In a period in which 
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workingmen increasingly worked in unskilled laboring jobs or semiskilled 
jobs in factories, these songs show the kinds of working- class solidarity that 
was also encouraged by unions. But they also avoided overt class hostil-
ity, thus allowing the possibility that audience members also sought social 
mobility. Songs encouraging class solidarity were less ambiguous than “swell” 
songs, but they were less openly hostile and confrontational than the views 
expressed in the National Police Gazette or by union organizers.
 In addition, songs like these, as well as songs with catchy choruses, pro-
vided the opportunity for bonding through group singing. Reviews do not 
mention audience participation in the chorus, but the songs sung in the 
1870s included English music hall songs that were designed to encourage 
the audience to join in and sing the chorus, and there are some suggestions 
that this might have been the case in the United States, too.50 Songs printed 
in sheet music and in songsters also show evidence of audience participa-
tion, particularly in their use of devices that allowed performers to remain 
in control of the performance and also to cue the audience that the chorus 
was approaching. The hesitations indicated in the text for “The Gymnastic 
Wife” are one of these devices. Placing a spoken comic monologue between 
the verse and the chorus allowed the performer to control the pace of the 
song, and the slow, deliberate way in which the last line was designed to be 
delivered allowed the singer to cue not only the orchestra but also the audi-
ence that the chorus was approaching.
 In the shared experience of group singing during the chorus, the per-
former and the audience joined in a declaration of masculinity that privileged 
working- class standards and values. As with courtship songs in which male 
impersonators addressed their audience as equals, or perhaps even as more 
experienced elders, songs representing ordinary workingmen allowed Hindle 
and Wesner to hold up a mirror to their audiences, reflecting them as some-
times flawed and funny, but always as worthwhile and with dignity. Despite 
the fact that these women transgressed working- class social rules by taking 
roles that would otherwise have been performed by men, they were valued 
because of the service they provided to the men in their audience. Through 
these performances, men in the audience had access to leisure fantasies while 
simultaneously reassuring themselves that they were more men than the 
upper- class swells these women depicted.
 In the 1870s, male impersonators were valued by the men in their audi-
ence because of the ways in which they defended working- class masculinity 
and offered them advice about courtship, a topic that made men distinctly 
uncomfortable. In return, the women active in this specialty had more free-
dom to transgress social norms than most working- class women. Hindle 



50 chapter 2

and Wesner were highly paid, sometimes outearning their male colleagues, 
and had the geographic freedom that was more typical of men.51 It was also 
possible for them to operate independently of men with little consequence. 
Wesner never married, and while Hindle married Charles Vivian, the union 
dissolved relatively quickly and she was never associated with a male partner 
or protected by male patronage during her career. Male impersonators were 
truly exceptional women and, at least during the late 1860s and early 1870s, 
were accorded status that came close to that of men as a result.
 Both Hindle and Wesner transgressed social norms in their offstage lives, 
but newspapers carrying theatrical gossip, like the National Police Gazette, 
rarely reported on either woman. The New York Clipper is the primary 
source of information about Hindle and Wesner, and while the National 
Police Gazette occasionally included short items that treated them as oddi-
ties, it mostly ignored them. Hindle and Wesner were celebrated on the stage 
because, like Charlotte Cushman and other early actresses who took male 
roles, they were viewed as exceptional women who could be celebrated as long 
as they respected the social order in which men were properly the superiors 
of women. While the National Police Gazette carried theatrical gossip, most 
of it focused on the leading actors in spoken drama and opera who were the 
darlings of elite society. This newspaper gleefully reported on the misdeeds 
of these actors because it reflected badly on their elite fans, who were seen 
as lacking in judgment for their adoration of such dissolute characters. The 
lack of interest in gossip relating to variety performers during the 1870s 
benefited both Hindle and Wesner, as both women would have attracted the 
attention of this newspaper or other gossip columns had they performed in 
higher- class forms of theater.
 Even from early in her career, Annie Hindle had shown ambition, and 
after the failure of her marriage to Charles Vivian, Hindle was also resolutely 
independent in forging her career in the United States. It was not uncommon 
for experienced and ambitious male performers to take on additional roles 
as theatrical managers or agents and to represent themselves and other per-
formers, using their experience and connections to their benefit in business. 
Tony Pastor was one of the most effective performer- managers, but there 
were a number of others who entered management, probably to escape the 
constant travel associated with variety performance and to settle in one place 
in order to have a more stable family life. This career path was not generally 
open to female performers. In 1875 Hindle took over as manager of the Grand 
Central Varieties in Cincinnati, becoming the only female variety manager 
in that period. Hindle could not have moved into variety management at 
a worse time. The nation’s economy had been plunged into what would be 
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a prolonged depression in 1873. At first the view of theater people was that 
the panic would pass relatively quickly, but by 1875 the reality of the new 
economic conditions was beginning to sink in. The Grand Central Varieties 
failed within two months, although initially attendance was good. The New 
York Clipper blamed poor management for its demise, and while Hindle was 
never blamed directly, the report carried the implication that a woman was 
naturally inadequate to the task of management.
 While Hindle’s failure as a manager was far from scandalous, the few snip-
pets of personal gossip included in the columns of the Clipper suggested that 
other performers viewed her offstage life as unconventional. Gossip in the 
paper was never explicit in its details, relying on tongue- in- cheek oblique 
references that would be meaningful only to those in the profession who 
knew the people involved. The Clipper only occasionally included a more 
detailed story, usually in cases where the story had professional implications. 
In 1871 the trade newspaper carried a small item that reported Annie Hindle’s 
arrest after a drunken disagreement in a New York restaurant during which 
she accused a fellow actress of theft. The Clipper report, which noted the 
names of all of the theater people involved, was also careful to note that the 
Thirty- Fourth Street Theater, which is where Hindle was performing, was a 
theater in which alcohol was not sold.52 This item served to warn managers 
who were considering booking any of the people involved in the dispute that 
these actors may have a drinking problem that would impair their ability 
to perform. It also reassured performers that the Thirty- Fourth Street The-
ater, which had only recently been opened, was a decent theater that was in 
compliance with New York laws that banned the sale of alcohol in variety 
theaters. There is no indication that Hindle had any more problems with 
alcohol, but this arrest caused her to miss her next two bookings in Kansas 
City and Cincinnati, and she had to rearrange her schedule to be able to meet 
those obligations because both managers had paid her rail fare in advance 
to ensure her arrival.53

 All of the other references to Hindle in the columns of the New York Clip-
per were intended for the amusement of the profession, particularly those 
who knew her and could fill in missing details from personal knowledge. 
For example, when Annie Hindle and Charles Vivian were both booked to 
perform at the Theatre Comique in New York during the same week, “Vari-
ety Halls” ran the report, preceding it with the word Gags.54 The indication 
that this report was funny would have been meaningless to those who did 
not know of the connection between these performers. Despite the fact that 
Hindle and Vivian never divorced, Charles Vivian had married his second 
wife and was making a rare appearance on the eastern side of the country. 
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Bigamy was not uncommon in this period, especially among working- class 
and itinerant workers such as actors and actresses.55 Couples who agreed to 
end a marriage went in separate directions without formally ending their 
union. Occasionally, the Clipper included correspondence from the wife of 
an actor who had been abandoned by her husband. These letters usually fol-
lowed the announcement that the actor had married a new wife. Although 
there was rarely any indication of how the parties involved resolved the 
conflict, I suspect that the first wife used the threat of pursuing legal action 
to persuade the husband to pay her a lump sum or perhaps ongoing alimony. 
Apparently, there was no such conflict between Hindle and Vivian, and the 
week in which they appeared together went off without incident. Had there 
been a conflict between the estranged couple, it would no doubt have been 
reported in similarly coded terms.
 Many of the items relating to Hindle ran in the “Fact and Fancy Focused” 
column, which was dedicated to humorous news of theater people. While 
marriages were usually announced in the “Variety Halls” column, Hindle’s 
second marriage to minstrel performer William W. Long was included in 
the former column. The wedding took place in late September 1878, and 
the column reported that Long was heading out on the road with his tour-
ing combination in the same week.56 Hindle was also fully booked at the 
time, performing for several weeks in theaters in New York. There is nothing 
particularly funny about the details included in this notice; apparently, the 
humor lay in the fact that Hindle was marrying again and the fact that she was 
marrying a much older performer with whom she had no plans to cohabit. 
A year later, the same column ran a small item that could explain the earlier 
amusement. In August 1879, the Clipper noted, “Miss Augusta Gerschner, or 
Mrs. Berger, for the past six years valet of the ‘male impersonator’ Miss Annie 
Hindle, is suing her in the Second District Court, Jersey City, to recover the 
value of jewelry alleged to have been pawned by the plaintiff for the benefit of 
Miss Hindle when business was bad.”57 Although the column did not include 
any more information on the relationship between the women, it seems clear 
that it went beyond one that was typical of employer and employee.
 During the 1870s, poetry written by Annie Hindle also appeared in the 
pages of the New York Clipper fairly regularly. She published sixteen poems 
during that decade: one in 1870, four in 1871, two in 1873, three in 1878, and 
six in 1879. Love and loss are the central themes of most of these poems, 
which address female subjects in a female voice. The poem “Parted,” pub-
lished in June 1870, describes two young lovers who were separated due to 
the opposition of one of their mothers. “To My Darling,” published in May 
1871, contains a request to a painter to accurately capture the image of the 
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author’s beloved, and there is no doubt that the object of affection is female. 
A number of the poems published during 1878 seem to send love messages to 
a female lover and, later in the year, chronicle the end of a relationship. Given 
the lack of detailed evidence about Hindle’s offstage life, there is no way to 
know about the woman or women to whom these poems were directed. But 
there is little doubt that Hindle’s primary romantic interests were female.
 Ella Wesner never married, and, like Annie Hindle, her strongest emotional 
ties seem to have been to women. In 1891 the New York Sun noted that “the 
only romance in her life was her well- known escapade with Josie Mansfield, 
the notorious.”58 Helen Josephine Mansfield, an actress who had been part of 
the Grand Opera House company, had gained a certain amount of notoriety 
by 1870 as the well- known mistress of Colonel James Fisk. Fisk had begun his 
career as a dry- goods merchant, but driven by ambition and the desire for 
wealth, he had procured government contracts during the Civil War and after 
the war speculated in stocks and railroads. By 1870 Fisk was the co- owner 
of the Erie Railway Company with Jay Gould and the manager of the Grand 
Opera House in New York. Fisk was married, but his wife lived in Boston. 
Josie Mansfield was Fisk’s mistress, and he paid for her house on Twenty- 
Third Street in New York, and their relationship was public knowledge. While 
Fisk was marginalized by New York high society, who disapproved of his 
flamboyance and the fact that he did not try to hide his relationship with 
Mansfield, he was greatly loved by poorer New Yorkers because of those 
excesses and his financial support for volunteer fire companies.59

 The scandal associated with Mansfield increased during 1871, when Fisk 
and Edward Stokes, a man with whom he had cooperated in business ven-
tures, engaged in a legal dispute. Stokes had also been intimately involved 
with Mansfield, and the pair had tried to extort money from Fisk by threat-
ening to publish his private letters to Mansfield. When this ploy failed, the 
dispute headed into the courts, and, to the delight of the newspapers, many 
of the letters were read out loud in court. When Stokes lost his suit against 
Fisk in January 1872, he was near bankruptcy, and in desperation and anger 
he ambushed Fisk on the main staircase at the Grand Central Hotel in New 
York and shot him. Although the shooting proved fatal, Fisk did not die 
immediately, and during the day while he lingered close to death in a suite 
at the hotel, the shooting dominated the city newspapers. His funeral on 
January 8 drew hundreds of thousands of spectators, many of whom were 
workingmen who had delighted in stories of Fisk’s business deals and affairs 
with women.
 After Fisk’s death, Mansfield was unable to leave her home for fear of being 
attacked by a Fisk sympathizer or being ambushed by members of the press, 
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who were camped out by her front door. The outrage continued through 
much of January, but by the end of the month it had begun to abate. Deprived 
of Fisk’s financial support, Mansfield had most likely sold the house he had 
bought for her to provide living expenses for herself while she decided on 
her next move, but she needed to find a secure source of income. Mansfield 
had not succeeded as an actress, but she was certainly well known in acting 
circles. Actress Nully Pieris had been involved in the dispute between Stokes 
and Fisk, acting as a go- between in delivering messages from Mansfield to 
Fisk. It is unclear how Wesner had first met Mansfield or how they connected 
again after Fisk’s funeral, but the New York Clipper had begun to hint that 
there was a connection between the two women by June 1872.
 Ella Wesner joined Tony Pastor’s summer touring troupe in 1872. She 
had withdrawn from the troupe the previous year and had been replaced by 
Annie Hindle, but in May she headed north into New England with Pastor’s 
company. After touring in the northeastern states, Pastor traveled south 
into Pennsylvania, and when the company played in Pittsburgh in late May, 
Mansfield was traveling with them. The Clipper correspondent noted, “Miss 
Mansfield was with the troupe in Pittsburgh, but took no part in the enter-
tainments.”60 Several weeks later, when the troupe arrived in Louisville, Ken-
tucky, the Clipper reported, “There was a rumor afloat that Josie Mansfield 
was in the city, and the hotel registers were besieged by an inquisitive mob 
from morning til night, but nothing definite was arrived at. There is a Josie 
Mansfield, a companion of Miss Wesner’s, traveling with Pastor’s company, 
but whether it is the Josie or not we are unable to state.”61 In late September, 
Pastor concluded his tour by returning to New York with his company, and 
following this Wesner had been engaged to perform at the Theatre Comique 
in early October. Wesner placed a notice in the “City Summary” section of 
the Clipper, which carried news about New York City, that indicated that she 
and her “friend” Josie Mansfield were staying at the St. Julian Hotel.62 Wesner 
gave every indication that she intended to appear at the Theatre Comique as 
scheduled, and she visited the theater on October 4 to rehearse her act. The 
following day, however, Wesner and Mansfield left New York on a steamship 
bound for France.
 The daily newspapers did not notice Mansfield’s departure from the United 
States, nor did they comment on it until almost a year later, when a newspaper 
published erroneous reports that Mansfield had been arrested in Pittsburgh.63 
Once the immediate scandal of Fisk’s shooting, Stokes’s trial, and Mansfield’s 
role in the events had passed, she was of little interest to the press unless she 
was at the center of a new scandal that would allow them to revisit the earlier 
events. The New York Clipper reported Mansfield’s departure extensively, 
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however, because of Ella Wesner’s sudden and unannounced failure to fulfill 
her contractual obligations to the managers of the Theatre Comique. The 
report of her departure was included in the Clipper on October 12, and it 
concluded, “Such conduct is highly reprehensible, and, beyond the pecuniary 
loss to which managers in such cases are subjected, it creates a feeling of dis-
trust between managers and performers, from which entirely innocent parties 
are liable to suffer inconvenience.”64 Despite Wesner’s untimely departure, 
business appears not to have suffered, and the Clipper was almost gleeful in 
reporting this fact the following week.
 Within two or three weeks, the upset caused by Wesner’s “elopement” had 
died down, but she ran the risk that her behavior, and the ill will it caused, 
would end her career. Ella Wesner’s extended family, who depended on her 
to supplement their income, seems to have felt this was the case because 
her mother, older sister, and niece were all added to the ballet at Mortimer’s 
Varieties in Philadelphia just a week after her departure.65 It also appears 
that Wesner’s agent, Colonel T. Allston Brown, worked together with Tony 
Pastor to keep her name in the public and to cast her disappearance in a 
more positive light. By mid- November, Brown began running advertising to 
promote Wesner: “Miss Ella Wesner, now on tour through France, Germany, 
England, Ireland, Scotland, etc., will visit all the principal cities in search of 
novelty, will return to America with a full repertoire of new songs in time 
to join Tony Pastor’s touring company.”66 The following week, the Clipper 
published a lithograph of Wesner’s portrait on its front page, and it repeated 
the claim that she was touring Europe in search of new material.
 There is little doubt that Tony Pastor cooperated in this effort to rehabili-
tate Wesner because he began to run advertisements for his summer touring 
troupe in late November, two months earlier than in any year before or after. 
The first advertisement prominently featured Wesner’s name, but it was clear 
that he had not yet assembled the full company. Gradually, over subsequent 
weeks, names were added to the cast list, and the full touring troupe was 
announced on February 1, 1873. Despite these efforts, the author of the “City 
Summary” column seemed determined to remind readers of the real reason 
for Wesner’s absence: “Ella Wesner has not returned from Europe. At last 
advices she and Josie Mansfield were enjoying life in Paris. An unconfirmed 
report states that Josie had lost heavily by the failure of an American banking 
house in Paris.”67

 When Ella Wesner returned to the United States in March 1873, she did so 
alone. Her first booking after her arrival was at the Theatre Comique, indicat-
ing that its manager, Josh Hart, clearly held no grudge. The “City Summary” 
reviewer noted the lack of any new material in Wesner’s performance, given 
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the claims made in advertising, and his review contained the last oblique 
reference to Wesner’s hasty departure almost six months earlier. The lack 
of new material proved to be no problem on Tony Pastor’s summer tour, 
and by the end of the summer Wesner was once again fully booked and her 
escapade with Josie Mansfield was largely forgiven and forgotten.

* * *

 In many ways, both Annie Hindle and Ella Wesner were not typical of 
male impersonators in either England or the United States. When Hindle 
emigrated, she transformed the specialty from one in which young women 
portrayed both female and male characters through seriocomic repertoire 
to a more masculine style that suited her voice, her talents, and apparently 
her view of herself. As had been the case for Charles Vivian, the move to 
American variety allowed Hindle to sing repertoire that belonged to some 
of the leading English male performers, and both she and Ella Wesner con-
tinued to share their repertoire with male comic performers for much of 
the rest of their careers. Ella Wesner was particularly suited to the more 
masculine style of performance pioneered by Hindle. Her years of dancing 
had given her physical strength and poise that were not typical for women 
of the period. Like Hindle, Wesner also had a low singing voice, but she was 
an older woman who needed to extend her career in order to continue to 
support herself and her extended family, and her existing connections within 
the theater world gave her an advantage over Hindle.
 Public knowledge of Annie Hindle’s and Ella Wesner’s offstage lives and 
close relationships with women appears not to have deterred other women 
from emulating them on the stage. Indeed, I would argue that no one in the 
theatrical world or wider society saw any connection at all between their 
offstage lives and their performance specialty. This is not to say that there was 
no popular knowledge of same- sex attraction in this period. The National 
Police Gazette included snide commentary on a number of public figures, 
accusing them of unnatural passions, but in all the cases I have found, the 
figures were foreigners. In 1874 English performer Ernest Boulton, who had 
come to notice after a very public scandal and trial for public cross- dressing, 
came to the United States and performed in variety under the name Ernest 
Byne. His appearance elicited some curiosity from the New York Clipper, 
which included a picture of Ernest with his “brother” Gerald in its pages.68 
In this case, Boulton elicited curiosity because of the scandal with which he 
was associated, and he was able to sustain this curiosity and his variety career 
for a number of years in the United States; he shared the same bill as Annie 
Hindle at least once during his three years in American variety.69
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 Similarly, the Police Gazette ran an extended campaign against Swedish 
soprano Christine Nilsson, who was greatly admired by elite audiences in this 
period. This campaign began during the 1870s and reached a peak during her 
tour to the United States in 1883. The newspaper had earlier suggested that 
Nilsson had contributed to her husband’s death, and in 1883 it published a 
series of critiques that accused her of overwhelming her female friends with 
her attentions, sending gifts and flowers and daring to compete with men for 
their affections. The newspaper routinely referred to Nilsson as “the Swedish 
Sappho” and the “Lyric Lesbian” and suggested that her unnatural passions 
were bound to have an effect on her voice: “Christine Nilsson is developing 
such remarkable traits that no one would be astonished to find her bloom 
forth as a tenor soon.”70 The newspaper’s use of the terms lesbian and sappho, 
both terms that came to be associated with female homosexuality in the early 
twentieth century, is notable. These are the earliest uses of these terms I have 
found and suggest that there was a public knowledge of same- sex affection, 
particularly in the male culture of which the Police Gazette was part.
 Contemporary European medical writing referred to homosexuals using 
the term sexual inversion and defined the term in ways that are closer to 
contemporary definitions of transsexuals—a man who was a sexual invert 
was viewed as having an inner spirit that came closer to that of a woman.71 In 
the 1870s and 1880s, this medical writing was confined largely to Europe and 
was not widely disseminated to the United States until the 1890s and later. 
The view expressed by newspapers like the Police Gazette was that same- sex 
affection and other kinds of aberrant behavior were peculiar to decadent and 
perverse Europeans, particularly those who were adored by elite audiences.
 The National Police Gazette included gossip about the extramarital affairs 
of and other socially unacceptable behavior by European actors and actresses 
to suggest that the elite audience who venerated them lacked judgment and 
was weak and open to corruption by foreign influences. Their coverage car-
ried the suggestion that same- sex attraction was just one of many foreign 
perversions to which real Americans were immune. This view reflected the 
proud nativism of the Police Gazette, which also criticized the bad or foolish 
behavior of immigrants whom they viewed as potentially undermining the 
strength of the nation; this newspaper also frequently pointed out the fun-
damental hypocrisy of the wealthy and the clergy who served them. During 
the Gilbert and Sullivan craze in the 1880s, the Police Gazette accused the 
playwright and composer of being cunning and of exploiting the gullibility 
of American audiences in an attack that managed to be both anti- Irish and 
anti- Semitic. The most common tactic of this newspaper was to denigrate 
a social group by associating its members with some kind of perverse or 
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criminal behavior, and their coverage of Nilsson should be viewed in this 
light.
 The Police Gazette showed little interest in either Annie Hindle or Ella 
Wesner during the 1870s, despite their prominent positions as highly paid 
variety performers who competed equally with men. While the newspaper 
criticized young women from socially prominent families for their indepen-
dence and for traveling around the city unchaperoned, it leveled no such 
criticism at any working- class women, including those active in theatrical 
forms that catered to a working- class population. Like the New York Clipper, 
the Police Gazette treated Hindle, Wesner, and all of the many working- class 
women who appeared on the stage as professionals, even as it criticized 
the upper- class men in the audience for being hypocrites and weak. Nei-
ther newspaper drew any connection between what Hindle and Wesner did 
onstage and their offstage lives, and apparently neither did their audience. 
And while the Clipper was willing to joke about these women, it was done so 
in terms that would be meaningful only to other members of the profession. 
As long as both women continued to be reliable performers who behaved in 
a professional way, their offstage lives were deemed irrelevant.
 Although both Hindle and Wesner were anomalies in many ways, they 
are important in that they established the early standards for male imper-
sonation as it developed in the United States, and these ideals persisted 
through the final thirty years of the nineteenth century. Hindle and Wesner 
were also the male impersonators who had the longest and most successful 
careers in American variety, and they continued to be active until the turn 
of the century, providing a reference point against which all subsequent male 
impersonators were judged. Despite the great success of these women, male 
impersonation continued to be a relatively rare specialty in variety, but by 
1871 more women had begun to take it on. At first they were older women 
who needed to extend their stage careers into their thirties and forties, and 
they followed Wesner’s lead; until the mid- 1870s, male impersonation was a 
specialty dominated by older women. As more younger women entered the 
specialty in the later 1870s, male impersonation began to slowly shift from a 
specialty that allowed older women to sustain employment to one that could 
be used by young, ambitious performers to launch their careers and, perhaps, 
move into other forms of theater. There were small shifts in the kinds of men 
depicted by male impersonators during the 1880s, but even then, Hindle’s 
and Wesner’s acts provided the model on which other performers built.



 3 Increasing Competition  
during the 1870s
Augusta Lamareaux and Blanche Selwyn

In the period following the Civil War, American variety expanded into new 
territories along the river trade routes into the South and into smaller cities 
along other trade routes. As a result, the competition for good, experienced 
performers was fierce. During the early 1870s, managers were willing to 
pay high wages to ensure that they booked the strongest bill possible. The 
most sought- after individual acts could earn between $100 and $150 a week, 
although most performers appear to have earned less.1 Even so, compared 
to laboring work, the pay rates for variety performers were high, and it was 
not uncommon for performers to take a booking with one theater only to 
abandon it at the last minute for a better- paying job. Managers began for-
warding prepaid rail tickets, which operated as both a sign of goodwill and 
a small up- front payment to performers in order to ensure that they would 
arrive for their bookings.
 Annie Hindle’s early success in variety prompted a number of women to 
adopt her specialty, but there was by no means a sudden increase of male 
impersonators in the early 1870s. The New York Clipper included reviews 
for six women, including Ella Wesner, who debuted as male impersonators 
between 1871 and 1875 and sustained careers of more than a single season. 
There were probably fewer than two dozen other women who appeared 
even briefly in this specialty during the 1870s and 1880s. The range of skills 
required by this specialty seems to have been the primary reason for the 
scarcity of male impersonators, and the skills needed to take on this specialty 
also explain why older women were the first to follow Hindle’s lead.
 Male impersonation was the first female specialty to require broad comic 
skills from female performers. Young women who performed as seriocomics 
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could sing comic songs, but these songs rarely relied on broad comedy or the 
need to create a distinct character through the course of the song, and they 
lacked the improvisational nature of men’s comic songs. Young women were 
expected to have pleasant voices and to be pretty.2 Men, on the other hand, 
used songs as the framework for a comic routine in which they developed 
an archetypal character. Male comic singers were not expected to sing well 
or even continuously through the song. Instead, songs were delivered in a 
mixture of sung melody and heightened speech that was interrupted by short, 
spoken interpolations, often before the chorus, or longer comic monologues 
inserted into the middle of the song and accompanied by the theater pianist, 
who vamped until the comic was ready to sing again.3 While young women 
active in variety had the opportunity to watch these men at work, there were 
few opportunities for them to develop these comic skills themselves. Roles 
in the final comic afterpiece were given to experienced performers who had 
the ability to improvise and could accommodate the improvisation of other 
actors. As a result, it is not surprising that older women, who had taken 
part in afterpieces over multiple seasons and thus earned more prominent 
roles, learned these conventions; they also had ample opportunity to watch 
male comics performing, and years in the profession had given them the 
confidence in their own performing skills that was needed to take on this 
new specialty.
 Tracing the careers of all variety performers is a difficult task that requires 
a close reading of the “Variety Halls” columns in the weekly editions of the 
New York Clipper. In the case of male impersonation, it is even more difficult 
due to the lack of consistent terminology relating to this specialty until the 
mid- 1870s. One needs to search for a number of terms associated with male 
impersonation, including the phrase character- change artist and the word 
protean, and then follow the performer for a number of months to determine 
whether the characters she portrayed were male or female. In some cases, 
singers were described first as seriocomics and then later as character- change 
artists; in a smaller number of cases, young women debuted in a character- 
change act, but later became a seriocomic and performed solely in female 
character.
 Two male impersonators debuted on the variety stage during 1871, and, 
like Wesner, both Augusta Lamareaux and Blanche Selwyn were mature 
women—indeed, Lamareaux had already had a long stage career.4 Both of 
these women were married and had remained on the stage because their 
husbands were in the theater and did not object to their continuing to per-
form. Neither Selwyn nor Lamareaux reached the prominence of Hindle or 
Wesner, but they both sustained careers over more than three seasons; both 
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women would likely have had longer performing careers had their lives not 
been cut short by illness.
 Augusta Lamareaux was born in New Orleans in 1845, and, like Ella Wesner, 
she trained as a ballet dancer while still a child.5 In 1857 Augusta joined the 
Ronzani Ballet Troupe; her older sister Louise was the prima ballerina of 
the troupe during the 1857–58 season and most likely took responsibility 
for her twelve- year- old sister when she joined the corps. In the late 1860s, 
Augusta’s younger sister Cora joined Augusta and Louise in New York and 
found work as an actress in stock companies in the city. While Louise left 
the stage before 1860 and Cora’s career did not extend past 1870, Augusta 
remained on the stage. Once she left the Ronzani troupe, Augusta danced in 
various theater ballet corps and in variety theaters. She worked with Robert 
Butler at his Broadway Theatre in New York, where she also took part in 
dramatic afterpieces performed by Butler’s stock company.6 In 1867, at the 
age of twenty- two, Lamareaux married Oscar Willis, a minstrel performer 
who was also active in variety as a comedian and banjo player. Willis was two 
years older than Lamareaux. He had been part of minstrel companies since 
1858 and had led his own company with J. W. Thompson. The couple spent 
much of their professional lives apart, although it appears that they sought 
bookings together when they could; this occurred most often when Willis 
acted as the manager of a troupe or theater, which allowed him to hire his 
wife as part of the company.7

 In 1870 Lamareaux began to be billed as a “cantatrice,” perhaps because she 
was no longer able to sustain the physical demands of dancing. The follow-
ing year, Lamareaux became a male impersonator, relying heavily on songs 
that were part of Ella Wesner’s repertoire, including “Castles in the Air” and 
“Off Like a Rocket.” Reviews indicate that she was an adequate performer, 
but lacked the polish and singing skills of both Wesner and Hindle. She was 
described as performing “Lingard changes” at the Metropolitan Theatre in 
Indianapolis. William Lingard was a popular performer of the period who 
performed both male and female characters while singing seriocomic songs; 
this description suggests that Lamareaux either impersonated Lingard or sang 
material associated with him.8 In 1872, when she was performing in Toledo, 
the New York Clipper reviewer noted that her act was uneven in quality; her 
performance of “Castles in the Air” “created a favorable impression, which 
the remainder of her performance did not warrant,” and in 1873 she was 
described as being “a character vocalist of average abilities.”9 Lamareaux’s 
lack of polished singing skills was, no doubt, why she had been billed as a 
cantatrice for less than a season. Women performing as seriocomic singers 
were generally young and were expected to possess more substantial singing 



62 chapter 3

skills, and Lamareaux’s maturity and weak vocal skills worked against her 
in this specialty. Like Wesner, Lamareaux sometimes danced on the stage, 
performing solo dances as encores or performing with other members of 
the cast; in late 1871, she danced a pas de deaux with the ballad singer Ida 
Wallace at the Race Street Varieties in Baltimore.10

 Reviews in the “Variety Halls” column of the Clipper rarely comment on 
Lamareaux’s performances, beyond noting her presence on the bills, but 
the few details that are included provide clues about her performance skills 
and the kind of repertoire she performed. Lamareaux had the advantage of 
being married to a minstrel performer and comedian, and she thus had the 
opportunity to watch her husband perform and receive coaching and advice 
from him. There is also little information about the kinds of songs Lamareaux 
performed; early in her career, reviews noted the songs that she shared with 
Ella Wesner, but after her first year in this specialty they rarely commented 
on performance details, although it is clear that she changed costume and 
character in between songs.
 The Clipper’s failure to describe Lamareaux’s act in any detail reflects the 
fact that she was a good and solid, if not remarkable, performer. She was nei-
ther good enough to praise nor bad enough to chastise, but her broad range 
of skills, which included dancing, singing, and comedy, kept her steadily 
employed. Despite her limitations, Augusta Lamareaux was active in variety 
until her death in 1875. During her four seasons as a male impersonator, she 
frequently appeared in theaters in industrial and trading cities in the Midwest, 
including Cincinnati, Chicago, Indianapolis, Kansas City, Toledo, Detroit, 
and Cleveland. During the period that her husband was manager of the opera 
house in Buffalo, Lamareaux was part of the variety stock company at that 
theater, and she also spent most of the summer of 1874 as well as early 1875 
performing in Rhode Island. Despite the early complaints about her singing 
and performance, Lamareaux had clearly won herself a good, steady audience 
in particular regions of the country and would likely have sustained a longer 
career had she not suddenly fallen ill.
 Blanche Selwyn also debuted as a male impersonator in 1871, and during 
the decade she was active in variety, she came to rank among the leading per-
formers in this style. Blanche Selwyn had begun her career in variety during 
1870, performing under her given name, Blanche De Vere.11 She performed 
with Annie Hindle during this season, although reviews from this period 
suggest she appeared in female character. Hindle and De Vere’s partnership 
ended before the end of that theatrical season, and De Vere performed as a 
solo act until fall 1871. In August 1871, De Vere was on the bill at the Brook-
lyn Opera House, when she married James Porter.12 Porter was the business 
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manager of both the Brooklyn Opera House and the Metropolitan Hall in 
Washington, D.C. De Vere disappeared from the theatrical record after the 
marriage for several months; she reappeared under the name Blanche Selwyn 
in November 1871.
 Selwyn’s husband, James Porter, represented her during her first several 
seasons on the stage, placing advertising to promote her career and arranging 
bookings. As a result of Porter’s connections with other managers, Selwyn 
worked at leading theaters on the East Coast during her early career, even 
though she was still developing her skills as a male impersonator. The Clipper 
reviewer in Baltimore described the elements of Selwyn’s act: “Her singing 
is good, style dashing, costuming superb, and changes fair.”13 Despite this 
assessment, other reviewers thought that Selwyn’s singing voice was not her 
strength, and the Pittsburgh reviewer described it as being merely passable.14 
In addition, Selwyn apparently did not change her costume rapidly enough 
between songs, although this element of her act improved over time.
 Selwyn lacked the dancing skills of Wesner or Hindle, or even Augusta 
Lamareaux, but reviews of her performances all note the impeccable style of 
her costumes. Selwyn specialized in the “swell” character, a dandy or man- 
about- town who indulged in leisure whenever he could, and her well- cut 
suits and richly embroidered waistcoats were necessary for this role and 
greatly admired by her audience. Physically, Selwyn had a very different body 
type than the other male impersonators, all of whom were slim women. The 
Clipper reviewer in Pittsburgh described her as being “inclined to em bon 
point.” Surviving photographs reveal that she was a plump woman with a 
curvy figure that worked against realism, yet her audience did not seem to 
mind. Selwyn was particularly popular in Baltimore and frequently returned 
to that city. Unlike Lamareaux, she also frequently performed in New York 
City, working for some of the leading managers of the period. This was most 
likely due to her husband’s influence and connections within the profession.
 Blanche Selwyn specialized in swell songs that depicted men’s leisure and 
fashion, and her lavish costumes allowed her to portray high- class characters. 
Selwyn’s song “I’m No. 1” makes similar claims to songs sung by Wesner and 
Hindle.15 It begins by claiming that the character it depicts is the best of the 
“nobby” swells, with superior fashion and style. The second verse describes 
drinking champagne, smoking fine cigars, and socializing with other swells. 
In the third verse, the swell proclaims that he is single and avidly pursued 
by young women, but his heart has not yet been captured. But unlike the 
swell portrayed by Ella Wesner in “I’m the Ladies Beau Ideal,” Selwyn’s swell 
proclaims that he intends to be a “No. 1” husband. The critique in this song 
is largely absent, and the song allowed the men in the audience to closely 
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identify with the swell, enjoying his youthful leisure, his fine fashion, and his 
consumption of fine wine and alcohol, reassured that he intended, eventually, 
to grow up and settle down into marriage with a suitable wife.
 Most of the songs associated with Selwyn that I have found share this 
characteristic. Selwyn chose repertoire that flattered men and allowed them 
to fantasize about leisure without the class critique that was present in songs 
sung by Wesner and Hindle. Selwyn’s motto song, “Always Look Up,” also 
lacked any class critique, offering encouragement to people who were poor 
or facing hardship without suggesting that middle-  and upper- middle- class 
populations were to blame for social inequities.16 Selwyn wrote the lyrics to 
this song, and, except for its lack of critique, it is similar to songs such as 
“Don’t You Put Your Foot on a Man When He’s Down,” which was sung by 
Annie Hindle. Whereas Hindle’s song advocated for fair play and the sharing 
of scarce resources, Selwyn’s advised positive thinking.
 By the end of 1872, James Porter was no longer representing Selwyn, and 
she had engaged the services of Colonel T. Allston Brown. Porter and Selwyn’s 
marriage apparently dissolved during that year as she became more secure 
in her career. There is no reference to their relationship after 1871. In 1872 
Selwyn met minstrel performer Ben Gilfoil when they were both on the bill 
together at White’s Athenaeum in New York.17 During the following summer, 
a newspaper in Arkansas carried the announcement that Selwyn and Gilfoil 
had married in Little Rock on July 11, 1873.18 Selwyn was engaged at Wild’s 
Opera House in Little Rock, Arkansas, and apparently Gilfoil was working 
with a partner in a song- and- dance routine at Hot Springs, Arkansas. There 
is, however, no record of their working together until the summer months 
of 1874, when they were engaged by Boston manager John Stetson for his 
summer company.
 From 1874 until 1880, Selwyn and Gilfoil worked and traveled together 
whenever they could. Selwyn and Gilfoil did not perform a double act, but 
their acts were connected. Selwyn always appeared before Gilfoil on the bill, 
and his act included a burlesque performance in which he impersonated 
Selwyn performing one of her songs that made fun of the swell. Gilfoil had 
started his career in minstrelsy, but he also worked in blackface in variety 
through the 1870s and in the 1880s, after Selwyn’s death, also worked in 
dramatic companies.19

 Blanche Selwyn benefited greatly when Ella Wesner eloped to France with 
Josie Mansfield. Wesner’s absence from American variety during the 1872–73 
theatrical season enabled Selwyn to gain a firm footing in the profession and 
to gain the experience she needed to succeed in the long term. When Wesner 
returned in late March 1873, Selwyn took a series of engagements in New 
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Orleans and southern theaters along the river trade route to avoid direct 
competition with her more experienced rival. This was the first time Selwyn 
had ventured away from the East Coast and the larger midwestern cities, such 
as Chicago, Cleveland, or Detroit. Through the rest of her career, Selwyn 
was not afraid to seek new audiences in new territories, and in subsequent 
seasons she traveled farther and farther west. She and Ben Gilfoil traveled 
to San Francisco in 1876 and were part of a troupe touring in Colorado in 
1880. In 1877 the New York Clipper reported that Selwyn was considering 
touring to Australia.20 While this trip did not come about, the fact that they 
were considering crossing the Pacific to find bookings in another country is 
notable. Selwyn and Gilfoil were also part of an ambitious group of variety 
performers and managers who wanted to reform variety and expand its reach 
upward to more respectable and middle- class audiences.
 The desire to expand variety to both new regions and new audiences had 
been present from the early 1860s. Innovative variety managers like Robert 
Butler, who had first taken a New York troupe on a tour to Boston, and 
Tony Pastor, who had continued Butler’s practice of forming summer tour-
ing troupes and also worked to accommodate women into his audience, 
were among the early reformers in variety. These men had lived through 
debates about decency and variety in the late 1850s and the police raids that 
occurred in 1862 after New York theater law was changed to eliminate the 
sale of alcohol in theaters. Alcohol sales had largely underwritten the costs 
of performance in the period before 1862, and in the wake of the new laws 
many halls went out of business. Pastor, Butler, and others understood that 
if they were going to succeed in business, they needed to placate New York’s 
moral reform forces and conform more closely to middle- class standards of 
decency. As a result, they began opening their doors to women and children, 
offering matinee performances twice a week, and they sought to run clean, 
well- decorated theaters to which any man might bring his female relatives.
 Younger managers who entered variety during the boom years of the late 
1860s to early 1870s were less concerned with these questions, even when 
they operated high- class variety halls. Variety was expanding so fast that 
managers could easily relocate to a new town if they ran into legal or financial 
trouble, and managers with few, if any, theatrical connections began to enter 
the field because they saw a business opportunity.21 But the serious economic 
failure of the mid- 1870s brought an end to these laissez- faire attitudes. The 
U.S. economy fell into depression after the failure of banks in 1873 due to 
overspeculation in bonds to fund an expanding and badly planned railroad 
system. As the year drew to a close, more banks and businesses failed, throw-
ing the country into a depression that lasted until the end of the decade.22 At 
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first theater managers were hopeful that the panic would pass quickly, as had 
been the case in 1857, but by 1874 there was little doubt that the economy was 
continuing to fail, and the effects of the downturn were being felt throughout 
the theatrical world. In July 1874, at the end of first theatrical season since the 
financial panic, the Clipper ran a long summary of the theaters in New York 
over two weeks, indicating the business that was done at various houses and 
which were closed or likely to fail in the coming season; variety theaters all 
over the country were in a similar situation.23

 The economic crash resulted in increased competition among variety per-
formers for a shrinking number of bookings, and performers could no longer 
expect to be paid the high salaries of the early 1870s. Many variety theaters 
closed, and managers began to lay off stock companies and ballet corps 
to cut their costs, which only increased the competition for employment. 
Within two years, however, enterprising managers had found a solution to 
this problem. Touring troupes, which had previously been active only during 
the slow summer months, began to head out on the road during the regular 
theatrical season, and they took bookings in a wide range of performance 
spaces. Touring troupes provided a self- contained show. Sometimes acts were 
linked together by a flimsy narrative, but it was just as often a standard vari-
ety show in which seasoned performers presented their own specialties and 
assisted in each other’s acts. The troupe managers also employed an advance 
agent, who traveled ahead of the troupe and negotiated their bookings. If 
necessary, the advance agent also acquired short- term performing licenses, 
secured additional musicians if needed, arranged advertising and the printing 
of bills, and found support staff for the performance. This enabled troupes 
to play in small rental halls in towns that had never before seen variety.
 Some troupes played primarily in small towns and were designed to meet 
the continuing desire for good, decent theatrical entertainment, despite the 
financial crisis. E. S. Washburn’s Last Sensation Company was one such 
troupe. Washburn capitalized on the desire of small towns in New England, 
New York, and Pennsylvania for entertainment, promising “a bill of rare 
excellence” and a company “composed entirely of actors of great reputation 
selected from the leading places of amusement in New York and Boston.”24 
Advertising for this troupe first appeared in the New York Clipper at the 
beginning of the 1874 theatrical season, and similar advertising is scattered 
through northeastern newspapers during the mid-  to late 1870s. The adver-
tisements promised a grand show with twenty- five or more performers as 
well as other sensational displays. During 1875 Washburn promised a grand 
gymnastic display; the following year, he advertised “wild and uncivilized 
Chippewa Indians.”25
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 It is highly doubtful that Washburn delivered what was promised, and the 
core performers in his troupe appear to have been members of his family, 
although experienced variety performers occasionally appeared with the 
troupe.26 While reviews from New England mill towns that were quoted 
in Washburn’s advertising in the Clipper sang the praises of the troupe, the 
Titusville (Pa.) Herald reviewer was unimpressed: “The only thing on the 
program deserving mention was the exhibition on the horizontal bars by 
Rice and Washburn, all else was perfectly pointless and vulgar in dialogue. 
There were no accomplished vocalists, no skilled and versatile musicians, 
no awe- inspiring contortionists and no incomparable buffoons. This town 
is done with ham- fat shows.”27 Washburn’s troupe reflects the innovation 
shown by a number of variety managers in this period. While the economic 
crash was devastating to the theater world, it also inspired inventive and 
entrepreneurial managers to find alternatives to the older booking patterns 
and to find new audiences.
 As a result of innovations, the world of variety began to fracture into 
two distinct strands during the mid- 1870s. This divide between good, well- 
presented entertainment that appealed to an audience of both men and 
women from a number of social classes and in areas outside large cities and 
the more sexually charged material that catered exclusively to the needs of the 
most traditional audience of working- class men had existed in variety since 
its beginnings as an independent form in the 1850s. The distinctions between 
these strands had been heightened by the passage of the “Anti– Concert Saloon 
Bill” in New York in the early 1860s, and the economic conditions of the 
1870s further widened the gap. By the later 1880s, the relationship between 
the two strands had become hostile, and members of the respectable branch 
of variety were coming to deny any connection existed at all. Although it was 
in the best interests of managers presenting respectable variety to distance 
themselves from sexualized variety, it was not always possible for performers 
to do so, particularly in the years following the economic crash.
 Given the competition for bookings after 1873, it is remarkable not only that 
Blanche Selwyn was able to be continuously booked through the next three 
seasons, but also that she completely avoided working for managers associ-
ated with sexualized variety. A number of seasoned and extremely popular 
performers, including the seriocomic Jennie Engel and Annie Hindle, took 
bookings in less respectable venues to sustain employment in this period. 
Selwyn and Gilfoil were among a group of variety performers who were 
staunchly committed to improving the status of variety, and, in the late 1870s, 
the New York Dramatic Mirror, a new trade newspaper that advocated for 
decency in theater, consistently praised the couple.
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 During the summer season in 1874, Selwyn and Gilfoil toured with John 
Stetson’s troupe. Stetson, a manager from Boston, had long tried to break 
into variety, despite Boston’s hostility to the form. Boston popular enter-
tainment had been dominated by minstrelsy and pantomime in the period 
before the Civil War, and it was not until Robert Butler’s company from 
New York performed in Boston during July 1863, 1864, and 1865 that a local 
variety theater opened. The Theatre Comique opened in early October 1865, 
capitalizing on the popularity of Butler’s tour in the previous months, but 
by the end of that month the bill had reverted to pantomime. John Stetson 
entered variety management in the city in the summer months of 1869. He 
ran a short but very successful season at the Olympic Theatre. In 1870 Stetson 
sought to enter the New York variety scene when he took over the Globe 
Theatre, perhaps seeking to find success in a city more open to patronizing 
variety. When that venture collapsed, he headed back to Boston, where he 
managed the Howard Athenaeum, offering a variety bill to his audience. By 
1872 Stetson had emerged as a major player in variety, and it is not surprising 
that he launched a summer tour, taking his lead from Tony Pastor, who had 
already been out on the road in previous summers.
 The summer variety season in 1874 turned out to be particularly har-
rowing, even for Tony Pastor’s troupe. Tony Pastor, John Stetson, and Josh 
Hart, the manager of the Theatre Comique in New York, all had troupes 
that included the leading variety stars out on the road, and their paths often 
crossed, putting them in direct competition with each other. Reviews noted 
that audiences were good, despite the economic downturn, but these reports 
may have been overly optimistic because only Pastor’s troupe survived into 
the second half of the summer; both Hart and Stetson had abandoned their 
tours by the middle of July. Selwyn and Gilfoil headed back to Chicago when 
Stetson’s tour collapsed in the Midwest and worked there for several weeks 
before finding a booking with an entrepreneurial manager with theaters in 
both Indianapolis and Louisville.28 They worked for him for a month before 
heading back to the East Coast for the regular theatrical season in September.
 Variety performers active in the mid- 1870s faced problems in sustaining 
a continuous series of bookings throughout the theatrical season, and this 
is reflected in the record of Wesner’s, Hindle’s, and Selwyn’s performances. 
Through 1874 and 1875, gaps begin to appear in schedules that had been over-
booked before the crash. As the most sought- after male impersonator, Wesner 
was least affected by the depression, and she was fully employed during 1874, 
even in the summer, a period in which many performers rested and worked 
to develop new material for the coming theatrical season. Wesner joined 
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Tony Pastor’s summer tour in early April, when they left New York City; 
they did not return to the city until mid- September. During the six months 
they were on the road, the company maintained a punishing schedule that 
consisted primarily of one- night bookings. The company stayed for a full 
week in larger cities, including St. Louis and Pittsburgh, and two weeks in 
Cincinnati and Chicago, where they provided unwelcome competition for 
local variety halls. In Chicago Pastor’s company competed with John Stetson’s 
touring company and was the victor. The New York Clipper reported Pastor 
had made a profit during his stay in that city, while Stetson’s company failed 
and ended its tour.29

 In large cities, Pastor generally booked either the legitimate theater, which 
was closed for the summer, or formed a cooperative agreement with a local 
reform- minded manager, who provided the hall, the backstage personnel and 
orchestra, and the theater license and paid part of the cost of publicity for 
the show. In return, Pastor gave the manager a portion of the ticket sales.30 
When he played at legitimate theaters that hosted more popular fare for the 
summer months, Pastor most likely had a similar arrangement with the local 
managers. In smaller towns, the advance agent was responsible for booking 
a local hall, acquiring the performing license, and hiring additional theater 
staff as needed.
 Pastor’s tour route in 1874 showed little evidence of the economic turmoil 
faced by the nation. The route was well planned, and the company moved 
through New Jersey and then northward along the coast to Providence, before 
heading westward into Massachusetts and then south through the industrial 
towns in central and western New York. After the company’s weeklong stay 
in St. Louis, they then traveled back to Pittsburgh through north- central 
Indiana and Ohio and then westward again, taking a more southerly route 
through Wheeling, West Virginia, and southern Ohio. This zigzagging route 
through the Midwest allowed Pastor to follow major transportation routes, 
and he could use Sunday, which was the only day each week that he and his 
performers had to rest, to travel longer distances. In July Pastor spent two 
weeks in Chicago and then headed back east through many of the same 
towns he had played in the earlier part of his tour in upstate New York and 
Massachusetts, but on the return trip he finally played in Boston. He ended 
the tour with a week of performances in Brooklyn before disbanding his 
troupe and returning to his own theater for the fall season.
 This schedule must have been physically exhausting for Wesner, but she 
began the fall season in September, performing in Philadelphia while also 
attending her sister’s wedding in that city. But after performing in Pastor’s 
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1873 and 1874 tours to great acclaim, Wesner apparently decided to move into 
legitimate theater, hoping to capitalize on her popularity with audiences. To 
that end, she commissioned a play that would feature her as the star. The 
piece was entitled Mixed, and it was written by Fred Maeder, who was the 
author of around forty plays, many of them specialty pieces designed as a 
starring vehicle for an actor or actress. Under the Palm (starring Lawrence 
Barrett), Shamus O’Brien (a vehicle for minstrel Dan Bryant), and Nobody’s 
Daughter (which featured Kate Reignolds) were among his many plays. Mixed 
relied on a series of sketches in which Wesner’s most popular songs, includ-
ing “Champagne Charlie” and “Oh, Nicodemus!,” were featured. It debuted 
in late October 1874 at the National Theatre in Washington, D.C., where it 
was both well received by the audience and well reviewed. The reviewer for 
the National Republic described Wesner as talented and her performance as 
an “artistic triumph.” Mixed was, he declared, “better than most specialty 
plays.” The review concluded, “Miss Wesner gives a mélange entertainment, 
and reproduces in artistic style before fashionable audiences the cream of 
the variety stage; and in this regard she ought to satisfy over- curious wives, 
whose husbands report that they have been at the Comique. . . . As a whole, 
and taking the artist into account, it is a play women will manage to see, 
because they really like to know what is going on in the world.”31

 This review reveals that, despite the best efforts of managers like Tony Pas-
tor, respectable middle- class women would not attend variety halls, which 
were seen as the province of the working class, no matter how clean or 
respectable the entertainment. Reviews of the best variety halls in large cities 
such as Pittsburgh and Chicago note the presence of prominent men of the 
city at performances, particularly on special occasions, such as the opening 
of the season, but these theaters were off- limits to middle-  and upper- class 
women. The higher- class men who attended them did so to indulge in rough- 
and- ready male culture, and they would likely have refused to take their 
wives to such a venue.32 But the reviewer for the National Republic assumed 
that Wesner’s act and variety entertainment would appeal greatly to these 
women, and Wesner likely knew this as well, given her summer tours, which 
often played at the legitimate theaters in the cities they visited; these were 
the theaters that catered to female audiences.
 Wesner’s success in Washington, D.C., must have buoyed her confidence, 
and she took Mixed to Chicago in November. There she was supported by the 
stock company at the Academy of Music, which, like the National Theatre in 
Washington, was a theater associated with legitimate spoken drama rather 
than variety. The piece received positive reviews in the Chicago Tribune, 
but the New York Clipper reviewer noted that attendance was light, despite 
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Wesner’s not inconsiderable skills, and during the second week of Wesner’s 
engagement Mixed was replaced with the spectacular drama Aladdin, with 
Wesner in the title role.33 In early December, she appeared at the Academy 
of Music in Buffalo, performing Mixed for most of the week, and as “Bob” 
in The Streets of New York on Friday and Saturday nights; this latter role was 
one she had played in Galveston when she was part of the stock company 
in that city in 1870. Wesner followed her week in Buffalo with a two- week 
booking in Detroit, where she was well received, although attendance fell 
off in the second week. She fell ill before the end of the week, and the piece 
closed. Wesner then headed to Philadelphia to recover her health and spend 
time with her family.
 Wesner had clearly overestimated her appeal to the legitimate theater audi-
ence, especially away from the East Coast, and some reviews suggested that 
she lacked the acting skills needed to sustain the starring role in a dramatic 
piece.34 The skills she had developed in variety relied heavily on improvisa-
tion, but these were less useful in legitimate drama, especially when she was 
also forced to perform “clean” and could not rely on double entendres and 
suggestive puns, which was her habit in variety. And while her specialty 
was a novelty for the legitimate audience, it was one that was also firmly 
associated with lower- class theatrical forms and summer entertainment, 
and these were likely to deter the traditional audience for legitimate theater, 
even as it might have attracted the better- off variety patrons to the cheaper 
seats at a respectable house. But Wesner had observed that the wealthier 
audience still had more money to spend on theatrical amusements, and she 
no doubt hoped that the skills that stood her in such good stead in summer 
tours where she played to a more mixed audience would translate well to a 
legitimate theater. She had misjudged both her appeal and the physical toll 
of sustaining the starring role, and in early 1875, having recovered her health, 
Wesner headed back into variety before, once again, joining Tony Pastor’s 
tour for the summer months.
 In 1875 Pastor’s summer troupe was on the road from March 29 until 
September 11, and the effects of the prolonged depression were evident in the 
advertising placed by Pastor in the Clipper, even early in the tour. For the first 
time, Pastor was forced to constantly readjust his route, and his advertising 
reflected this. In previous years, the tour route was announced and remained 
stable—the troupe played in the towns mentioned in the advertisements 
placed a month or more before the performance—but in 1875 this was not 
the case. During this year, the tour spent considerably more time in larger 
cities on the East Coast, playing a week each in Brooklyn, Baltimore, and 
Washington, D.C., in the first month. The smaller industrial towns of upstate 
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New York and Massachusetts were much less certain, and they spent only 
four days in Pittsburgh, compared to a full week in the previous year. On a 
number of occasions, Pastor’s advertising announced a route for a specific 
week, only to change it in later advertising. As a result, his route involved 
much more doubling back and longer jumps between towns, and, following 
the movements of the troupe in the pages of the New York Clipper, it becomes 
extremely difficult to be certain his troupe performed in the advertised the-
ater unless one can also find a review. Pastor had hired a troupe of exceptional 
performers that included Harry Kernell, McKee and Rogers, Sanford and 
Wilson, Gus Williams, the Garnellas, Jennie Morgan, and Ella Wesner, and 
Tony Pastor also performed in each show; the troupe consistently drew an 
extremely good crowd in even the smaller cities. This suggests that manag-
ers were being more careful in booking summer entertainment and that, 
perhaps, some of the halls at which they had played in previous years had 
fallen victim to the economic conditions.
 After another hard summer on the road, Ella Wesner was exhausted, and, 
suffering from an unnamed malady, she underwent surgery in late September 
and then spent October convalescing.35 In late November, Wesner returned 
to the stage and saw out the rest of the theatrical season, taking long book-
ings in New York, Brooklyn, and Boston. In 1876 Wesner did not join Pas-
tor’s tour again. Instead, she left the United States on the steamer Bothnia, 
which was sailing to England on May 24, and the Clipper reported that she 
had bookings in a number of the leading music halls in London.36 It is clear 
that Wesner had planned carefully for this trip. Not only had she arranged a 
series of bookings in England before she left the United States, but she had 
also warned her extended family so that they could prepare for her absence 
from variety.
 Through most, if not all of her career, a portion of Wesner’s income had 
helped to support her mother and her siblings, all of whom were resident in 
Philadelphia. While all of Wesner’s sisters were on the stage, they worked as 
low- paid dancers in ballet corps. When Wesner abruptly left the United States 
with Josie Mansfield in 1872, she had run out on family as well as theatrical 
obligations. This was not the case in 1876, and the Wesners pressed several 
other family members to play more prominent roles in variety to make up 
for Ella’s missing income. Ella’s youngest sister, Maggie, who had been active 
in ballet corps in variety theaters as well as in legitimate theaters, began to 
advertise that she would be performing as a “genteel male impersonator” in 
November 1876.37 I have found no reviews of Maggie’s performances, and by 
January 1877 she was once again dancing in variety; the Clipper records her as 
appearing in “French Dances” at the International Music Hall in Philadelphia 
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during that month.38 The term French Dances is ambiguous in this case, but 
it may well have referred to the cancan, which was one of the most popular 
dances in variety in this period and a dance that often drew the ire of local 
authorities.39 Ella Wesner’s niece Minnie was also active as a cancan dancer 
in variety while her aunt was working in England.
 During 1874, when Ella Wesner was fully booked, the performance sched-
ules of both Annie Hindle and Blanche Selwyn showed signs that the eco-
nomic panic was beginning to take its toll on American variety, particularly 
in regional industrial and trading centers. While Selwyn continued to secure 
bookings with the leading variety managers through 1875 and 1876, gaps begin 
to appear in her performing schedule, indicating that there were weeks during 
which she could find no booking or perhaps found work in theaters so small 
that the Clipper did not review them. A similar decline can be seen in Annie 
Hindle’s schedule, and Hindle, who was a less reform- minded performer than 
Selwyn, took bookings in theaters that did not offer respectable first- class 
variety in order to remain employed.40 In March 1875, Hindle performed in 
old- fashioned olio performances at the Bowery Theatre in New York. This 
theater had a rough- and- ready reputation even before the Civil War, and by 
the 1870s it catered primarily to a working- class and immigrant population.41

 By 1876 Hindle was often on bills that featured female impersonators or 
other novelty acts. In February 1876, she and female impersonator George 
Fortescue both appeared on the same bill at Hooley’s Theatre in Brooklyn, 
and later in the same year she appeared not only with female impersonator 
Fostelle but also with Ernest and Gerald Byne in Philadelphia. Rumors and 
scandal had swirled around the Bynes, because it was reported that Ernest 
Byne was actually Ernest Boulton, who had been arrested for cross- dressing 
and public indecency in England. The trial had caused a scandal in England 
that would not be rivaled until the later trial of Oscar Wilde. Both the the-
atrical and the regular press reported on Ernest and Gerald Byne, and while 
none explicitly stated that the two were not really brothers, it was certainly 
implied that this might be the case.42 Hindle was clearly willing to exploit 
the oddity of her act in order to remain employed in this period, even if that 
meant she needed to appear to be a freak of nature.
 Hindle also placed greater emphasis on the character of the swell or man- 
about- town in her act by performing more songs that depicted this man. 
Selwyn had long concentrated primarily on this character, but Hindle had 
previously portrayed a greater variety of men. The swell had two functions 
in the depths of a devastating depression in which men were out of work 
or feared losing the jobs they had. On the one hand, the swell represented 
the ultimate fantasy. Reviews noted the perfect fit and fashion of Selwyn’s 



74 chapter 3

costumes, and by 1878 Hindle was billing herself as the “Roi de la Mode” 
or the “King of Fashion.”43 Men could glory in the fine fabrics of the swell’s 
suits and his brocade vests. They could imagine themselves living the high 
life that included champagne, fine cigars, and endless amusements. And, on 
the other hand, they could simultaneously sustain contempt for upper- class 
men who, as portrayed in the acts of Hindle and Selwyn, were little more 
than women in suits. Advertising suggests that while Hindle emphasized 
the swell, she also continued to sing songs that advocated for the rights and 
dignity of the poor workingman, and the message of these songs seems to 
have become more pointed. In 1874 she and Fred D. Harris placed an adver-
tisement that cautioned other singers against performing their song “Never 
Go Back on the Poor,” a song that must have had great appeal in the midst 
of the financial crisis.44 Even though Hindle’s act moved closer to Selwyn’s 
in placing greater emphasis on fashion and style, it continued to appeal to a 
sense of working- class solidarity.

* * *

 While the economic crash of the early 1870s severely affected theater in 
many parts of the country, Hindle, Wesner, and Selwyn were able to maintain 
almost constant employment through the depths of the depression. This 
was in large part due to their ability to continually meet the needs of their 
audiences. Through their choices of songs and costumes, they were able 
to provide the men in their audiences with fantasy and escape, with role 
models for those who sought to pursue leisure and class mobility, but also, 
on occasion, with a cutting class critique that advocated for the rights and 
dignity of working- class men. This was particularly the case for Hindle and 
Wesner. Selwyn’s act presented men in a more flattering light, and she seemed 
unwilling to criticize men or to advocate for working- class solidarity. Exam-
ining the repertoire sung by these women, no single coherent ideological 
message emerges. Their primary aim was to entertain the audience. But it is 
worth examining their repertoires to see how songs operated as open texts 
into which multiple, and sometimes contradictory, meanings could be read. 
The ability to read the audiences and their sympathies was the primary skill 
needed by these women, and as they moved from song to song, their goal 
was to win the approval of their audiences by emphasizing meanings that 
resonated best in that context.
 Hindle and Wesner chose a more difficult path in that the more pointed 
critique of their songs provided greater room for them to fail to connect with 
the men in their audiences. At the same time, both women appear to have 
been practiced improvisers, which allowed them a chance to capture audience 
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sympathy through improvised comic monologues. Selwyn was likely a less 
experienced comedian, and her safer path left her in an odd position midway 
between the male comics on the same bill and female seriocomics. Her curvy 
physique also meant that it was less likely for men in the audience ever to 
mistake her for a man. Given the shift in Hindle’s repertoire by the end of the 
1870s, it appears that working- class men in the variety audience preferred 
Selwyn’s approach to male impersonation. In the midst of a long and devas-
tating economic depression, escapist songs depicting the leisure and fashion 
of the wealthy held a greater appeal to men struggling to make ends meet, 
and, perhaps, in trying times a critique of manhood was less welcomed by 
men whose own identities were threatened by the economic circumstances. 
In shifting the focus of male impersonation to fashion and leisure, Selwyn 
and Hindle did what the producers of lavishly staged movie musicals would 
do in the 1930s—their acts now centered on providing a short period of 
escapist pleasure to the variety audience. As a younger generation of women 
began to perform as male impersonators, the realistic style of performance 
established by Hindle and continued by Wesner shifted to a more feminine 
aesthetic, although younger performers continued to be judged against the 
older standards as late as the 1890s.



 4 The Second Generation  
of Performers
Maggie Weston and Minnie Hall

The Long Depression of the 1870s had a devastating effect on American 
variety, but it also spurred innovation as managers fought to survive the 
difficult economic times. While some managers sought to broaden their 
audiences by forming touring troupes and reaching out to an audience that 
included women and children, others concentrated on maintaining their 
audiences of working- class men, primarily through giving them the kinds 
of entertainment they most desired. Inevitably, wine, women, and song were 
the three important elements of these latter entertainments. As a result, the 
mid- 1870s saw a revival of sexualized forms of variety, which had languished 
in the face of the massive expansion to respectable “first- class” variety in the 
years following the Civil War. While these two strands of variety—respectable 
and sexualized—operated on two quite different business models, they both 
targeted an audience composed primarily of the working class, which drew 
the ire of moral reform forces, who were active in urban areas, organizing 
temperance campaigns and targeting the kinds of entertainment that they 
viewed as weakening the morals of the nation. The pressure of the economic 
downturn and a changing legal landscape driven by moral reform campaigns 
was instrumental in shaping variety in the later 1870s and 1880s. From the 
perspective of performers, the closure of variety theaters, which significantly 
cut employment opportunities, was the greatest threat. Well- established per-
formers were less affected by these pressures, because managers were certain 
of their appeal to the audience, although they most likely suffered a cut in 
salary.1 The growing divide between the two strands of variety is reflected 
most clearly in the career paths of young performers seeking to enter the 
profession in the mid- 1870s, as is the tenuous nature of employment.
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 While both Hindle and Selwyn were relatively well- established performers 
who could rely on personal connections in the theater world to continue to 
find employment during the depression, younger and less experienced per-
formers had a more difficult time both breaking into variety and sustaining 
employment. Both Maggie Weston and Minnie Hall entered variety as male 
impersonators during 1874 when it was becoming clear that the economy 
would not recover quickly. Maggie Weston may have begun performing as a 
male impersonator closer to the beginning of the 1873–74 theatrical season, 
but the first review of her performances I have found dates from early 1874, 
and Minnie Hall began performing later that year at the beginning of the fall 
theatrical season.2 Like Blanche Selwyn, both women depicted swell char-
acters and dressed in the height of fashion, and there is little evidence that 
they portrayed a wider range of male characters. Reviews praised their style 
and the speed of their costume changes, although it appears that Minnie Hall 
was a weaker singer than Maggie Weston. Despite the many obstacles they 
faced, both Weston and Hall managed to sustain careers through the worst 
years of the depression and into the early 1880s, but they did so in ways that 
differed from the older and more experienced male impersonators active in 
variety, and their career paths reflect the changes within variety that were 
largely caused by the economic downturn.
 Maggie Weston’s career had an auspicious beginning; her first reviewed 
performances were at the Olympic Theatre in Brooklyn and at the theater 
managed by Billy Pastor, Tony Pastor’s brother, in Jersey City, New Jersey. 
Brief reviews of these appearances note that Weston performed a character- 
change act through songs and dances; it appears that these reviews occurred 
at the suggestion of Colonel T. Allston Brown, who was Weston’s agent, as he 
was mentioned in both. In April Weston joined the Hart and Ryman tour-
ing company, which immediately booked a week at Tony Pastor’s theater, 
which was free for the summer because Pastor was out on the road with his 
own troupe. The company then headed west to Cincinnati, where, despite 
drawing good audiences, it collapsed by the end of May; Weston returned 
to New York to find another booking. This pattern marked much of the rest 
of Weston’s career during the late 1870s, and the record of her performances 
is marked by frequent gaps of a month or more, indicating periods in which 
she was either out of work or working in venues so small or disreputable 
that they were not reviewed by the New York Clipper. There were many such 
small variety halls in this period, some of them unlicensed and most offer-
ing low- class entertainment for their working- class patrons. Occasionally, 
low- class venues, such as Harry Hill’s dance hall in New York or Bordwell’s 
Opera House in East Saginaw, Michigan, placed advertising in the Clipper, 
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but they were never treated as legitimate variety halls by this newspaper 
and performances at these venues were not reviewed in the “Variety Halls” 
column.
 Despite auspicious beginnings and the prominence of her agent, Weston’s 
career foundered until the end of the 1870s. In 1874 Weston performed in 
St. Louis and New Orleans, and she returned to St. Louis in 1875, but most 
of the rest of the performances for which I have found evidence were on the 
East Coast. When bookings in variety theaters were not available, Weston 
appeared in olio performances at the Bowery Theatre, which was in its last 
throes as an English- language venue with a bill dominated by Irish plays.3 
During 1875 Weston changed agents twice, moving from Brown to E. M. 
Blum and then to E. W. Woolcott and Co. Brown had represented Weston 
extremely well; indeed, the advertising he placed for her vastly outnumbers 
the reviews of her performances in the Clipper, and he constantly quoted 
reviews that praised her work. Woolcott took a similar approach in his pro-
motion of Weston, yet, despite her not inconsiderable skills, her career had 
stalled by 1878. During that year, the only evidence I have that Weston was 
still actively pursuing theatrical bookings is advertising placed by her agent.
 The thing that most distinguished Weston from the other male imperson-
ators active in this period was her youth; whereas the majority of her older 
contemporaries had taken on this specialty in order to remain on the stage, 
Weston seems to have used it as a way of becoming established in her theater 
career. Reviews note that Weston’s costumes were impeccable, her changes 
fast, and her singing good. She was less realistic in her impressions than either 
Hindle or Wesner, and, like Blanche Selwyn, Weston was concerned about 
maintaining her femininity, even when performing a male character. Her 
advertising billed her as a “genteel” male impersonator, but another adver-
tisement suggests that the term genteel described her act rather than the men 
she portrayed: “One thing commendable about Miss Weston’s singing male 
character songs—she never forgets for a moment (though dressed as a man) 
that she is a lady.”4 While Blanche Selwyn was certainly less realistic in her 
impressions than Hindle or Wesner because of her feminine curves, it was not 
something that was highlighted as a positive trait of her performance style. 
But for Weston, her femininity in combination with her youth was seen as a 
positive feature that distinguished her from her older competitors.5 This new 
emphasis reflects an increasingly conservative construction of working- class 
femininity that brought it closer to the middle- class model in some ways. In 
a period in which working- class men, who defined themselves through work 
and their convivial traditions, had difficulty maintaining status, it should not 
be surprising that the ideals for working- class femininity were constrained. 
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In Weston’s case, this served to shift her act from the believable masculinity 
of her older contemporaries and to bring it closer in performance style to 
those of the pretty and feminine seriocomic singers who appeared on the 
same bills.
 This more feminine approach to performance was clearly not entirely suc-
cessful for Weston, who largely disappeared from the theatrical record after 
the beginning of the 1876–77 season. Her advertising promised a number 
of “charming” sketches through which she introduced her specialty, and it 
is possible that Weston’s skills as an actress sustained her during this period 
and that she had joined a theatrical stock company as a supporting player. 
In 1879 Weston reappeared in the pages of the Clipper, when the “Variety 
Halls” column noted that she was appearing at variety theaters managed 
by two younger entrepreneurial managers, Harry Miner and Jacob “Jac” 
Aberle. Harry Miner had entered variety management in New York City in 
the depths of the depression, and as the economy began to improve in the 
later 1870s, he was well placed to expand by acquiring theaters in New York 
City, forming a small circuit that allowed him to offer longer- term contracts 
to performers and to move them between his various theaters. By the 1880s, 
Miner had a number of theaters in Manhattan and had taken on T. Allston 
Brown’s role of disseminating information to a theatrical world that was 
once again expanding. Beginning in 1883, Miner published a directory that 
included contact data for dramatic actors and actresses and information on 
theaters, managers, and routes; the directory even provided information on 
all known theaters around the world, including colonial centers in South and 
Southeast Asia, Oceania, and sub- Saharan Africa.6

 The manager who proved to be most beneficial to Weston’s foundering 
career, however, was Jac Aberle, whose theater was on the west side of Lower 
Manhattan. Contemporaries of Aberle tend to remember him with contempt 
because his theater staged a mixture of melodrama, variety, and occasionally 
minstrelsy and catered to a working- class audience and because the star of 
his company was his daughter, Lena Aberle. In theatrical memoirs written 
in the early twentieth century, Lena Aberle was described as being a woman 
of substantial stature, weighing two hundred pounds or more, with little 
or no dramatic training. They also describe Jac Aberle as having begun his 
career as a saloon keeper, and it is clear that his indulgence of his daughter’s 
dramatic ambitions propelled him into theatrical management.
 In early 1879, Aberle acquired the lease on a building on Eighth Street, 
between Broadway and Fourth Avenue, and at the beginning of the 1879–80 
season he moved his company to this building, which had formerly housed 
a Roman Catholic church.7 William Ellis Horton described the Tivoli in his 
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memoirs of the New York stage: “It was here that Jac Aberle maintained a 
stock company for the support of his daughter Lena, of immortal memory. 
Not one of his actors received more than twenty dollars a week, twenty- five 
per cent of which was paid in bar checks, and Miss Aberle did not care what 
piece she appeared in provided there was a moon in it. Her impersonation 
of Camille, which she gave on her benefit nights—the stage creaking under 
her as she faded away and died—will never be forgotten by those who had 
the good fortune to witness it.”8 The contempt of those in the theatrical 
profession for Aberle and his daughter stemmed from their relative ama-
teur status in the theater world and from the lack of taste and acting skill in 
the fare their theater offered, as well as from the indulgence shown by Jac 
Aberle toward his daughter. Instead of apprenticing her within the theater 
system, where she could learn the craft in one of the city’s stock companies, 
he catapulted her into starring roles for which she was ill- suited and paid 
washed- up and alcoholic theatrical professionals to be part of the farce, all 
the while encouraging them to continue to drink. Theater people no doubt 
felt that Aberle could only degrade a profession that those engaged in more 
serious drama were working hard to elevate.
 Despite his relative outsider status, Aberle managed to hire a number of 
seasoned professionals and talented actors for his stock company. For a young 
aspiring and ambitious actress like Maggie Weston, Aberle’s theater proved 
to be a valuable training ground in which she could more fully develop her 
acting skills. While Weston could not develop skills that would allow her to 
move into a legitimate theater company performing serious drama, she could 
learn the basic skills needed for melodrama and comic plays, adding these 
to the singing, dancing, and improvising skills she had already acquired in 
variety. Weston was particularly useful to Aberle because she could appear 
in both the dramatic portion of the entertainment as well as in olio perfor-
mances staged between pieces. She was hired initially as an olio performer, 
but when the company moved to the New Tivoli Theatre for the beginning of 
the 1880–81 season, Weston was in the stock company and played supporting 
roles throughout that season, learning a new piece every two weeks.
 For the next two years, Weston moved between variety and melodrama, 
often working for both Henry Miner and Jac Aberle. Both of these men 
catered to the working- class population of New York City, but unlike many 
of the low- class dives that offered sexualized fare, they sought to offer a 
respectable night of entertainment to their audience, reflecting the desire of 
working- class families to pursue leisure together. Miner was considerably 
more successful than Aberle, and by the end of the century he had built a 
small circuit of local theaters in New York. But he never abandoned his initial 
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goal of providing good, cheap amusement that was free from the “blue” con-
tent that marked many cheaper venues. In many ways, Miner was filling the 
vacuum left by Tony Pastor when he moved his opera house to Broadway and 
then to Union Square. Pastor had succeeded by recognizing that his audience 
desired good, clean family- style entertainment that reflected their needs and 
aspirations, and Miner and Aberle both followed this tradition, moving into 
parts of the city abandoned by more established managers and catering to 
the working- class and immigrant populations who lived there. Despite the 
lack of literary value in the plays Aberle produced, he provided a theatrical 
venue with a less rowdy reputation than the old Bowery Theatre, and he did 
not exclude women from his audience by staging sexually suggestive works.
 Weston’s experience in both melodrama and variety allowed her to 
maintain employment through the late 1870s and into the 1880s, when she 
launched her own starring vehicle, D. D.; or, Dora the Detective, a melodrama 
that exploited her ability to rapidly change costumes by calling on her to 
portray multiple characters in a single play. She also wrote melodramas; 
Abe, the Pioneer; or, The Mad Hunter of Arizona was staged at one of Harry 
Miner’s houses, Dick Parker’s American Theater, during August 1881, and she 
wrote several plays that capitalized on the vogue for Irish dramas begun by 
Harrigan and Hart’s Mulligan Guard series. Weston formed her own com-
pany to perform Dan Maloney’s Raffle, which she periodically refreshed with 
new variety performers into the mid- 1890s, and she tried to follow up on 
the success of this piece with Dan Maloney’s Nomination but was apparently 
unsuccessful in this venture. Her most successful melodrama was The Boy 
Scout of the Sierras, which debuted in 1882 and starred N. S. Wood, who 
appeared in revivals of this work into the early twentieth century.9

 Weston largely abandoned male impersonation after the mid- 1880s, in part 
because she had gained weight as she aged and became physically less able 
to sustain male roles, but in part because her success in melodrama meant 
that she no longer needed to perform in variety. Weston had been able to 
develop her acting skills in the context of variety, but the stability of steady 
work in a stock company was more attractive to her than the uncertain life 
of a traveling variety star. Performers active in variety were under constant 
pressure to find a series of one-  and two- week bookings to fill their season, 
and variety also required hundreds and even thousands of miles of travel 
each year via uncertain transportation. In the early twentieth century, Weston 
was able to capitalize on the comedic skills she had developed in variety 
and took part in a traveling musical comedy based on a popular comic strip 
called The Happy Hooligan that was essentially a polite version of a variety 
show, consisting of comic sketches linked with a flimsy narrative. Weston 
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was the only woman in a group of four comedians in this show, and she won 
praise for her performances.10 In 1908 Weston was cast in the comic role of 
the “Sultana’s Cook” in Victor Herbert’s Algeria.
 While male impersonation had been the only venue in which women could 
perform broad comedy in the 1870s, this was no longer the case by the 1890s, 
and by the early twentieth century funny women were a staple of American 
theater. The opening of comedic roles allowed Weston to cultivate a comedy 
career late in her life. Weston’s experience in melodrama also allowed her 
to extend her career into the 1910s; when low- class melodrama faded on the 
stage, it moved into silent films, and Weston followed. She became a steady 
supporting player in a number of movies, including Tess of the d’Urbervilles 
(1913), Regeneration (1915), and The Foundling (1916), which starred Mary 
Pickford.11 Weston did not have a primary role in any of these films, but she 
became a good, solid supporting actress and thus found steady work in a 
growing industry. Her last film was made in 1919, and she died in 1926.
 The career path taken by Maggie Weston came to be characteristic of male 
impersonators active in the early twentieth century, a period in which young 
female performers struggled to distinguish themselves from many other 
young women with similar skills. In the later nineteenth century and early 
twentieth century, male impersonation became a means by which young 
and extremely ambitious women who were not exceptionally beautiful could 
make their mark in both vaudeville and musical comedy. This possibility did 
not exist at the time that Weston entered the field, and she likely made choices 
in her career that allowed her to find reliable sources of employment rather 
than to gain fame or a leading role. Indeed, had she sought fame, variety 
would have been a better means by which to gain it. On the other hand, her 
early career in variety allowed Maggie Weston to develop a broad range of 
skills that she put to good use during the 1890s and later. Sketch comedy in 
variety allowed her to become a good, steady supporting player in musical 
comedies of the early twentieth century, and the broad acting style of variety 
also transferred easily to melodrama of the later nineteenth century and later 
to silent film.
 Minnie Hall was the second male impersonator to enter variety during 
1874. Hall began her variety career during 1873 and most likely started out 
as a dancer, although the advertising that mentions her does not specify the 
kind of act she performed. During July 1873, she worked in Washington, 
D.C., with a troupe of performers from the Theatre Comique, who staged 
their show at one of the city’s private pleasure gardens to make the most of 
the cooler evening breezes in the hot summer months.12 Her first perfor-
mances as a male impersonator were in the Midwest at the beginning of the 
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1874–75 theatrical season, and I am assuming that she had moved into this 
specialty because she desired to extend her theatrical career. Hall received 
good reviews, although the New York Clipper reviewer in New Orleans noted 
her “defective” singing voice. Despite this weakness, she managed to remain 
fully booked for the entire season and even managed to procure a number 
of bookings during the slow summer season.13

 Through her first season in variety, Minnie Hall worked primarily in older, 
well- established variety halls, many of which were losing audiences due to the 
economic downturn and also losing ground in their competition with halls 
run by younger entrepreneurial managers. These managers discovered that 
one of the surefire ways to attract a larger share of their traditional audience 
of workingmen was to present a troupe of cancan dancers on their stage. The 
cancan was a dance that sustained many variety theaters in the short term, 
but it was also a dance that increasingly raised the ire of local authorities, 
and by 1874 the Clipper began to run reports of theaters being raided for 
staging it.14 These managers, whom I have come to think of as traditionalists 
because of their focus on attracting a male audience to their theaters, reacted 
to the economic crisis by placing an emphasis on the elements of their bill 
that consistently pleased their most traditional audience. They did not see 
the business sense in adopting the riskier tactics employed by innovative 
managers who went in search of new audiences, crossing gender lines and 
potentially class lines by seeking to integrate women and children into their 
audiences and seeking to expand their appeal to middle- class audiences. 
While theaters presenting the cancan came, in retrospect, to be seen as low- 
class dives that presented indecent entertainment, this was not the case at 
the time. These halls seem indecent only from the perspective of the early 
twentieth century and in a world in which decency was marked by the pres-
ence of a family audience in the auditorium. During the 1870s, halls run by 
traditionalist managers employed the leading variety performers, many of 
whom also failed to make the transition into the more polite vaudeville that 
emerged before the end of the century.
 While Minnie Hall managed to find bookings through the whole 1874–75 
season, she did so only with difficulty, and, seeking more certain and con-
tinuous employment, she joined the company at the Parisian Varieties in 
February 1876. The Parisian Varieties was on East Sixteenth Street in New 
York City, between Fifth Avenue and Broadway. It had originally been built 
as a private residence in 1840 and had later served as a ballroom before 
being converted into a small exhibition hall that opened in 1868. Known as 
Robinson Hall, this house operated on the periphery of the variety world, 
offering low- cost entertainment to an audience of working- class men. In 1874, 
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after having briefly staged French drama, it opened as the Parisian Variet-
ies and advertised that it was a “Temple of sensational art,” presenting “the 
most elegant entertainments in New York.” These consisted of a “grand olio 
of song, dance, ballet, farce, sketch, musical gems, gymnastic wonders, and 
the cream of specialty, novelty and variety.”15 While overblown, the descrip-
tion in this advertising was fairly typical of variety halls in the period, and 
there was little about this hall or its management that suggested that it was 
anything but respectable.
 Robinson Hall was, however, firmly associated with the cancan. During 
1874 it had come under scrutiny by city authorities, along with a number of 
small variety halls that staged a cancan nightly. One of its competitors, Met-
ropolitan Hall, was raided by the police because of its cancan, and, while Rob-
inson Hall had escaped legal intervention, the press had criticized it as well 
as Metropolitan Hall for being an indecent theater. As a result, the manager 
understood how quickly one could become a target of moral reform forces 
who had been reenergized by the economic crash. Robinson Hall faced an 
additional problem in that the theater was much farther uptown than most 
variety halls, which were clustered on and around Broadway, near its intersec-
tion with Houston Street. The theaters close to Robinson Hall offered more 
legitimate fare, so the manager needed to present entertainment that both 
pleased local workingmen and could also tempt wealthier men to abandon 
the higher- class theaters in the neighborhood. The solution was a standard 
variety show performed by a skilled company that consisted primarily of 
women.
 The Parisian Varieties was not the first theater to come up with this solu-
tion, and by the mid- 1870s there were also a number of all- female variety 
troupes touring around the United States. The economic downturn of the 
mid- 1870s brought about the revival of sexualized performance, a strand of 
variety that had been eclipsed by the expansion of “high- class” variety dur-
ing the early years of the Civil War. During the late 1840s and 1850s, halls 
offering shows consisting of living statuary and performances by all- female 
troupes had competed for customers with concert saloons that staged circus 
and variety acts, ballet corps, and sensational dramas or reenactments. The 
passage of the Anti–Concert Saloon bill in 1862 had created an environ-
ment that favored performers and allowed singers to more carefully develop 
characters in their acts. Sexualized variety languished during the 1860s and 
early 1870s, and it did not revive until the economically difficult climate of 
the mid- 1870s forced managers to find ways to encourage men to patron-
ize their establishments. The shift toward sexualized performance was also 
reinforced by the closure of variety halls or the conversion of variety halls 
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into for- hire houses. While members of variety stock companies could form 
touring variety troupes, the young women who formed the ballet corps at 
local variety theaters faced unemployment. The managers who retained ballet 
dancers did so in order to stage the cancan, and touring all- female troupes 
hired ballet dancers for the same reason.
 Touring troupes that presented sexualized variety came to be known as 
female minstrel companies, and they offered a show that combined elements 
of minstrelsy, variety, and burlesque. Although there is very little real evi-
dence that troupes presented obscene entertainment, they often raised the 
ire of local authorities and were perceived as indecent, primarily because of 
the number of women on the stage. These troupes also capitalized on the 
popularity of the kind of burlesque that had been presented by Lydia Thomp-
son and her troupe of British Blondes during 1868 and in subsequent tours 
during the 1870s. Thompson had discovered that any press coverage, even 
negative stories, created greater interest in her show, and female minstrel 
companies followed in this tradition. As a result, their tours tended to be 
accompanied by stories of small run- ins with local authorities and protests 
by moral reformers.
 The Rentz- Santley troupe was the leading female minstrel troupe dur-
ing the 1870s. Minstrel manager Michael Leavitt managed the troupe, even 
though it bore the names of Madame Rentz, a tableaux vivant artist and 
acrobat, and Mabel Santley, a burlesque actress, both of whom performed 
with the troupe during its first season. This troupe, and most other female 
minstrel troupes, presented a performance in three acts.16 The first act was 
a minstrel act in which the members of the troupe presented songs and 
humor while seated in a semicircle. This was followed by a variety olio, and 
the third act presented a burlesque that featured the cancan or Zouave drills 
or some other formation marching or dancing. The Rentz- Santley troupe 
toured widely through the United States from the late 1870s until the 1890s. 
It often elicited protests from local authorities, but I have found no occa-
sions on which the troupe had its performing license rescinded or its per-
formances raided by authorities. Following Rentz- Santley and other troupes 
such as the much less decent troupe managed by actress May Fisk through 
the pages of nineteenth- century newspapers, I have sometimes wondered 
if the troupes manufactured opposition in order to create more interest in 
their performances. I have, however, found only one occasion on which May 
Fisk directed her troupe to present truly indecent acts in order to provoke 
intervention by the authorities. Fisk and her troupe had been performing at 
Nachmann’s Front Street Theatre in Baltimore in March 1879, but she had 
failed to draw an audience. On the fourth day, the troupe presented a show 
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that offended the manager, who canceled the rest of their booking.17 Fisk was 
losing money on the week, so the cancellation did not hurt her significantly, 
and it increased the appeal of her troupe in the subsequent cities in which 
she played. It also increased the hostility of local authorities, however, and 
Fisk spent much of her career suing local city councils for lost income when 
her performing license was rescinded.18

 Female minstrel troupes routinely employed seasoned variety performers 
who had been active during the 1860s and early 1870s as well as a number of 
younger female dancers and singers who provided the sexual allure of the 
show. The older actors and actresses were used to catering to the tastes of an 
all- male audience, and they had also begun their careers performing in front 
of audiences full of rowdy and drunk men. While many of these perform-
ers would probably have preferred to find employment in the more refined 
halls run by entrepreneurial managers, they were pragmatic enough to take 
whatever employment they were offered, and they could also play a valuable 
role in mentoring the younger women in the troupe. In Fisk’s first year on 
the road, Bessie and Dolly Warren, Dolly Byron, the Arnold Brothers, Louisa 
and Gracie Sherwood, and A. D. Weaver and his wife, Ida Siddons, were all 
part of her troupe.19 A. D. Weaver was a minstrel performer active in variety, 
and most of the women were singers or dancers; Gracie Sherwood went on 
to perform in musical comedies and operetta during the 1880s.
 The entertainment at the Parisian Varieties was very similar to that offered 
by touring female minstrel troupes. Reviews in the New York Clipper show 
that the management presented a sequence of songs and dances, almost all 
performed by women, and concluded the performance with a one- act bur-
lesque. In the summer months of 1876, the manager arranged for the show to 
tour through New England, and reviews from this tour reveal that the men in 
the audience came to the theater hoping to see suggestive performances. The 
Clipper noted that “in spite of a heavy storm, [the troupe was] greeted with a 
good house, consisting chiefly of males, who were attracted thither with the 
expectation of seeing something ‘broad’ in the entertainment; but nothing of 
the kind, in any great degree, was offered, the show being of the usual style, 
and somewhat better than variety shows in general.”20 The tour succeeded 
because the allure of an all- female troupe drew men to the theater, and the 
women in the Parisian Varieties troupe were skilled- enough performers to 
please their audience despite the lack of indecent material.
 When the troupe returned to New York in the later months of that summer, 
the Parisian Varieties began to have trouble drawing an audience and resorted 
to novel advertising ploys to drum up business. The Clipper carried a warning 
on August 12, 1876, noting that the theater had imprinted its name on silver 
half- dollars that were put into circulation in the hopes of alerting potential 
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audience members to its presence; the coins carried both the name of the 
theater and its address. The Clipper clearly disapproved of this tactic, and it 
warned readers that the defaced coins were worthless and that the manager 
had broken the law in placing advertising onto the coins and potentially 
faced both a jail sentence and a fine of two thousand dollars.21 By the end of 
that year, the theater’s advertising had begun to use more flowery language 
that hinted that performances were sexually suggestive; Minnie Hall’s act, 
which had previously been described as male impersonation in which she 
performed songs in male character, was now described as “nice songs and 
naughty music.”22 Despite these efforts, the theater failed by the end of that 
year, and Hall once again found herself without steady employment.
 After the collapse of the Parisian Varieties, Minnie Hall returned to per-
forming in the old- style variety halls run by traditionalist managers. Nach-
mann’s Front Street Theatre was among these, as was the Vine Street Opera 
House in Cincinnati. The Vine Street Opera House was one of the prominent 
variety halls in Cincinnati and was under the management of Thomas E. 
Snelbaker from 1878 until 1881, when he gave up the venue and began tour-
ing the United States with a large variety combination. Snelbaker had a great 
deal of competition in Cincinnati: by the time he took on the management 
of the theater, it was one of fifteen venues offering variety in the city, most 
of which were also located on Vine Street. As a result, Snelbaker needed to 
distinguish his venue, and he did so by offering a nightly cancan troupe and 
through his flamboyantly irreverent advertising that dominated the pages 
of the local newspapers. Snelbaker’s advertising took aim at his closest com-
petitor, Hubert Heuck, whose theater was located across the bridge on the 
other side of the Miami Canal in the German district, known satirically to 
the locals as “Over- the- Rhine.” But he also included derogatory references to 
local politicians and moral reformers, especially once their campaigns and 
changes to local ordinances made doing business more difficult. From 1879 
to 1881, Snelbaker was in constant conflict with the city and had to sue on a 
number of occasions to overturn newly enacted ordinances that prevented 
him from operating.23

 Snelbaker’s conflicts in Cincinnati increased during 1880 and 1881, but 
so too did his success in the broader theatrical world. Snelbaker launched 
a touring troupe in the 1880–81 season, and this troupe continued to tour 
from 1880 into the 1890s. Snelbaker also occasionally managed theaters in 
different cities, and when he died of focal encephalitis—probably as a result 
of syphilis—in 1888, he had taken over management of the Casino Theater 
in Chicago.24 While Snelbaker was one of the more colorful and flawed char-
acters who entered variety management in the later 1870s, it also appears 
that he was not only a skilled businessman but also well regarded by variety 
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professionals, who were willing to work for him over multiple seasons. Snel-
baker was among a growing number of entrepreneurs drawn to theatrical 
management as the economy began to recover from the effects of the Long 
Depression. Some of these managers were traditionalists like Snelbaker and 
chose to cater to the needs of young men, while others, such as Colonel Wil-
liam E. Sinn, the manager of the Front Street Theatre in Baltimore and the 
Park Theatre in Brooklyn, were innovators and sought to cater to an audience 
that included women and crossed class lines.
 While Minnie Hall spent almost two months as part of the troupe at Snel-
baker’s Cincinnati theater in 1879, she did not become part of his road com-
pany, and reviews suggest that she abandoned male impersonation during 
her time at the Vine Street Opera House. Hall’s billing suggests she began 
to perform dressed in female costume during this period, and later reviews 
confirm this, using the term seriocomic. Given that Hall had been described 
as “somewhat stout in figure” as early as 1876, it may have been that she was 
no longer able to maintain any sense of realism in her performances by the 
early 1880s.25 It is also likely that Hall’s singing had improved in three years of 
performance and that she now had the skills to sing women’s songs and had 
likely also developed some acting skills. In 1880 she appeared in a produc-
tion of the comedy Caste, staged by the Gilbert Association at the Brooklyn 
Athenaeum, but by the following year she was back in variety.
 There are only infrequent mentions of Hall in the theatrical record during 
the 1880s, but it appears that she continued to sustain her career in variety, 
often working for Harry Miner. In 1882 Miner billed her as appearing in “imi-
tations of J. K. Emmet [sic], with songs and guitar solos.”26 J. K. Emmett was a 
popular performer of the period who appeared in comedic music- theatrical 
pieces; he is best known for his German character Fritz, although he had begun 
his career in minstrelsy in the Midwest.27 This billing indicates that Hall took 
on male character roles when she needed to, but she had also added imitations 
to her repertoire of skills and had learned to play the guitar. Hall continued 
to be active in small- time vaudeville and burlesque into the early twentieth 
century. The New York Clipper notes that she took the role of Mag Mooney 
in the burlesque Queen of the Police Brigade at Harry Miner’s Eighth Avenue 
Theater in 1911, and she was the headliner at the Hippodrome in Cleveland, 
a venue that booked through B. F. Keith’s booking office, in 1914.28

* * *

 Annie Hindle, Blanche Selwyn, and the other older male impersonators 
rode out the depression years, aided in part by Ella Wesner’s departure to 
England in the middle of the decade. But as the economy recovered in the 
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later 1870s and early 1880s, performers found themselves working in a world 
in which management practices and performance aesthetics were chang-
ing. During the 1880s, the career paths taken by performers such as Maggie 
Weston and Minnie Hall became more typical. In the last decades of the 
nineteenth century, female performers who sustained careers over multiple 
seasons did so by being flexible and by moving away from the specialization 
of Annie Hindle and Ella Wesner. Younger performers depicted both male 
and female characters, and they moved between forms, including variety, bur-
lesque, melodrama, and musical comedy, which emerged during the 1880s. 
Another striking difference between the careers of younger American per-
formers and the women who pioneered male impersonation during the late 
1860s and early 1870s was that younger performers were less likely to reach 
the top of the profession. Most of these women seemed content to build a 
reputation as a steady supporting player and competent solo performer, to 
travel less widely, and to make a good, steady living in a single region.



 5 Ella Wesner and English  
Male Impersonation

Ella Wesner arrived in England in June 1876, and her first bookings were at 
the Oxford, the Cambridge, and the Sun Music Halls in London. The English 
theatrical trade newspaper the London Era did not carry detailed reviews 
of Wesner until October, but the “Foreign Show News” column in the New 
York Clipper quoted a correspondent from London who had witnessed her 
performance: “We have a hearty word of commendation for Miss Ella Wesner, 
‘the New York beau.’ This lady, we understand, arrived in England only last 
week, but we may predict for her a very rapid advance in popularity among 
the patrons of our music halls. She dresses in male attire, which becomes 
her much. She has a handsome face, a good voice, and a remarkably neat 
style, while her changes of costume are effected with what we may fairly call 
startling rapidity. She was loudly and deservedly applauded.”1 When reviews 
began to appear in English newspapers, they echoed this enthusiasm, and 
English reviewers maintained their enthusiasm for Wesner’s performances 
throughout her stay in England.
 Wesner’s experience in U.S. variety and drama had honed her performing 
skills, which allowed her to quickly adapt to performing in English music 
halls. Like American variety, the English music hall tradition originated in 
informal communal sing- alongs and amateur entertainment presented as an 
added attraction in public houses, taverns, and other meeting places. These 
gatherings, known as song- and- supper clubs, attracted audiences of singing 
men, who, like their American counterparts, indulged in convivial traditions, 
including drinking and singing. The English song- and- supper club tradition 
emerged at about the same time as concert saloons in the United States, and, 
like concert saloons, music halls, as they came to be known, grew to be more 
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and more like theaters in their architecture and in their seating plans. Despite 
these changes, there continued to be an expectation of audience participation, 
particularly in the form of chorus singing, and the consumption of alcohol 
was associated with the music hall until quite late in the century.
 British music hall scholar John Earl identifies seven architectural and 
developmental phases in music hall history, beginning with the “conviv-
ial meeting” or “free- and- easy” of the early nineteenth century and ending 
with the theaters that housed late- nineteenth- century music halls.2 Con-
vivial meetings or free- and- easies were not distinct to any one social class 
in England. Middle- class tradesmen met and sang together in taverns, and 
working- class men sang together in public houses. Alcohol was an integral 
part of this kind of entertainment, regardless of the participants. This form of 
entertainment proved to be successful enough that gradually publicans built 
larger rooms and halls to accommodate audiences and engaged professional 
singers and comics to augment the entertainment.
 By the mid- 1840s, there were a growing number of music halls in London 
and large provincial towns in the industrial North of the country. Music 
halls in London catered to a mixed audience of working- class and middle- 
class men, and often their wives and families, along with students and aris-
tocratic pleasure seekers. As was the case in the United States, prostitutes 
were frequently present in these halls, although authorities also tended to 
view any unaccompanied woman as a prostitute. Halls in the suburbs of 
London catered to a more exclusively working- class clientele. Music halls in 
smaller provincial towns, like those in London’s suburbs, were the preserve 
of working- class men and women. Women engaged in factory labor sought 
similar relaxation and entertainment as working- class men, and they attended 
music halls without being chaperoned by men. Records of victims of fires or 
theater panics in English provincial towns show that these women tended to 
be young and unmarried, often attending in groups; married working- class 
women with families had domestic duties that prevented them from regularly 
seeking entertainment at music halls.3

 In 1843 the British Parliament passed the Theatres Act, which allowed 
theater owners a choice of applying for a Lord Chamberlain’s license that was 
necessary to present drama but also disallowed drinking in the auditorium 
or a magistrate’s music and dancing license, which enabled them to continue 
to serve alcohol in the auditorium and to present a variety of entertainments, 
including singing and dancing, as long as no narrative plays were staged. This 
new law benefited a number of the smaller establishments that exclusively 
offered varied entertainments because, as long as the proprietor maintained 
order in his hall and did not allow prostitutes to solicit too openly or to 
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congregate in great numbers in the auditorium, it was relatively easy to obtain 
a license for a music hall. The concern over prostitution and morality was 
greater in London, and a second law that separated the music license from 
the dancing license was passed during the 1850s because of middle- class 
concerns that associated immorality and dancing. This law was ambiguous 
enough that music halls continued to stage ballets and choruses on occa-
sion. These exhibitions sometimes caused legal problems for managers, but 
because music halls relied primarily on singers, it was more an annoyance 
than an impediment to business.
 During the 1840s and 1850s, English music halls grew in size, and, like 
American concert saloons of the same period, these halls employed seating 
patterns with a flat auditorium floor and table seating that was surrounded 
by box and balcony seating rather than theatrical seating in rows set on a 
raked floor. Despite the table seating, a number of these halls had capacities 
of two to three thousand people. These large halls also featured promenades, 
which allowed patrons to circulate around the room in order to mingle and 
be seen; like American theaters, they had one or more bars in the auditorium 
to allow patrons to drink freely. Performers in these large music halls had 
to compete with the noise of people drinking and talking and the bustle of 
audience members arriving or leaving during the course of the show. It was 
not uncommon for audience members to drop in and see a turn or two on 
their way home from work.
 The atmosphere in the English music halls of this period was one of barely 
controlled chaos—on the floor of the auditorium, patrons, seated at long 
tables, joked, laughed, and talked as they drank; freely wandered the floor; 
and, when an act displeased them, responded to the performers with hostility. 
As Dagmar Kift explains:

In the traditional halls the performers were not welcomed by applause from 
a silently expectant audience but had to fight for attention and convince their 
audiences they were worth listening to. This was particularly difficult for per-
formers who were unknown to the audience. . . . More timid or unlucky per-
formers might have been greeted by jeers and hisses, followed by a hail of 
eggs, tomatoes and other vegetables. But if they managed to survive the first 
few minutes they could forge a bond with the audience during the choruses 
and create a feeling of togetherness between the stage and auditorium. Chorus 
singing and the boisterous response to the offerings are the two most striking 
features of audience behaviour.4

 By the 1880s, however, middle- class concerns about proper behavior were 
being felt in the English music halls. Reformers were concerned not only 
with the morality of the audience, but also with the fare presented for their 
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amusement. And, unlike America, English reformers could petition the mag-
istrate for license renewals in order to deprive a proprietor of his license.5 
During the 1890s, the final development in music hall architecture began to 
appear. As a result of newly enacted safety regulations, as well as other fac-
tors, music halls were transformed into, or replaced by, variety theaters that 
finally adopted the row seating of other theaters.6 Theatrical seating allowed 
for the segregation of the audience according to the cost of their ticket, and 
audiences were also less able to move freely around the auditorium.
 Given the similarity between the English music hall and American variety 
in the 1850s and 1860s, performers were able to easily move between the two 
forms. In the 1860s, particularly after the U.S. Civil War ended, the move-
ment was primarily from England to the United States as variety expanded. 
Laws regulating American variety that dated from early 1860s and disallowed 
drinking in the auditorium meant that the American audience was probably 
a little more orderly than the English audience, and English performers may 
well have preferred the performing conditions in American halls, which also 
tended to be smaller than those in England. Both Annie Hindle and Charles 
Vivian were among the English performers who had ventured across the 
Atlantic in this period. It should not be surprising that when the American 
economy foundered in the mid- 1870s, Ella Wesner was just one among a 
number of American performers who traveled in the opposite direction to 
try their luck in the English music halls. While the performing conditions 
in England were a little rowdier than these performers were used to, many 
of the tricks designed to win audience sympathies that variety performers 
had learned in America also worked in the new context. But the economic 
models employed by English variety managers were very different from those 
found in the United States, as were the attitudes of performers toward their 
repertoire.
 The theatrical trade newspaper the London Era is the best source of infor-
mation about English music halls. Regional newspapers carried advertising 
for halls, but the Era was both systematic and thorough in reporting activity 
in the London and provincial music halls. This newspaper included news and 
reviews about performances of spoken drama, musical theater, and musical 
hall, and it also included short reviews of provincial theatricals and foreign 
(mostly American and European entertainments) as well as advertising sec-
tions. Performers and managers placed advertising in this newspaper, and its 
columns became an effective means by which they could negotiate bookings. 
England seems to have lacked the infrastructure of managers and agents 
that developed in the United States during the 1870s, although young and 
relatively inexperienced performers sometimes relied on older performers 
to assist them in making bookings.7 English performers also occasionally 



94 chapter 5

placed personal notes to their families and friends in their advertising in 
the Era, and they also used advertising in this newspaper to make exclusive 
claims to particular songs. While performers in the United States routinely 
shared repertoires, often stealing popular songs from each other as they 
watched performances, in England singers had more exclusive ownership of 
songs. This is not to say that a single song did not appear in the repertoires 
of multiple performers, but each music hall performer had a certain amount 
of material that they claimed as their exclusive property.
 While American variety included a wide range of performers from differ-
ent branches of the theater, from circus and minstrel performers to popular 
and comic singers and dancers and classical singers and ballet dancers, the 
entertainment offered by English music halls consisted primarily of singers; 
while a small number of folk dancers appeared in the halls, there were no 
acrobatic or circus- style acts, nor were there one- act dramatic pieces. In 
London performers appeared in two and sometimes three halls each eve-
ning in order to make a living wage, but when they appeared in provin-
cial halls, they performed just once each evening. Despite the relatively low 
pay in London, performers sought to be in that city because of the many 
opportunities it offered. When Vesta Tilley, who emerged as the leading 
male impersonator during the 1870s, began performing in London at the 
beginning of that decade, she earned three pounds a week for an act lasting 
about twenty minutes in a single theater.8 In the same period in the United 
States, the average variety act was paid around fifty dollars a week for eight 
performances, six evenings and two matinees. In 1876 the New York Clipper 
warned American variety performers about the performing conditions in 
London, lest they be tempted to move into English music halls:

It is a mistaken idea that people can live cheaper in England than they can 
in America. Everything here is quite as dear as in the States, with the trifling 
exception of some articles in wearing apparel, etc.; and to make a salary equiva-
lent to what is obtained in America it becomes necessary to work from two to 
three turns a night, each turn lasting from twenty to twenty- five minutes; and 
besides you have to hire a brougham or cab, which will cost at least from fifteen 
to twenty dollars per week; and then there is also the important item of agents’ 
fees, etc., which reduces a fair salary to a somewhat unpleasant minimum.9

Another report from the same correspondent the following year spelled out 
the potential earnings and expenses of Americans performers in London 
in more detail:

A good price for a single turn for one specialty performer in London is $25 
per week, and that can only be obtained at certain times of the night—say 8.45 
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to 10.30. If a man were to work three turns a night at the above price, it would 
amount to £15, or $75. His expenses would amount to: firstly, his agent’s fee, 
7 1/2 percent on the $75, $5.25, gold; brougham, $15; porters, etc., who are an 
indispensable nuisance attached to the halls, $2.75; total $23; leaving $52, and 
he is a lucky individual who can obtain it regularly.10

Vesta Tilley routinely took bookings at three different theaters in London, 
and this was true for Wesner, too. During her first weeks of performing she 
also appeared in three different London halls.
 Many music hall performers, including male impersonators, split their 
time between London and the provinces. Leading performers generally 
spent about a third of their year in London halls and for the rest of the time 
traveled from town to town, playing smaller provincial theaters, but some 
music hall performers were active primarily in provincial theaters and only 
rarely appeared in London halls. In the provinces, a performer could expect 
one to two weeks in each town, and only in the case of larger towns, such as 
Manchester and Liverpool, could they expect to stay longer. It is not clear 
from reports in the London Era who paid the traveling expenses incurred 
by performers while they were in the provinces, but it must be assumed that 
provincial halls paid higher wages than London halls and that expenses in 
the provinces were significantly lower, because performers were limited to 
one turn a night when they left London.11

 This hiring pattern stands in sharp contrast to that of American variety 
during the 1870s. While American performers frequently used the services 
of an agent, and needed to pay for those services, their transportation costs 
to the theater were paid either by the theater manager or by the manager of 
the troupe with which they traveled. It also appears that the wages were fairly 
standard, regardless of the location of the theater. It is clear from the warn-
ings in the Clipper that, even during the depression of the 1870s, performers 
could make a better living in America than in England if they could find 
bookings. While bookings were scarcer and many theaters failed financially 
during the prolonged depression of the 1870s in the United States, only a 
small number of the American acts that toured in England were financially 
successful, and the reports printed in the Clipper were clearly intended to 
dissuade American performers from seeking their fortunes in an English 
theatrical market already glutted with American acts.
 The tradition of olio performances was largely, if not entirely, absent from 
English spoken theater until the later 1870s and 1880s, which is when theaters 
began to reach across class lines for audiences. Because of the theater licensing 
laws, music halls were not able to stage one- act plays or satirical burlesque 
afterpieces, as did variety halls in the United States. The censorship laws in 
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England resulted in the English music hall relying primarily on a collection 
of unrelated acts in which song was central. But at the same time, the rowdy 
and informal environment that had been characteristic of early American 
variety in the 1850s and 1860s remained in England. The informal seating 
plan and the design of the hall, which encouraged the audience to move 
freely around the building, as well as the sale and consumption of alcohol 
represented a challenge to American performers.
 Even though the American audience was far from silent in the variety 
hall—if the act on the stage displeased them, they booed and jeered and 
treated the performer to a volley of verbal insults or peanut shells—the Eng-
lish music hall audience was even more rowdy, and its members also expected 
to be active participants in the evening’s entertainment.12 English music halls 
continued the early tradition of conviviality and communal singing that 
originated in the free- and- easy or song- and- supper club, and the audience 
enthusiastically joined the performer in singing the choruses to songs. Music 
hall performers needed to be able to manage group singing in order to ensure 
that the audience did not dictate the pace of their act, while also allowing the 
audience the pleasure they sought in joining in. English songs were struc-
tured to allow performers to negotiate this tension: a chromatic slide into 
the chorus or a shift in meter from duple to triple, for example, allowed the 
performer to remain in control. Sound recordings from the early twentieth 
century also reveal that English performers often delivered the verses of 
songs in an almost conversational way, employing constantly shifting tempi 
and heightened speech, before slowly cueing the chorus by returning to the 
melody of the song. As in the United States, comic singers also interpolated 
spoken monologues into their songs. American singers performing in Eng-
land had to quickly learn to control the audience, but communal singing, 
while less common in the United States, was not entirely absent from variety, 
and performers had been singing English songs, and songs modeled on them, 
in the United States through the 1870s.13

* * *

 While Annie Hindle was originally English, and her performance specialty 
originated in the English music hall, the performance style of English and 
American male impersonators developed quite differently after the end of 
the 1860s, when Hindle left England to perform in the United States. Judging 
from reviews and advertising placed in the London Era, Hindle was among 
the earliest music hall performers to concentrate on depicting male charac-
ters, and early in her career she continued to include some female character 
songs in her performances, perhaps contributing to the speed with which she 
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changed her costumes. The descriptive terms employed in reviews and adver-
tising in Hindle’s first years of performing in music hall included seriocomic, 
character, and characteristic, and she was also billed as an impersonator of 
male characters. Each of these terms had come to have specific meanings in 
the previous decade, and each signaled something about the acts to which 
they were applied.
 As was the case in the United States, seriocomic referenced a kind of lightly 
amusing song, and it was applied most often to women, although not exclu-
sively so.14 In the context of the music hall, characteristic singers were those 
who imitated or depicted particular socially recognized “types.” Initially, 
this term appears to have been used in theater and applied to scenic drops, 
dramatic moments, and tableaux that depicted something typical of a par-
ticular situation or location. Although these did not have to have any ethnic 
or national association, the term could carry this meaning, particularly when 
applied to music and dance. All of these meanings came into music hall 
performance in the early 1850s, and by the end of that decade the use of the 
term characteristic had become standard. Music hall managers frequently 
advertised for comic or seriocomic singers and characteristic singers and 
dancers in the columns of the Era, and this terminology was also used in 
reviews.
 While women sang comic songs in the English music hall and also depicted 
ethnic types, such as the Irish, or well- known opera singers or other public 
figures, there is no indication that they took on male characters until the early 
1860s. The earliest reviews or advertisements for performers impersonating 
male characters that I have found both date from 1863. One of the prominent 
characteristic singers of the 1850s and 1860s, Kate Harley, added male charac-
ters to her repertoire in 1863. Harley’s career began in the early 1850s, and she 
had emerged as a leading performer by 1852. Harley’s billing varied greatly 
during the 1850s. In 1851 she was described as performing “lectures and vocal 
entertainment,” and in the following two years the descriptors “comic ballad 
vocalist” and “characteristic” were also applied to her act.15 Clearly, singing 
and comedy were at the heart of her act, but there are few detailed reviews 
that describe what she did onstage. An 1856 review notes that she performed 
“delineations and imitations of the varied characters of the opera”;16 it is not 
clear whether these parodies and imitations were of popular opera singers 
or the characters in popular operas of the day. Reviews show that she was 
warmly received by her audience.
 By the mid- 1850s, Harley was at the height of her popularity, but in May 
1856 she announced her retirement in an advertisement in the Era, and then, 
after a few performances late in the year, she was absent from the stage until 
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1859. It is not clear why Harley withdrew from performance. Perhaps she was 
ill or she married and had children, but in any case she did not return to the 
music hall stage until the end of the 1850s. In January 1859, Harley was in 
Birmingham and was as popular as ever with audiences, and she continued 
to perform regularly until late June, when she announced that doctors had 
advised her to go to the seaside to recover her health and that she would not 
be appearing for the bookings she had made for the following two months.17

 Despite her absences from the stage in the second half of the 1850s, when 
Harley once again returned to the music hall stage in December 1859, she 
quickly recovered her popularity, and she continued to be billed as a char-
acteristic singer. In the early 1860s, Harley faced more and more competi-
tion from younger singers, and she appears to have constantly made small 
changes to her act to distinguish herself from other performers. By 1862 she 
advertised herself as a “serio- comic vocalist and patter singer” and claimed 
that she was writing her own songs.18 In the following year, Harley added male 
characters to her repertoire of imitations, and in doing so she introduced a 
new specialty to the music hall stage. This choice proved to be a good one, 
and Harley was once again a highly sought- after performer. She continued to 
work into the mid- 1870s, although reports of her activities in the Era became 
more infrequent and reviewers occasionally commented on her age. In 1877 
she joined a touring concert party formed by Alfred Vance that presented 
specialties and extravaganzas. In 1880 Harley was once again advertising in 
the Era, but she disappears from the record in the early 1880s; it is possible 
that she retired from performance at this point due to age or ill health.
 Kate Harley’s earliest impersonations of male characters grew out of her 
mimicry of well- known performers. Male comic singer Harry Clifton had 
scored a hit with a new song, “The Dark Girl Dressed in Blue,” in 1862, and 
Harley soon added this to her repertory, dressing in male costume to imitate 
Clifton singing his hit. She also acquired another of his songs, “Granny Snow,” 
which was published in the same year. While young women had appeared 
in narrative drama in male roles before this date, particularly as pages and 
young sailor boys, the early 1860s seems to mark the point at which women 
in music halls began regularly to appear in male character, and in the years 
following Harley’s innovation, a number of younger performers took on 
this specialty, always referencing the male star they were imitating in their 
advertising. So, for example, at one time or another, Annie Hindle, Jenny 
Stanley, Polly Jackson, Lydia Grey, and Clara St. Claire, all of whom began 
performing in the mid- 1860s, imitated the two leading lions comiques of the 
period, Alfred Vance and George Leybourne; these were male comic singers 
who specialized in depicting finely dressed men- about- town. Bessie Bonehill 
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was billed as the female Liston; Harry Liston, like Vance, Leybourne, and 
Clifton, was a prominent comic singer of the period.
 It is clear that the number of young women performing comic material 
had increased during the 1850s and 1860s, and in the latter part of the 1860s 
the number of women impersonating male characters also increased. One 
writer for the London Era noticed this trend with some alarm when review-
ing one of Kate Harley’s performances at Weston’s Music Hall in London:

Kate Harley comes on dressed like the fastest of “fast” swell- gents—wonderful 
hat, velvet morning coat, plaid trousers, bronze leather boots, Oh, got up in 
great style, and she tells us, or rather he tells us—for she is he now—a maudlin 
story of falling hopelessly in love with a servant of all- work “down Ludgate- hill,” 
who has £7 a year and her extras. . . . Now, can anyone conceive for a moment 
the notion of a lisping gent, “the glass of fashion and the mould of form,” having 
intrigues with an ever- lasting dirt- begrimed poor maid of all- work on Ludgate- 
hill? Then she sings another song called “Holborn- hill,” in which everybody 
is warned to beware of the girls “away down Holborn- hill”; to beware of our 
hearts, quothe, we should rather think that our pockets must be meant. Seri-
ously, Music Hall singers must stop all this trash themselves, or they will be 
sad losers by it. People don’t hiss and call out; quite the contrary, many of them 
cheer and clap; but the other feeling is expressed by vacant galleries and empty 
benches. Why cannot Music Halls have nice, smart, little comic operatic pieces 
written for them exclusively, as the great houses have operas? They would then 
have the public back again, by real good music, and keep them. We express our 
firm opinion, drawn from observation and experience, that the present style of 
serio- comic singing must be swept remorsely into the dust- hole, and something 
humorous, intellectual, and elevated substituted in its place. Miss Ada Marian, 
another serio- comic singer, made her first appearance. She sang both a serious 
and a comic song very prettily, and, what is better, sang them as a lady. We shall 
be very glad to see the end of women delighting to sing in breeches, and we 
trust that the ladies will preserve their sexuality whenever they possibly can. 
They may depend upon it they will sustain the respect of the opposite sex much 
better. With regard to the so- called comic singing gentlemen, all over London, 
the sooner they drop the “comic” and keep to the “serio” only, the better will 
it be both for their Managers and the public.19

This kind of negative review is not typical of music hall reviews found in 
the Era in this period, and I suspect that the author more often attended 
narrative drama and concerts of serious music or the opera. The particular 
way in which he singled out Kate Harley for approbation is telling, however. 
He was clearly not a fan of comic material in the music halls, and the fact 
that Harley was dressed as a fashionable gentleman as she sang made her 
act especially offensive to him. It is entirely possible that he felt slighted by 
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her impersonation, because the barbs in her humor that were intended for a 
higher- class man, or the men in the audience who intended to emulate them, 
found their target. His distaste and discomfort at watching a woman perform-
ing in male dress are clear in this review, as are the popularity and numbers 
of singers performing comic material in the context of the music hall.
 Despite the impression left by the review above, the Englishwomen who 
first included male characters in their repertoires did not portray male char-
acters exclusively. Performers active in the 1860s also included songs featuring 
female characters in their repertoires and routinely performed both male and 
female character songs. In her early career in England, Annie Hindle also 
depicted both male and female characters; she abandoned female character 
songs when she moved to the United States. By the later 1860s, there were 
about a dozen women or more who billed themselves as “impersonators 
of male characters,” and in the early 1870s some of these women began to 
perform more male than female characters and eventually performed male 
characters exclusively.
 Even women who primarily performed female character songs sometimes 
risked the ire of Era reviewers, particularly when they sang more broadly 
comic material. While England seemed more tolerant of women in male 
character than the United States, all women singing comic material trod a 
fine line. The disquiet over comic songs can be seen above in the review of 
Harley, as well as the author’s distress over comic material in the music hall 
in general. A review of Nelly Power from 1879 shows the problems facing 
any female music hall performer who sought to add physical comedy to her 
songs. On this occasion, Nelly Power was cast in the role of Clytus, a Grecian 
shepherd, in A Visit to Venus that was described in advertising as a “mytho-
logical melange.” This piece was staged at the Canterbury Music Hall for the 
Christmas celebrations, and Power won guarded praise from the reviewer, 
who also took the opportunity to comment on her performance of comic 
songs:

Clytus is Miss Nelly Power, with whose singing, when she leaves comic songs 
alone, we confess we were charmed. “I see her in my dreams” and another ballad 
were interpreted with exquisite taste, and the vocalist deserved the warmest 
admiration. Not so well pleased, however, were we with “A silly little thing,” 
in which we found this popular lady spoiling her pretty little face by idiotic 
grimaces. Certainly in “More or Less” Miss Power toned down this exuberance, 
which in the first instance made a very near approach to vulgarity, and in her 
treatment of the topics of the day she was encored some five or six times. Miss 
Nelly Power, we know, made her name in serio- comic songs. Well, we have 
no objection to these, but we do not like to witness anything like clowning 
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where a lady is concerned, particularly when the lady—like Nelly Power—is 
the possessor of vocal ability which, properly applied, will always win favor.20

In the eyes of this reviewer, women were limited to actions that did not mar 
their looks, or otherwise verge on vulgarity, and portraying a male character 
did not exempt a female singer from those expectations.
 This expectation may well have applied to all women in English theater, 
even those who took male roles in burlesques, pantomimes, extravaganzas, 
and other forms of light entertainment. Women, and particularly young 
women, appear to have been expected to maintain their charm and attrac-
tiveness to the men in their audience, regardless of the roles they took on, 
and the broadly comic female roles were traditionally performed by a man 
dressed as a woman, the pantomime dame. So, for example, a review of 
Burand’s extravaganza Acis and Galatea, presented at the Olympic Theatre 
in London, praised Miss Raynham’s depiction of the male character Damon. 
They describe her as having “a waggish way with her, which is very engaging 
in comic male characters.” Photographs of Miss Raynham from this period 
reveal that she was a very young woman.21 In none of these images does she 
look directly into the camera, but is rather looking up, or sideways, in one 
case in a slightly teasing manner. She is not dressed in a sexually reveal-
ing way, yet a teasing, feminine quality emerges in these images; she would 
never be mistaken for a man. Once again, there was a fine line here between 
decency and indecency that actresses needed to negotiate. This was particu-
larly true for actresses who performed in front of middle- class audiences, but 
the reviews of Kate Harley and Nelly Power quoted above suggest that the 
music hall audience had standards that varied both from those of the middle 
class and from the reviewers at those performances who found the comic 
elements of these women’s acts offensive. Ella Wesner’s success in music halls 
in the second half of the 1870s shows that audiences were more than ready 
to watch women engage in broad humor on the stage, and, as long as they 
were enjoying the performance, they cared little that the performer did not 
conform to middle- class gender ideals.
 Reviews of male impersonators found in the London Era reveal that there 
were several styles of male impersonation in English music halls during 
the 1870s and 1880s.22 The first style, in which a young woman performed 
comic songs in male character while dressed in a costume appropriate to that 
character, was the tradition on which Annie Hindle and Ella Wesner built 
to develop a distinctly American style of male impersonation. The second 
kind of English male impersonation, that of the “lady tenor” or “female” 
tenor, was largely absent from the American stage, and this performance 



102 chapter 5

specialty did not appear in music halls until the late 1860s. There were sig-
nificant differences between the two styles of male impersonation, which 
were distinguished by singing skills and voice quality as well as by repertoire 
and by costume. The women singing comic character songs performed in 
a similar way to American male impersonators, and their repertoire con-
tained a number of comic songs that portrayed particular “types” of men 
found in everyday life. The swell and the counterfeit swell, as well as soldiers 
and sailors, were particularly common, and for each of these characters the 
performer changed her costume. Sentimental songs requiring beautiful and 
lyrical singing played a more prominent role in the repertoire of English 
performers, and these seem to have constituted a much greater proportion of 
their repertoire than was the case with their American colleagues. The lady 
tenor’s act, on the other hand, did not include changes of costumes, nor did 
it include comic character songs. It is not clear that all of these female tenors 
dressed in male costume, but when they did, they wore men’s evening dress. 
During the 1870s, there were a few female tenors on the music hall stage, 
and these women advertised their lack of comic songs as a unique feature of 
their acts—the appeal of their performance lay in their skillful and polished 
singing in a believably male range. For example, in an advertisement placed 
in the Era, female tenor Alice Lloyd declared:

You may copy the dress, but you can’t copy the voice.
 MISS ALICE LLOYD is the only Lady in the World that assumes Male At-
tire that don’t sing either Comic Songs or Crying Songs. Monday next. ME-
CHANICS’ MUSIC HALL, HULL. Proof of success, Second Engagement in 
Five Weeks.23

 Female tenors sang a mix of ballads and songs from comic opera or bal-
lad opera as well as songs popularized by other serious singers. When these 
singers were compared to anyone, it was the famous English tenor John 
Sims Reeves, who was then at the height of his singing career. Almost all of 
the female tenors I have found reviews for sang “The Village Blacksmith,” 
based on the Longfellow poem; “The Lament of the Blind Orphan Girl”; 
“Come into the Garden, Maud,” based on Tennyson’s poem “Maud”; “The 
Slave Ship”; and three John Braham songs, “The White Squall,” “The Death 
of Nelson,” and “Anchor’s Weighed.”24 All of these songs are sentimental, 
and all require lyrical and polished singing. These songs were also sung by a 
number of music hall performers, including ballad singers and sentimental 
singers. They had all been written early in the nineteenth century, or earlier, 
and all had circulated widely in a number of different theatrical contexts and 
had, by the mid- nineteenth century, come to be considered as a kind of folk 
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repertory. They continued to be sung in the context of the music hall until 
late in the nineteenth century.
 Reading reviews of female tenors, it is clear that a number of these women 
were trained singers. Madame Leonard Charles, who was active from around 
1870 until the late 1880s, performed solos and duets with her husband, Mon-
sieur Leonard Charles. Reviews suggest that she had a trained voice and was 
capable of singing operatic or light- operatic repertoire. Similarly, Miss Fanny 
Clark, who was active from 1869 to 1873, was billed as an operatic and ballad 
vocalist, and a reviewer noted that she had “the advantage of a command-
ing figure, [and] sings with great taste.”25 While there is no indication that 
Madame Leonard Charles dressed in male costume, Fanny Clark certainly 
did, as did Bertie Stokes, who was sometimes billed as a ballad singer and 
sometimes as a tenor. Stokes did not have formal training, but, as a reviewer 
noted, she was “the happy possessor of a good and powerful voice, which she 
has under thorough control.”26 Both Stokes and Lloyd had long and successful 
careers, spanning two or more decades. Stokes and Lloyd had low singing 
voices, but the trained singers likely exploited their wide vocal range to sing 
repertoires in different tessituras. Madame Leonard Charles was, for a brief 
period, described as singing soprano and tenor duets with herself, jumping 
from the bottom of her range to the top. Fanny Clark was also billed variously 
as a soprano, a female tenor, and a double- voiced vocalist.27

 While a number of young women active in music hall exclusively portrayed 
male character through song by the end of the 1860s, some female character 
singers continued to include male character songs in their repertoire through 
the 1870s. While reviewers called these women seriocomics—a term used in 
the United States to refer to young female singers who sang in female char-
acter—rather than male impersonators, their presence suggests that English 
and American working- class gender was constructed in subtly different ways 
in this period. I have found far fewer cases of American women who sang 
both male and female character songs in the 1870s; it was more common in 
the United States for a singer to begin as a male impersonator but change to 
a seriocomic within the year or vice versa. This suggests that the American 
men who made up the variety audience were less comfortable watching a 
female performer shift gender representation from song to song. There was 
also an aversion to seeing young American women portray coarse comic 
ethnic characters in an American context, even when those characters were 
female. While American male impersonators portrayed “American” rather 
than ethnic men, who were the exclusive province of male comic singers, 
there were a few English male impersonators who specialized in ethnic male 
characters, particularly Irishmen, and at least one Irish male impersonator 



104 chapter 5

also claimed to perform no comic material as part of her act.28 This also sug-
gests that the expectations of working- class men and women differed between 
the two countries. The negative review of Kate Harley quoted at length above 
indicates that perhaps middle- class gender constructions in the United States 
and England were more similar than those of the working- class populations 
of the two countries.
 One of the most significant differences between the United States and 
England was that in England, male impersonators had regular opportuni-
ties to take roles in narrative dramas, particularly the pantomimes that were 
staged during the Christmas season. Pantomime in the eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries had been formulaic in its structure and had revolved 
around two transformation scenes and a harlequinade. By the 1850s and 
1860s, however, managers began to introduce innovations, at first making the 
transformation scenes more and more elaborate, and the flight scenes in the 
harlequinade more sensational, and then later by changing the structure of 
the play itself by moving, and eventually dispensing with, the harlequinade. 
Christmas pantomimes were a major source of employment for music hall 
performers in the later nineteenth century. They brought a wide range of very 
useful skills to the form because, as well as taking comic roles in the play, 
they could also perform olio acts during scene changes that grew in length 
as the pantomime employed more complex sets and stage machinery that 
allowed scenes to transform as the audience watched. And when machinery 
jammed, as it often did, music hall performers were essential to entertain the 
audience while repairs were made. In these cases, they appeared as an olio 
act, in front of the drop curtain on the apron of the stage.
 Along with these structural changes came the innovation of the principal 
boy, a young male hero played by a young attractive actress; some panto-
mimes called for a second boy, which meant managers needed to hire two 
such actresses for the season. The actresses who played these roles dressed 
in a feminized form of eighteenth- century costume, consisting of breeches 
that allowed an unfettered view of their legs, although by the early twenti-
eth century, they sometimes also wore men’s evening dress. From the little 
evidence available, it appears that male impersonators who moved between 
pantomime and music hall employed a more feminine performance style in 
the latter context. This was certainly the case with Nelly Power and Bessie 
Bonehill, who sang both male and female characters in music hall, as well 
as with Vesta Tilley. All three of these women were active in pantomime in 
either principal or second boy roles throughout their careers.
 Music hall performers were in demand during the pantomime season 
because they were able to entertain the audience with their specialties during 
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scene changes, which were frequent and could take as long as fifteen minutes.29 
Indeed, they were preferable to comic male music hall performers, whose 
comedy might have been too coarse for a middle- class audience that included 
women and children, and who most often appeared in the cross- dressed role 
of the dame when they appeared in pantomime. Male impersonators had 
more sentimental songs and innocent rather than broadly humorous songs 
depicting courtship in their repertoires than did male comic performers. 
The opportunity to perform in pantomime offered male impersonators and 
other music hall performers several months of steady employment in a single 
theater in one city, which no doubt came as a welcome change to performers 
who otherwise played a different city every week or two in the provinces or 
rushed between two or three different music halls each evening in London.
 Initially, the introduction of music hall performers to Christmas enter-
tainments that were aimed at a polite family audience drew hostility from 
theater critics; they viewed these performers as necessarily debasing the 
form by introducing low- class songs and dances of doubtful morality to 
impressionable children. This parallels the reaction of urban moral reformers 
to the growing appeal of variety in the United States in the same period. A 
number of histories of pantomime also echo this sentiment. In his history of 
pantomime, R. J. Broadbent quotes the following excerpt from the Theatre:

We must say of present- day Pantomime that the trail of the music- hall is over 
it all. I admit the extreme ability of certain music- hall comedians. I object, 
however, altogether, to the intrusion of such artists into the domain of Panto-
mime, and I do so because they, and others not so able, bring with them, so 
to speak, an atmosphere which it is sad to see imported into the theatre. They 
bring with them, not only their songs, which, when offensive in their wording, 
are sometimes made doubly dangerous by their tunefulness; not only their 
dances, which are usually vulgar, when they are not inane, but their style and 
manner and “gags,” which are generally the most deplorable of all. The objection 
to music- hall artists on the stage is . . . that they have the effect of familiarizing 
general audiences, and children especially, with a style and a kind of singing, 
dancing and “business” which, however it may be relished by a certain class of 
the population, ought steadily to be confined to its original habitat.30

Pantomime allowed a middle- class audience a safe and respectable venue 
to see music hall performers they may never have otherwise seen. It is clear 
from the objections cited above, however, that the performers must have been 
under considerable pressure to adhere closely to middle- class standards of 
decency in their acts, and even then there was fear that they would tempt 
respectable middle- class youth into working- class music halls to see popular 
and low- class performance.31
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 English male impersonators had a greater opportunity to play in narrative 
drama than their American counterparts, and this allowed them to develop 
greater versatility as actresses in portraying a single character over a longer 
period of time. But when English male impersonators appeared in narrative 
drama, they performed feminized male roles and sometimes even female roles. 
While narrative drama, and in particular pantomime, widened the potential 
audience for male impersonators, it may also have been responsible for their 
more feminine performance style. Male impersonators such as Bessie Bonehill 
and Vesta Tilley needed to be careful not to transgress the bounds of middle- 
class standards of decency when playing in pantomime. It is clear in the case 
of Vesta Tilley, at least, that these standards were also applied to her music 
hall act from early in her career. Tilley’s act was considerably more scripted 
than those of her contemporaries, she rarely interacted with her audience, 
and she also regularly described herself as “refined” in advertising placed in 
the London Era and was described by others as behaving like a “lady.”32

 Between 1876 and 1880, which was the period during which Ella Wesner 
was active on the music hall stage, the most successful English performers, 
such as Vesta Tilley and Bessie Bonehill, were those who also performed in 
pantomime.33 The opportunities for variety performers outside of the context 
of pantomime were much more limited, however, but music hall performers, 
including male impersonators, occasionally found employment performing 
olio acts in theaters that staged melodramas and short plays, providing enter-
tainment between pieces or at the end of the program. For example, beginning 
on Easter Monday in 1878, Ella Wesner appeared at the Britannia Theatre, 
Hoxton, on a bill that included the “Romantic Drama, by E. Manuel, Esq., 
called Rachel’s Penance; or, a Daughter of Israel,” a ballet entitled A Kitchen 
Rehearsal, and A String of Pearls.34 The Britannia was a theater that staged 
melodramas and pantomimes as well as single- act pieces. These theaters were 
in direct competition with music halls for audiences and felt at a disadvantage 
because licensing laws subjected them to censorship and prevented them from 
serving alcohol in the auditorium.35 Hiring music hall performers, especially 
those with great audience appeal, to appear in olio acts helped even the score. 
Wesner must have been successful because she was rehired by this theater later 
in the year and on that occasion was billed as part of the dramatic company; 
it is possible that she appeared in one of the dramas in April, performing in 
a similar way to male impersonators in pantomime who were integrated into 
the play as well as appearing in their specialty between acts.
 Even though a small number of prominent male impersonators dominated 
the English scene, there were a number of very successful male impersonators 
who performed primarily in the context of the music hall. These included 
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the female tenors Alice Lloyd and Bertie Stokes; Miss St. George Hussey, the 
female Irishman; and Ella Wesner. Given Wesner’s attempts to move into 
narrative drama in the United States, one can only assume that she chose 
not to appear in pantomime, possibly because she did not fully understand 
the dramatic conventions of the form, or because of the extreme femininity 
of the principal boy role and also because of her age. Given that Wesner’s 
improvisational skills had been developed in satirical burlesques and comic 
afterpieces in a primarily male context, there is a good chance that the polite 
middle- class context of pantomime was too constraining for her.

* * *

 The 1876–77 theatrical season was the first in which Ella Wesner appeared 
on the English music hall stage, and the reviewers who wrote for the London 
Era treated her as being in a class of her own and distinctly different from 
the other women who performed as male impersonators. This was likely due, 
in part, to her maturity. During this season, the other male impersonators 
active in music hall included St. George Hussey, who was then twenty- six; 
Nelly Power, who was twenty- two; Bessie Bonehill, who was twenty; and 
Vesta Tilley, who was only eleven years old.36 Wesner was thirty- five when 
she arrived from the United States, and her many years of ballet training 
had given her a physical strength and presence that were striking, especially 
when compared to her younger and more feminine competition. Wesner 
likely would have been considered an old woman by many of her fellow 
performers and her audience. In 1879 Miss St. George Hussey launched a 
prolonged defense of her own abilities in her Era advertising to address the 
concerns of critics who contended that she was too old to be performing, 
and she was just twenty- eight years old. In April 1879, St. George Hussey’s 
advertising noted that she had performed “four songs, five genuine calls, 
and a Dance—not so bad for the Ould Hussey,” and in July she followed this 
with “Splendid reception each night. Five and Six Songs. Same amount of 
genuine recalls, audience cheering and applauding throughout Miss Hussey’s 
entertainment, which lasted from thirty- five to forty minutes. . . . Not so bad 
for the old woman!”37

 Wesner’s age no doubt added to her realism as a performer, and this, and 
the exquisite fit of her costumes, was noted by a number of English review-
ers, who were also impressed by her versatility. For Wesner’s first two or 
three seasons in England, the Era’s reviewers wrote about her act in ways 
that departed sharply from the typical reviews of other performers, and she 
was seen as being distinct from local performers in the same specialty and 
appears also to have been held to different standards. While Bessie Bonehill, 
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Vesta Tilley, and others were noted as being pleasing in their performances, 
very few details of what they performed or the ways in which they performed 
were included in reviews. Like the New York Clipper, the Era occasionally 
noted the titles of songs, scant details of one or two changes of costume, and 
even more rarely the way in which songs were sung. On the other hand, a 
number of performances in Wesner’s first season on tour were described in 
considerable detail, and the reviewers often commented on her clothing and 
her manner on the stage. For example, a review of her performance at the 
Forresters’ Music Hall in London in early December 1876 noted:

We purposely name next Miss Ella Wesner, as she may be considered as being 
both at the end of the list of the gentlemen who are appearing here, and at the 
beginning of that of the ladies who belong to the company. A person who sat 
near us, speaking of her to a companion before she came on, said “You wouldn’t 
know her from a man.” She certainly does assume a masculine gait and air with 
naturalness. Her characters are of the jovial sort, without being coarse, and her 
singing and manner are quite enlivening. She dresses well, and changes from 
one suit to another with wonderful quickness.38

And the following month, a review of Wesner at the Bedford, also in Lon-
don, noted:

Miss Ella Wesner, who as a male impersonator is distinguished for the extent 
of her wardrobe and the perfection with which her masculine garments fit and 
become her, came forth first of all clad in evening dress and sang of “The proper 
thing to do”; and subsequently, each time appearing in different clothes, she 
sang of a fair one who says, “Kiss me, love, and let me go,” gave a marching song 
with the refrain “My grandad was a soldier,” and after that told in a tripping 
way how the ladies say “Get away,” and lastly, in compliance with general and 
loud requests, this versatile and pleasing artiste danced a hornpipe.39

Given the fact that Wesner began performing in English music halls some 
five to six months before these reviews were written, it is unlikely that the 
reviewer included such a lengthy description of her act merely to introduce 
her to the reader; the Era reviewers seemed fascinated by Wesner’s act and 
continued to describe it at length beyond her first season in music hall.
 Reviewers continued to be enthusiastic about Wesner’s performances, 
even when she was ill or suffering hoarseness. Wesner had been prone to 
illness, particularly respiratory problems, in the United States, and these 
problems continued to plague her in England. On a number of occasions, 
Wesner performed while she was suffering from illness or recurrences of 
her persistent throat problems, and even though the reviewers for the Era 
noted her hoarseness, they continued to give her glowing reviews. In 1879, in 
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a review of Wesner’s performance at the Cambridge Music Hall in London, 
the reviewer stated, “Miss Wesner was evidently suffering from a cold—lucky 
the mortal who is not—but she contrived to get admirably through her share 
of the programme, and did not go unrewarded by applause.”40 The previous 
year, Wesner had been seriously ill while touring the provinces and had 
missed two weeks of performances while in Scotland. The review of her first 
performance after this illness mentions that the manager warned the audi-
ence that she had been ill, yet the reviewer noticed her effect on the house 
despite the problems with her voice:

The bright particular star of the evening, however, was Miss Ella Wesner, the 
American male impersonator. Before Miss Wesner’s appearance Mr. Warne, 
the acting manager, explained that this was the first appearance of the lady after 
a fortnight’s illness, and that she had scarcely yet recovered. That she was still 
suffering was apparent, but still more conspicuous was the wonderful ability 
she displayed. It is, indeed, difficult to say whether her talent for mimicry, her 
finished singing, or powers of characterisation were the most deserving of 
praise. She appeared in four different characters, her changes being made with 
great rapidity; and her portrayal of each exhibited the closest study and minute 
attention to every detail. Her gait and manner were “gentlemanly” to the life; 
and we sufficiently indicate the impression made on the audience when we say 
that it was not till she appeared and pled utter inability to do more that she was 
permitted to leave the stage without responding to their determined encores. 
Her appearance at the Music Hall is certainly one of the events of the season.41

Wesner’s popularity with British audiences continued unabated throughout 
the five years she worked in music hall, and she seemed to work continuously 
during her tour. Reviews frequently mention her being called on to perform 
five, six, or even more encores in an evening, and she even earned enough 
while in England to be able to vacation during the summer in Europe.
 What is most interesting about reviews of Wesner, particularly when com-
pared to reviews of her younger English colleagues, is that reviewers did 
not appear to expect her to be ladylike in her performance—indeed, they 
delighted in the degree to which she was unlike a woman. Their descriptions 
of the fine fit of her wardrobe, and the exquisiteness of her suits, emphasized 
how much like a man she was on the stage. I have found no reviews criticiz-
ing her use of comic material, and the term most often used to describe her 
physical appearance was handsome. In many ways, English reviewers treated 
Wesner as though she were a male performer. It is possible that Wesner’s 
identity as a foreigner exempted her from the standards applied to young 
Englishwomen, although occasionally English male impersonators were com-
pared to Wesner and found wanting: “And Miss Ella Wesner, the American 
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star, whose life- like impersonation of male characters is the chief feature of 
this entertainment. In this particular line, often attempted with but slight 
success, this talented lady has succeeded in raising the characters she attempts 
from the level of burlesque to that of high dramatic art. She sings, talks, acts, 
and dresses like a gentleman, and is wholly unlike the usual poor apology 
for the character when it falls into female hands.”42 Clearly, this reviewer saw 
Wesner as elevating the male characters she performed, but despite Wesner’s 
success, she does not appear to have tempted her younger English rivals to 
adopt her more realistically masculine style. It is likely that the fear of criti-
cism, and of losing bookings in seasonal pantomimes, burlesques, and other 
entertainments, meant that English performers could see no advantage to 
moving away from the prevailing English style of performance, regardless 
of Wesner’s success.
 Ella Wesner performed in England into the summer of 1880 before return-
ing to the United States. Even in her last year in the music hall, she continued 
to garner praise from reviewers for her cleverness in depicting men and for 
her other performing skills. She was consistently labeled as an American dur-
ing this period—reviews often use the term transatlantic artist—and in her 
first season she was billed as “the idol of New York.”43 Reviews reveal that she 
had acquired new songs for her repertoire while in England, including one 
song by G. W. Hunt, whose songs were popular on both sides of the Atlantic. 
But apart from new songs, Wesner’s act appears not to have changed much 
in her four seasons in music hall. She did not adapt to the more feminine 
English style of performance, and she continued to rely on the skills she had 
developed early in her career. These included her realism in portraying male 
characters, including the fit and appearance of her suits; her skill in delivering 
comedy through song and comedic interpolations; and her dancing skills, 
which she continued to use when audiences called for multiple encores.
 It is not possible to determine with any certainty what influence Wesner 
had on English male impersonation during the four seasons in which she 
performed in music hall. The number of male impersonators active in Eng-
lish music hall increased during the four years during which Wesner was 
in England, but there also appear to have been more women active in this 
specialty than there were in the United States, even before her arrival. It is 
tempting to see Vesta Tilley’s shift from performing a range of both male 
and female characters to performing male characters exclusively in the sea-
son after Wesner arrived as having been prompted by Wesner’s success, but 
there is no real evidence for this. Tilley’s biographer explained this change in 
performance style by referencing Tilley’s age. Tilley had begun performing 
as a child and was billed as the Great Little Tilley, using a shortened version 
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of her given name, Matilda. As she approached her teens, she was too old 
for this billing. But while Tilley had performed both male and female char-
acters as a child, the male character that was central to her act was a parody 
of the famous English tenor Sims Reeves; Tilley was sometimes billed as the 
“Pocket Sims Reeves” in her first seasons on the stage. Tilley stopped sing-
ing female character songs at about the same time that Wesner arrived in 
England, and it is possible that Wesner’s success in music hall influenced this 
move. There is still much work to be done in documenting English styles of 
male impersonation; the movement of performers in both directions across 
the Atlantic needs to be examined in considering the development of male 
impersonation in England as well as the United States.

* * *

 English music hall scholars have tended to treat Ella Wesner and Annie 
Hindle as minor figures in English music hall and have not explored the 
differences between the American and English performance styles for this 
specialty. There is also little detailed discussion of the repertoires of English 
performers, which would help determine the degree to which the repertoires 
of English and American performers differed or overlapped. In addition, my 
observations about the subtle differences between English and American 
working- class gender construction in this period would be confirmed, or 
contradicted, by this data. Which characters did male impersonators active 
in music hall and variety share? Which were distinct to each nation? Given 
the English roots of this specialty, more information of this kind is needed.
 It is clear, however, that English performers also included class critiques 
in their performances of songs, particularly those that depicted the “swell” 
or man- about- town. The negative reaction of some reviewers reveals that 
male impersonation in England and the United States had a shared goal of 
uniting the men in the audience through their shared enjoyment of leisure 
and their shared contempt for higher- class men. This shared sense of class 
solidarity was already beginning to abate in the United States by the end of 
the 1870s, and during the 1880s both Annie Hindle and Ella Wesner needed 
to temper their critiques to maintain employment. The improving economy 
also tempted younger women to enter the specialty, and it tempted English 
performers to venture across the Atlantic to seek success in American variety.



 6 Changing Performance Contexts  
and Management Styles in the 1880s

When Ella Wesner returned to the United States for the fall theater season in 
1880, she entered a theatrical world that was undergoing a profound change 
in terms of personnel, structure, and the business models employed. The 
improving economy at the end of the 1870s had prompted new managers 
to enter variety, and the form was expanding again, moving into new ter-
ritories and finding new audiences. The shift to touring combinations that 
had already begun before Wesner left for England did not reverse with the 
improving economy. It also created additional layers of management and an 
infrastructure that was designed to facilitate the movement of troupes around 
the country. Agents were now crucial in this process, helping performers 
secure positions in troupes as well as in the theaters that still constructed 
their own bills rather than booking a touring troupe. Agents also assisted in 
the arrangements between managers of troupes and theaters, and managers 
increasingly came to rely on preexisting shows and combinations rather 
than negotiating with performers and their agents to construct bills for their 
theaters each week; even managers who preferred to construct their own 
bills sometimes booked a touring troupe and added a variety olio that they 
booked separately.
 In addition, variety performers increasingly had to accommodate the needs 
of new audiences. As variety moved into new towns and theaters that had not 
regularly hosted variety before the depression, especially during the regular 
season, performers needed to take care with the material they used in their 
performances. They could no longer rely on free improvisation designed to 
cater to an audience composed primarily of men, nor could they appeal only 
to working- class sensibilities. This was equally true in the urban theaters 
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that sought to attract an audience that included women or an audience that 
considered itself as part of the middle class. As variety moved into frontier 
regions, performers also found that the characters they portrayed were not 
always familiar to their audiences. As a result, some variety performers began 
to rely more on sketches to give their characters some context during the 
1870s, and during the 1880s these sketches expanded into longer comic plays 
like Harrigan and Hart’s Mulligan Guard series or Maggie Weston’s play Dan 
Maloney’s Raffle.
 These developments in variety reflect the changes undergone by American 
theater as the distance between high and low, which had become evident 
in the 1840s, grew wider. The ground between the art forms that appealed 
to an elite audience and those that catered to the lowest and coarsest tastes 
and the poorest audiences was occupied by a growing number of forms that 
jostled for position in an increasingly crowded marketplace. A crucial part 
of this jostling for market share was positioning individual forms in rela-
tion to decency and the high- low binary. Respectable theatrical forms were 
those seen as conforming to middle- class standards of decency or at least 
presenting a show suitable for a family audience that included women. It 
was also important for theaters to maintain an orderly auditorium that was 
free of roughhousing and alcohol. Variety performers whose acts relied on 
improvised comedy were particularly affected by this shift, but so too were 
all of women active on the variety stage because middle- class standards of 
femininity were far more restrictive than working- class standards.
 The increasing importance of decency exacerbated the divide between the 
two strands of variety, high- class or decent and sexualized or indecent. This 
divide had existed from variety’s earliest days, but the stresses of the economy 
in the mid- 1870s had pushed the two strands further apart, and managers 
who had once had a foot in both worlds were forced to choose sides by the 
1880s. The audience to whom these forms appealed came to be a major fac-
tor in determining decency during the 1880s. Sexualized variety increasingly 
sought to appeal to an all- male audience by meeting the desire for sexually 
alluring or coarse entertainment in an environment in which men were free to 
express their appreciation, or disgust, and not be constrained by the manager’s 
desire for an orderly auditorium. In other words, theaters offering sexualized 
variety sought to re- create the environment found in the section of the theater 
known as the pit in the period before the Civil War. This was the section in 
which men met and mingled, enjoyed the entertainment and commented 
on it, and had ready access to alcohol and perhaps also commercial sex.
 A number of different kinds of halls presented this strand of variety. Halls 
in towns and smaller cities sought to appeal to men regardless of class in 
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order to maximize their audience. In larger cities, where managers needed 
to distinguish themselves from their competition and wealthy men were less 
willing to socialize with men of lower classes, more expensive venues aimed to 
attract an audience of higher class and wealthier men who sought to indulge 
in what they viewed as low- class entertainment without running the personal 
risks of going into poor neighborhoods. At the same time, neighborhood halls 
that offered entertainment tailored to workingmen and that made no real 
provisions for men of a higher class or for a female audience could be found 
in working- class sections of the city. The primary constraint on the managers 
of these halls was the threat of legal intervention by city authorities or the 
police. Most, if not all, laws governing the licensing of theaters contained 
clauses concerning decency and community standards, and halls offering 
sexualized variety promised indecency to their audience, while also main-
taining a certain level of propriety in order to placate the city authorities. The 
kind of indecency that is now associated with modern burlesque, including 
nudity and stripping, did not appear until the early decades of the twentieth 
century, although there was a slow but steady move in this direction through 
the last decades of the nineteenth century.1 But sexualized variety continued 
to rely on the elements that had emerged before the Civil War—formation 
dancing, the mass display of scantily clad women, the inversion of social 
power relations, and broad comedy. In addition, the theaters that catered to 
a lower- class audience were more likely to be targeted by reformers.2

 The high- class and respectable strand of variety eventually developed into 
the form we now know as vaudeville, but there were also divides within this 
branch based on audience. Theaters that sought to attract a diverse audience 
that crossed both class and gender lines worked to bring their aspiration to 
fruition by making the theater a safe and orderly space for female patrons. 
Histories of B. F. Keith’s vaudeville circuit note that Keith sought to control 
the behavior in the auditorium at his first theater, calming rowdiness and 
insisting on quiet order; by the twentieth century, his reforms had come to 
affect the contents of the acts he presented on his stages. But even B. F. Keith 
recognized that not every vaudeville theater could be a first- class hall, and his 
organization also ran a second circuit made up of smaller theaters that hired 
less well- known and less expensive acts but still presented an essentially clean 
show suitable for families from lower- class and immigrant populations.
 The circuits run by Keith and his partner, Edward F. Albee II, have come 
to be known as big- time and small- time. Big- time comprised his premier 
houses that featured a lavish bill designed to attract a middle- class audience 
that included women, while small- time included smaller regional theaters 
that were decent and catered to women, but served a primarily working- class 
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population. There were also other theatrical circuits in addition to those run 
by Keith about which little is known, in part because information about the 
men who ran them is scattered in regional newspapers that carried entertain-
ment news and in part because they lacked the well- run publicity machine 
that was developed by the Keith- Albee organization. These included theaters 
unaffiliated with larger circuits as well as independent for- hire halls that 
hosted a broad range of entertainment, including variety and vaudeville, in 
small towns and rural areas and urban theaters catering to ethnic populations. 
Formally organized smaller circuits of theaters, such as the regional circuit 
run by Gus Sun, also offered vaudeville.3 These circuits, which sometimes 
expanded by working cooperatively with independent managers, were not 
affiliated with Keith’s organization or booking system, and they came to be 
known as independent vaudeville circuits.
 In addition, new venues began to offer variety entertainment during the 
1880s, and it is even less clear where these various halls fell in the increasingly 
complex world of variety as it developed during this decade. Variety came to 
be offered at venues associated with popular summer resorts such as Coney 
Island or with summer fairs or parks. While fairs featured seasonal enter-
tainment in the summer months only, resorts such as Coney Island offered 
year- round entertainment staged in variety halls built close to the beachfront 
boardwalks and fun parks. Dime museums also became more common in the 
later nineteenth century, building on the model that had been established by 
P. T. Barnum before the Civil War. These venues substituted variety olios for 
the morality plays that had once been staged in museum theaters, and the 
human curiosities they exhibited also occasionally appeared on the stage, 
performing variety acts alongside professional variety actors and actresses.
 These new contexts for variety did not suddenly appear in the 1880s, but 
rather grew slowly from the beginning of the economic recovery through the 
end of the century. The changes undergone by variety make understanding 
the form difficult in the 1880s, but they are important in that they mark the 
point at which businessmen who applied industrial models to entertainment 
began to gain an advantage over the performer- managers, like Tony Pastor, 
who had dominated variety since the 1860s.4 The proliferation of venues 
offering variety speaks to both the growing and fragmenting audience as 
well as the broadening appeal of this form. It is clear that the traditional 
working- class audience of the 1870s did not care to share their venues with 
newer audiences any more than the elite audiences had cared to share their 
theaters with a diverse audience earlier in the century. As a result, managers 
followed their traditional audiences, abandoning theaters in neighborhoods 
undergoing demographic shifts, and new managers took over their theaters, 
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shaping the entertainment they offered to reflect the tastes and aspirations 
of the new audience.
 Regardless of the venue, variety managers needed first to be able to appeal 
to the tastes of their audiences. This was true in all parts of the country, and 
it often determined which side of the decency- indecency line the theater 
fell. The expansion of variety in the early 1880s allowed managers in regional 
variety to position themselves in an increasingly diverse national variety 
scene. So, for example, Thomas Snelbaker succeeded as a variety manager 
through the depression years in Cincinnati because he offered the mix of 
broad comedy, sexualized performance, and alcohol that his working- class 
male audience desired. But this also brought the ire of local authorities, who 
were encouraged to act by reform forces allied with the temperance move-
ment and local Protestant denonimations, as well as the city’s middle- class 
population, who saw these institutions as a degrading influence in the city. 
Snelbaker also faced competition, not just from other forms of entertainment 
such as pool halls, saloons, and variety halls run by American managers, 
but also from managers offering entertainment to the city’s sizable German 
population. His most formidable competition came from Hubert Heuck, 
who went on to become one of Cincinnati’s leading vaudeville managers 
after Snelbaker closed his theater and left the city.5

 Heuck’s gradual transition from a manager who catered to a local and eth-
nic population to a successful manager who catered to the entire city reflects 
the slow but steady integration of the German population of Cincinnati into 
the wider life of the city. Heuck was not atypical, and there were a number 
of managers who entered variety in a similar manner in this period, moving 
from catering to a niche audience to catering to a broader audience, including 
the Brooklyn managers Hyde and Behman. Indeed, even some of the earlier 
managers may be viewed as having taken a similar path. Tony Pastor had 
begun his career catering to a working- class Bowery audience and abandoned 
his theater on that thoroughfare only in the 1870s. Most variety halls had 
moved across to Broadway more than a decade before Pastor opened his New 
Theater on Broadway in 1873. Pastor was also late in moving north into his 
third theater in Tammany Hall in 1881; it was only when it was absolutely 
certain that his competition and target audience had moved northward that 
Pastor followed.
 As older managers like Tony Pastor left the Bowery and Lower Manhattan, 
their place was taken by younger managers ready to take over their theaters 
and to serve an audience that was in flux. The 1880s marked a period in which 
patterns of immigration to the United States were changing, and immigrants 
were now coming from southern and eastern Europe rather than from the 
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British Isles and Germany. When Tony Pastor took over the theater that 
became his Opera House on the Bowery, Germans were firmly established in 
this neighborhood, and by the time he left for Broadway they were coming to 
dominate it. The Lower East Side of Manhattan remained a German enclave 
until late in the century, but assimilated Germans had begun to establish new 
neighborhoods farther north on the island by then, and Jews and Italians 
slowly came to dominate what had once been a German neighborhood.
 When Harry Miner opened his People’s Theatre at 199–201 Bowery, the 
same address that had been home to Pastor’s first theater, he did not try 
to cater to a German- speaking population—that was the province of beer 
halls like the Atlantic Garden, located close by. Instead, Miner catered to the 
English- speaking working- class families who remained in that neighborhood 
as well as to the children of immigrants who were conversant in English. Hyde 
and Behman had taken a similar approach in Brooklyn, and, like Miner, they 
continued to shape variety as it developed through the last decades of the 
nineteenth century. Miner became one of the managers who was known for 
offering low- cost but essentially polite variety in his theaters. While Heuck 
had begun with this approach but slowly built a theatrical empire that catered 
to broader tastes, Miner did not. In a large city like New York, it continued 
to be possible to cater to niche markets and to thus avoid the fierce competi-
tion for the mainstream market well into the twentieth century. Managers in 
smaller cities did not have this luxury and so were forced to innovate to stay 
in business, and innovation inevitably involved reaching out beyond their 
traditional audience.
 By the end of the nineteenth century, Harry Miner had formed his own 
circuit in and around the New York City area and provided a steady living for 
a number of vaudeville performers who found work at his three theaters and 
two touring specialty companies that were active during the 1880s. Miner’s 
theaters continued to operate into the early twentieth century; in 1906 he no 
longer had control of the People’s Theatre, but he had added the American 
Theater to his holding, and in a world in which the term vaudeville was the 
dominant term for the entertainment offered, Miner continued to use the 
older term variety. By 1912 Miner’s sons had inherited management of the 
theaters, and they were all listed as offering modern burlesque, the name by 
which sexualized variety came to be known in the early twentieth century.
 The presence of small venues at Coney Island, minor small- time vaude-
ville circuits, and local circuits formed by managers such as Harry Miner 
suggests that the older style of variety persisted considerably longer than is 
currently recognized, particularly in theaters that were dedicated to serving 
a working- class audience that did not aspire to middle- class status. But the 
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rapid consolidation by the B. F. Keith organization by the 1910s and the expan-
sion of big- time vaudeville made life more difficult for these independent 
venues. Small- time vaudeville began to compete for the same audience, and 
theaters such as those run by Miner either were incorporated into the small- 
time circuits associated with large companies like the Keith- Albee organiza-
tion or became affiliated with the burlesque circuits, known as wheels, that 
formed in the early twentieth century and offered sexualized entertainment 
to a male audience.
 On the other side of the divide, sexualized variety also expanded during 
the economic recovery of the 1880s, and in the last two decades of the century 
a number of managers elected to make their living presenting more risqué 
fare. Some of these, like Michael Leavitt, had begun their careers in minstrelsy 
and, in the period after the Civil War, had become expert at moving touring 
troupes around the nation, as blackface minstrelsy became a more and more 
mobile form that was dominated by touring companies performing in for- 
hire halls. It made sense for Leavitt to add troupes of variety performers and 
female minstrels to his roster. In 1882 Leavitt’s touring companies included 
the Gigantean Minstrels, Leavitt’s New Minstrel Company, Leavitt’s All- Star 
American Company, and the Rentz- Santley Female Minstrel Company, and 
he had a share in Tony Pastor’s touring company.6 By the end of the 1880s, 
the distance between respectable and sexualized vaudeville had grown even 
wider, and younger managers such as Sam T. Jack, who had been the man-
ager for the B company of Leavitt’s Rentz- Santley Troupe, had opened his 
own Chicago theater featuring sexualized performance. Like Leavitt, Jack 
also managed troupes of both white and African American female minstrels 
who toured the country. His African American all- female troupes traded on 
the forbidden allure of miscegenation, and troupe names such as the Creole 
Show and the Octoroon referenced older blackface minstrel traditions; dur-
ing the 1890s, Jack also traded on nostalgia for tableaux vivants, featuring a 
Tenderloin Troupe dressed in flesh- colored body stockings, dancing a cancan. 
In the case of Sam T. Jack, inventiveness and innovation centered on ways in 
which he could attract an all- male audience to his show, and he showed no 
desire to broaden his audience. As a result, he is remembered as one of the 
early modern burlesque managers.7

 Theaters that sought to cater to an all- male audience most often booked 
touring companies of female minstrels, although a small number of theaters 
assembled their own bills of performers. In the 1880s, the most prominent 
of these was Koster and Bial’s Music Hall that offered a variety show cater-
ing to a well- heeled audience seeking an evening of illicit entertainment in 
safe environs. Koster and Bial’s Music Hall opened on Twenty- Third Street 
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in 1879, when John Koster and Alfred Bial acquired the lease on Bryant’s 
Opera House on the corner of Sixth Avenue. Koster and Bial had been in 
business for a number of years and came to theatrical management through 
their involvement in liquor distribution and the restaurant business. City 
directories from the mid- 1870s list the pair as dealing in liquor or beer from 
their business address on Nassau Street in Lower Manhattan. The 1877 city 
directory also noted them running a restaurant at the same address. It is not 
clear why Koster and Bial decided to relocate uptown to a more fashionable 
neighborhood, but when they opened their new venture, they combined 
music and entertainment with the more familiar business of supplying the 
public with food and beverages. At first Koster and Bial ran the establishment 
as a German- style beer garden, offering food, beer, and music played by a 
band or orchestra to their audience. They gradually expanded to take up the 
entire block between Twenty- Third and Twenty- Fourth Streets along Sixth 
Avenue, until the establishment comprised a twelve- hundred seat theater, 
an outdoor beer garden, and a saloon on the ground floor, with meeting 
rooms above on the second floor. They also relocated their beer distribution 
business to a new building that they erected at the corner of Twenty- Fourth 
Street and Sixth Avenue.8

 Despite its beginnings as a German- style beer garden, this entertainment 
emporium never exclusively catered to an ethnic population, and this became 
even more the case as it expanded. The proprietors attracted an audience of 
respectable middle-  and upper- class men, some of whom may have been old 
enough to remember the period before the Civil War during which varied 
entertainment had been presented in concert saloons in the area just south 
of Houston Street and Broadway. Koster and Bial booked European sing-
ers and dancers and presented a sophisticated mix of slightly risqué variety 
performers and singers and dancers imported from venues like the Folies 
Bergère. They sometimes staged plays and ended their evenings with bur-
lesque afterpieces, in the manner of old- fashioned variety, and I have found 
at least one reference to the presentation of something resembling tableaux 
vivants in writing about this theater.
 The establishment, which was across the street from the Masonic Hall 
and in relatively close proximity to Lord and Taylor’s retail store and Brooks 
Brothers tailors on Broadway, was regularly covered in the pages of the New 
York Times, a newspaper that had been vocal in its criticism of concert saloons 
in the 1850s. While the Times only rarely commented on the theater in its 
theatrical reviews, it routinely included it in the list of places offering amuse-
ment it published every day, which included some of the premier theaters 
of the city and none of the city’s many variety halls. This suggests that the 
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readers of the Times, a staid organ of the city’s ruling classes, were the target 
audience of Koster and Bial.
 Koster and Bial’s hall featured a “‘cork room,’ a place where callow youth 
and men old enough to know better might assemble after performances 
and purchase wine for the obstinately gay women who made up the bill.”9 
While the hall traded on its risqué reputation, the show it offered was con-
structed to appeal to men with fairly sophisticated tastes. The ballet dancer 
Carmencita danced there during the 1880s, and the hall also offered one- act 
plays based on puns and wordplay that reflected the tastes of an audience 
that may well have also indulged in comic operetta or even opera. On the 
rare occasions when the Times reviewed this theater, it sometimes criticized 
it, but the entertainment offered was never found indecent by the reviewer. 
So, for example, in commenting on a Sunday “sacred” concert staged at the 
theater in contravention of the city’s Sunday laws, the reviewer noted that 
there was nothing sacred about the performance, but he had also clearly been 
entertained by a number of the performers, among whom were Prince Lich-
tenstein’s Hungarian Gypsy band, German duettists Salzer and Sternheim, 
an English chorus “drilled by Mr. Charles Harris,” Mademoiselle Grévain in 
“vivacious chansonettes,” and the Martens Trio. The evening concluded with 
a burlesque on The Mikado.10

 Much has been written about Koster and Bial’s Music Hall, particularly in 
newspaper and magazine writing and theatrical memoirs published in the 
early twentieth century, and almost all of these sources describe the venue as 
offering indecent entertainment despite evidence to the contrary in reviews of 
the venue. The theater’s reputation was due in part to the ways it advertised the 
kinds of entertainment it presented, harking back to an earlier period of male 
entertainment from the period before the Civil War as well as to its practice of 
allowing young female performers to fraternize with men from the audience. 
But it was also due to protests from its neighbors, who viewed the success of 
the theater and the crowded sidewalk outside as fundamentally damaging to 
their businesses. The protests about the theater resulted in investigations into 
its wine rooms and the methods by which the theater managed to subvert 
excise laws and Sunday laws of the period, and the negative reporting and 
protests did not end until the closure of the theater in 1901.11

 During the 1880s, Ella Wesner appeared at Koster and Bial’s fairly regu-
larly, and given that she had recently returned from England, the theater 
billed her as an imported performer. Wesner’s repertoire, which centered 
on songs about drinking and leisure, would have been absolutely suitable 
for this venue. She needed to avoid singing songs that contained a cutting 
class critique or those that encouraged working- class solidarity, but these 
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songs had begun to fall out of fashion in variety by the early 1880s, and as a 
result all male impersonators relied more heavily on material that centered 
on conviviality and leisure. Wesner’s ability to perform improvised comedy 
was well suited to the rough- and- ready all- male context of Koster and Bial’s, 
and this venue allowed her to maintain her status as a leading performer 
through much of the decade.
 The 1880s was also a period during which theater managers began to 
present a broader range of theatrical entertainment that combined elements 
drawn from both variety and operetta. The urban topical dramas staged by 
Harrigan and Hart grew in popularity during the 1880s, and English operet-
tas such as those written by Gilbert and Sullivan were hugely popular and 
inspired any number of short burlesques that were more or less true to the 
original that were presented in the context of variety and minstrelsy. There 
were also a number of full- length unauthorized productions of Gilbert and 
Sullivan works that may also have borne little resemblance to the works that 
were referenced in their titles. Given the popularity of Gilbert and Sullivan’s 
operettas, it is not surprising that a new kind of musical comedy began to 
appear that catered to an audience that sought narrative and respectable per-
formance. This was equally true in England, where George Edwardes at the 
Gaiety Theatre staged plays that combined elements of daily life with fanciful 
romantic stories that drew their inspiration from burlesques and operettas. 
The Gaiety musical comedies, and the musical comedies that developed in 
the United States, filled a growing niche in the American theatrical scene 
that opened in the later 1880s and grew during the 1890s.
 Audience attitudes toward foreign performers in America had always 
differed considerably, depending on the performance genre and the class of 
the audience, but the 1880s saw an influx of English performers and pieces, 
representing a wide range of genres from spoken drama to musical theater 
and even to variety performance. The American upper class had traditionally 
looked to Europe for their art and culture, and this did not change during 
this period. European and English drama and opera continued to be the 
genres most patronized by the wealthiest Americans. Middle- class audiences 
who had long been suspicious of the theater as an intrinsically corrupting 
institution were finally persuaded to patronize drama, and managers seemed 
confident that English fare, which had had to pass theatrical censors in Brit-
ain, would suit the taste of this audience group. Given the overwhelming 
reception given the works of Gilbert and Sullivan in the early 1880s, their 
confidence seems to have been justified.
 In working- class theatrical forms, and particularly in variety, audiences 
had a more complicated relationship with foreign actors and entertainment. 
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The most famous theater riot of the nineteenth century, the Astor Place riot of 
1849, was caused by the displeasure of workingmen and their largely artisan 
employers at the appearance of English actor William Macready, who had 
insulted American actor Edwin Forrest on the stage of the Astor Place Opera 
House, along with their exclusion from the venue by its management. The 
variety audience continued to be nativist in its sympathies, and “foreign” char-
acters in variety entertainment appeared in exclusively comic roles, singing 
songs and performing sketches in dialect. Variety and later vaudeville placed 
“ethnic others,” African Americans, country bumpkins, and even women as 
the butt of jokes. English acts—acts that were performed by English singers 
or that claimed to portray English fashions and behavior—were never in 
the same category as ethnic acts, however. In some cases, the English origin 
of a song, dance, or performer seemed to be the drawing point of an act. 
Young women sang English ballads and danced clog dances, and there is no 
evidence in reviews of these acts that parody was intended. Comic singers 
such as Charles Vivian, Annie Hindle, and Ella Wesner all sang English songs 
that parodied upper- class behavior, but their audience likely saw upper- class 
Americans who borrowed heavily from English fashion as the primary targets 
of the humor.
 The pages of the National Police Gazette also suggest an ambivalence 
toward foreign performers in general and a strong association between for-
eign actors, actresses, and singers and the middle class, who were generally 
depicted as hypocritical do- gooders who wanted to deprive workingmen of 
the pleasures they enjoyed. The theatrical column had very few good things 
to say about any foreign performers. The writer regularly objected to the 
foreign accents of actresses such as Helena Modjeska and Fanny Janauschek 
and warned its readers of the “conspiracy” of Jewish managers, who were 
depicted as rapidly gaining control of American theater. American actors or 
managers who seemed to forget their audiences were taken to task for their 
haughtiness, pretentiousness, or aspirations to a higher- class audience. Tony 
Pastor was generally championed because, despite his enormous success, he 
did not abandon the constituency who had long been his supporters. The 
criticisms in this column were not fueled purely by xenophobia; they also 
contained an element of class consciousness and class solidarity.
 The English seem to have been regarded as a special kind of foreigner by 
the Police Gazette. They were rarely chided for their odd foreign ways and 
their incoherent accents. Instead, they were treated as a kind of extension 
of the American middle and upper class. English performers who had won 
favor with audiences were praised by the Police Gazette as long as they were 
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seen as being loyal to their American audiences. If a performer cut short a 
tour to return home, they were accused of taking advantage of unsuspecting 
Americans. The theatrical column frequently included harsh assessments of 
English actors, and the Police Gazette complained on a number of occasions 
that the English were sending second- rate actors to America, knowing they 
would succeed purely because they were English. An example can be found 
in the following item, which is considerably longer than the average found 
in the Police Gazette’s theatrical column:

It is a hungry set, that English crowd that has its headquarters at the Standard 
Theatre in New York, headed by the fierce and stormy and angular Miss Lenoir 
and the little, unctuous (not to say greasy) Oily D’Oyly. They have played off all 
sorts of trash on us with the sole design of juggling the American dollar out of 
the American pocket. All kinds of bum vaudevilles were faked up to fill in the 
time and to take the people’s money until the grand thievery should begin—the 
projection at us of Gilbert & Sullivan’s new opera “Iolanthe.” Not content with 
halting the public and taking half of its boodle, these greedy highwaymen of 
literature and the drama want it all, and have prepared to strip the victim naked 
into the bargain. They have begun already to organize half a dozen companies 
to play the opera simultaneously in Boston, Philadelphia and the west. They 
seem very confident, the bold buccaneers from over the sea. They have been 
spoiled by their successful operations in the past. They think that as a matter 
of course we must “will he, nill he,” like their new opera, although its argument 
is thoroughly English and is not likely to be understood by an American audi-
ence. They should remember that when they projected “Patience” at us with 
its incomprehensible guff about æsthetics, of which we have none such in this 
country, they were enabled to make a type to point their burlesque by having 
their agent, Oily D’Oyly parade Oscar Wilde about the country as a model. 
If the public had not regarded the opera as a burlesque pure and simple on 
Oscar Wilde, and in fact if they had not seem him it would have fallen flat and 
“petered out” in a fortnight. Now this new one is awfully English, and deals 
with a peer who is half Whig, half Tory, and a Peri who is all English politics. 
How are the hungry authors going to make our people see the point of their 
sarcasm? Do they intend to import a British peer and send him clowning about 
the theatre circuit with the æsthetic Pierrot, Oscar, who keeps the “Patience” 
season still booming. We fear the sarcastic and money grasping Scot, Muster 
Gilbert, and his Celtic pal, the musical Mick with a Saxon- Christian name, 
are going to break all up in the attempt to rush the education of Americans 
in English politics. To tell the truth, we think its about time these over- rated 
money grabbers should find their level. They’ve had a most demoralizing effect 
on our youth for three or four seasons past, in demonstrating the persistency 
and profits of their “jackass luck.”12
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The greatest objection of the outraged author of this column was the eco-
nomic exploitation of American audiences by English managers and play-
wrights, and it is interesting that in order to further belittle Gilbert and 
Sullivan, he attached ethnic labels to them, describing them as “the grasping 
Scot” and “the musical Mick.” This recourse to ethnic slurs revealed the pair 
as counterfeit English and doubly unworthy of American admiration.
 The improving economy of the 1880s tempted English male impersonators 
and the other music hall performers to tour in variety, and a number elected 
to move permanently to the United States. These performers were able to 
benefit from the general enthusiasm for all things English that prevailed in 
the 1880s, but they also possessed other performing skills that made them 
especially suitable for employment in variety as it was developing during this 
period. They were also hired to work in the proliferating touring troupes that 
traveled from theater to theater, year- round. Because of fundamental shifts in 
the theatrical world due to the Long Depression of the 1870s, theater manag-
ers across the nation increasingly relied on touring dramatic, burlesque, or 
specialty companies, and fewer theaters maintained their own stock com-
panies and ballet troupes. During the 1880s, the touring group provided all 
aspects of the evening’s entertainment. This reliance on troupes significantly 
changed variety booking patterns and also allowed small theaters to present 
many different kinds of entertainment—everything from spoken drama to 
light musicals to opera and variety.
 Touring variety troupes generally consisted of a number of acts, includ-
ing singers, comics, and acrobats or other nonmusical acts. As had been 
the practice since the late 1860s, the evening’s entertainment ended with 
a short burlesque or dramatic piece, and performers who could double as 
actors in this drama were particularly valuable. English male impersonators 
had the advantage of pantomime experience and were well practiced at tak-
ing on characters in dramatic pieces. Performance in pantomime had also 
trained these performers to work clean and to avoid relying too heavily on 
double entendre. These skills gave English performers an advantage over 
their American counterparts.
 A number of English male impersonators performed in American variety 
during the 1880s and 1890s, most making tours to the United States and then 
returning to England. But several relocated permanently to the United States, 
including St. George Hussey, who had been active in music hall during the 
1870s, and Queenie Vassar, a younger male impersonator who moved to the 
United States in the 1890s and married Harry Kernell. Both St. George Hussey 
and Bessie Bonehill followed a similar path from music hall and pantomime 
performance to performance in variety and then later in comedy and musical 
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comedy, but while Bonehill returned to England after her performances in 
the United States, St. George Hussey spent the rest of her career in the United 
States and was active in theater into the early 1900s.13 St. George Hussey took 
a very similar career path to Maggie Weston. She began performing in male 
character, and during the mid- 1880s she transitioned into comedy and spent 
the remainder of her career performing Irish female comic roles. Like Maggie 
Weston, St. George Hussey was noted as being a large woman, and she had 
never performed a wide range of male characters, like Ella Wesner and Annie 
Hindle. St. George Hussey had specialized in portraying Irishmen, and her 
act was not marked by harsh parody; the comedy was gentle, and she sang 
a number of ballads in her performances. But her experience in performing 
comedy, and her earlier experience in English pantomime, allowed her to 
launch a career as a comedienne in female roles beginning in the mid- 1880s.
 The first comedy in which Hussey appeared was Fun on the Bristol, and 
she took the role of Widow O’Brien. Fun on the Bristol had first been staged 
in 1880 and was revived periodically into the early twentieth century. The 
plot appears to have been flimsy and formulaic and relied on the comedic 
skills of the actors for its success. In a review of the piece, the Boston Daily 
Advertiser related the major elements of the plot:

There is a Mrs. O’Brien, twice widowed and quite rich, with a daughter by 
each husband; a music teacher, who pretends to be an Italian count, but who 
is an adventurer of about a bad a sort as possible; a retired sea captain and his 
bashful son; and three colored people—two male and one female. The fun 
of the production comes in the second act, the scene of which is in the main 
saloon of the Sound steamer Bristol. Here the actors of the company—not as the 
characters of the play—appear in a series of lively and entertaining acts, such 
as belong to the variety or concert stage, but most of which are novel in their 
entirety or in part. The explanation of these impersonations is that an opera 
troupe, a burlesque combination and a negro minstrel company chance to be 
on board, and furnish entertainment to the passengers for the benefit of the 
Irish relief fund. With ten actors who manage to sustain thirty- four characters 
it is impossible to give detailed criticism within reasonable limits. Therefore 
let us, in a general way, praise all for their well- sustained efforts and especially 
for musical excellence.14

This review reveals that Fun on the Bristol combined a story not unlike those 
found in burlesques or comic operettas with a variety olio, which was incor-
porated into the second act of the play and interrupted or at least suspended 
the plot until the third act.
 The original cast included performers from variety and minstrelsy, among 
whom were John Sheridan, who performed as Widow O’Brien. Early reviews 
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of St. George Hussey found her performance in this role at least as good 
as his. The role had been written as a “dame” role, a coarsely comic female 
role that was intended to be performed by a cross- dressed man. Sheridan 
continued to perform Widow O’Brien in revivals of the piece into the early 
twentieth century, and it became firmly associated with him; a review of his 
performance in that role from 1901 noted that he had appeared in it more 
than five thousand times and that “without Sheridan, one cannot think of 
the widow.”15 Clearly, St. George Hussey took a risk when she agreed to play 
a role that was not written for a woman to perform, and in the 1880s few 
women had the experience to take on such a role. But male impersonators 
had the advantage of performing coarse male- style comedy as part of their 
variety acts, and Hussey had also performed in pantomimes as a principal 
boy and was thus well practiced at performing in narrative plays and familiar 
with the conventions of the dame role.
 St. George Hussey won praise for her performance in Fun on the Bristol, 
and her success allowed her to remain in comic theater, where she continued 
to perform old Irishwomen in a string of plays that featured ethnic charac-
ters and dialect comedy as well as singing and dancing. These plays appear 
to have been very like those written by Harrigan and Hart or by Maggie 
Weston or for variety performers such as Gus Williams and Ella Wesner. 
But whereas Ella Wesner failed in the 1870s because the audience for her 
plays did not yet exist in large- enough numbers, by the 1880s the American 
audience seemed hungry for comic narrative works that provided a flimsy 
framework for variety performers. The narrative was sufficient to restrain 
the performers’ more effusive and potentially offensive improvising, while 
their skills were polished enough to capture an audience. As a reviewer for 
Fun on the Bristol noted, “The piece itself is a trifling affair, and why it has 
enjoyed such a prosperous and extended existence is a mystery. . . . As a 
thread on which to string the specialties of the members of the company it 
does very well, and as that is all that it pretends to be, it is perhaps as well to 
dismiss it without further comment. Still, one may be pardoned for praying 
for an early deliverance from a style of entertainment that has fairly deluged 
the stage, pushing to the background plays and actors of unquestionable 
merit.”16 Still, despite his dismissal of the piece as lightweight, the reviewer 
praised Hussey, stating that she was an “able successor to John F. Sheridan” 
and that “her brogue is delicious and she plays her part in a way which tickles 
the fancy of the audience. In Irish character parts she has few superiors.”17 
It is also notable that the reviewer, who was more accustomed to reviewing 
higher- class drama, did not complain about indecency or about Miss St. 
George Hussey performing comedy that was more the province of men. 
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Clearly, by the mid- 1880s, there was a role for women in comedy that had 
not existed in previous decades, and this role continued to grow during the 
last decade of the nineteenth century, allowing more funny women to move 
from variety and vaudeville into musical comedy as it developed.
 Pieces such as Fun on the Bristol also reflect the broadening audience 
during the 1880s and the desire of variety performers to make inroads with 
a middle- class audience. The combination of variety specialties and narra-
tive comic drama proved to be popular with audiences in many parts of the 
nation, including small towns in the Midwest as well as in frontier territories 
in the Northwest of the country. Even reviewers who regretted the tendency 
toward lighter entertainment could not find anything objectionable about this 
work and others like it. It is not at all clear who was in the audience for this 
and similar pieces, although they tended to be staged at respectable halls—the 
performance in Milwaukee, reviewed above, took place at the Opera House 
rather than at one of the theaters offering variety; these halls were also free 
of the rowdier and coarser humor associated with entertainment geared at 
an exclusively male audience. It is entirely likely that women, and possibly 
even middle- class women, were present in the audience.
 Labor historians have noted that members of a number of the skilled pro-
fessions, such as the men engaged in the railway industry as engineers and 
conductors, earned a wage that brought them close to a middle- class income 
during the 1880s. The slow shift toward a preference for narrative—in the 
form of both full- length or one- act works as well as sketches—may also be an 
indicator of shifting class allegiances in parts of the working- class population 
and the expectation that they should partake in some of the same pleasures 
as higher- class audiences, even if only occasionally.18 Serious drama, which 
appealed to an elite audience, had a narrative structure that was consider-
ably less interrupted than satirical forms such as burlesque. Variety had no 
narrative at all, yet variety acts held great appeal. Perhaps this new form of 
musical comedy that emerged during the 1880s, like ready- made clothing 
and other consumer goods, indicates the shifting class affiliation of a group 
of workers who, a generation earlier, would have considered themselves part 
of the working class.

* * *

 The developments in variety and the emergence of musical comedy shaped 
the performance style of male impersonation as it developed at the fin de 
siècle. The Long Depression had already forced younger performers such as 
Maggie Weston to develop a wide range of skills that allowed her to work 
in narrative theatrical forms, particularly melodrama, and the experience 
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of St. George Hussey reflects the emergence of female comedians near the 
end of the century. This flexibility, and the ability to move in and out of nar-
rative theatrical forms, continued to be an important skill for the younger 
generation of performers whose careers began in the 1890s and 1900s. The 
ability to perform for a family audience also became increasingly important 
for younger performers, and in many ways the acts of these women came 
to resemble the acts of young seriocomic singers. By the beginning of the 
twentieth century, the shifting class affiliation of the variety audience and the 
emphasis on politeness and respectability at all levels—from the auditorium 
to the stage—made the kind of broadly comic songs embedded with cutting 
class critique impossible to perform.



 7 Male Impersonation in the 1880s  
and 1890s
Annie Hindle and Ella Wesner

Many of the people Ella Wesner had performed with during the 1870s 
remained active in variety when she returned to the United States in 1880, 
but they were struggling to maintain their position in an entertainment world 
that was both expanding and undergoing change. Business practices had 
shifted during the depression of the 1870s, and many of the seasoned variety 
performers of that decade found themselves slipping into sexualized perfor-
mance because they found it hard to adjust to the expectations of the new 
audiences for the form. This was particularly true of those performers whose 
acts relied on improvised monologues inserted into songs. In order to remain 
in high- class variety, and to transition into vaudeville as it emerged during the 
1890s, performers increasingly needed to be able to deliver work that would 
not offend a family audience. They could not rely on double entendres or sug-
gestive puns, which had been a staple of early variety performance intended 
for a primarily male audience. These new conditions were as constraining on 
male impersonators as they were on male comic performers.
 While both Blanche Selwyn and Augusta Lamareaux were no longer per-
forming, and the careers of younger performers such as Maggie Weston and 
Minnie Hall had foundered or taken them away from male impersonation, 
Annie Hindle had managed to hang on through the worst years of the Long 
Depression, primarily by taking whatever bookings she could. Hindle worked 
in a broad range of contexts through the late 1870s and early 1880s, including 
touring variety and specialty companies, touring female minstrel compa-
nies offering sexualized variety, variety theaters run by managers like Harry 
Miner, and dime museums, including one run by B. F. Keith in Boston. Her 
performing skills made her valuable in each kind of theater and also enabled 
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her to work in both polite and more rowdy contexts, but as the 1880s passed 
she was booked by less and less respectable venues, and by the end of the 
1880s she was largely confined to performance in small dime museums and 
low- cost, low- class variety halls.
 During the 1878–79 theatrical season, Hindle toured briefly with May Fisk’s 
Blonde Burlesque troupe, a female minstrel company that had been formed 
by a former actress at the beginning of that season. The troupe quickly ran 
into opposition from civic authorities, and Fisk received little support from 
the theatrical profession during the years in which she operated the com-
pany. At the same time, it is doubtful that the show was as indecent as some 
reviewers claimed, because reviews that praised the skill of the performers 
were also published by local newspapers in different parts of the country.1 
Hindle performed in the olio of Fisk’s show from September through Decem-
ber 1879. The New York Clipper noted that the troupe included a number of 
seasoned variety performers, including Annie Hindle and A. D. Weaver, and 
also Ella Wesner’s niece Mamie Bernard, who may have been either a dancer 
or a soubrette with the company.2 In December when the troupe performed 
in Titusville, in northwestern Pennsylvania, the reviewer for the newspaper 
obliquely acknowledged concerns about the decency of the show staged 
by Fisk, but reassured his readers that they should see the second night’s 
performance:

This troupe gave a very good and enjoyable entertainment at the Parshall Opera 
House last evening. The first part was better than is ordinarily given by variety 
troupes, the voices being particularly fine and the jokes new. The dancing was 
fully up to the standard of first class troupes. Mr. Weaver’s and Miss Parker’s 
character act was good and Miss Annie Hindle in her changes and songs pleased 
all. The best scene was a screaming farce called Dutch Justice, which kept the 
house in a continual roar. There was nothing at all out of the way in the per-
formance and no one was sorry they went. The company remain here tonight 
with an entire change of programme, and prices reduced to 50c, 35c, 25c, and 
15c. Go everybody!3

It is interesting that this reviewer noted the quality of the singing and dancing 
in this show as well as the popularity of the comic afterpiece, which was an 
element of Fisk’s shows that was often criticized as indecent. In the eyes of 
this reviewer, Fisk offered a better than typical variety show.
 Hindle traveled most widely when she was employed by touring troupes, 
but when she was not in a troupe, most of her performances were in theaters 
in cities on the East Coast or in a small number of larger midwestern cit-
ies, such as Chicago, St. Louis, and Cincinnati. The shift is indicative of the 
changes to variety. The Long Depression had taken its toll on variety halls in 
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the Midwest, and fewer halls assembled their own bills in the 1880s than had 
done so in the 1870s. There were enough East Coast theaters, particularly in 
and around New York, Philadelphia, and Boston, that managers could con-
tinue older booking patterns and variety performers could rely on picking 
up a booking to fill gaps in their schedules. No one could afford the risk of 
heading out into the center of the country for a single booking, because the 
distance between theaters was too great, and the decreased opportunities for 
employment meant that variety performers were loath to venture outside of 
their home region without guarantees of extended employment.
 When Ella Wesner returned to the United States in 1880, Annie Hindle’s 
bookings suffered, and I have found only scant record of her work history 
during 1880 and 1881. The few records that exist suggest that touring combi-
nations provided her major source of income for those seasons. In October 
1880, Hindle was among a large group of American circus, ballet, and variety 
performers who traveled to Cuba to perform there. The Clipper noted that she 
performed at the opening of the Tacon Theatre, managed by circus gymnast 
Leon DeLeon, in mid- October. While the bill consisted primarily of circus, 
ballet, and musical acts, Hindle was noted as being among a small number 
of singers who were included in the troupe. Hindle’s act, which consisted of 
English- style songs and relied on a high degree of language proficiency, seems 
like an odd choice for a theater in a Spanish- speaking country, and it is likely 
that Hindle was booked for this theater because her agent, R. Fitzgerald, also 
represented Leon DeLeon and the Tacon Theatre.4

 By the mid- 1880s, Hindle was once again working regularly, traveling out 
into the Midwest and sometimes more broadly with touring troupes at least 
once or twice, and sometimes more often, each year. In between these longer- 
term bookings, Hindle worked in Boston, the New York area, Philadelphia, 
and theaters in smaller cities in New York and Pennsylvania. Hindle’s adoptive 
mother died on March 18, 1883, leaving Hindle the house on the hill above 
Jersey City, which continued to function as her home base. This was the 
first time in almost twenty years that Hindle had been completely without 
family in the United States, and she was also having to resort to publicity 
stunts to boost her career. The earliest of these had been at the height of the 
economic crisis, in 1875, when Hindle had placed an advertisement, challeng-
ing a professional champion walker, Harry Brooks, to a long- distance race, 
with the victor to win one to five thousand dollars.5 The National Republican 
reported this challenge, and the response from Harry Brooks agreeing to the 
race, with some amusement, but there is no indication if it ever took place. 
An advertisement placed in the Boston Globe in 1883 suggests that Hindle 
had issued another challenge, this time for ten thousand dollars. In this case, 
the challenge may have had to do with the question of whether Hindle was 
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a woman or a man, and the advertising copy declared, “Annie Hindle is a 
mystery, and the question is still unsolved as to whether She is He, or He is 
She; but by all She is admitted to be The Greatest Male Impersonator Living.”6

 Clearly, by the mid- 1880s, Hindle had resorted to showmanship and gim-
micks to increase her appeal to the public. There had never been a large 
number of male impersonators active in American variety, but as more comic 
roles for women emerged during the 1880s, male impersonation became an 
oddity that most funny women seemed unwilling to pursue. Both Hindle 
and Wesner sustained their careers through this decade using their not 
inconsiderable performing skills, but by the 1890s they were not enough to 
sustain them in even the midranks of the profession. It took flexibility and 
resourcefulness from both women to prolong their careers into the early 
twentieth century, and they did so in the face of competition both from 
younger women in a widening range of comic female roles and from younger 
male impersonators imported from the English music hall stage.
 In the first years of the 1880s, Ella Wesner’s booking patterns were very 
much like those of Annie Hindle, with several notable exceptions. Like Hin-
dle, Wesner spent a great deal of her time in and around New York and her 
hometown of Philadelphia. However, when Wesner was booked by traveling 
combinations, they tended to be first- class companies rather than the female 
minstrel companies that hired Hindle. In addition, Wesner traveled with 
these combinations for long periods of time, whereas Hindle was rarely part 
of a combination for more than a month. This reflects the different status of 
these variety veterans. Whereas Hindle was viewed as a novelty performer 
who could be brought in to reinvigorate the variety olio, Wesner still held 
some star power, and after her prolonged absence she could also be billed 
as an English performer.
 Ella Wesner’s first booking on her return to the United States was with Tony 
Pastor’s troupe. Pastor’s company had been on the road all summer and, as 
they often did, played a week at the Grand Opera House in New York City 
before Pastor opened his new theater at Tammany Hall. Wesner spent most 
of the 1880–81 season in New York City, moving between long bookings 
at Pastor’s and Harry Miner’s theaters. She had only two bookings outside 
the city, and both were in venues with which she had some long- standing 
connection. In October Wesner traveled to Philadelphia to perform at the 
National Theatre, and the review of her performance was long and made it 
clear that the audience in that city remembered her fondly:

Miss Ella Wesner reappeared at the National Theatre last evening, after an 
absence of four years in Europe. She is an established favorite with the lovers 
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of theatrical variety in Philadelphia, and her reception was most cordial. Her 
character songs and changes, especially her imitation of the English swell, were 
as entertaining as of old, and fully deserved the hearty applause with which 
they were rewarded by an audience whose motive for being so large . . . was 
evidently to welcome her to her native city. At the close of her performance, 
Miss Wesner made a neat little speech of thanks.7

Wesner returned to the National Theater in Philadelphia for a week in 
December 1880. This was followed by a performance as part of a variety olio 
that was inserted into a topical burlesque staged at the Howard Athenaeum in 
Boston during the Christmas period. She returned to the Howard as part of 
another variety olio that was inserted into the pantomime Humpty Dumpty 
in February 1881.8

 Wesner worked through the summer of 1881, joining Pastor’s road company, 
which included both variety veterans such as Wesner, multi- instrumentalist 
Lillian Western, Frank McNish, and Tony Pastor as well as younger and less 
experienced performers, most notably May and Flo Irwin, who were just 
beginning their theatrical careers. Pastor’s first stop was in Boston, and from 
there he traveled to Philadelphia, where Wesner was, once again, greeted rap-
turously by the audience. Pastor’s troupe then traveled through Pennsylvania 
to northern Ohio, and they spent the rest of the summer circling through the 
Midwest, performing mostly one- night bookings and periodically stopping in 
cities such as Chicago and St. Louis for a week’s stay. In the Midwest, Wesner 
was treated as a virtual unknown by reviewers, although most newspapers 
that carried reporting on the troupe focused on Pastor’s personality and 
reputation and only rarely singled out members of the troupe.
 The following season began in a very similar way, and once again Wesner 
moved between Pastor’s and Miner’s theaters, but she spent more time in 
Miner’s theaters in the Bowery in this season. She also spent more time in 
Philadelphia, performing in variety there, which may have been due to the 
fact that her younger sister was unwell. In early November, a review in the 
Philadelphia North American noted that she had not appeared as scheduled 
at the Grand Central Varieties due to the recent death of her sister Lizzie.9 
Wesner remained in New York City during the summer months of 1882, and 
in the fall she was booked by William Davene’s Colossal Allied Attraction 
for the 1882–83 season. This company traveled widely through the Northeast 
and Midwest but primarily played weeklong bookings in larger cities. This 
arrangement was likely less physically wearing than Wesner’s summer tours 
with Pastor, which involved weeks of one- night bookings, frequent travel, 
and only the occasional longer stay in large cities.



134 chapter 7

 In February 1883, an announcement in the New York Clipper noted that 
the troupe had been on the road for twenty- four weeks, was fully booked for 
the coming year, and Wesner had been rebooked.10 Wesner remained with 
Davene through the summer of 1883 but returned to New York by the end 
of September, having spent twelve months on the road with the company. 
While Wesner had kept up this punishing travel and performance schedule 
through her thirties, now that she was in her midforties it is likely that the 
constant travel was taking its toll on her. She returned to performing in New 
York and found regular bookings at Harry Miner’s theaters in the city, where 
she had carved out a niche for herself. But Wesner also found work at Koster 
and Bial’s Music Hall.
 In moving to Koster and Bial’s, Wesner entered a world that was not unlike 
that of female minstrel companies in that it was dedicated to meeting the 
needs of an all- male audience, but the customers at Koster and Bial’s were 
higher class than the men who frequented female minstrel performances in 
smaller towns. This had both advantages and disadvantages for the female 
performers on the stage. Koster and Bial’s theater was less rowdy than some 
of the low- class halls in which female minstrel troupes appeared, but it also 
had a wine room in which men from the audience bought wine for themselves 
and for the young women who also appeared on the stage; these performers 
worked in the wine room after performances, encouraging men to drink. This 
practice was not peculiar to Koster and Bial’s and was also very much part 
of lower- class halls. In low- class venues, the young women also sometimes 
engaged in prostitution to supplement their income as performers, and some 
venues provided private rooms in which the assignation could take place.11 
It is likely that Wesner did not partake in this ritual and that the younger 
dancers in the company were more attractive to the customers than an aging 
actress who performed in male character.
 Reviews of Wesner’s act at Koster and Bial’s note that one of the characters 
she performed was an older man known as “the Captain,” and Wesner was 
also often referred to using that title. An article, published in 1885, notes 
that she had also found additional sources of income by singing songs that 
advertised particular brands of wine and cigarettes and that this had brought 
her into conflict with the management at Koster and Bial’s theater:

The first [song] presented her as a dude who had got tipsy on champagne and 
who vocalized extravagant praise of a certain brand of wine now being pushed 
for popularity. The second involved an impersonation of a youthful swell who 
smoked cigarettes, and in this instance an especial make of the article was 
insisted on. The verses in both cases were well written, and the choruses iterated 
and reiterated the wares in a manner intended to deeply impress them upon 



 Male Impersonation in the 1880s and 1890s  135

an audience of probable consumers. It seems that the management, however, 
had not counted on that sort of thing and they objected. Miss Wesner is get-
ting an annex salary for the service. But there was nothing in her contract 
forbidding it, and so they tried the plan of drowning with too much orchestra 
accompaniment the parts of the refrains containing the names of the wine and 
cigarettes. The actress’ voice is loud and strong and the contests between it and 
the instrumental music have been the most amusing feature of the programme. 
But a very sober law suit is to ensue.12

The practice of singing songs containing advertising was one Wesner likely 
acquired in England, where the male singers who performed the character of 
the “swell,” the lions comiques, commonly sang such material. English songs 
such as “Champagne Charlie” and “Louis Renouf ” had both circulated in the 
United States during the 1870s, but Koster and Bial were also brewers and 
liquor merchants and Wesner was not advertising their brands. Despite this 
dispute, there is no evidence that Koster and Bial sued Wesner to prevent 
her from performing these songs, and they continued to book her regularly 
during the following decade.
 Wesner continued this pattern of work—primarily moving between Harry 
Miner’s theaters and Koster and Bial’s Music Hall, with occasional bookings 
at Tony Pastor’s and other New York theaters—until 1885, when she made 
one last attempt to cross into respectable drama. Wesner’s play Mixed had 
failed during the 1870s, but the broadening theatrical world now left more 
room for narrative or seminarrative pieces that combined elements of musi-
cal theater and variety into a form that was coming to be known as musical 
comedy. Variety performers like Harrigan and Hart and Gus Williams had 
already found success in their Irish and German comedies, and Wesner no 
doubt felt that it was worth trying to stage a narrative work with her in the 
leading role.
 At the beginning of the 1885 season, Wesner announced her new com-
pany in the pages of the New York Clipper over several weeks. The piece was 
entitled Captain of the Queen’s Own and was written by Laura LeClair Phillips, 
who also supervised the production during the first performances. Wesner 
engaged her niece Mamie Bernard, who had worked with May Fisk’s troupe 
in the 1878–79 season and then later with a number of female minstrel and 
specialty companies, to be the company’s soubrette and her leading lady.13 It 
is not clear how much formal training Bernard had, although she had been 
raised in a theatrical family. Bernard was most likely the daughter of Harry 
Bernard, a burlesque and variety actor who moved into theatrical manage-
ment, and her mother was probably Ella Wesner’s sister Maggie, although she 
might also have been the daughter of one of Wesner’s other sisters. Maggie 
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Wesner frequently worked with both Harry Bernard and Mamie Bernard in 
the early 1880s, which makes it more likely that Mamie was her daughter. 
Given that the numerous members of the Wesner family worked as profes-
sional dancers, Mamie had probably received extensive dance training as a 
child, and she later found fairly steady employment in burlesque; during the 
1890s, Bernard worked with Sam T. Jack’s burlesque companies for a number 
of years. But when Wesner hired her, Bernard was not qualified or experienced 
enough to be a leading lady, and it is likely that she got the job primarily due 
to Wesner’s loyalty to her extended family. Wesner turned to colleagues from 
variety to take supporting roles, and a review of the work from St. Louis noted 
the presence of several veteran variety performers in her company.14

 Captain of the Queen’s Own opened at Tony Pastor’s New York theater in 
early October 1885, and during the two weeks at this theater small adjustments 
were made to the piece. The Clipper included a positive review, noting, “The 
third act of her new play has been entirely changed since the first perfor-
mance, and a noticeable improvement has resulted. Miss Wesner’s drunken 
scene in the second act is the best bit of business she has ever done here.”15 
The New York World also gave the piece a positive review and agreed with 
the Clipper that it had been a hit and the house crowded.16 After two weeks 
in New York, the company headed out onto the road, performing a series 
of one-  and two- night bookings through Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Illinois 
before a longer booking of a week at the Casino Theater in St. Louis.
 The theatrical column in the St. Louis Globe- Democrat praised the play 
before it opened and was enthusiastic in its praise for Wesner, who was 
described as a favorite in that city. Despite this, by the end of her week in the 
city Wesner’s company was suffering financial problems, due in part to the fact 
that she had not made the agreed- upon payments to the author of the work to 
pay off the five hundred dollars it cost to buy the play. The newspaper noted 
that she had raised money using the scenery, costumes, and other props for 
the play as collateral, in order to avoid further conflict with Laura LeClair Phil-
lips.17 This emergency tactic headed off immediate disaster, and the company 
continued, performing in Louisville, Kentucky, where they attracted large 
houses during the whole week they were there. They then headed north to 
Indianapolis, after which they were scheduled to perform in Cleveland for a 
week. They never made it to Cleveland. The company performed at English’s 
Opera House in Indianapolis, and as the Clipper noted, Ella Wesner made 
her last stand here with “‘Captain of the Queen’s Own.’ She will return to New 
York, and try to get another play.”18

 One of the problems Wesner encountered in cities where she was not well 
known was that the audience she attracted did not know how to read her 
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performance and may not even have been familiar with or sympathetic to 
variety performance. When the company appeared in St. Louis, they were 
booked at the Casino, a venue that hosted variety performances year- round 
and was described by local newspapers as “cozy.”19 In Louisville they were 
hosted by the New Grand Theatre, which opened in August 1885, billing 
itself as a “first- class vaudeville theatre.”20 In Indianapolis, on the other hand, 
the troupe appeared at English’s Opera House, which was a new venue that 
had been built in 1884 and was modeled on the Grand Opera House in New 
York City. With a seating capacity of twenty- five hundred and lavish decor, 
it quickly became one of the premier theaters of the city.21 This grand theater 
would have attracted a very different class of patron than the Casino in St. 
Louis and even the New Grand in Louisville, and this, no doubt, contributed 
to Wesner’s downfall.
 Before the company arrived, promotion for the play ran in a newspaper in a 
small town just south of Fort Wayne, Indiana. A column ran a positive review 
of Wesner’s company reprinted from a newspaper from St. Louis, which was, 
perhaps, intended to induce people to travel south for the performance. A 
week later, however, the same newspaper ran a scathing critique of Wesner’s 
company, based on the performance in Indianapolis:

Ella Wesner is the pale- faced star of a very snideish dramatic troupe of barn 
stormers which alighted in this place, “by mere happy chance,” Thursday. Ella’s 
company appears in a play called “The Captain of the Queen’s Own,” but if 
the Queen can’t afford anything better than this she had better go out of the 
business. It was a mess of rubbish, and its taking powers were admirably illus-
trated by the attendance Friday evening, which was of such dimensions as to 
cause the manager to refund the money and dismiss the audience before the 
dis- play began. Manager Shaffer is no wise to blame in the matter, as he was 
imposed upon, and the show being new the newspapers did not know of its 
merit of demerit.22

This small regional newspaper placed the blame for the failure on Wesner’s 
company. The theater manager was also depicted as being a victim of Wesner’s 
troupe, who had been forced by the low quality of the show to cancel the 
performance and refund the admission to his audience. Clearly, this theater 
was the wrong venue for Wesner’s troupe, which was better suited to smaller 
variety theaters and an audience who understood the kinds of acts on which 
the piece was based. In addition, Wesner’s advance agent should never have 
taken a booking with English’s Opera House. But if Wesner hope to achieve a 
broader appeal in narrative theater, she could not confine herself to perform-
ing in front of audiences familiar with variety conventions.
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 Ella Wesner faced two major hurdles when it came to crossing into more 
respectable forms of theater. First, she had never really worked for any 
amount of time in front of a middle- class audience that included women 
and children. Most of her career, even her early foray into narrative drama in 
Galveston, had been in theaters that catered to a predominantly male audi-
ence. Second, Wesner seemed unwilling to return to performing in female 
character, and this limited her ability to move into narrative comic works, 
where she had to compete directly with a male actor for the leading male 
role. She also relied on the audience understanding her variety act in order 
to explain why she was appearing in a male role, and then they had to find 
her comedic slapstick, such as the drunk scene referenced above, amusing 
rather than offensive. Burlesque was the only form that routinely cast women 
as leading men, and by the 1880s, largely due to the proliferation of female 
minstrel troupes, the form was becoming less and less respectable and was 
beginning to cater exclusively to male tastes. While Wesner’s troupe lacked 
the profusion of female dancers typical of burlesque and female minstrelsy, 
it shared cross- dressing, broad comedy, and other performance elements 
with those forms.
 After the disastrous performance in Indianapolis, the company disbanded 
and headed back to New York to find new bookings. Wesner put a posi-
tive spin on the debacle, and the Clipper reported that she intended to look 
for a new play to take on the road in the spring. However, she returned to 
performing at Koster and Bial’s and did not attempt to move into more 
respectable forms of theater again. Wesner spent the rest of the 1880s and 
the early 1890s based at Koster and Bial’s, becoming a fixture at this theater. 
When she left New York, she did so as part of touring troupes or for brief 
visits to Philadelphia or Boston. During 1886 Wesner’s experience in narra-
tive theater allowed her to move into burlesques being staged at Koster and 
Bial’s. She appeared in a production of Offenbach’s Princess of Trebizonde 
staged at the theater, taking the role of Paola; this was possibly the first time 
since the late 1860s that Wesner had appeared in a female role. Later in the 
same season, she appeared in the burlesque of Ixion, in the role of Minerva.23 
While Minerva was a female role, it was also a comic “dame” role that had 
been taken by Harry Beckett when Lydia Thompson’s troupe performed the 
same work in the late 1860s and thus was better suited to the kinds of skills 
Wesner had developed in variety performance.
 By the early 1890s, Wesner’s position in the variety world had declined 
significantly. She was no longer a regular at Koster and Bial’s or in other 
Manhattan variety theaters and worked more frequently in Brooklyn halls. 
She managed to survive the 1890s performing in theaters such as Huber and 
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Gebhardt’s Casino in Brooklyn and at Henderson’s Concert Hall at Coney 
Island. She also found some work in dime- museum performances in cities 
such as Rochester, where she performed at the Wonderland Museum, a house 
that charged ten cents for admission. Occasionally, Tony Pastor included her 
on one of his bills—Pastor was known for hiring old- time performers who 
needed income, and his account books also show that he loaned money to 
old- timers down on their luck.24

 Despite her not inconsiderable skills and her long career in variety, Ella 
Wesner was not able to make the transition into vaudeville. Her reliance on 
New York City halls also meant that she lacked the connections to indepen-
dent and small- time vaudeville circuits. Had she spent more time outside 
New York, she might have been able to prolong her career in the midranks 
of variety performers into the early twentieth century. But by the late 1890s, 
Wesner’s primary source of employment was Coney Island concert halls, 
where, like the low- class theaters of the past, the young female performers 
mingled with the audiences and prompted men to drink and to buy drinks 
for them, thus increasing the income of the halls. Wesner was still working 
at Henderson’s in the late 1890s, when the city authorities had begun to 
work to eliminate these halls by denying entertainment and excise licensing 
requests.25

 Around 1902 Wesner’s health declined. She was forced to retire from the 
stage, and periodic calls for aid in professional journals indicate that she was 
close to destitute at the end of her life.26 Despite Wesner’s sense of obligation 
to her extended family throughout her career, there was apparently no one 
who could provide for her support at the end of her life. Indeed, it appears 
that she helped support her older sister Mary, who had worked as a dancer 
through much of the second half of the nineteenth century. The sisters lived 
at the Home for the Incurables during their final years, and both women 
were supported by the Actors’ Charitable Fund until their deaths. When Ella 
Wesner died in November 1917, she was buried in the charity’s burial plot 
at Evergreen Cemetery in Brooklyn. Although there is no indication of this 
on the grave marker, when Mary Wesner died in 1924 she was buried in the 
same plot.27

 Annie Hindle was more successful than Ella Wesner in cementing a posi-
tion in small- time vaudeville as it emerged, although this seemed far from 
certain in the mid- 1880s. In 1886 Hindle was leading her own variety com-
pany through the Midwest, when the local newspaper in Grand Rapids, 
Michigan, ran an item reporting that she had married her dresser, Annie 
Ryan, on the last night of their booking, after the performance had ended. 
This marriage caused a huge uproar in the local newspapers, and a reporter 
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for the Grand Rapids Telegram- Herald hounded Hindle and her wife, follow-
ing them from a restaurant to their hotel room, persistently asking questions. 
Hindle eventually agreed with the journalist’s assertions that she was a man 
in order to be rid of the harassment. The newspaper ran a lengthy report on 
Monday, June 7, insisting that Hindle was a man, that she had fraudulently 
been married to Charles Vivian in 1869, and that her whole career was also 
a fraud.28

 Had this event occurred twenty or thirty years later, it might have ended 
Hindle’s career, but after several weeks of scattered reports appearing in a 
small number of newspapers, the scandal blew over and most of Hindle’s 
audience remained oblivious to it. Female members of her troupe, when 
asked about Hindle, expressed shock that she had perpetrated a fraud and 
insisted that, despite having shared dressing rooms with her over months and 
sometimes years, they had had no idea she was actually a man. But despite 
their profession of shock, and reports of the troupe disbanding, records show 
that Hindle and her company continued performing as scheduled. Managers 
in cities at which the troupe had appeared were sometimes asked by local 
newspapers if they were aware of the incident, and their responses varied, 
but all denied knowing that she was a man. The New York Clipper’s reporting 
lacked the sensation of reports run in local newspapers, but it seemed just as 
uncertain about the wedding, noting, “On Sunday night, Annie Hindle, under 
the name ‘Charles Hindle,’ was quietly married to Annie Ryan of Cleveland, 
O., who for the past five years has been traveling with her or him as a maid. 
They left immediately for Cleveland.”29

 I have found no evidence that Hindle’s company performed in Cleveland 
over the summer, but given the fragmentary nature of newspaper records, 
the performance may well have taken place as scheduled. The Hindle Spe-
cialty Company performed in Cincinnati in August 1886, two months after 
Hindle’s marriage to Ryan, and it appears that the tour continued, despite the 
scandal.30 It is likely that members of the troupe expressed the outrage and 
shock they knew that local reporters expected from them and that most of 
them already knew about Hindle’s relationship with Ryan and did not care. 
Gossip suggesting Hindle had had intimate relationships with dressers had 
certainly appeared in the pages of the Clipper during the 1870s, and I have 
also noted Hindle’s proclivity for using newspapers for free publicity, through 
issuing challenges. Perhaps the marriage was intended in part to attract public 
interest for the troupe.
 Despite the usefulness of the publicity generated by sensational reporting, 
I firmly believe that, in marrying Ryan, Hindle sought to re- create the family 
she had lost when her mother died several years earlier. After the wedding, 
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Hindle made no references to her marriage in her publicity, and I have found 
no more evidence of challenges issued to raise questions about her gender. 
Instead, Hindle spent the rest of the decade toiling in working- class variety 
halls, dime museums, and specialty companies. During 1887 Hindle worked 
with Ella Hill’s Big Burlesque Company as it toured through Massachusetts 
and Maine during March, and in April she appeared at two of B. F. Keith’s 
theaters, the Gaiety in New York City and Keith and Batcheller’s Museum in 
Boston. During the summer months, she assembled another touring com-
pany and went out on the road.
 The first reference to Hindle’s marriage that I have found in newspaper 
commentary on her performances occurred at the beginning of the 1887–88 
theatrical season, when Hindle was working with Mademoiselle Girard’s 
Mastodon Minstrel Company. When the company performed at the Adelphia 
Theater in Buffalo, New York, the local newspaper ran the following:

There were probably few people who saw M’lle Girard’s Mastodon Minstrels at 
the Adelphia last evening who recognized in the character of Miss Annie Hindle 
the only living woman who has a living wife. By every one it was agreed that her 
appearance was the hit of the olio, but few were aware of her remarkable history, 
or knew of the extent to which she has carried her clever impersonation. Bon 
and Lulu Thies in their grotesque Hottentot acts introduce a very interesting 
feature. Carroll and West as Dutch comedians are good, and the large number 
of lady specialists give attractive variety to the whole performance.31

On this occasion, the reviewer likely remembered the sensational reporting 
that ran in newspapers all over the country as well as in the National Police 
Gazette, or the less sensational report that ran in the Clipper, and refer-
enced it to reinforce how believably male Hindle was in her performance. 
It is interesting that he did not assert that she was really a man, as had the 
sensational reporting.
 Hindle and Ryan remained married until Ryan’s death in December 1891, 
and the New York Sun ran a long column after the funeral, reporting that a 
number of variety performers had attended the event. After Ryan’s death, 
Hindle sold her New Jersey home and moved back to Manhattan, returning 
to the stage almost immediately. Publicity reveals that Hindle had once again 
changed agents and was now represented by Bijou L. Price, who continued to 
represent her through at least the early 1890s. Bijou Price began her career as 
a male impersonator in the 1875–76 season but had not found great success 
in variety. There are scattered records of her performing or seeking employ-
ment as a male impersonator until around 1879, after which she disappeared 
from the pages of the Clipper. It is not at all clear how Price supported herself 
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during the 1880s, and it is entirely possible that she married and retired from 
the stage. She next appears in the Clipper in 1892, advertising her new busi-
ness, the American Theatrical Exchange. Annie Hindle was likely among 
Price’s first clients as she launched her new venture, and she continued to 
advertise for clients until 1894. Price represented the kinds of variety per-
formers who appeared in dime museums and low- priced vaudeville halls. She 
also supplied young women to burlesque troupes and frequently advertised 
for “ladies.” But she also claimed to represent “song and dance ladies, serio- 
comic, also Freaks and Novelties for good curio halls,” as well as “first class 
talent and burlesque ladies,” and on one occasion she sought a “good looking 
lady boxer” for one of her clients.32 By 1894 Price had branched out and had 
gone into business with another female variety performer, Annie Bell. The 
pair operated a number of businesses together, including a theatrical board-
inghouse and a dog boarding business in Atlantic City, a variety hall and a 
saloon in Newark, and a theatrical hotel in Newark. They also continued to 
operate the theatrical agency, and Price took a group of variety performers 
on a tour to New Orleans in 1897.
 By 1900 the Police Gazette had begun running odd items about Bijou Price 
and Annie Bell in its theatrical column. It is highly likely that Price, always 
open to self- promotion, had sent a number of these items to the newspaper 
herself, hoping to attract interest for her various business enterprises. On 
several occasions, the Police Gazette printed lithographs that reproduced 
photographs of the pair, and these show peculiarly domestic scenes in which 
Price appears dressed in her male impersonator’s suit, while Annie Bell is 
dressed in modest and respectable female clothing. At first glance, they look 
like a happily married couple, surrounded by their dogs and seated in their 
garden.33 While the Police Gazette sometimes adopted a snide and knowing 
tone in their coverage of Price and Bell, signaling to men who were attuned 
to this tone that there was something unusual about the couple, they were 
also quick to praise Price’s business and performing skills. This is in sharp 
contrast to the outraged and even incoherent coverage this newspaper car-
ried when Annie Hindle married Annie Ryan. The fact that Price and Bell 
were not explicit about their relationship but rather cohabited and worked 
together in a way that knowing and sophisticated men could find intriguing 
allowed them to maintain a sense of propriety. When Bijou Price died in 1909, 
the Clipper reported that Annie Bell was her sister- in- law, which is the first 
time it had sought to clarify the relationship between the pair; until then, 
while their names had been linked in both advertising and in the columns 
covering variety, there was no comment on any familial connection between 
the two.
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 Following Annie Hindle’s career after the death of Annie Ryan is extremely 
difficult. The only event that garnered any widespread attention was her mar-
riage to another woman in 1892. Hindle was performing in Troy, New York, 
when on June 26, 1892, she married a young woman from that city who was 
not connected to the theater. She and her new wife, Louise Spangehl, were 
married by a Baptist minister. Newspapers all over the country reported on 
the marriage, mostly carrying one of two reports that had run in eastern 
newspapers.34 It is not clear how Hindle met Spangehl or whether the pair 
ever lived together because Hindle continued to fulfill her theatrical bookings 
after the marriage, but the wedding allowed the New York Sun to reprise the 
article it had printed when Annie Ryan died. This marriage may have been 
for the sake of publicity, although Hindle received relatively little promotion 
from the event, or she may have grown fond of a fan of her performances at 
the local summer garden. In either case, there is no record of how long the 
pair were married or whether Louise Spangehl left Troy with Hindle once 
her booking ended there.
 Annie Hindle spent the rest of her performing career based in the Midwest, 
primarily in Ohio. The Clipper did not carry any news of her until 1896, when 
it reported that she was deathly ill in Cincinnati.35 The next reference I have 
found comes from 1901, when the Schuylerville (N.Y.) Standard reported 
that she was appearing at the Theatre St. Nicholas and gave her a glowing 
review.36 The final references to Hindle appeared in the Clipper in 1904. She 
wrote to the newspaper in July to inform the profession that after a two- year 
engagement in Toledo, Ohio, she was joining the Grands Stock and Dramatic 
Company for an indefinite engagement.37 Her engagement with this company 
did not last beyond the early fall, because the Casino Theatre in Cincinnati 
reported to the Clipper that she had opened there on October 31, 1904, for 
an indefinite engagement.38 I have found no more records relating to Hindle, 
and her death date is unknown. By 1904 she had sustained a thirty- six- year 
career in American variety and had outlasted all of her competitors from 
the 1870s.
 During the close to four decades Annie Hindle was on the stage, American 
variety changed dramatically, and she managed to continue to adapt to these 
changes throughout her career. Despite being admired for the realism of 
her portrayals, she managed to adjust her billing and her repertoire to meet 
changing tastes, and her act was deemed respectable enough that B. F. Keith 
was willing to book her for several of his theaters. She lacked the acting and 
dancing experience of Ella Wesner and had never reached the level of success 
her old rival managed to sustain for more than a decade. In many ways, this 
gave Hindle an advantage over Wesner because she had been forced to adjust 
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to changing tastes relatively early in her career. While Wesner rode out the 
Long Depression in England, Hindle adjusted her repertoire and the way 
she billed herself, emphasizing fashion and leisure over class critique, and 
this allowed her to make the transition into small- time vaudeville. Hindle 
also had the advantage of autonomy—she lacked Wesner’s family ties, but 
she also did not have to financially support that family. She was able to save 
money, take more frequent breaks over the summer months, and settle into 
reliable, if unspectacular, bookings in her late middle age. Unlike Wesner, 
Hindle never appeared in female roles or in principal boy roles in burlesque; 
when Hindle traveled with burlesque companies, she appeared only in the 
variety olio. Through the course of her career, Hindle earned the reputation 
of being a reliable and strong performer, despite the public scandals that 
erupted due to her marriages, and as a result she could always find another 
booking as long as she sought not to be too ambitious.

* * *

 The 1890s proved to be a decade in which male impersonation shifted radi-
cally in performance style, and the changes were due primarily to imported 
English performers who took the place of older women like Hindle and 
Wesner as stars in big- time vaudeville. The performance style of the English 
women was better suited to the needs of the American vaudeville audience 
at the end of the nineteenth century, and it reflects not only shifting gender 
construction but also the shifting class affiliation of the white working- class 
audience in the face of increasing immigration. The old- fashioned style of 
male impersonation, pioneered by Hindle and Wesner and designed to appeal 
to a native- born English- speaking audience, was no longer as current at the 
end of the century, although Hindle’s ability to continue working into the 
new century indicates that it still held some appeal. But by the 1890s, a new 
style of male impersonation was ascendant.



 8 English Male Impersonation  
in America
Changing Aesthetics,  
Changing Performance Style

The improvements in the American economy that prompted Wesner to return 
from England in 1880 also tempted a number of English performers to follow 
her to the United States. Among these were Miss St. George Hussey, Bessie 
Bonehill, and Vesta Tilley, all of whom had been younger rivals to Wesner 
in English music hall. Miss St. George Hussey was one of the first English 
performers to move to the United States as the economy improved, arriving 
in 1881 or 1882, and Bessie Bonehill debuted as a male impersonator at Tony 
Pastor’s theater in 1889. Tony Pastor had approached Vesta Tilley, hoping to 
persuade her to perform in his theater in the mid- 1880s, but she did not tour 
the United States until 1894.
 A number of these imported English performers, particularly Tilley and 
Bonehill, won huge popularity and acclaim in American vaudeville and 
helped cement the shifts in performance style that the Long Depression of 
the 1870s had initiated. In some ways, their popularity helped bring American 
performance aesthetics closer to those of English music hall, but there is also 
evidence that the American audience changed the way that Englishwomen 
performed on American stages. After 1890 American male impersonation 
grew more feminine in its style and de- emphasized realism as a valued per-
formance aesthetic. After 1900 male impersonators were less likely to share 
songs with male performers or to insert broadly comic spoken interpolations 
into their songs. At the same time, English performers who toured in the 
United States needed to adapt their repertoire to accommodate the tastes and 
preferences of an American audience, and together the shift in performance 
style and changes to the repertoires of English performers provides an insight 
into the shifting class affiliations of portions of the American audience and 
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the differences between English and American gender construction. This 
chapter will examine the performance style of English performers who toured 
the United States as well as the shift in performance style that occurred at 
the end of the nineteenth century and in the first decade of the twentieth 
century.
 Miss St. George Hussey was the oldest male impersonator active in English 
music hall, and her advertising in the late 1870s suggests that she was los-
ing ground against her younger colleagues, the youngest of whom was only 
eleven years old. In 1880 St. George Hussey had also had an altercation with 
an English theatrical agent that resulted in her horsewhipping him in London. 
A handbill documenting the event was produced, and the agent brought libel 
charges against the actress.1 The case made it to a hearing in front of a judge, 
who found that the charges could not be proved and dismissed it. But soon 
after this, St. George Hussey chose to leave England, perhaps looking for a 
fresh start in American variety.
 Miss St. George Hussey began her career in American variety, billing her-
self as “the only female Irish Male Impersonator in the World.”2 She quickly 
found someone to represent her, signing with J. Alexander Brown, the brother 
of Colonel T. Allston Brown, and he negotiated a long- term booking for her 
with Harry Miner. Brown and Miner had a close relationship; Brown’s agency 
for variety performers was headquartered in offices above Harry Miner’s 
Bowery theater. While Hussey seemed content to leave her business affairs 
in Brown’s hands, when it came to her honor, she was as protective as she 
had been in England. In 1882 Hussey placed a large advertisement in the New 
York Clipper in which she refused to apologize to Harry Miner, reminding 
him that he had impugned her honor and potentially insulted all women 
in the profession by doing so.3 I have found no evidence of the conflict that 
caused this outburst, but she did not appear at his theaters after that date.
 St. George Hussey continued to work in variety throughout the Northeast 
and Midwest, both as a solo act and as part of traveling specialty companies, 
including a company that she headed in the summer months of 1883. During 
her four years in variety, Hussey appeared on the same bill as Annie Hindle 
and Ella Wesner on a number of occasions, and there was no comment from 
reviewers about two male impersonators appearing on the same stage.4 The 
fact that there was no comparison made between the women suggests that 
St. George Hussey was viewed as performing a completely different kind of 
act by virtue of her reliance on an Irish character—when comparisons to 
another performer were made, it was always to the Irish comic performer Pat 
Rooney.5 Unlike the American male impersonators, St. George Hussey relied 
more heavily on ballads than on comic material, although comic songs were 
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certainly part of her repertoire. Not all of the theatrical reviewers appreciated 
her more serious fare, and the reviewer for the Boston Advertiser described 
her as “an execrable as a ballad singer, but humorous in comic songs.”6 The 
comedic skills noted here served St. George Hussey well as she transitioned 
into musical comedy and allowed her to continue to work in this arena in 
comic female Irish roles into the early 1900s.
 This pattern, of beginning as a male impersonator and transitioning into 
musical comedy or moving between musical comedy and vaudeville, was 
common in the generation of male impersonators active around the turn of 
the century. Maggie Weston had already followed this path in the 1880s, but 
after 1900 it became the standard career trajectory for young male imperson-
ators. English performers also followed this path, although it can be argued 
that moving into narrative drama had always been part of the English tradi-
tion, given the tendency of English male impersonators to work in panto-
mime during the Christmas season. As English musical comedy emerged 
during the 1880s, spurred by the success of Gilbert and Sullivan’s operettas, 
there was more opportunity for English male impersonators to branch out 
and take roles in musical comedies, such as those staged by George Edwardes 
at the Gaiety Theatre. While not all of the English male impersonators took 
this route, one of the early performers who did so was also one of the first 
male impersonators who ventured into American variety—Bessie Bonehill.
 Bonehill, like St. George Hussey, was in her twenties when Ella Wesner 
was performing in English music hall. Bonehill specialized in boy characters, 
even on the music hall stage, most often performing as a young man- about- 
town or characters such as newsboys or sailor boys in her songs. Bonehill 
had been active in pantomime as a principal boy in England and appeared 
to have more polished singing skills than some of her contemporaries; in 
1896 the theater reviewer for the Chicago Daily Inter Ocean described her as 
a soubrette.7 Bonehill was persuaded to tour in American variety by Tony 
Pastor, who was among the first variety managers to tempt English acts 
to cross the Atlantic. Pastor had moved to a new theater farther uptown, 
and he may have judged that his audience at the Fourteenth Street Opera 
House would welcome English performers. In 1889 he made his first of many 
scouting trips to Europe to sign contracts with English performers during 
the summer season and returned with a number of English performers, 
including male impersonator Millie Hylton; Revene and Athos, grotesque 
acrobats; seriocomic Lizzie Collins; and the Graham Sisters, who sang duets 
and danced.8 He also signed a contract with Bessie Bonehill during this trip, 
and when she debuted at his theater in 1889, she attracted a wider range of 
reviewers than normally attended Tony Pastor’s shows.
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 The reviews of Bessie Bonehill’s debut at Tony Pastor’s theater at Union 
Square are remarkable for the very different assessments of her singing they 
offer. The reviewers that regularly attended variety found her performance 
style quite different from that of the American performers. During the course 
of her act, she sang two ballads dressed in men’s evening dress and two sen-
timental songs, one in the character of a newspaper boy and the other as a 
young sailor. This stands in sharp contrast to the comic songs that were more 
typical for American male impersonators, particularly Annie Hindle and Ella 
Wesner, who sang only a small number of sentimental songs or ballads. The 
critics enjoyed this difference and not only praised Bonehill’s act and her 
singing but also her performance style. The New York World proclaimed:

Tony Pastor’s new star, Bessie Bonehill, has achieved such immediate and pro-
nounced success that “Standing room only” has been the watchword at the 
bright little theatre during the past week. Miss Bonehill is an artiste in every 
sense of the word, and her specialties in addition to being most cleverly done 
possess the virtue of entire novelty. None of her songs have been heard before, 
and her dancing is a refreshing change from the venerable steps and figures 
inflicted by the ordinary run of variety people. Last night she was in her best 
vein and won encores galore.9

And the New York Daily News noted that Bonehill was “pretty of face and 
figure, and has a clear, strong, musical voice, which she knows how to use. 
Her male impersonations are capital, and in all she does grace is a part of the 
charm.”10 In its review of the debut, the New York Sun remarked on Bonehill’s 
difference from other male impersonators on the American stage: “Her voice 
is clear, her face fresh, and her short- cut hair is parted on the left hand side. 
She looks like a handsome boy and dances like a sprightly girl. There is a vast 
difference between her and the other variety show women who have appeared 
here in trousers, and it is in her favor.”11 In the view of these experienced 
variety reviewers, Bessie Bonehill was more graceful and feminine than the 
American male impersonators with whom they were familiar, and they were 
pleased by her lack of realism, praising her boyishness and appreciating her 
feminine charm.
 In sharp contrast to this, the critic for the Black Cat compared Bonehill to 
principal boys of musical theater and declared that she wore “trousers with a 
confidence that will bear the closest inspection. . . . Bonehill is the only firm 
and resolute masculine in the lot. She paces bravely about, with none of that 
sifting coquettishness that the movements of the others helplessly betray, 
plants her heels squarely, and stands as straight as a royal guardsman.”12 This 
reviewer was thrilled at the masculine strength Bonehill exuded, although he 
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seemed to be completely unfamiliar with variety as well as with conventions 
for male impersonation in that context. This is indicated by his choices for 
comparison—Rose Coghlan, Cora Tanner, Ada Rehan, and Fanny Rice—who 
were all active in musical theater rather than variety. The New York Times, 
which rarely reviewed performances in variety halls, described Bonehill as 
“lithe and frisky, strident as to voice and nimble as to feet, [and] evidently a 
performer of extended experience.”13 The Times review comes closer to those 
of the World and the Sun, although this reviewer has a different assessment 
of Bonehill’s singing skills, finding her voice strident rather than merely 
strong. But it is also significant that Bonehill was of such a caliber that she 
could attract nonvariety reviewers to her variety performances.
 Bonehill spent much of the rest of her career crossing back and forth 
between England and the United States, spending increasing amounts of 
time in the United States, particularly after she married American William 
Seeley in 1890. In the mid- 1890s, she moved into musical comedies, starring 
in the boy role of Christopher in Little Christopher in 1895. This transferred 
the roles with which she was so associated on the variety stage and in Eng-
lish pantomime into a narrative form, which brought her to the attention of 
a wider audience, and because she performed the role of a boy rather than 
the leading male role in this piece, she could be viewed as less problematic 
than Ella Wesner had been when she took the leading male role in Captain 
of the Queen’s Own. Bonehill’s son John Seeley followed her into vaudeville, 
appearing in a comic duo known as Seeley and West, and he and his sisters 
also sometimes performed with their mother. Bonehill’s theatrical career was 
cut short in 1902, when she died of stomach cancer at the age of forty- seven, 
but she was instrumental in helping establish the new performance aesthetics 
for male impersonation in the United States.
 Vesta Tilley was probably the most successful and highest- paid performer 
who moved into vaudeville from English music hall. Tilley was approached 
by Tony Pastor in 1889 during his first recruiting trip to England and then on 
a number of occasions after that. He did not tempt her to cross the Atlantic 
until 1894, although her name frequently appeared in newspaper columns 
carrying theatrical gossip before that date. As with Bessie Bonehill, Tilley’s 
appearance at Tony Pastor’s theater attracted a broader range of theatrical 
reviewers and audience members than was typical. The New York Times 
praised Tilley’s performance effusively:

A rousing reception was given to Vesta Tilley, from the London music halls, at 
Tony Pastor’s last night. The house was jammed, and “society” was not without 
its representatives in the attentive and enthusiastic audience. The new “charac-
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ter” singer and “change” performer faced a heavy storm of applause when she 
first came into view, midway in the long programme. The applause was renewed 
with vehemence after each stanza of each of her five songs—each had three 
stanzas and a refrain—and the demonstration increased as her performance 
went forward, while the ushers and the leader of the band and the meek, retir-
ing stage hands had hard work with her “floral tributes.”
 It would be pleasant, indeed, to be able to believe that this warm welcome 
was entirely spontaneous, for Vesta Tilley is something very rare on the variety 
stage—an artist.14

Tilley had been the youngest of the male impersonators active when Wesner 
was working in England, and she is remembered for performing an act that 
was highly scripted and more concerned with decency than most, if not all, of 
her English contemporaries. Judging from the review quoted above, this qual-
ity was also apparent to some American reviewers, and she was praised for 
her refined performance style. The Times reviewer dedicated four paragraphs 
to describing Tilley’s performance and the skills she brought to the stage:

She is, evidently, not a woman of genius: she has no startling new message, 
comic or sentimental; her humor is fine and dry; her singing voice, though it 
is clear and agreeable, is very thin. But her small powers are held perfectly in 
control. Every gift she has is cultivated to the highest degree. She is the mistress 
of the art of vocalization as it is known in London music halls. Her enunciation 
is clear and distinct. Nearly every muscle in her lithe, slender, graceful body 
has its part to play in her “turn,” and is absolutely in control. Her mimicry, as 
far as it goes, is neat, graceful, and appreciable. Her facial expression is nimble, 
but never extravagant. When she has made a point she does not overdo it, but 
proceeds to make another. She wears male attire without grotesqueness, not 
to hint of vulgarity, and her tailor must be a jewel.
 All this is most refreshing to the occasional visitor to the music halls who 
never gets quite accustomed to their generally hopeless crudity. At Tony Pastor’s 
this week there are other performers of high standing who are rich in humor, 
who are original, but who have not a suspicion of the refinement and modera-
tion of art.15

After praising Tilley, the reviewer then briefly noted the coarseness of a num-
ber of the other people who appeared on the same program before returning 
to describe the songs she had sung and the characters portrayed in them.
 The New York Times was not the only newspaper to praise Vesta Tilley 
for her refinement—several years later, a reviewer for the Boston Advertiser 
declared that her refinement must be innate rather than due to training and 
also distinguished her from her other colleagues in variety.16 Even the New 
York Clipper, a newspaper aimed at professionals, was effusive in its reviews 
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of Vesta Tilley, finding something praiseworthy to report every week she was 
at Pastor’s. In the view of both variety reviewers and theatrical reviewers in 
general, Vesta Tilley was in a class by herself. She was seen as making male 
impersonation respectable, and few, if any, of the newspapers that reviewed 
her in her multiple trips to the United States referenced older male imper-
sonators when assessing her performances.
 The kinds of songs sung by all of the English male impersonators distin-
guished them from the older American performers. As I have noted, both 
Hussey and Bonehill relied heavily on sentimental fare. Bessie Bonehill con-
tinued to sing “Anchor’s Weighed,” a song that had been a staple of English 
male impersonation in the 1860s, until the end of the nineteenth century. 
Sentimental songs were a feature of Vesta Tilley’s repertoire, but she also 
sang many comic songs as part of her act. The New York Times review quoted 
above notes that she performed five songs, only one of which was senti-
mental. Three were comic songs, and the remaining song was described as 
“heroic.”17 In this respect, Tilley’s repertoire was quite similar to that of Ella 
Wesner and Annie Hindle. The review noted her clear enunciation and her 
complete control throughout her performance, and recordings of Tilley, made 
in the first decades of the twentieth century, reveal two more important ele-
ments of her performance that separated her from her American colleagues: 
first, unlike Wesner and Hindle, Tilley had a voice that is best described as 
soprano; second, Tilley’s act included no spoken interpolations, and she sang 
the majority of the text to her songs. This last feature is likely what impressed 
the Times reviewer as “not overdoing it” and meant that she could not be 
viewed as descending into vulgarity.
 The performance aesthetic for male impersonation in the United States 
during the 1870s and 1880s had valued realism, but this changed during the 
1890s. Part of the reason for this was the importation of more feminine Eng-
lish male impersonators, but I believe that it was also due in part to shifting 
gender construction in the American context, as a population, which a gen-
eration earlier would have identified as white native- born working class, came 
to identify more and more closely with middle- class values. The move toward 
narrative theater in the 1880s also signals this slow shift in class identification, 
and the desire to see respectable narrative theater that maintained some of 
the fun inherent in variety performance opened up space in which musi-
cal theater could emerge. This development happened on both sides of the 
Atlantic in part spurred by the popularity of Gilbert and Sullivan’s operettas, 
but in the United States a kind of musical comedy based on the stereotypi-
cal urban characters that were typical of songs and sketches in variety also 
developed during this period. Harrigan and Hart’s urban topical comedies, 
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including the Mulligan Guard series, are typical of this trend, but so too are 
the pieces such as Mixed and Captain of the Queen’s Own that Ella Wesner 
took on the road. Another variety comedian, Gus Williams, had success in 
similar plays featuring a German character, and both Bessie Bonehill and 
Vesta Tilley also found success in early musical comedies that centered on 
characters that were features of their vaudeville acts.
 The audience that attended the most respectable variety and vaudeville 
performances in the 1890s sought more politeness and more refinement, 
and possibly even more narrative, and their expectations of male and female 
performers also changed. During the 1880s, both Hindle and Wesner had 
come to rely more and more on songs about leisure and fashion and had 
dropped songs that fostered working- class identity. Similarly, songs sung by 
young female seriocomics came to center more on love and courtship and 
were less daring than those sung in the previous decades; seriocomics came 
to represent respectable white femininity, and the comedic aspects of their 
acts shrank.
 At the same time, however, the range of comic roles for women broadened, 
as ethnic comedy opened up to women. Maggie Cline was one of the earliest 
women to specialize in a female comic character. She had begun her career 
as a seriocomic with Snelbaker’s touring variety troupe in the late 1870s, but 
as she aged and gained weight, sentimental fare no longer seemed as appro-
priate for her. Cline, who was of Irish extraction, developed the character 
of a tough urban city girl and sang comic Irish songs and engaged in verbal 
sparring with the men in her audience.18 By the 1890s, comedy had become 
a more acceptable route for women, particularly those who were older, those 
whose appearance clearly signaled their ethnic identity, or those women who 
were not ideally pretty. For these women, ethnic comedy provided a career 
opening in theater that male impersonation might have supplied twenty 
years earlier, and the kind of comedy they performed was not unlike that of 
the pantomime “dame.”
 Despite the new emphasis on fashion in the acts of male impersonators, 
Wesner’s act continued to show some evidence of class hostility into the 
mid- 1880s, when she included a character called “the Dreadful Dude” in her 
act.19 I have not found any songs featuring this character that were sung by 
Wesner, but a number of songs featuring the dude were published during this 
period, and almost all are marked by hostility to the central character and a 
desire to portray him in the most ridiculous and demeaning way possible.
 “Dude” songs first came into vogue during 1883. I have found more than 
thirty different songs featuring this character; eighteen of them were pub-
lished during that year, and the rest were published in 1884 and 1885. The 
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proliferation of songs featuring the character of the dude seems to have been 
spurred by the success of the Gilbert and Sullivan operettas Patience and 
Iolanthe, as well as Oscar Wilde’s much- publicized visit to America in 1882 
and 1883, which the New York Police Gazette depicted as part of the public-
ity for the operettas. These songs were likely inspired by the anti- English 
sentiments that are reflected in commentary printed in the Police Gazette 
in the same period, but images from the covers of the songs show that this 
character soon took on a life of his own and that he quickly developed into 
a problematic subset of the “swell” or “man- about- town.” Criticism of the 
swell’s fashion consciousness was already very much part of the tradition of 
the swell song that had emerged during the later 1860s and 1870s, but in dude 
songs the criticism became more intense and these songs were more aggres-
sive in their suggestions that the dude was effete and not a real man. While 
the swell could still be admired in the 1870s, even though he was suspect at 
times, by the 1880s dude songs expressed open hostility to this figure.
 The images on the covers of these songs show a remarkable amount of 
agreement in the features that marked the dude. He is depicted as a tall and 
extremely thin man, dressed in a fashionable dress suit and top hat, with kid 
gloves and a cane. The only thing that distinguishes him from the swell of 
the previous decade is his extremely thin frame; he looks significantly more 
physically delicate than the swell, and a number of covers depict him leaning 
forward and peering through his monocle. The more elaborate lithographs 
of this figure show that his trousers were striped, and he wore spats. None of 
these features were present in the pictures of Oscar Wilde that were published 
on his visits to the United States, so it is likely that the hostility shown by the 
songs was directed at a subset of local men rather than foreigners.
 Merriam- Webster’s Dictionary notes that the first use of the term dude was 
in 1883 and that it referred to an urban man who was unfamiliar with life 
outside the city and specifically to an easterner in the West. The emergence 
of the dude may reflect hostility toward eastern speculators seeking their 
fortune in the West, but it also resonated with urban hostility to the middle 
and upper classes as the economy improved but workingmen’s wages did 
not rise. The mid- 1880s were rife with labor disputes and conflicts that came 
to a head with the Haymarket Riot in 1886. In addition, the appearance of 
this kind of song may also indicate an emerging homosexual subculture in 
large cities on the East Coast, whose presence has been documented in the 
works of historians such as George Chauncey.20 The more explicit hostility 
of these songs is notable, but, like the swell songs of the previous decade, 
they remain open to a range of interpretations, allowing men with widely 
different sympathies and aspirations to enjoy them.
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 The appearance of the dude also signals a shifting concept of manhood 
during the 1880s. Among single working- class men, particularly those who 
were engaged in seasonal labor or in other forms of transient work, manhood 
was constituted not through income, profession, or family but through the 
participation in male rituals that included work, but also included drink-
ing and the ability to “treat” one’s comrades to a “round” of drinks, boxing, 
gambling, and other competitive displays of strength or skill. While manhood 
could be attained through participation in these rituals, it also needed to be 
constantly proved, most often through fighting or through winning competi-
tions.21 But as immigrants increasingly occupied the unskilled laboring jobs 
open to members of the working class, native- born workers moved into more 
skilled positions or into the new emerging jobs associated with the urban 
business infrastructure, like clerks, and began to take on middle- class values. 
These men proved themselves through their associations—fraternal orders 
and social organizations proliferated during the 1880s—and through their 
participation in civic life. But dress was also a way in which men, particularly 
young men who were still drawn to leisure activities and convivial traditions, 
could compete.
 The dude songs of the 1880s seem to comment on this new class of young 
urban men, particularly in their description of his dress and behavior. The 
song “It’s Dudish, You Know” is a fairly typical dude song of the mid- 1880s. 
Published in Boston in 1885, the song cover bears an illustration of the dude 
who wears a plaid suit and a top hat. In his left hand, he carries a lit cigarette 
in a long cigarette holder, and he carries a cane in his right hand. A speech 
bubble emerges from his mouth, and he is quoted as saying, “Dear Boys 
dontcha know our style’s all the go.”22 Like other songs of this type, it depicts 
the dude as being overly concerned with fashion and his figure, but in this 
case the dude is not excused by his youth; he is a mature man and is unlikely 
to outgrow his effeminacy. He is an aesthete, loves flowers and birds, owns 
a poodle, and cannot bear the idea of eating red meat. This dude is also less 
able or willing to receive the attention of women:

The ladies all love me and call me a “dear!”
I’m dudish By Jove! real dudish you know.
And when they caress me I feel “awfully queer,”
It’s dudish, real dudish you know.

The contempt shown for the central figure in this song reflects the growing 
fear of feminine behavior in men as well as the growing tendency to equate 
such men with women. As E. Anthony Rotundo notes in his landmark study 
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of American masculinity, American Manhood, “Early nineteenth- century 
charges of effeminacy were usually applied to abstractions (‘effeminate virtue,’ 
‘effeminate indulgence’), not to people. But new forms of figurative language 
connecting men with femininity became popular in the late nineteenth cen-
tury, forms that unsexed a man, made him bisexual, or turned him into a 
woman.”23 When these songs depicting dudes and dandies were sung by 
women, the association between these characters and their fundamental 
femininity was no doubt strengthened.
 While this kind of song appears to have been part of Ella Wesner’s reper-
toire during the 1880s and may also have been part of Annie Hindle’s, none 
of the English performers sang songs that included such a harsh critique. 
Indeed, there is evidence that Vesta Tilley had to modify her repertoire when 
she toured in American vaudeville because she found that the American 
audience was not as receptive to the kinds of songs she sang to an English 
audience during the 1880s as she had assumed they would be. During the 
1880s, Vesta Tilley’s repertoire shifted from swell songs depicting upper- class 
men- about- town to depicting English clerks, who were likely among the men 
in her audience. Tilley’s repertoire list from this tour included songs such 
as “A Nice Quiet Week” that portrayed the pleasure found by a middle- class 
man on vacation, but she quickly discovered that her audience preferred the 
songs in which she portrayed the swell, and, as Sarah Maitland noted, they 
took her portrayal quite literally:

She quickly learned what New York audiences liked and gave it to them. They 
came to love her “masher” songs—the dandy songs of high- styled young men, 
which she was already singing less of at home. She began to set fashions for the 
young dandies of America—for instance her “Algy” costume was a pale grey 
morning coat and a preposterously embroidered waistcoat. . . . In London this 
outfit was meant to suggest the extreme affectation of her hero; in America 
it was perceived as the height of European chic, and was taken up by fashion 
conscious young men and a real vogue for grey morning coats developed.24

 Tilley’s influence on men’s fashions in the United States is reflected in 
newspaper articles that appeared during her first U.S. tour. A performance 
during which she mislaid the cuff links required to fasten the cuffs on her 
shirtsleeves and resorted to a piece of ribbon to secure them resulted in a 
number of newspaper articles that debated the wisdom of cuff ribbons rather 
than cuff links or buttons.25 In true entrepreneurial style, Tilley exploited 
these literal readings of her act in later tours. Through licensing agreements 
with American manufacturers, Tilley allowed her name to be attached to 
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various items of clothing, such as Vesta Tilley Socks or the Vest Tilley Waist-
coat, and even a Vesta Tilley Cigar, which were sold in department stores, and 
she also exploited the lucrative market in theatrical photographs and sheet 
music that was published with lavishly illustrated covers for the middle- class 
home.
 Early- twentieth- century recordings of Vesta Tilley are invaluable for 
revealing the tightly scripted nature of her act. The sheet music for Tilley’s 
songs contains no spoken introductions to choruses, or other spoken interpo-
lations, but given that the music was published for use in respectable homes, 
this is not surprising. Sound recordings made in the 1910s show that Tilley 
performed the songs exactly as they appeared in published form—she did 
not vary from the lyrics at all, and she sang the vast majority of the texts of 
songs, although as the performance progressed she included brief moments 
of speech or heightened speech and a variety of accents to build and shape 
the character she was portraying. But given the fact that she sang the begin-
nings of all of the songs she performed, it seems that her act was designed 
to first establish the fact that she was a woman before she worked to deepen 
the central male character presented in the song. This is in sharp contrast 
to her older American colleagues, whose acts relied on the audience never 
being quite sure about their gender.
 While Tilley’s performance was highly scripted in terms of pitch elements, 
costumes, props, and gestures, she retained some hint of a more typical comic 
performance style in the rhythmic elements of the songs. Recordings of 
performances by comic music hall artists active at the end of the nineteenth 
century and in the first decades of the twentieth century include a great 
deal that is not actually sung. This was particularly the case for male comic 
performers who often included comic monologues between, and sometimes 
instead of, verses of the song.26 Performances by women were more scripted, 
and they tended to remain very close to the song texts as they appear in 
printed music, but rather than singing, as was the case for sentimental singers, 
comic women often spoke sections of the text with orchestral accompani-
ment. In a recording of “A Little of What You Fancy Does You Good,” comic 
singer Marie Lloyd speaks the entire song with the exception of the first line 
of each chorus.27

 While recordings of Vesta Tilley fall closer to the ideal for sentimental 
singers, the rhythmic irregularity of her delivery maintains the feel of spo-
ken text, and it is marked by many small hesitations and shifts in tempo. In 
recordings the accompanying orchestra, in most cases, manages to match 
her tempo changes fairly closely. In her biography of Tilley, Maitland notes 
that this was not always the case and that it was difficult for an orchestra that 
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was not used to accompanying music hall singers such as Tilley to match 
these variations:

Another element commented on by those who saw her . . . was her (not unique) 
counter- timing: distorting the “natural” musical rhythm of her songs by drag-
ging out or speeding up different passages for dramatic effect. It says, in fact, a 
great deal about the skill of music hall orchestras that they were able to accom-
pany performers at all, since they had new numbers to learn almost weekly and 
the rehearsal times were notoriously inadequate. Once, in America, Vesta Tilley 
was to perform with a “straight” theatre orchestra, and despite lengthy rehearsals 
the musicians were so incapable of following her that [Tilley’s husband] Walter 
de Frece had to take over from the professional conductor.28

The unevenness of delivery is also more evident in Tilley’s recorded perfor-
mances because she sang the majority of the melody as it was written. On 
the occasions on which she spoke sections of the text, the disparity between 
the text and the melody as performed by the orchestra was less evident. This 
uneven delivery was typical of most of the comic performers who spoke the 
texts to their songs, but it is remarkable that Tilley maintained some of the 
quality of spoken text even as she sang.
 Like Bessie Bonehill and the other English performers of the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, Vesta Tilley primarily portrayed young men 
whose indiscretions and misbehavior could be forgiven due to their youth. In 
“A Nice Quiet Week,” she portrayed a young working- class man on holiday 
with a friend at a beachside town. While there the pair drink too much, flirt 
with the local girls, and end up in jail due to their high jinks, despite their 
resolve to have a quiet holiday.29 In “The Eton Boy; or, Showing Aunt Matilda 
’Round the Town,” Tilley depicted a young man from the upper classes show-
ing his very respectable aunt around town.30 In the course of the tour, he tells 
her all sorts of lies about the people they encounter on the street, transforming 
commoners to counts and streetwalkers to respectable daughters of clergy-
men. The chorus delights in this mischief, as the young man offers to buy the 
listener a drink with the money his aunt gave him in thanks:

I’ve been showing my Aunt Matilda ’round the town,
Taking her down the street, you know,
Pointing her out the beauty show!
Come with me on a spree,
Sorry and care we’ll drown,
For aunt has given me fifty pounds, for showing her ’round the town.

The moral of this song was that boys would be boys. This young man was 
merely sewing his wild oats, but he would grow up and become responsible. 
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The audience could be certain of this because of the school he was attending. 
Unlike the two young men by the seaside whose high jinks landed them in 
jail, this young man needed maturity rather than the law to reform his ways.
 Tilley’s repertoire also featured a number of military songs or songs that 
presented a man wearing a uniform that made him clearly identifiable. In 
her song “The New Policeman,” Tilley portrayed a very young man who 
had just joined the police force.31 The young man boasts of his many arrests, 
most of which turn out to be for no good cause, and it is evident that he is a 
young and inexperienced man who might one day, if he is lucky, become a 
competent police officer. The song “Jolly Good Luck to the Girl That Loves a 
Soldier” featured a soldier, and it was directed at the young women in Tilley’s 
audience, congratulating the girls who chose to fall in love with men in the 
armed forces. In the chorus to this song, Tilley offered herself to the women 
in her audience with the final line: “Girls, if you’d like to love a soldier, you 
can all love me!”32 This song was written before war was on the horizon and 
depicts a young soldier and his romantic exploits. In many ways, this soldier 
was not so different from the young swells in many of Tilley’s other songs, 
sewing his wild oats and pursuing harmless fun.
 In the 1910s, as England entered World War I, Vesta Tilley added a number 
of songs featuring military men to her repertoire to aid in the recruitment 
effort for the armed forces. Some depicted young men entering the army 
with very little idea of what military service meant, but still determined to 
be heroic and play their role. This was the central narrative of “The Army of 
Today’s All Right,” which was full of optimism and celebrated heroism in a 
way that now seems unsavory given what we know about the death toll in 
that war.33 During the war years, Tilley actively worked to support the war 
effort, but she did not just aid in encouraging men to sign up to fight; she was 
also active in raising money to support wounded servicemen, performing at 
numerous benefits during the course of the war and meeting the injured.34 
She also frequently performed material that was designed to buoy the mood 
of the nation at a time of crisis and conflict.
 With the exception of military men, much of Tilley’s repertoire was not 
unlike that of early male impersonators in both England and the United 
States, although her appearance, and references in some of the song texts, 
made all of her characters appear significantly younger than those portrayed 
by Hindle and Wesner. Tilley also relied heavily on songs about leisure and 
drinking, and about courtship, as well as songs that extolled particular fash-
ions. She appears to have sung fewer sentimental songs than Bessie Bonehill, 
which may have been due to the fact that she had a less polished singing 
voice than her older colleague. Tilley was very much part of the tradition that 
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produced both Annie Hindle and Ella Wesner, but her more scripted perfor-
mance style and her more feminine appearance, as well as her performance 
of younger characters, allowed her to be seen as thoroughly respectable, even 
by a middle- class audience.
 In the period around the turn of the century, an increasing number of 
magazines with a respectable readership included articles on vaudeville, 
and many of them mentioned Vesta Tilley. In part this was due to the sal-
ary she commanded when she performed in the United States. In 1896 an 
article on vaudeville salaries noted that Tilley was in the top ranks of artists, 
earning fourteen hundred dollars per week.35 By 1905 this amount had risen 
to twenty- four hundred dollars per week, and one writer estimated that she 
earned ten dollars a minute while she was on the stage; as a headliner, Tilley 
was expected to perform twice a day for around twenty minutes, although 
advertising suggests that she performed only at Monday, Wednesday, and Sat-
urday matinees, missing those performances on the other days. For this she 
was paid considerably more than the typical headliner, who earned between 
three hundred and fifteen hundred dollars per week for a greater number 
of appearances.36 Tilley’s impressive salary, her canny marketing of men’s 
clothing products, and frequent mention in both newspapers and magazines 
meant that she quickly came to be seen as the ideal for male impersonation. 
From the 1900s, any woman who appeared in male costume was compared 
to Tilley, and the young women who followed her lead also adopted her more 
feminine performance style.
 By the mid- 1890s, Tilley had inspired a younger generation of American 
performers to begin to perform male characters. Young women whose acts 
revolved around imitating established theatrical personalities were the first 
to do this. When they included one of Tilley’s songs in their acts, they also 
needed to change costume and assume a male character. Other women, 
especially young women just beginning their careers, were tempted to begin 
performing male characters because there was so little competition in this 
specialty. With Hindle and Wesner largely forgotten and working in low- class, 
small- time theaters, Tilley’s success as a “refined” and respectable performer 
tempted younger female performers into suits. Lillie Laurel was among the 
earliest of these performers. She began performing in vaudeville and bur-
lesque in 1894 and was billed as a soubrette and dancer, appearing in a double 
act with another young woman, Maude Harvey.37 The pair found modest suc-
cess, but by the summer of 1895 Laurel had launched a solo career, perform-
ing imitations of Vesta Tilley. One of Laurel’s first bookings was in Chicago 
at the Masonic Temple Roof Garden, where she was described as imitating 
Vesta Tilley.38 Laurel performed at this theater into the fall and then found a 
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booking at Tony Pastor’s theater, where she was billed as “England’s Swell.”39 
Lillie Laurel’s career was relatively short- lived, and she ended up returning to 
performing in burlesque in Chicago, which was a hub for many of the touring 
burlesque troupes, such as those run by Michael Leavitt and his protégé, Sam 
T. Jack. In the early 1900s, a small number of male impersonators worked in 
vaudeville, among whom were Florenze Tempest and Toma Hanlon. There is 
very little surviving information about these performers unless they moved 
into musical comedy or films, and when they did so they were most often 
cast in female roles.40

 There were some younger performers who modeled themselves on Vesta 
Tilley who had more considerable success in vaudeville as male imperson-
ators, but in all of the cases I have found, male impersonation became a 
means by which they could fill gaps in their performance schedule between 
bookings in revues and musical comedies. This employment pattern became 
established in the early 1900s and produced two kinds of male impersonators 
in American theater: those who worked, sometimes in male character, in 
Broadway shows and those who spent most or all of their careers in vaude-
ville, perfecting their acts as male impersonators in the hopes that they could 
work their way up to becoming headliners. All of the women who moved 
between vaudeville and other forms of musical theaters appeared as headlin-
ers in vaudeville. In sharp contrast, very few of the young women who spent 
their entire careers in vaudeville reached the top tier of their profession.
 This difference is symptomatic of vaudeville as it developed in the early 
twentieth century. Until the late nineteenth century, managers who assembled 
their own variety bills were governed by their knowledge of the kinds of acts 
that their pleased their audience and constrained by the performing skills 
of the people available during any given week. All performances ended with 
a satirical one- act burlesque that poked fun at whatever was in fashion or 
commented on a topical event, and theaters relied on a resident company, 
whose members also filled in gaps in the olio bill and incorporated the skills 
of the visiting performers. This arrangement meant that all performers had 
the rudimentary skills to improvise comedy on a particular theme, and one 
often saw performers being pressed into service to help out in the acts of their 
fellow performers. This freewheeling improvisatory style of performance was 
curtailed beginning in the 1880s and came to an end in the early twentieth 
century as vaudeville management became consolidated into cooperative 
circuits that increasingly relied on the centralized booking system that was 
organized by B. F. Keith and his partner, Edward Albee.
 The United Booking Office sought to play a role in all aspects of book-
ing vaudeville performers for the Keith- Albee circuit and increasingly also 
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for their competitors. Because the Keith- Albee circuit was the largest of 
the vaudeville circuits, threats to ban performers who played in opposition 
to them carried weight. The formation of this booking office in the early 
1900s represented a significant consolidation of vaudeville, and theaters that 
sought to book entire shows were, for the most part, happy enough to book 
them through the Keith booking office. Reshaping the bill to eliminate the 
comic burlesque afterpiece was also part of the consolidation that occurred 
in vaudeville in the early twentieth century. The Keith- Albee organization 
reshaped the vaudeville bill, retaining two acts, each of which was introduced 
by an orchestral overture, but also organizing the sequence of performers 
presented during these acts to build excitement to the one or two headliners 
who appeared at each show.
 Headliners were the acts whose names appeared on the theater’s marquis 
and in the largest print in the program and advertising materials. These were 
the people who drew the audience to the theater. Increasingly, they were 
actors and actresses who had won fame in the legitimate spoken drama. For 
example, actor Maurice Barrymore first appeared in vaudeville in 1896 and 
returned to the form periodically until his forced retirement from the stage 
in 1901. His daughter Ethel Barrymore also performed in vaudeville in the 
1910s, as did the great French actress Sarah Bernhardt. These performers 
were paid considerably more than the vaudeville performers who constituted 
the rest of the bill. Ethel Barrymore earned three thousand dollars per week 
in 1917 performing in a one- act play entitled The Twelve Pound Look that 
was written for her by James Barrie. She returned to vaudeville periodically 
through the 1920s and commented in her autobiography, “Anytime I didn’t 
have a play that I could bear to do I went back to vaudeville with The Twelve 
Pound Look, and every time I went it was good for me.”41

 Most vaudeville performers did not have the luxury of headliners, whose 
contracts mandated only two performances a day—matinee and evening—
six days per week. There was one or possibly two headliners on each bill. 
The next best performance contract available in vaudeville was a three- a- day 
contract, with performances appearing at the matinee, in the afternoon, and 
again in the evening. These were performers who held some hope of becom-
ing headliners and possibly also moving into musical comedy, where they 
could cement their position as headliners should they ever need to return 
to the vaudeville stage. The performers holding five- a- day contracts fell at 
the bottom of the hierarchy, and not only did they appear more frequently 
during the approximately twelve hours of the performance day in continu-
ous vaudeville, but they were also paid the least. These performers perfected 
their act while on the stage, but their exhausting performance schedule 
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left them very little opportunity for rehearsal or innovation. In addition, 
the strict reporting system that was characteristic of the Keith circuits and 
that noted audience reaction to every element of the act meant that many 
performers had no incentive to change a successful bit. While this might 
win them a secure contract for a season or two, over the long run audiences 
would grow bored with them, resulting in the act being dropped or moved 
into a less desirable circuit by the booking agents at Keith’s United Booking 
Office.
 By 1915 vaudeville not only faced competition from other forms of theater, 
including less respectable burlesque and more respectable revue and musi-
cal comedy, but was also in competition with the emerging film industry. 
Ever a canny businessman, Edward Albee neutralized the threat of films by 
incorporating them into his business plan. In doing so, he helped bring about 
the end of vaudeville, but he was less concerned with the kind of entertain-
ment he supplied his audience than in maximizing the profit he could make 
in the entertainment business. By the 1920s, vaudeville had begun to trim 
its offerings in the small- time circuits, eliminating up to five spots for live 
performers and presenting a split bill consisting of films followed by six or 
seven vaudeville acts presented on the stage.

* * *

 Della Fox was the first American male impersonator to enter vaudeville 
from musical comedy and operetta. Fox began her career in 1879, at the 
age of seven, in an amateur production of H.M.S. Pinafore in St. Louis and 
continued to appear on the amateur stage, and occasionally the professional 
stage, in St. Louis throughout her childhood. She later joined touring theatri-
cal companies and in 1890 was brought to New York by De Wolf Hopper to 
appear in his production of Castles in the Air. Hopper cast her later in the 
same year in the role of the crown prince Mataya in Wang. Fox won success 
and a certain amount of notoriety in that production when she smoked a 
cigarette onstage. The following year, Fox appeared in De Wolf Hopper’s 
production of Panjamdrum. Throughout the 1890s, Fox appeared in musical 
comedies, often playing boy parts, and while theater critics were lukewarm 
at best about her performances, she was popular with the audience.
 In newspaper and magazine articles and interviews that appeared dur-
ing the 1890s, Fox was often depicted as an independent and daring young 
woman, who, if not an active feminist, was certainly sympathetic to their 
cause. One article from this period noted her love of outdoor activity and her 
daring in riding a bicycle through the streets of St. Louis while performing 
in that city. She was described as having “displayed no fear or hesitancy in 
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wheeling through the downtown thoroughfares and entering a store clad in 
her cycling costume.” The writer commended Fox for “setting a good example 
for other actresses by taking a good share of outdoor exercise,” but the column 
also showed the writer’s discomfort with the actress’s willingness to be seen 
in bloomers in public.42 In an 1894 article, Della Fox advocated the stage as 
a career for women because, although it was a difficult life, “it is almost the 
only occupation open to women in which for the same work, they receive 
the same remuneration as men. It is the only avocation, with the exception, 
perhaps, of the highest walks of literature, in which her sex does not militate 
heavily against her.”43

 Fox appeared regularly on the stage during the 1890s, rarely resting for 
long between productions. In the fall of 1899, while she was touring as the 
star of The Little Host, Fox became ill and was forced to abandon the tour in 
Bellows Falls, Vermont. Fox returned to New York to rest and recover, but 
soon after her return to the stage in 1900 she suffered a physical and mental 
breakdown and was committed to a sanatorium by her brother. The New 
York World reported:

The news was not a surprise to Della Fox’s friends, for they have known since 
her critical illness last fall that she was on the verge of a breakdown. She never 
fully recovered from that illness, and although she returned to the stage and 
appeared as late as ten days ago, her condition was such as to give her friends 
grave alarm.
 She collapsed a little over a week ago. She had been staying at the Parker 
House, Broadway and Thirty- ninth street, and in the last two or three days 
she became almost violent and imagined that her money and jewels had been 
stolen.
 Her condition is the result of the use of opiates and stimulants. After her 
illness last fall she was very weak, and these stimulants told upon her shattered 
nerves. Her brother feared she would do herself harm and had her examined 
by Dr. Austin Flint, Jr., and Dr. E. E. Fisher. They say a short period of rest will 
restore her.44

 Fox returned to performing at the end of 1900, but rather than taking a 
role in musical comedy, she began to appear on the vaudeville stage and by 
the end of that year had married flamboyant businessman “Diamond” Jack 
Levy.45 Over the next several years, the couple made headlines on a number 
of occasions, mostly because of Levy’s debts or Fox’s fragile health. Levy, a 
traveler for a diamond merchant, was said to be in bankruptcy in late 1901 
and to owe Fox a substantial amount of money. In 1902 reports of Fox’s ill-
ness reappeared when Fox sued vaudeville manager Abraham Hashim for 
unpaid wages. Hashim argued that he had been forced to cancel Fox because 
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she had been “in an unfit condition mentally and physically” and was in a 
“generally unfit condition to appear on the stage.”46

 Between 1900 and her death in 1913, Della Fox returned to the stage on a 
number of occasions to perform in musical comedies. In 1904 she attempted a 
comeback, playing the roles of twins Billie and Lillie in the comedy The West 
Point Cadet. Critics seemed pleased to see her back on the stage and to note 
that she had not lost any of her charm but were generally disappointed with 
the play. She also appeared in a production of Delightful Dolly in 1911. This 
production, too, did not win any fans among critics. Between these come-
back attempts, Fox continued to perform in vaudeville, despite persistent 
reports of illness. In 1907 she was described as “lying near death’s door” with 
appendicitis and peritonitis, and in 1911 the Louisville Times also announced 
that she was dying from “a gangrenous appendix and peritonitis.”47 Other 
newspaper articles mentioned heart problems. In April 1913, Fox made her 
final appearance in narrative theater when she was cast as a maid in Charles 
Frohman’s play Rosedale. Della Fox died in June 1913, at the age of forty- one.
 It is clear from reviews that Della Fox’s vaudeville act relied heavily on 
material that she had performed in musical comedies. Songs from Wang 
and musical comedies of the 1890s were a constant feature of her repertoire, 
and their appeal allowed her to be billed as a headliner early in her career, 
despite the fact that she had also suffered a well- reported nervous break-
down and been institutionalized. Hints in newspaper reporting suggest that 
Fox’s recovery was uncertain at best and that she had likely returned to the 
behavior that had derailed her career in musical comedy. A caption written 
on the back of a photograph of Fox, found in an archival collection, noted: 
“Some weeks she is in better form than others.”48 Vaudeville extended Della 
Fox’s career for almost ten years, and her failure to achieve a comeback on 
the musical stage appears not to have affected her attractiveness to vaudeville 
managers as a headliner. As late as 1911, reviews noted her drawing power. 
One reviewer wrote, “It is evident that Della can return here any time and 
bring home the bacon.”49

 There are significant differences between Fox’s theatrical reviews and the 
reviews of her vaudeville performances, and it is clear that the vogue for the 
“boy” parts with which she had made her name in musical comedies in the 
1890s had largely passed by the early twentieth century. Reviews of The West 
Point Cadet noted that the material no longer seemed original, but for some 
reason Fox was unable or unwilling to make the transition to playing only 
female roles in early twentieth- century musical comedies, and vaudeville 
offered her a continuing opportunity to sing songs in male character. While 
theater reviewers were generally harsh in their estimation of her, vaudeville 
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reviewers found her performances more than satisfactory. After Fox’s death, 
the New York Magazine Program described Fox as being “out of step” with 
the times: “The public was no longer impressed at the sight of a girl in boy’s 
clothing, nor shocked at her smoking a cigarette. Her little tricks failed again 
and again, but she never lost faith in them. The table, the cigarette, the boy’s 
clothes, the curl—even the old song about the babbling brook—they were 
her stock in trade; it was pathetic evidence of her depleted mental and physi-
cal state that she couldn’t give them up.”50 Fox’s lack of originality mattered 
less to a vaudeville audience who wanted to see the performances that had 
catapulted her to fame in musical comedies.
 Fox’s success in vaudeville was due only in part to the name she had made 
for herself in musical comedy. She also appealed to the audience because of 
her willingness to work to win their affection. In 1905 Variety commended 
her for this, and the following year Sime noted, “A full house applauded her 
heartily endeavoring to show their appreciation, not alone of her vocal efforts, 
but of her success in the continuous, the credit for which belongs alone to 
the little lady.”51 Fox won popularity with the vaudeville audience because 
she was not content to rely on her reputation alone. In return for this hard 
work, vaudeville managers were happy to book her as long as she was able to 
perform, and Fox seemed to be driven to perform. In his 1906 review quoted 
above, Sime suggested that Fox had moved into continuous performance, a 
move that may have entailed three or more performances a day—in other 
words, she was no longer a headliner but had slipped into the lower ranks of 
vaudeville performance. For a woman who was in bad health for at least the 
last ten years of her life, this move must have been physically wearing, and 
it indicates her determination to continue to perform no matter the cost.

* * *

 Kathleen Clifford and Kitty Doner were younger performers who also 
moved between musical comedy and vaudeville. Like Fox, both used their 
success on the legitimate stage to procure contracts as headliners in vaude-
ville. While they are both remembered as vaudevillians, neither woman spent 
a significant amount of time performing in vaudeville, taking bookings only 
when they could not find a booking in legitimate theater.
 Kathleen Clifford, who was born in Charlottesville, Virginia, in 1887, began 
her theatrical career as a supporting player in musical comedies in 1903. 
She was part of the supporting company for Edna Wallace- Hopper when 
she performed a ten- week booking in vaudeville in 1904.52 By 1905 she had 
moved up in the ranks to take small featured roles in musical comedy, using 
her skills as a dancer. She was praised in her role as a maid in The Girl from 
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Kay’s in 1905, but her real success came in the role of Maida, a young girl, in 
The Top o’ the World, which was described as an extravaganza. She toured 
in this play for almost two years, winning critical praise.
 Clifford’s success in The Top o’ the World allowed her to be cast in a star-
ring theatrical role, and she and actor Digby Bell were hired as lead actors 
in the comedy The Debtors that opened in New York in October 1909. The 
play, which was reported as being an adaptation of Dickens’s Little Dorrit 
by actress turned playwright Margaret Mayo, opened at the Bijou Theatre 
on October 12, 1909, following two other short- lived productions staged in 
that theater.53 The play closed before the end of the month, having received 
scathing reviews from the New York Times. While it appears that the play 
as a whole was weak, Kathleen Clifford was singled out for her bad perfor-
mance, and the reviewer suggested that she had little range beyond that of the 
petulant and willful child that had won her success in The Top o’ the World: 
“Miss Kathleen Clifford’s conception of Amy was that of a very self- possessed 
and dictatorial little person, who ‘bossed’ her father and others a great deal, 
and got plenty of enjoyment out of the process. . . . There was nothing of the 
shrinking violet about the child as Miss Clifford played her.”54

 After this failure, Clifford headed into vaudeville and capitalized on her 
success in The Top o’ the World until her reputation in the world of legitimate 
theater recovered a little. In her solo act, Clifford appeared in both male and 
female characters, and in between each character she performed a full change 
of costume, onstage, behind a “shadow screen.” Her act was a great hit with 
vaudeville audiences, if not with vaudeville reviewers, who felt that she was 
still too inexperienced to be a “headliner.” Clifford’s male impersonation 
drew the most notice, and almost immediately reviewers compared her to 
Vesta Tilley, who had not performed in the United States since 1906. Taking 
note of this comparison, she quickly billed herself as “the American Vesta 
Tilley.”55

 For the rest of her stage career, Kathleen Clifford split her time between 
vaudeville performance and performance in revues and other light musical 
comedies, primarily in New York. By 1916 she had begun to appear in leading 
roles again and won some success in the farce A Pair of Queens. But Clifford 
was also ambitious, and she was attracted to the emerging film industry, 
where she knew she could not only take leading roles, but also be seen across 
the nation. She signed a three- film deal with Paramount in 1917 and continued 
to act in films until the advent of the talking picture at the end of the 1920s. 
She married in 1926, and given that she had spent her career playing young 
boys and men or plucky young women and was in her early forties, she was 
likely ready to retire from performance. As late as 1921, an article printed in 
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the Wichita Times had claimed that Clifford was still in her teens, but that 
illusion was no doubt becoming harder to sustain, and she had the ability to 
retire into married life in Los Angeles.56

 Like Kathleen Clifford, Kitty Doner was known as a dancer in her early 
career. Her parents, Joe and Nellie Doner, were English dancers who per-
formed in vaudeville from the 1890s. Kitty and her brother, Ted, and sister, 
Rose, were raised in the theater, and when Kitty was not performing as a 
featured performer in musical comedy and revue, the three children teamed 
up in a vaudeville dance act. Kitty credited her father, Joe, for dressing her 
like a boy. He taught all of his children to dance, and when Kitty joined the 
family act, he dressed her in male clothing because he felt she was “not pretty 
enough to compete with the beautiful girls in show business.”57 Doner was 
primarily a dancer for most of her career and won major acclaim for the 
shows in which she appeared with Al Jolson. The first of these was Dancing 
Around (1914–15), followed by Robinson Crusoe, Jr. (1916) and Sinbad (1918). 
She and her siblings also appeared in the Schubert production of The Danc-
ing Girl, with music by Sigmund Romberg and George Gershwin, in 1923. 
In between bookings in musical theater, where she was most often cast in 
secondary roles in which her dancing was a primary feature, Doner worked 
in vaudeville with her siblings. Doner made several film shorts in 1928 but 
remained more dedicated to dance than she was to acting. Doner retired from 
the stage in the early 1930s, but her interest in dance did not fade.58 In 1945 
she teamed with dancer Pauline Koner to develop a televised dance program 
called Choreotones for CBS; they produced eleven episodes together. The pair 
were important pioneers in adapting modern dance for television.59

* * *

 While all of these women came to be remembered as male impersonators 
in vaudeville, the brief biographies above show that none of them spent their 
careers in the form and that all three performed an act that differed signifi-
cantly from that of the first generation of male impersonators and even from 
that of Vesta Tilley. Della Fox used vaudeville to sustain a failing stage career 
and relied on lyric and sentimental songs from well- known musical comedies 
and operettas; there is no evidence that she performed any comic material 
in her act. For Clifford, vaudeville helped sustain her career when she failed 
in legitimate theater or had no immediate bookings, but reviews did not 
focus on her material or her transformation into a male character through 
song. Her characters were primarily children, and what little is known about 
her repertoire suggests that she sang seriocomic material that was equally 
appropriate for a female character. Likewise, Doner was more prominent as 



168 chapter 8

a dancer than as a character singer in vaudeville and is described as a male 
impersonator primarily because she danced wearing male clothing.
 A small number of male impersonators continued to be active in the lower 
ranks of vaudeville performers, but it is difficult to find more than the most 
cursory details about these women. Reviews suggest that their acts were 
modeled on that of Vesta Tilley—they had a more feminine appearance and 
did not aim for the realism of older performers such as Hindle and Wesner 
in their acts. Indeed, creating a series of specific characters through song 
seemed to become less important than allowing the young actress to behave 
in mildly shocking ways—such as by smoking or exhibiting other unfemi-
nine behaviors—on the stage while maintaining their status as respectable 
actresses. In the twentieth century, male impersonation became something 
that attracted notice and that young performers left behind as they matured; 
like the bad behavior of the boys they depicted through song, it became 
something they grew out of.



 9 Male Impersonation  
in the New Century

By the early twentieth century, male impersonation had become a novelty 
in American vaudeville and other forms of popular theater, and the women 
who performed in this style did so primarily to please and sometimes titillate 
the men in their audience. This brought the specialty closer to the perfor-
mance style of the principal boy role that had long been part of burlesque. 
Male impersonators no longer offered criticism of masculinity couched in 
satire and humor, nor did they seek to confuse their audience about their 
gender. Instead, they sang a similar repertoire as the other young women 
active in vaudeville, including songs about love and courtship and other 
sentimental fare. Songs that centered on leisure—such as drinking and 
carousing—became comic only inasmuch as the young man portrayed by 
male impersonators such as Kathleen Clifford and Kitty Doner was clearly 
too young to indulge in an alcohol- fueled night on the town. By the 1910s, 
the songs sung by male impersonators could, for the most part, be seen as 
expressing the aspirational dreams of young boys rather than critiquing the 
actual behavior of men or in suggesting that women could be their equals 
in any aspect of life.
 After 1900 fewer women active in vaudeville chose to perform in this style, 
despite the presence of big- name English performers and musical comedy 
stars such as Tilley, Clifford, and Doner as headliners. Young women after 
the turn of the century appear not to have been drawn to this specialty. This 
was also the case in England, and the numbers of women who performed as 
male impersonators dropped precipitously after 1900; there were very few 
prominent male impersonators active in England after Vesta Tilley retired 
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in 1920. Hetty King and Ella Shields were probably the two most successful 
English male impersonators of the 1920s, and when they toured in American 
vaudeville their appeal was significantly greater than that of local women 
who performed as male impersonators, even those from musical comedy 
such as Kathleen Clifford and Kitty Doner. But despite the long and success-
ful careers both Shields and King enjoyed, they represented the end of the 
tradition that had begun in the middle of the nineteenth century, and they 
were not followed by generations of younger women.1

 Several things worked against male impersonation continuing as a perfor-
mance specialty in the first decades of the twentieth century. Shifts in gender 
were becoming evident evident as early as the 1880s, and these resulted in 
workingmen no longer desiring to see characters like themselves depicted 
by women. This was, I suspect, caused by the shift in occupational patterns 
among white English- speaking men in the United States in the last decades 
of the nineteenth century. The depression of the 1870s and consolidation of 
industries, as well as increasing competition from immigrants, resulted in 
increasing tension in the workplace and increased efforts to unionize in order 
to advocate for better conditions and better pay, but often only for certain 
portions of the workforce.2 The 1880s saw a number of commentaries written 
by labor organizers that focused on the rights of workingmen who sought 
to organize in the face of mass industrialization. These often described men 
who were at the mercy of their employer and unable to improve either their 
position in trades or the terms of their employment as “wage slaves.”3 The 
dissolution of what remained of the older artisanal system in the period after 
the Civil War put working- class men in a precarious position because the 
physical skills and prowess they amassed through a lifetime of industrial work 
no longer afforded them a clear advantage. There were also new clerical jobs 
and jobs in middle management with more prestige, but that required less 
or different knowledge that working- class men had no way to gain through 
physical labor. In the short term, male anxiety was reflected in the increased 
class hostility expressed in some of the swell songs of the 1870s and even 
the dude songs of the 1880s. But as laboring jobs came to be more and more 
the province of immigrant men, and white men had to choose to affiliate 
with the middle class or find kinship with people whom they believed were 
fundamentally different from them, they took on middle- class values. This 
shift is reflected in the fact that songs expressing class hostility had fallen 
out of favor before the 1890s.
 English- speaking American- born white men, particularly those who 
moved into clerical work, also faced competition from women in the last 
decades of the nineteenth century. Young women were valued employees in 
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the new department stores because they were able to serve female customers 
without embarrassment or awkwardness, particularly in departments selling 
clothing. Young women had long worked in textile mills, but other indus-
tries also opened their doors to female employees. Labor leaders expressed 
concern that women in the workplace would drive down male wages—they 
drew their evidence from the wages paid in textile mills, noting that “in the 
silk and cotton industry women outnumber men, and the statistician of 
Labor reports that their wages are the lowest of all the industrial branches 
in the United States.” This commentary also expressed fear that, if women 
worked, men would be unable to find wives, because no man could earn a 
wage sufficient to marry and raise a family when wages had been driven 
down by female employees. The writer concluded: “In my estimation women 
should occupy a more exalted station that that of wage slave. Her destiny 
is that of the wife and mother. We should endeavor to secure for the men a 
just share of the values their labor has created to enable them to keep their 
wives, mothers and daughters at home and not have them as competitors in 
their own field of labor.”4

 It should not be surprising that working- class men and union leaders 
embraced the idea of separate spheres as they competed with immigrants 
and women in an increasingly crowded workplace. It is also ironic that this 
happened during a period in which upper- class women sought to move 
beyond the restrictions of a traditional domestic role to take a more active 
public role in social welfare and moral reform organizations. Reports pub-
lished in the New York Police Gazette with increasing frequency in the last 
decades of the nineteenth century depicted the wives and daughters of upper- 
class men as misbehaving in public, riding public transportation, smoking, 
and seeking entertainment in the urban world.5 The Police Gazette used the 
increased presence of upper- class women in public as an excuse to criticize 
and denigrate upper- class men. For working- class women, work was too often 
a necessity rather than a luxury, and it is little wonder that working- class 
women aspired to being able to remain at home after marriage. Their ability 
to do so signified that their husband earned a wage sufficient to support their 
family and that did not need to be supplemented by a woman’s wage.
 By the last decades of the nineteenth century, workingmen, especially those 
who were in a workplace that employed female workers, felt they had good 
reason to embrace the middle- class worldview of separate spheres. In light of 
the article quoted above, it is easy to understand why men no longer found 
pleasure in watching a woman transform herself into a man and singing to 
them as though they were equal. This represented one of the daily threats men 
faced in the workplace, and male impersonation could no longer be viewed 
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as being all but impossible and a reflection of the skills of the actress in her 
ability to effect such a magical transformation. Instead, when men sought 
entertainment, they wanted to see women behaving like their fantasy of 
women, and many young female performers in vaudeville did just this. They 
sang sentimental fare, danced in a pleasing way, or teased and titillated men 
sexually, always appearing to be available as objects of sexual desire, but also 
working to maintain a sense of innocence in their teasing. If men wanted to 
enjoy female bodies in a more explicit presentation, burlesque offered them 
less innocent performance and a greater profusion of women on the stage. 
And if they were wealthy enough, they could visit Koster and Bial’s and enjoy 
the combination of scantily dressed women and a broad range of musical 
offerings, mingle with the female performers after the show, and buy them 
refreshments in the wine room in a manner reminiscent of entertainment 
before the Civil War.
 Changes to variety that opened the auditorium to women also curtailed 
many of the convivial traditions with which the form was associated. Drink-
ing had been removed from the auditorium in New York State before the 
Civil War, and by the 1880s drinking and cigarette smoking were coming 
to be discouraged by variety managers outside New York. Vaudeville man-
agers sought to further discipline the audience, especially in theaters that 
were part of the Keith circuit; B. F. Keith boasted about his efforts to educate 
the audience about polite behavior by supplying ushers with handbills that 
discouraged audience members from engaging in particular behaviors that 
interrupted the show.6 While variety was a form that allowed workingmen 
to engage in convivial traditions such as drinking and group singing, as well 
as being active participants in a theatrical form that reinforced working- 
class manhood and working- class values, vaudeville was a form in which 
an orderly and gender- integrated audience watched entertainment in a less 
active fashion. The entertainment in vaudeville still needed to connect with 
the audience in the theater, but it also had to conform to values that were 
imposed by the theatrical manager and by the booking office by which he 
acquired the acts on his bill. If men sought rowdy and more rambunctious 
kinds of entertainments that allowed them to bond through a shared libidi-
nal experience provided by scantily dressed women on the stage, they had 
to seek out a burlesque theater that catered to an exclusively male audience, 
and these were often in poorer neighborhoods and out of the view of polite 
society.
 As a profession, acting did not embrace the idea that women should be 
active only in the domestic sphere, but women were by no means equal to 
their male colleagues in the theatrical world. Most women who had stage 
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careers were active until they were married, and if they continued to perform 
after marriage it was with their husbands’ permission. I have noted that even 
the leading actresses often changed their names when they married, taking 
their husbands’ names as their own.7 By the end of the nineteenth century, 
this practice had begun to wane, but men still dominated the leadership roles 
in theater; female theater managers or agents were as rare in the 1890s as 
they had been in the 1860s and 1870s. Women engaged in theater had good 
reason to want to maintain a sense of professionalism, and protests such as 
those launched by Olive Logan against burlesque in the late 1860s and 1870s 
were intended to protect the status of trained actresses and dancers who had 
spent years honing their craft. Similar concerns were expressed in theatrical 
journals closer to the end of the century as young women from outside the 
profession found employment on the stage.
 While actresses had good reason for wanting to portray themselves as 
professionals, they also needed to take the concerns and the values of their 
audience seriously. Thus, as the distance between the highest and lowest 
forms of theater widened, and new magazines began to present news of 
the theater to the general audience, the range of possibilities for actresses 
to present themselves in ways that would keep them in front of the public 
and not offend potential audience members proliferated. Actresses began 
to express opinions on domestic matters and on fashion, both traditionally 
female concerns, but they also sometimes strayed into more political territory. 
On the stage, however, entertainers made their living catering to the desires 
and aspirations of their audience, and so women’s performance reflected the 
conservative values embraced by men in their audience; women remained as 
pretty and tuneful in vaudeville as they had been in variety, and only those 
women men cared little about—those who were not conventionally pretty, 
were too old, or were too obviously of ethnic origin—were able to take on 
comic roles, and even then they were more likely to do so in female character 
than dressed as men.
 During the 1880s, more roles opened up to these women as musical com-
edies and other forms of narrative or seminarrative musical theater emerged. 
The line between operetta, burlesque, and musical comedy was extremely 
hazy in this period, and, in some cases, shows also included aspects of variety 
either through the inclusion of single vaudeville performers whose acts were 
interpolated into the piece or through the inclusion of series of variety acts 
in succession, forming what amounted to an olio performance. The leading 
players in these pieces were sometimes drawn from burlesque and vaudeville 
and sometimes drawn from operetta. There were also a number of support 
roles in the chorus, which replaced the ballet that had been a feature in earlier 
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theatrical works. Ballets seem to have fallen out of favor during the Long 
Depression of the 1870s, especially given that burlesque troupes maintained 
corps of dancing women who performed suggestive dances such as the can-
can. Chorus girls replaced ballet girls in the popular imagination during the 
1890s, and by the early twentieth century they had become such a fixture of 
the theatrical world that a movie musical series, the Gold Diggers series, was 
named after one of the negative stereotypes associated with these women.
 The increasing number of roles for young women did not go without com-
ment in theatrical newspapers and magazines. This was particularly true for 
trouser roles that called for young women to appear as male characters. A 
number of musical comedies or operettas of the 1890s, including Wang and 
the many Gaiety musical comedies that were also staged in the United States, 
featured a cross- dressed woman in a primary or secondary male role. Articles 
sounding the alarm at the number of these roles began to appear by the late 
1890s and increased in number during the first decade of the twentieth cen-
tury.8 There were two primary concerns about the women who took these 
roles: theatrical professions were concerned that young college- educated 
women with little or no real theatrical profession were being cast as leads 
in trouser roles that they lacked the experience to sustain, and conservative 
members of society saw such roles as symptomatic of the dangerous rise in 
mannish women in wider society.
 As women had moved into the workplace during the 1880s and 1890s, 
and as the campaign for women’s suffrage began to gain momentum after 
the hiatus of the Civil War and the Long Depression, social concern over 
changing gender roles increased. Fears about the mannish woman developed 
alongside those about the effeminate man. A newspaper article published in 
1883 warned against the dangers of women who were badly guided in their 
education and ambition and allowed to develop traits that worked against 
their true nature. The author described the mannish woman in terms that 
seem remarkably similar to the features of the acts of actresses in pants roles 
common in burlesque: “The nineteenth century has developed something 
between a woman and a man, which is called a ‘mannish woman.’ She slaps 
her knees. She affects the most masculine of hats and ulsters; her language is 
of the stable and the boat- house; she delights in slang; she wears no gloves, 
allowing her hands to grow red and coarse; she parts her hair on one side. . . . 
Who can care for or protect a mannish woman?” But despite this hostility, the 
author argued that education and ambition were possible for some women:

To be well loved and well married is the natural condition of a woman; to 
become a useful and strong and self- dependent single woman is within her 
scope. She may study medicine or law . . . or become the manager of a great 
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hotel; or she may fill the difficult role of a popular actress, even to the playing of 
parts which seem to unsex, without losing her feminine grace, if she be a true 
and modest woman. The most modest of women have sometimes been driven 
to the profession of public dancers and of the variety actress, yet none of these 
women are forced by necessity to so belie themselves as does the “mannish” 
woman from choice.

This author next considered the appeal of young, slightly built women who 
affected these traits as a means of attracting male attention and admitted that 
mimicking the behaviors of “opera bouffe” actresses could be attractive, even 
though it was dangerous. And he cautioned that larger and less pretty women 
should not copy their smaller, prettier friends in this behavior, or they ran 
the risk of becoming grotesque. He concluded, “Mannishness in woman is, 
in brief, a bad imitation of things at best not worth copying, and which the 
best of men are getting rid of.9

 While this article and others like it seem largely incoherent today, they 
perfectly illustrate the problem that women engaged in theatrical professions 
faced from the 1880s onward. All women on the stage ran the risk of being 
seen as public women, or prostitutes, in a period in which the idea of separate 
spheres for men and women had been adopted by lower- class populations 
aspiring to upward mobility. At the same time, upper- class women were push-
ing against the restrictions of traditional gender roles and were advocating 
for a larger role for women in the public sphere, most notably through vot-
ing. The tensions over this slow change in gender resulted in a public debate 
over the proper role for women in the pages of magazines, newspapers, and 
journals of the period. The contradictory views expressed offered a profu-
sion of guidance to young women. On the one hand, the increased presence 
of women in the workplace justified the entrance of young women into the 
theatrical world, where women could earn considerably more than in other 
professions and where some women were able to earn a wage that was equal 
to or greater than men in the same profession. On the other hand, no actress 
could afford to offend the most conservative members of their audience 
by being seen as coarse or grotesque, by being too active or athletic, or by 
expressing an opinion on the issues of the day.
 During the last decade of the nineteenth century and the first decades of 
the twentieth century, all publicity for actresses had to engage with an increas-
ingly complicated debate about the public role for women, even if only to 
loudly express that they had no opinion at all. Some actresses took pleasure in 
the shock value associated with smoking in public or riding bicycles or being 
otherwise physically active. Both Della Fox and Kathleen Clifford smoked on 
the stage as part of their acts, and Fox distributed cigarettes to her audience 
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in defiance of complaints against her smoking on the stage; both women 
also rode bicycles. While Clifford and Fox engaged in behavior that could 
be seen as shocking by more conservative members of their audience, they 
were silent on political issues. This was not true for actresses Lillian Russell 
and Julia Marlowe. Russell was the daughter of an ardent feminist, and she 
and Marlowe were vocal supporters of the fight for women’s suffrage. In the 
same time period, I have found interviews given by a number of actresses 
who expressed the wish that they could be “normal” and have a domestic life 
out of the public eye. Katherine Grey was one actress who frequently advised 
young women to marry and have children rather than being ambitious for 
a career on the stage.10 No matter what approach actresses took, they were 
caught in the double bind that they were women active in the public sphere; 
those who opened up their offstage life and even their homes for public 
scrutiny to prove they were properly feminine could be seen as defiling the 
sanctity of the domestic sphere.
 While all actresses who sought to maintain respectability faced the problem 
of how to construct a public persona that reassured their audience that they 
were the good and modest woman described in the article quoted above, 
male impersonators active at the turn of the century were particularly affected 
by the public denigration of mannish women. The description of the man-
nish woman closely resembled the act that these women performed on the 
stage, and after 1900 it became important for male impersonators to reassure 
their audiences that there was nothing at all mannish about them. This was 
achieved, in part, through interviews in magazines in which they professed 
their girlish interests and noted their properly feminine offstage behavior, but 
younger performers like Kathleen Clifford and Kitty Doner also drew atten-
tion to their female bodies during their performances. Clifford, for example, 
performed changes of costume on the stage hidden only by a screen that was 
lit in a way that the audience could see her silhouette. Doner, who was seven 
years younger than Clifford, effected her changes in full view of the audience, 
stripping to her underwear on the stage. Both of these acts could be seen as 
respectable because the performance context justified their disrobing and 
because that part of their act also served to reinforce their femininity and 
reassure their audiences.
 Vesta Tilley, who was older and more concerned with respectability than 
either Doner or Clifford, began giving interviews both to publicize her perfor-
mances and to explain her specialty as early as the mid- 1890s. After the turn 
of the century, Tilley’s interviews became almost formulaic in their coverage 
of certain issues, particularly her views of feminists and “mannish” women. 
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In 1904 the Pittsburgh Gazette Home Journal published an essay entitled “The 
Mannish Woman” by Vesta Tilley. In it she wrote:

While my business is that of impersonating male characters, I heartily detest 
anything mannish in a woman’s private life. There is nothing so charming as 
the home woman, whose soft voice and gentle manner has done so much to 
make the world better. . . .
 . . . If there is one thing more than another that I object to it is the mannish 
woman. By saying that I object to the mannish woman I mean it in the broad-
est sense and would have it understood that I refer not only to your Dr. Mary 
Walker, who wears male attire exclusively, but she who affects the mannish 
style apeing in a degree the various characteristics of the sterner sex. Of the 
two types I hardly know which is the most objectionable.11

 Like many male impersonators, Vesta Tilley must have become aware 
that among her legions of female fans were women who did not seek to be 
respectable married women and may even have harbored passionate feelings 
for her that went beyond those of the typical fan. In her autobiography, Tilley 
related a number of episodes in which she sought to cool the ardor of her 
most fervent female fans. In one case, she agreed to allow an overenthusiastic 
fan to visit her in her dressing room after the performance, and rather than 
meeting the woman dressed either in stage costume or in street clothing, 
Tilley chose to present herself at her most unattractive, with her hair still 
braided as it needed to be to fit under her wig, wearing an old robe, and with 
cold cream on her face. This ploy failed to quell the woman’s enthusiasm, and 
Tilley wrote dismissively about her, describing her as someone who was not 
entirely sane.12 Tilley’s careful construction of a decent public persona and 
her conservative social views allowed the actress a great deal of freedom in 
her professional life. As Tilley’s biographer Sarah Maitland notes:

Her careful construction of a public persona so radically different from her stage 
persona gained her “the best of all worlds”: she could express ‘masculinity’ and 
enjoy its power, without having to reject her own “femininity” or endure the 
social stigma attached to women who are too “mannish.” She could also enjoy, 
and obviously did, a certain amount of lesbian- oriented devotion from her fans 
without having to take responsibility for it. Her Recollections are illuminating on 
the rare occasions when she acknowledged this sort of devotion. She patently 
did enjoy the power she had, but managed at the same time to be dismissive 
(if not insulting) about its motivation.13

 The sustained devotion from particular female fans may well have been 
what prompted Annie Hindle to marry her second wife, Louise Spangehl. 
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But Hindle and Wesner were also the only male impersonators I have found 
who had same- sex relationships that can be documented, and by the 1890s 
both women were resolutely considered as belonging to the “old time” of 
variety performance. Theatrical reviews held old- timers to different stan-
dards, and when they failed to meet the standards of polite performance 
of the 1890s and later, these slips were usually excused by the fact that they 
had honed their performing skills in a less polite age. An example can be 
seen in a review of Vesta Tilley published in the New York Dramatic Mirror, 
a newspaper that was firmly associated with efforts to clean up variety in 
the 1880s. This review praised Tilley lavishly, although it did find fault with 
some of the items of clothing she wore when she impersonated a “society 
man in evening dress,” particularly high- heeled slippers and a ready- made 
tie. The review ended with a reference to Ella Wesner, whom the author 
credited with helping Vesta Tilley debut as a male impersonator. He con-
cluded: “Miss Wesner I see now and then about town. She is as chic and 
mannish as in the olden days at Koster and Bial’s when she used to sing the 
praises of certain brands of champagne and cigarettes.”14 In this description, 
the term mannish is used with a certain sense of affection and admiration 
rather than as a negative assessment of Wesner, who was then in her fifties 
and had, perhaps, earned the right not to conform to feminine ideals any 
longer.
 Younger performers, who sought to reassure their audiences about their 
essential femininity, also faced the need to make sure that they did not step 
across the fine line between decency and indecency. This was particularly 
true for performers in big- time vaudeville who sought to rise in the ranks 
to headliner status. If they offended their audiences, or were judged by man-
agers as being potentially offensive, then a report was sent back to the cen-
tral Keith- Albee booking office in New York and could result in acts being 
dropped by all of the Keith- Albee theaters or being demoted from big- time 
to small- time.15 Young women managed this tension between decency and 
indecency by employing what I think of as a “fiction of innocence” in which 
they appeared decent and demure in most aspects of their offstage life, gave 
frequent interviews in which they talked about the unstudied nature of their 
acts, and reassured their audiences that there was no connection between 
their real personalities and the characters they played, both emphasizing 
their femininity and justifying any perceived indecency by noting that it was 
pragmatic.16 Tilley also performed this balancing act, sometimes claiming 
that she wished she was able to perform another specialty.
 Articles published in magazines and newspapers show Kathleen Clifford 
and Kitty Doner engaged in this complex dance, and the fact that both women 



 Male Impersonation in the New Century  179

took prominent roles in more respectable forms of theater also gave them 
some protection from charges of indecency. Women who spent their careers 
in vaudeville as regular performers did not have this luxury, and it is easy 
to understand why young women who used male impersonation to gain 
notice in a field crowded with young female singers might have abandoned 
the performance style as they began to rise in the profession or as they aged. 
This was certainly the case with Florenze Tempest.
 Florenze Tempest and her sister, Marion Sunshine, began performing 
in vaudeville as a sister act in the 1910s, with Sunshine dressed as a girl 
and Tempest dressed as a boy.17 Before entering vaudeville, they had both 
appeared in minor supporting roles in Klaw and Erlanger’s 1908 production 
of Little Nemo, which was described as a “dream play”; Tempest appeared as 
“the Candy Kid,” and Marion, who was billed as Sunshine Ijames, was cast 
as “Betty.”18 Sunshine left the vaudeville act after just two seasons, moving 
into comedy and musical comedy, although she and Tempest paired up again 
periodically during the 1915–17 seasons, appearing together in vaudeville and 
also a short film. But for most of this period, Tempest performed solo as a 
male impersonator, and she continued to perform as a male impersonator in 
vaudeville into the early 1920s; when Sunshine appeared in vaudeville, she 
did so as a solo act. Tempest’s marriage to Joseph Shea, a theatrical agent, 
ended in December 1920, and less than six months later she was forced to 
file for bankruptcy due to unpaid bills relating to her act.19

 By the early 1920s, it must have been clear to Tempest that she was losing 
ground in vaudeville. She had managed to maintain her position as a head-
liner and three- a- day artist, but she did not receive the glowing reviews won 
by her sister, who performed in female character. By the late 1910s, reviewers 
had begun to suggest that she would be better performing female characters 
alone and abandoning the dandy, which was the character on which her act 
centered. One reviewer found her male character lacking “in the easy con-
fidence, the sparkle and charm that she possesses as a girl.”20 This reaction 
was indicative of another problem faced by female performers in vaudeville 
and other popular genres in the early decades of the twentieth century. One 
of the noticeable differences between reviews of variety performers in the 
1870s and 1880s and reviews of vaudeville performers after the turn of the 
century was the focus on the performer’s personality in the later reviews. 
While earlier female performers were praised for skills, such as acting, sing-
ing, or dancing, later performers were often described as having a singular 
personality that carried the act regardless of their other talents. Clearly, the 
reviewer quoted above felt that Tempest’s personality was more evident when 
she worked in gender- appropriate clothing.
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 Personality in the early twentieth century went hand in hand with celebrity, 
and the audience came to the theater expecting performers to be themselves 
on the stage. Reviews of vaudevillians comment on their personal charm or 
the force of their personalities, and published interviews with these perform-
ers often reinforced the impression that they were only being themselves 
onstage. The well- publicized and tumultuous offstage lives of the most suc-
cessful and daring female singers reinforced the idea that these performers 
were expressing something central to their own characters in their acts. For 
performers whose acts relied on cross- dressing, there was an inherent dan-
ger in this assumption, which is why Tilley, Clifford, and others worked so 
hard to distinguish themselves from the characters they portrayed. But the 
review of Tempest also suggests that reviewers, and possibly some members 
of the audience, had also begun to find cross- dressed acts problematic and 
as reflecting badly on the character of the actress. Tempest solved this prob-
lem by forming a new act with Homer Dickenson, a vaudevillian who had 
worked as a “straight man” to comic Grace Deagon during the late 1910s and 
early 1920s. In their new act, Tempest and Dickenson billed themselves as 
“Broadway’s Smart Couple.” Tempest appeared dressed in female clothing, 
and she and Dickenson sang songs and danced to piano accompaniment. In 
between they engaged in witty banter, with Dickenson continuing his role as 
the straight man. Tempest and Dickenson performed together, appearing as 
headliners on the Keith circuit, until at least 1925.21

 Like many vaudeville performers whose acts could be seen as question-
able, Tempest also employed the fiction of innocence until it was clear that 
it was no longer serving her career. Throughout her career, she performed 
very young male characters in her act, and her songs were sentimental serio-
comic songs that were typical for female performers. Like those of her more 
successful colleagues Clifford and Doner, Tempest’s act was designed to first 
reassure the members of her audience that she was decent and oblivious to 
any of the more risqué content of her act and then persuade them that the 
men she performed were also oblivious to the same content. After more than 
a decade of performing in male costume, it became more expedient to move 
into female clothing and to exercise the comic skills she had developed in 
vaudeville in order to further extend her career and to maintain her position 
in or near the top tier of vaudevillians.
 Maintaining respectability continued to be a problem for women in vaude-
ville, particularly for women who performed comedy without affecting an 
obvious ethnic character. One of the most common approaches to female 
comedy in the early twentieth century was to play the character of a girl or 
woman who was unsophisticated and innocent to the ways of the world, and 
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this worked best when the woman worked with a male partner. Male- female 
comedy teams, such as the partnership between George Burns and Gracie 
Allen, reflected the new sexual freedom and equality of young women, but 
Gracie Allen’s comedic effect also relied on her misunderstanding sexual 
innuendo and responding incorrectly to it. Allen’s vaudeville act was, in 
effect, what all women in vaudeville had to do, on-  and offstage, in order to 
maintain the fiction of “innocent” performance in the twentieth century.
 Vaudeville, especially the polite form of vaudeville offered by the Keith- 
Albee organization, also performed this delicate balancing act between 
decency and indecency. Given its origins in saloon entertainments and vari-
ety, vaudeville had to work to prove it was not an indecent form. Removing 
alcohol and cigarettes from the auditorium helped achieved this goal, as 
did repressing rowdy behavior in the theater and policing the acts on the 
stage. However, managers who wanted to attract a respectable and orderly 
audience that included women had to constantly be on alert for indecency. 
When burlesque circuits were formed in the early twentieth century, the 
distinction between the forms became clearer, but in small- time vaudeville 
that distinction became less clear. In addition, some theaters and reviewers 
continued to use the older term variety to refer to low- class vaudeville well 
into the twentieth century. The Keith- Albee circuits instituted a system in 
which managers reported details relating to the reception and success of 
each act on their bill to the central booking office in order to ensure that 
they maintained their reputation for polite performance, particularly in the 
small- time venues, where politeness mattered more.
 Despite the emphasis placed on decency in Keith- Albee theaters, their 
big- time vaudeville houses sometimes hired acts that offered the audience 
more sexually sophisticated entertainment that came close to the kinds of 
acts that could be seen in burlesque or in Weber and Fields’s and Koster and 
Bial’s concert halls. This was particularly true for the flagship Keith theater, 
the Palace in New York City. Annette Kellerman, the Australian swimmer 
and diver, appeared at the Palace in a musical act that concluded with her 
diving into a tank of water while dressed in a bathing suit. The reviewer 
noted that the audience was restless during Kellerman’s dance routines, “and 
it was only when she appeared in an orange union suit and went into her 
old specialty that they displayed real interest and enthusiasm.”22 Likewise, 
women in acrobatic acts dressed in brief costumes, even when their male 
partners did not. A review of the Three Woosters, an acrobatic and tumbling 
act, described the members of the trio as “good sized women dress[ed] in 
circus style of trunks and tights, man in street clothes.”23 Novelty dance acts 
also afforded men in the audience interesting views of women’s bodies. While 
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“cooch” dancers were generally features of burlesque rather than vaudeville, 
individual women performing similar dances occasionally made appear-
ances as part of a vaudeville bill. In 1913 La Napierkowska, a pantomimist 
and dancer, appeared at the Palace. Billboard described her as “a mighty 
good- looking and shapely dancer of the ‘cooch’ variety, formerly so often 
seen in the Oriental shows on the mid- way of a fair. But the young lady is 
some dancer of the kind. There isn’t a portion of her body that she can not 
make wriggle at will, and there is very little of it that isn’t constantly wriggling 
during the time which she spends on the stage in her offering.”24

 While it was permissible for female dancers and novelty acts to rely on 
exposing their bodies, only a small number of female singers dared to openly 
flout the middle- class standards of decency. These women, including Mae 
West, Sophie Tucker, and Eva Tanguay, were among the most successful in 
vaudeville and musical theater, and their acts relied on their ability to invest 
even the most innocent lyrics with sexual meaning through performance. 
One often repeated anecdote concerning Mae West describes a song in her 
repertoire that drew a complaint from a New York manager:

She had a line in her “Frankie and Johnny” number that went, “If you don’t 
like my peaches, don’t you shake my tree.” Richman [West’s accompanist] said, 
“She did this line as only Mae West could do it, and the men in the audience 
would scream and yell and go half crazy.” Albee ordered a private performance 
at the Palace. Richman related that when she came to that line, “she clasped 
her hands close to one cheek and said it very clearly, almost childishly, and at 
the same time cast her eyes upward, the most mournful creature in the entire 
world. I almost fell off my piano stool.” Albee resumed her booking, never 
comprehending the manager’s protest.25

This anecdote is interesting because it contradicts B. F. Keith’s assertion that 
he had tamed vaudeville audiences to make the auditorium safe for women. 
It may well have been the riotous reaction of the men in West’s audience that 
was reminiscent of an all- male burlesque or old- time variety audience that 
caused the initial complaint. West’s lyric was, on the surface at least, inof-
fensive, but the reaction of the men in the audience—and possibly West’s 
encouragement of that reaction—made it impossible to ignore the fact that 
a second, less innocent, reading had occurred. While performers such as 
West, Tucker, and Tanguay could be seen to reflect an emerging twentieth- 
century femininity that allowed women to claim an identity as sexualized 
beings, they did so in such a coded way that they were still generally able to 
claim to be innocent of any real indecency as long as the knowing members 
of the audience cooperated in the deception.
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 It should also be remembered that these tough, wise- cracking women were 
in the vast minority in vaudeville and were certainly counterbalanced by the 
many nonspeaking decorative roles that existed for women in vaudeville and 
revue. In addition, it is also worth reflecting on the fact that women such 
as West, Tanguay, and Tucker were essentially reclaiming a right that had 
been available to all women in variety before the mid- 1880s and that, despite 
their toughness, none of these women claimed to be the equal of the men 
in their audiences. Before 1880 male impersonators had regularly claimed 
to be the equal of the men in their audiences, and sometimes their superior, 
but their ability to do so had been severely constrained during the 1880s and 
had disappeared by the end of the century. The rough sexuality displayed by 
West, Tanguay, and Tucker was arguably off- limits to all male impersonators 
in the early twentieth century because they could not flirt with the men in 
their audience while in character. Women performing in female character 
could continue to flirt and tease their audience, even when they performed 
in respectable vaudeville, but in most cases this was possible only as long 
as the men in the audience agreed to behave as though there was no sexual 
content to that flirtation. While Kitty Doner stripped to her underwear as 
she changed costumes onstage during her act, she had to do so in the fastest, 
most choreographed manner possible. She did not perform striptease, and, 
like Annette Kellerman or female acrobats, the view of her body enjoyed by 
the audience was permissible because it was justified by her act. But it was 
equally crucial that the men in the audience not react to watching Doner 
undress on the vaudeville stage, because the rowdy behavior associated with 
low- class and sexualized performance was not permitted in polite vaudeville 
halls.
 Women active in burlesque were able to perform some comic material, but 
the comedy revolved first around their sexual appeal to the men in the audi-
ence. Roles for women in burlesque became more sexually explicit through 
the last decades of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century. 
Burlesque is associated closely with stripping in the contemporary popular 
imagination, but stripping came to be a feature of this form relatively late, 
when Minsky’s burlesque hall in New York staged women disrobing. But as 
Robert Allen has shown, during the last decades of the nineteenth century, 
women’s roles in burlesque came to be more and more about physical display 
and less about interacting directly with men in the audience through comic 
retorts.26 Women in burlesque were also expected to wear more revealing 
costumes or, if they appeared in tableaux vivants, flesh- colored body stock-
ings that gave the illusion of nudity to the men in the audience. Costumes 
worn by burlesque performers in the last decades of the nineteenth century 
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continued to emphasize the woman’s body, but they pushed the limits of what 
was acceptable, becoming briefer and tighter. Photographs taken in the 1890s 
show that the skirts grew shorter, showing more of the woman’s legs regard-
less of the role she was playing, and corsets were tightened to exaggerate the 
curves of her waist.
 Despite the insistence of vaudeville managers, the distinction between 
vaudeville and burlesque was not always clear, as can be seen by the number 
of performers who routinely worked in both forms. But if vaudeville and 
burlesque were both part of a larger world of variety entertainment, then 
competing definitions of what constituted decent also determined which 
side of the vaudeville- burlesque divide a theater fell. The theaters operated 
by Harry Miner and his sons are a clear illustration of this point. Miner 
offered variety to his patrons, but he was a populist manager, catering to the 
desires of his largely working- class audience in Lower Manhattan. Despite 
the movement of variety halls uptown, Miner continued to cater to his tra-
ditional audience, even as they became a smaller and smaller proportion of 
the neighborhoods in which he operated. When Harry Miner passed the 
management of his theaters to his sons, they continued to offer the same 
kind of entertainment as their father. But they also began to accommodate 
the changing demographics of the neighborhood, leasing the People’s Theatre 
at 199–201 Bowery to Boris Thomashefsky, who staged Yiddish drama at the 
same address as Tony Pastor’s old Opera House. And in 1907, Harry Miner’s 
son H. Clay Miner formed a partnership with Boris and Max Thomashef-
sky, providing the money to allow them to expand their theatrical holdings 
and form a circuit of houses offering Yiddish theater in Chicago, Baltimore, 
Cleveland, and St. Louis as well as New York.27 But by the early 1900s, Clay 
and Edwin Miner had also leased the Eighth Avenue Theatre to the Minsky 
Brothers, who staged burlesque at the house, and they continued to lease 
to the Minskys until 1923, when Clay sold both the Eighth Avenue and the 
People’s to Morrison and Schiff. In making this move, the younger genera-
tion was as pragmatic as the managers of the 1870s and early 1880s had been. 
Earlier variety managers sought to be engaged in both strands of variety, 
polite and sexualized, and, like the entrepreneurial managers of the 1880s, 
they were also ready to adjust to changing public tastes and were not tied to 
any specific form of theatrical entertainment.
 One of the most important changes in both vaudeville and burlesque was 
the changing audience expectations for women on the stage. Men in the 1850s 
and 1860s had certainly enjoyed watching women performing on the stage, 
but they had admired women who sang songs about being active participants 
in the world either as working girls who traveled through the city or as active 
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participants in courtship. They had also enjoyed skilled ballet dancers, pre-
sumably as much for their skills as their physiques, because photographs of 
dancers in this period show that their costumes were not overly revealing and 
many of the dancers active in early variety were also active in ballet corps, 
dancing in front of elite audiences. Men had also enthusiastically applauded 
acrobatic and novelty acts in which women performed apparently impossible 
feats of strength and skill. By the end of the century, the acts performed by 
women had narrowed considerably. The songs sung by respectable women 
in vaudeville were confined to domestic and sentimental topics, while songs 
with more risqué and daring topics were sung by female comedians, who 
were less conventionally pretty women. While male impersonators continued 
to be relatively uncommon, female comedians and male impersonators are 
among the best- remembered female performers of this period. Novelty and 
acrobatic acts by women were more likely to be seen in dime- museum and 
small- time performance than in the most polite forms of big- time vaudeville.
 As I have suggested, the line between decent and indecent performance 
relied as much on who was in the audience as the kind of entertainment that 
was presented on the stage. This can be seen quite clearly in the case of ven-
ues such as Koster and Bial’s, which was routinely listed in the amusements 
column in the New York Times and was also reviewed more often than other 
venues offering vaudeville. Once Koster and Bial’s closed, Weber and Field’s 
Music Hall took over the role of offering a kind of nostalgic old- time variety 
performance for a higher- class audience than was typical for vaudeville. On 
the other hand, venues that catered to the poorest audience or an ethnic 
audience or an all- male audience had to prove that they were not indecent. 
This double standard was as current in the early twentieth century as it had 
been in the nineteenth century.
 The distinction between nonnarrative forms like burlesque and vaudeville 
and other forms of musical comedy was hazy at best until the advent of book 
musicals. Like Fun on the Bristol, some early musical comedies directly incor-
porated the variety olio into their structure, while others, like the Mulligan 
Guard series, were built on stereotypical characters that had been developed 
in the context of variety and minstrelsy. Similarly, role types developed in 
the context of English pantomime and burlesque, and further complicated 
in the context of American burlesque, also moved into musical comedies 
and even operetta. So, for example, singers such as Grace Sherwood, who 
began her career as a member of May Fisk’s Blonde Burlesque Troupe in 1879, 
moved into more narrative forms in the 1880s. In 1887 Sherwood appeared 
in a musical comedy by Thomas A. Daly and John McNally called Upside 
Down. The reviewer for the Boston Post found that the piece, like many 
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popular works of the period, had “a marked touch of variety,” but he admit-
ted that Sherwood’s singing was “satisfactory,” even as he found the rest of 
the company barely adequate.28 By 1890 Sherwood was experienced enough 
to carry shows as a leading player, and she billed herself as “the cleverest of 
singers and dancers” and a “soubrette” in advertising, indicating a range of 
skills that spanned from acting to singing and dance.29

 The advent of revue in the early twentieth century further complicated this 
situation, because in many ways revue was not unlike a more polished form 
of burlesque presented to a higher- class audience. The lavish spectacles staged 
by Florenz Ziegfeld featured female nudity before it became a standard part 
of the lower- class burlesque tradition, but on Ziegfeld’s stage naked and near- 
naked women were transformed into living scenery, standing motionless 
and statue- like at the backs of scenes or transformed into living chandeliers 
and other stage props. This idea was not unlike displays of tableaux vivants 
staged before the Civil War, in which young actresses reenacted classic statu-
ary while wearing flesh- colored body stockings. And like female minstrels 
and burlesque troupes, Ziegfeld presented a greater profusion of women in 
all shapes and sizes (from glamorous to risqué) and in a wide range of dress 
(from ballet costumes to high fashion) during the course of the evening. The 
people in the audience prevented Ziegfeld’s productions from being seen as 
indecent. Ziegfeld’s shows were seen as sophisticated light entertainment that 
were, at first, staged during the summer months in a rooftop garden with the 
audience seated at tables. As they grew in size and moved inside, the cost of 
the production, the lavish costumes and scenery, and the higher- class audi-
ence that included both men and women continued to indemnify Ziegfeld 
against charges of indecency. But at least some of the elements that made 
Ziegfeld’s show sophisticated entertainment were little different from those 
that made burlesque performed in front of an all- male audience indecent.

* * *

 The world of late- nineteenth- century theater was complex, and the 1880s 
saw the addition of myriad genres about which little is known today. This 
study has shown the ways that, by focusing on a single specialty performed 
in a single genre, it is possible to get a slightly clearer view of this complex 
world and to trace the connections between different forms such as variety 
and vaudeville, burlesque, minstrelsy, and even musical comedy as it emerged 
close to the end of the nineteenth century. While variety entertainment always 
fell near the bottom of the theatrical hierarchy, its position was not static. 
Nor was variety simply replaced by vaudeville. The same jostling for position, 
and the desire to stake out claims to decency, existed within a single genre 
as well as in the wider theatrical scene.
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 It is also clear that the audience for vaudeville was expanding as the genre 
expanded. Before the Civil War, variety had targeted an urban working- class 
male audience, although managers had never excluded higher- class men or 
women from the audience. After the Civil War, reforming managers sought 
to bring working- class women into their audience, and by the 1890s manag-
ers had set their sights on the middle class. Antitheatrical feeling had run 
strong in the middle class in earlier decades of the nineteenth century, but 
the repeated claims by managers that vaudeville theaters attracted audiences 
from this class may be true. It is also worth considering that, in the face of 
increasing immigration, the middle class was also in flux during the same 
period and that middle- class audience members of the 1890s–1920s may 
well have been the children of people who identified as working class in 
earlier decades. As the term working class increasingly came to designate 
immigrant populations, native- born English- speaking Americans may well 
have identified more closely with their social superiors and taken on more 
of their habits.
 Examining the performance style and repertoire of male impersonators 
allows us to track this change in class affiliation, which appears to have begun 
in the 1880s when male impersonators began emphasizing the fashionable 
habits of the swell. The last sign of class hostility can be seen in the dude 
songs of the mid- 1880s, a time of labor unrest, but this hostility had dis-
appeared by the 1890s. Imported English performers further changed the 
ideal performance style during the 1890s and 1900s, but as young American 
women emulated English performers, they did so in a peculiarly American 
way, going further to emphasize their femininity than Vesta Tilley, the most 
restrained and respectable English performer, ever did. While Tilley reas-
sured her audience that she was a woman by singing in a soprano range, 
Clifford and Doner did so by baring their bodies. These younger performers 
also needed to avoid charges of indecency, and they did so through public-
ity and interviews, by performing characters who were children rather than 
young men, and by claiming the need for publicly disrobing due to the quick 
changes of costume called for by their act.
 By the 1920s, male impersonation no longer reflected or commented on 
American masculinity, and, as a performance style, it was completely con-
strained by the demands of femininity of the early twentieth century. As a 
result, the most prominent American male impersonators of the first two 
or three decades of the twentieth century were very young women who left 
the specialty behind as they aged. English male impersonators continued to 
draw huge audiences but primarily because they were acts imported from 
overseas. If the audience found their acts disturbing, they could reassure 
themselves with the knowledge that these women were foreign. As I have 
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noted, foreigner performers had long been held to different standards, and, if 
articles printed in the New York Police Gazette are any indication, incorrect, 
impolite, and even deviant behavior was expected of them. The association of 
male impersonation and foreign deviance continued into film in the 1930s, as 
Marlene Dietrich donned a suit to perform in films. Dietrich never assumed 
a male character but rather used a men’s suit to signal her potent sexuality 
that was not bounded by “normal” desire. After Ella Shields’s last U.S. tour 
in 1930, there were no more prominent male impersonators in American 
vaudeville, although minor performers may have continued to appear in 
small- time vaudeville.
 The connections between vaudeville and musical comedy as it emerged in 
the last decades of the nineteenth century also become clearer in this study, 
but we need considerably more work to fully understand how these pieces 
were constructed and the ways that older forms such as variety, minstrelsy, 
burlesque, and even opera mingled in the new genres that emerged during 
the 1880s and 1890s. One way in which this work might be best achieved is 
by following performers, reading reviews, and getting a sense of skill sets 
possessed by individual performers or expected of different specialties. Sur-
viving scripts of musical comedies from the last decades of the nineteenth 
century are confusing and give little sense of how they were staged. Nor do 
they give much sense of how variety performers worked their specialties into 
scripted works. Learning more about these late- nineteenth- century forms 
will supply valuable clues for scholars of early- twentieth- century musicals, 
and even of book musicals, whose supporting characters—particularly the 
comic ones—show clear links to earlier forms of popular comedy found in 
variety, minstrelsy, and burlesque.
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Male Impersonators Active in the United States

Name Years active Nationality Notes

Bessie Bonehill 1889–1900 English Died in 1902.
Kathleen Clifford 1909–17 Worked in musical comedy from 1903 

to 1909. Moved into movies in female 
roles in 1917 and then retired.

Kitty Doner 1890s–1914 Moved to musical comedy in 1914 
and retired from performance in the 
1930s.

Ella Fields 1920s?
Della Fox 1900–1913 Performed in operetta from 1890 to 

1900. Died in 1913.
Lida Gardner
Renée Graham
Minnie Hall 1874–81
Toma Hanlon
Annie Hindle 1868–1904 English
May Howard
St. George Hussey 1881–93 Irish Worked increasingly in musical 

comedy from 1889 onward.
Millie Hylton English
The Irwin Sisters
Alecia Jourdan 1873–80 Worked with John Sheridan. Died in 

January 1880.
Hetty King English
Augusta Lamareaux 1871–75 Performing as a ballet dancer, 1867. 

Died in September 1875.
Lilly Laurel
Grace Leonard 1910s
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Name Years active Nationality Notes

Grace Levanti 1878
Carrie Lewis 1876/77–83 Billed as a “cantatrice” from 1860 

onward. Changed specialty in 
December 1876.

Georgie Marsh 1883–92 Worked in small venues, dime 
museums, and so on.

Petite Maude 1888–89 Active in minor venues.
Maude Max
Georgie May 1876
Flora Mitchell
Helene Mora
Maude Nugent 1890–94 From 1892 to 1894, she was in a 

double act with Eddie Inman.
Minnie Palmer
Bijou Price mid- 1870s Later opened a theatrical agency and 

ran a variety hall, hotel, and dog- 
breeding business.

Kitty Randolph 1885–91 Also worked in melodrama in boy 
roles.

Zelma Rawlston
The Richmond Sisters
Rosina 1882–94 Also performed as a topical singer 

and later as a juggler. Moved between 
melodrama and minor variety.

Josie Sadler
Tillie Santoy English
Blanche Selwyn 1871–80 Died in 1880.
Ella Shields American Active primarily in English music hall.
Clara Sidelle 1875–78
Alice Somers 1876–78 Began performing in female character 

in 1878.
Grace Thorne
Vesta Tilley English
Queen[ie] Vassar 1885–94 English After 1889 toured with Harry Kernell’s 

Specialty Company and then moved 
into musical comedy.

May Vernon 1885 Performed in “Hebrew” male 
character.

Jenny Ward 1877
Helena Wentworth 1878
Ella Wesner 1871–1908
Maggie Weston 1874–80 After 1880 she was active in female 

roles in melodrama, in comedy, and in 
early film melodrama.

Evelyn Wilson
Carrie Woods 1876
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Male Impersonators in English Music Halls
1860s
Kate Harley
Nelly Power

1870s
Fannie Leslie
Vesta Tilley

1880s
Bessie Bonehill

1890s
Millie Hylton (English)
Hetty King
Katie Lawrence
Fanny Robina

1900s
Gypse Bryne
Georgia Bryton (a.k.a. Mrs. Elizabeth Lawrence)
Kathleen Clifford (American)
Nellie Coleman
Emma Don
Maggie Duncan
Renee Graham
Beatrice Lillie (Canadian)
Fanny Robina
Tillie Santoy (English)
Ella Shields
Nesta Verney (English)
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scores included in this collection give vocal melody alone without accompaniment, 
suggesting they were intended for untrained singers and likely functioned as a mne-
monic device to remind them of an already familiar melody.
 8. New York Times, February 5, 1869, 5.
 9. William Dean Howells, “The New Taste in Theatricals,” quoted in Horrible Pret-
tiness, by Allen, 134–35.
 10. Logan, Apropos of Women and Theatres, 135.
 11. Ibid., 128–29.
 12. Elizabeth Reitz Mullenix, Wearing the Breeches: Gender on the Antebellum Stage, 
257–58.
 13. For a longer discussion of tableaux vivants and their place in variety entertain-
ment, see Rodger, Champagne Charlie and Pretty Jemima, 19–27. In her discussion 
of the same passage in the New York Clipper, Mullenix argues that the drama critic 
was seeking to elevate the actress by comparing her to art, albeit sexualized art. This 
is certainly possible, but given that the newspaper and other New York newspapers 
such as the Herald carried advertising from venues that presented tableaux vivants, 
it seems unlikely. Mullenix is correct, however, in noting that the critics objectified 
the actress, reducing her to bodily form and de- emphasizing her performing skills.
 14. Logan, Apropos of Women and Theatres, 133–34. Logan seems to have been 
unaware of the sexualized shows offered in low- class museums, which is not sur-
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prising given that they were part of an all- male culture. Logan describes respectable 
variety that had always had difficulty attracting highly skilled female performers 
for its stages. The women hired by low- class halls often lacked theatrical training 
and experience and were hired for their attractive appearance alone. See Rodger, 
Champagne Charlie and Pretty Jemima, 26–27.

Chapter 2. The First Generation of Performers, 1868–1880
 1. Advertising placed in the English theatrical trade newspaper the London Era 
from as early as 1864 mentions Hindle on the bills of music halls in these cities. 
Indeed, she appears to have been sought after in this region, and a number of manag-
ers requested her to contact them to arrange a booking. See London Era, September 
2, 1866, 16; and February 24, 1867, 15.
 2. See, for example, an advertisement placed in the advertising section of the 
New York Clipper, August 8, 1868. Hindle began performing in Philadelphia in early 
September 1868 and from there went to Boston in October and later Baltimore and 
Washington, D.C., in November and December.
 3. “Classified Ads,” London Era, February 21, 1864, 1.
 4. Little is known about Hindle’s early life in England. The major source of bio-
graphical details for this actress is an article, published in the New York Sun on 
December 21, 1891, which estimated her as being between forty- five and fifty years 
of age at the time. Theater scholar Laurence Senelick has estimated her year of birth 
as 1847, which is not inconsistent with these other estimates. See Laurence Senelick, 
“Male Impersonation,” 674.
 5. “Classified Ads,” London Era, March 27, 1864, 1.
 6. “Arts & Entertainment: Provincial Theatricals (from Our Own Correspondents),” 
London Era, May 29, 1864, 11.
 7. “Alhambra Music Hall,” in Hull Packet and East Riding Times, 2nd ed., February 
22, 1867, 5.
 8. “Music Halls,” New York Clipper, December 19, 1868.
 9. Charles Vivian was among the founding members of the original drinking 
society the Jolly Corks and continued to be part of the Elks until the group split over 
a debate about membership. Vivian was an advocate for opening the membership 
to the general population, and he lost to the faction that sought to keep the Elks 
open only to theatrical professionals. Information about the Elks, including links to 
historical materials, can be found at http://www.elks.org/history/.
 10. “Music Halls,” New York Clipper, September 26, 1868.
 11. Vivian’s second wife, Imogen Holbrook Vivian, included an image of him in 
the character Sir Joseph Porter in H.M.S. Pinafore taken at McVicker’s Theater in 
Chicago in 1879 in her biography of her husband, A Biographical Sketch of Charles 
Algernon Sydney Vivian, Founder of the Order of Elks, 88. This biography gives a 
reasonably accurate account of Vivian’s life as a touring actor on the West Coast. 
His wife admits to knowing little about his early life, and while it paints a generous 
picture of the actor, it also contains evidence of his abusive behavior toward her and 
his quick temper.
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 12. New York Sun, December 27, 1891, 13.
 13. “Gags,” New York Clipper, February 2, 1878, 359. Hindle and Vivian appeared at 
the Theatre Comique in New York City on February 4–9 on a bill that also included 
the Big Four, Louise Murio, the Morosco Family, Keating and Sands, and Frank Bell. 
This was noted in the Clipper’s “City Summary” column on February 9.
 14. “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, September 24, 1870.
 15. Hindle and De Vere performed together from July 1870 until early January 1871. 
Marriage records from Washington, D.C., indicate that Blanche Du Vere married 
Charles Hindle in that city on November 23, 1870. Given that Annie Hindle gave her 
name as “Charles” on the occasions on which she married women in the 1880s and 
1890s, it is likely that De Vere and Hindle were also intimately involved in this period.
 16. Blanche De Vere married James Porter in August 1871, after performing at 
the Brooklyn Opera House, which was one of two theaters he managed. She later 
launched her career as a male impersonator using the name Blanche Selwyn.
 17. Unfortunately, this songster, which was entitled The Annie Hindle Songster, does 
not survive. It was, however, listed in an article that related to American folk song 
in the Journal of American Folklore 35 (1922): 385.
 18. While I have found no listing of the ballet corps for this production, I found 
several photographs of Wesner that indicated that they were taken during this pro-
duction in the Dance Collection of the Performing Arts Collection of the New York 
Public Library at Lincoln Center during a research trip there in 1996. The image it 
is not included among the digital holdings on the New York Public Library website 
currently, but it is listed in the online catalog under the title “Bel Demonio 2,” and it 
can also be found at the commercial website Picturehistory.com. This image, which 
is partly misidentified at Picturehistory.com, shows Wesner together with dancers 
Katrina and Annie Kruger and Rosina Vokes.
 19. “Drama: ‘Bel Demonio’ at Niblo’s,” Roundtable 1, no. 23 (1864): 360.
 20. Emmeline Wesner was listed as sixty- nine in the 1880 census records. She had 
been active as a dancer into the late 1860s and early 1870s.
 21. For more detail about the Wesner family, see Rodger, Champagne Charlie and 
Pretty Jemima, 51–55.
 22. It was not uncommon for two or three short plays to be offered each evening 
during this period. Performances usually began with something more serious, such 
as a melodrama or a tragedy, and were then followed by lighter works, including 
comedies and farces, to conclude the evening’s entertainment.
 23. Both Hindle and Vivian performed the song “Pretty Jemima, Don’t Say No!,” 
and a number of the character songs sung by Vivian featured the kinds of male 
character also portrayed by Hindle.
 24. “The Theater,” Galveston (Tex.) Daily News, September 25, 1869, 3.
 25. “The Theater,” Galveston (Tex.) Daily News, October 13, 1869, 3. This review 
reflects the unwillingness to see women take unattractive, ugly, grotesque, or other-
wise unwomanly roles. On the other hand, Wesner’s audience seems to have cared less 
than this reviewer, as there was no record of any disturbance during the performance, 
which was the most common way for men of the period to register complaints.
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 26. “Texas Items,” Galveston (Tex.) Daily News, November 11, 1869, 3.
 27. Annie Hindle kept only one of Vivian’s songs, “Pretty Jemima,” which she had 
been singing since 1868. I cannot prove that Hindle was the source of Wesner’s early 
repertoire, but I consider her the most likely source for these songs.
 28. “Advertising,” New York Clipper, August 13, 1870.
 29. “Advertising,” New York Clipper, April 1, May 13, 1871.
 30. New York Sun, December 27, 1891, 13.
 31. “City Summary,” New York Clipper, August 6, 1870.
 32. National Police Gazette, September 13, 1879.
 33. “I’m the Ladies Beau Ideal,” words by George Cooper, music by Richard Steirly 
(New York: E. H. Harding, 1871). The text to this song is found in Ella Wesner’s “King 
of Trumps” Songster, and while credit is given to the composer in the songster, no 
music for this piece is included.
 34. The Roman Fall was a fictional fashion for men that was the subject of the 
song “The Roman Fall,” music by Alfred Lee, lyrics by Geo. T. Evans (San Francisco: 
M. Gray, 1872). A copy of this song, featuring a photograph of the performer J. H. 
Milburn on the cover, is held by both the Library of Congress and the Lester Levy 
Sheet Music collection at Johns Hopkins University. The lyrics to this song were 
included in Ella Wesner’s “King of Trumps” Songster.
 35. Peter Bailey, Popular Culture and Performance in the Victorian City, 108–9.
 36. The text to this song is found in Ella Wesner’s “King of Trumps” Songster.
 37. Bailey, Popular Culture and Performance, 115.
 38. “Hi Waiter! A Dozen More Bottles,” text and music by J. F. Mitchell (New York: 
E. H. Harding, 1888). This song is held by the Lester Levy Sheet Music Collection 
(Box 98, Item 106).
 39. Only a small portion of Hindle’s songs have survived in archives. A number 
of titles are included in advertising in the New York Clipper, and reviews reference 
close to a dozen more titles, or possibly the first lines of the choruses, of songs. I have 
searched numerous collections, including the Lester Levy Sheet Music Collection 
and the Library of Congress, and have not been able to find most of these songs, 
and unfortunately the only songster that was associated with Hindle also does not 
survive.
 40. “Pretty Jemima, Don’t Say No!” written by Frank Hall, arranged by Charles 
Belmont, (Boston: Oliver Ditson, n.d.). A copy of the sheet music is held by the sheet 
music collection at Dartmouth College, and the Library of Congress holds a song 
sheet published by H. De Marsan in New York. The song sheet indicates that this was 
one of the songs Charles Vivian had sung at Butler’s American Theater. It is likely 
that the sheet dates from late 1867, which is when Vivian first appeared at Butler’s.
 41. Chas. M. Connolly, “Dancing in the Dreamy Waltz” (Boston: Oliver Ditson, 
1872). Two copies of this song are held by the Library of Congress.
 42. Men of all ages who worked in itinerant labor like logging, agricultural work, 
and the railroad industry lived, socialized, and worked in an almost entirely male 
world. Scholars such as Madelon Powers have noted the centrality of the saloon and 
leisure in constructing manhood in this period, but she also notes the expectation 
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that men aspire toward marriage in order to achieve adult status. Once workingmen 
were married, venues such as the saloon became a refuge from home life for them. 
See Madelon Powers, “Gender, Age and Marital Status,” in Faces along the Bar: Lore 
and Order in the Workingman’s Saloon, 26–47.
 43. The text to this song is included in Ella Wesner’s “King of Trumps” Songster. 
The songster gives no credit for lyricist or composer, but it does note that the song 
is “As sung by Miss Ella Wesner.”
 44. The text to this song is included in ibid. There is no credit given for a composer 
or lyricist, but a caption under the title reads: “As sung with great success in London, 
England, by Miss Ella Wesner.” This song may have been a reworking of “As I Strolled 
along the Beach” by Chas. J. Miers (Philadelphia: Walker and Lee, 1870). While the 
narratives are set in two different locations, New York and Cape May, the scenario 
presented and the sequence of events depicted in the two songs are otherwise virtu-
ally identical.
 45. The text to this song is included in Ella Wesner’s “King of Trumps” Songster. The 
version printed was arranged by A. W. Ansdale, and the sheet music was published 
by G. D. Russell of Boston in 1873. This version was associated with the Foy Sisters, 
one of whom performed dressed in male attire, the other in female clothing.
 46. The text to this song is included in ibid. There is no credit given for a lyricist 
or composer, but a caption under the title reads: “Sung with Great Applause by 
Miss Ella Wesner.” The same song is included in Jennie Engel’s “Courting in the Rain” 
Songster, and this source gives credit to G. W. Hunt. Jenny Engel’s songster is held by 
the American Antiquarian Society Library.
 47. “Don’t You Put Your Foot on a Man When He’s Down,” composed by G. Mars-
den, lyrics by Charles Vivian, and arranged by C. E. Pratt (Boston: Oliver Ditson, 
1868).
 48. The text to this song is included in Ella Wesner’s “King of Trumps” Songster. 
The songster gives no credit for lyricist or composer.
 49. “Ten Thousand Miles Away,” composed by Charles Vivian (San Francisco: 
M. Gray, 1871). A contemporary version of the folk song can be found in John S. 
Manifold, ed., The Penguin Australian Songbook. I first recognized Vivian’s song 
because it was among the folk songs I learned during class singing in my elementary 
education in Melbourne during the early 1970s.
 50. I have found one review of a performance at Tony Pastor’s theater that specifi-
cally mentions audience participation: New York Times, January 31, 1875, 2.
 51. It was reported that Wesner was paid $200 per week when she toured to California 
in 1871. Parker Zellers, who relies in part on the account books of Tony Pastor held in the 
Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas at Austin, reports that as late as 1880, 
“all except the most popular duos” could expect to receive no more than $50 a week, 
and even during the early 1870s, when variety wages were inflated, the most successful 
single act was paid no more than $125 a week. See Zellers, Tony Pastor, 24, 47.
 52. The report of Hindle’s arrest ran in the New York Clipper, December 16, 1871, 
and the report of the arraignment was carried in the New York Times, December 8, 
1871.



 Notes to Chapter 2 199

 53. “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, January 20, 1872, noted Hindle’s failure to 
appear at the Walnut Street Theater in Kansas City, and the same column noted her 
failure to arrive in Cincinnati on January 27, 1872. Hindle did not arrive in Kansas 
City until January 22, and she played there for three weeks. She did not manage to 
get to Cincinnati until mid- February 1872. Failure to arrive left the manager with a 
gap in his bill that he had to scramble to fill, and it threatened the goodwill and trust 
between manager and performer.
 54. “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, February 2, 1878, 359.
 55. It was not uncommon for state statutes governing divorce to require the couple 
to have been resident in the state for an extended period before they could petition for 
a divorce. For example, the Michigan State Statutes required that the person petition-
ing for divorce had been a resident in the state for at least a year before filing. Given 
that actors and actresses were itinerant and may not have had a permanent address, 
filing for divorce presented a difficulty that could not easily be overcome. See “Title 
XX: Of the Domestic Relations, Chapter 84, Divorce,” in Acts of the Legislature of the 
State of Michigan Passed at the Annual Session of 1850, with an Appendix, 333.
 56. “Fact and Fancy Focused,” New York Clipper, September 28, 1878, 214.
 57. “Fact and Fancy Focused,” New York Clipper, August 23, 1879, 174.
 58. New York Sun, December 27, 1891, 13.
 59. H. S. Goodspeed, Life of Col. James Fisk, Jr., 42–43.
 60. “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, June 8, 1872.
 61. “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, June 29, 1872.
 62. “City Summary,” New York Clipper, October 5, 1872.
 63. “Josie Mansfield Again: The Notorious New York Enchantress Locked Up in 
a Pittsburgh Jail,” Little Rock Daily Republican, February 18, 1873, 2. Corrections to 
this report were published in various newspapers during March and April, all noting 
that she continued to live in Europe. See, for example, “Josie Mansfield, News,” Idaho 
Signal (Lewiston), April 5, 1873, 1.
 64. “City Summary,” New York Clipper, October 12, 1872.
 65. “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, October 19, 1872.
 66. “Advertising,” New York Clipper, November 23, 1872.
 67. “City Summary,” New York Clipper, December 14, 1872. The Clipper was correct 
in noting Mansfield’s financial loss. Two years later, the Chicago Inter Ocean reported 
that she was suing Nathan Appleton to recover the money lost when the firm Bowles 
Bros. & Co. failed just weeks after she had invested thirteen thousand dollars with 
them. This may have been the money gained from the sale of her possessions in New 
York in August 1872. Chicago Inter Ocean, August 28, 1874, 1.
 68. New York Clipper, cover page, March 28, 1874.
 69. Laurence Senelick, The Changing Room: Sex, Drag and Theatre, 303. Senelick 
claims that Hindle and Boulton, using the name Ernest Byne, appeared on the same 
bill at the Theatre Comique, and the implication is that this occurred during 1874. I 
have not found Hindle and Boulton/Byne together on a bill, at the Theatre Comique 
or elsewhere, in 1874. They did appear at the Concert Hall in Philadelphia in late 
May and early June in 1876 under the management of John C. Noonan. Noonan had 
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taken over the lease of the hall, which had failed under a previous manager in late 
May, and had assembled a bill that consisted primarily of cross- dressed performers, 
perhaps hoping that the novelty would guarantee him success. After a single week, 
the hall failed a second time. The performers on this bill were Ernest and Gerald 
Byne and Fostelle, all female impersonators, as well as Annie Hindle and Madeline 
Hardy. I do not know what Hardy’s specialty was, but if she was a seriocomic, then 
she was the lone performer in gender- appropriate dress. See “Variety Halls,” New 
York Clipper, June 3, 1876, 86–87.
 70. National Police Gazette, November 17, 1883, 3.
 71. C. White, Nineteenth- Century Writings on Homosexuality, 71–80.

Chapter 3. Increasing Competition during the 1870s
 1. “Variety: The Class of Amusement Known by That Title,” Brooklyn Eagle, January 
21, 1877, 3.
 2. The “Variety Halls” column in the New York Clipper included brief reviews of 
many of the performers active in variety in this period, and the expectations for many 
of the different variety specialties emerge from these articles. Reviewers were critical 
of a number of female seriocomic singers, finding their singing either inadequate 
or merely “fair.” They were also encouraging when singers improved their singing 
skills and their presentation. When reading this column, it is immediately evident 
that women were vastly outnumbered by men on variety bills, but also that a good 
number of the young female singers who began each theatrical season did not con-
tinue beyond a single season, and some did not last that long. Advertising placed 
in the New York Clipper reveals that singing and dancing instructors, who aimed to 
help the genre meet its needs for performers, were part of the variety infrastructure 
that emerged in the early 1870s. For example, a short notice in the “Variety Halls” 
column alerted its readers to an advertisement for “Miss Nellie Prescott, who teaches 
clog and Irish jig dancing, song- and- dance, etc.” “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, 
October 11, 1873. Several years later, another warning followed a discussion of two 
female seriocomic singers, one of whom had been noted as a fair singer, and carried 
the suggestion that both of these women needed to improve their performing skills: 
“Whilst speaking of vocalists, we would advise them all to take lessons and improve 
themselves, as the audiences are becoming more and more critical and detect faults 
that formerly were not noticed.” “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, December 18, 
1875, 303. This suggests that despite the shortage of female singers, audiences were 
unwilling to accept an unskilled performer merely because she was female.
 3. For more on male comic singing, see Rodger, Champagne Charlie and Pretty 
Jemima, 98–111.
 4. I have found a number of other young women who may have performed as male 
impersonators for short periods of time, but I am considering only those women 
who sustained careers over multiple seasons in this work. One of the problems in 
this period was the lack of a name for this specialty. Terms such as protean performer 
and character performer were used to describe the acts of male impersonators, but 
they could apply to other specialties, too.
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 5. Lamareaux was part of a family of ballet dancers, and her sisters were also on 
the stage, although none sustained a career as long as hers. I have found references 
to her sisters Marie and Edith in advertising placed in the New York Clipper; her 
sister Lizzie frequently performed in variety theaters in Little Rock, Arkansas, in 
the early 1870s and may have been resident there; and George C. D. Odell’s Annals 
of the New York Stage contains a number of references to performances by Louise 
and Cora. The Charleston Courier, August 6, 1868, 3, reprinted an item from the New 
Orleans Picayune that noted that Edith committed suicide in July 1868 and that she 
was eighteen years old and a well- known dancer in that city. Theater reviews in the 
New York Clipper are not consistent in spelling Lamareaux’s name; the most common 
variants include Lamoureaux, Lamereaux, and Lameroux, and she is referred to as 
both Augusta and Gussie.
 6. See Odell, Annals of the New York Stage, 8:359. Odell notes that Lamareaux 
appeared as Rose in Love in All Corners during the week of October 11, 1867.
 7. Lamareaux and Willis managed to perform together for much of 1873, but only 
irregularly before and after that year.
 8. “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, April 29, 1871, 31.
 9. “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, March 4, 1872, November 8, 1873.
 10. “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, December 23, 1871, 303.
 11. Blanche Du Vere is listed in the Massachusetts State Census in 1865 as a resident 
of Boston. Her age was given as nineteen, and her profession was listed as actress. 
There is no more record of her before 1870, so it is likely she was a minor performer.
 12. “City Summary,” New York Clipper, August 26, 1871, 166.
 13. “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, March 30, 1872.
 14. “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, August 31, 1872.
 15. “I’m No. 1,” words by George Cooper, music by William F. Wellman Jr. (New 
York: C. H. Ditson, 1872) is held by the Lester Levy Sheet Music Collection (Box 133, 
Item 53).
 16. “Always Look Up,” music by William F. Wellman Jr., words by Blanche Selwyn 
(New York: C. H. Ditson: 1872). The Library of Congress holds a copy of this sheet 
music.
 17. “City Summary,” New York Clipper, October 26, 1872.
 18. Little Rock Gazette, July 11, 1873, 4. It appears that Selwyn and Porter may not 
have divorced and that her marriage to Gilfoil was bigamous because the Little Rock 
Daily Republican ran a rather amused report noting that James Porter had written 
the mayor of Little Rock to inquire about the marriage, “as he happened to have 
married the same individual some two years ago in New York.” Little Rock Daily 
Republican, August 1, 1873, 4. No other reports on this conflict appeared in the Little 
Rock newspapers, and the New York Clipper also did not comment on it, suggesting 
that Selwyn and Porter came to some amicable agreement, possibly financial, so that 
he would consider their marriage ended. They probably never formally divorced.
 19. Selwyn was ill during 1879 and 1880, although a news item placed in the Clip-
per in August 1880 suggested that she was recuperating after a long illness and her 
health was improving. She returned to the stage at the end of that year. Following 
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her in the pages of the Clipper after this point becomes difficult. Short items in the 
gossip column suggest she had been performing in England, but there is no record 
of her in British newspaper sources and she remained absent from the variety stage 
after late 1880. A Boston magazine, the Musical Record, published by Oliver Ditson, 
included a death notice for Selwyn in its edition for April 23, 1881, and I believe it is 
likely that this is correct and Selwyn had died in March or April 1881. I have found 
no official death record for her, however.
 20. See “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, January 20, 1877, 343; January 27, 1877, 
351.
 21. Variety had been more open to entrepreneurial managers with no theatrical 
connections since its beginnings. One of the early entrepreneurial managers, George 
Lea, was a pharmacist by training, as was the southern theater manager Dr. G. R. 
Spaulding. Many others came into variety from allied fields, particularly saloon 
ownership and property speculation. This continued to be true in the boom years 
of the early 1870s.
 22. One of the best explanations of the messy and fiercely competitive railroads in 
North America and the complex and highly dishonest means by which their builders 
sought to fund them can be found in Richard White’s monograph Railroaded: The 
Transcontinentals and the Making of Modern America.
 23. “City Summary: The Season of 1873–4,” New York Clipper, July 11, 1874, 118; July 
18, 1874, 126.
 24. Advertising, Titusville (Pa.) Herald, July 2, 1877, 3.
 25. Advertising, Oil City (Pa.) Derrick, February 1, 1876, 2.
 26. Washburn’s daughters apparently inherited the Last Sensation show from their 
father and were still operating in the mid- 1890s. They may have been more skilled 
than their father because reviews show them performing in Boston, and their com-
pany on those occasions included seasoned variety performers. See, for example, 
“Washburn Sisters Last Sensation,” Boston Daily Globe, December 14, 1895, 3. They 
returned to Boston the following year, but by 1898 the troupe must have failed because 
the sisters were part of the variety olio attached to Bryant and Watson’s Burlesquers, 
a female minstrel troupe.
 27. Titusville (Pa.) Herald, July 4, 1877, 3. The language in this review parodies 
the language in Washburn’s overblown advertising copy, but it also suggests that 
Washburn may have begun his career in the circus world, given his performance in 
a gymnastic display.
 28. The Louisville theater was called the Vaudeville, and it is one of the earliest uses 
of the term Vaudeville I have found. It is notable that the theater was one dedicated 
to presenting “first- class” and respectable variety. The first use of this term to refer 
to variety performance that I have found was by Boston manager John Stetson, who 
opened the Globe Theater in New York in 1870. He billed this theater, which offered 
a combination of pantomime or ballet, variety, and burlesque or extravaganza in 
three acts, as a “grand Vaudeville and Novelty Theatre.” New York Herald, September 
28, 1870, 6. See Rodger, Champagne Charlie and Pretty Jemima, 149–57, for more 
discussion on the use of this term.
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 29. “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, July 18, 1874.
 30. For more on the economics of touring troupes, see Rodger, Champagne Charlie 
and Pretty Jemima, 79–81.
 31. “Amusements—National Theatre—Ella Wesner,” National Republic (Washing-
ton, D.C.), October 20, 1874, 1.
 32. While the “high- class” variety halls catered to the working class, they were 
far from the rowdiest of venues offering variety. But they allowed higher- class men 
the thrill of indulging in working- class and male culture without endangering their 
safety. In the lowest and roughest saloons and informal theaters, strangers ran the risk 
of being robbed of their valuables, either by pickpockets or by more violent means. 
High- class variety halls maintained some box seating that cost more money and 
allowed those who could afford the seats a way to safely view lower- class entertain-
ment without having to crowd into the bench seating that was typical of the parquet.
 33. Chicago Tribune, November 15, 1874, 7. An advertisement for Aladdin appears 
in the same issue, on page 16. “Dramatic,” New York Clipper, November 21, 28, 1874.
 34. “Dramatic,” New York Clipper, December 19, 1874. The reviewer from Buffalo 
noted, “In her specialty of male character songs [Wesner] is excellent; but she needs 
practice in dramatic reading and action to enable her to appear to better advantage.”
 35. “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, October 9, 1875. The column noted, “Ella 
Wesner underwent a severe and dangerous surgical operation in Baltimore, Md., on 
Sept. 24, by which she was entirely relieved of a troublesome affliction with which 
she has suffered for some years.”
 36. “City Summary,” New York Clipper, May 20, 1876, reported that Wesner had left 
on the Scotia on May 17. On June 3, the same column corrected this report, noting that 
Wesner had taken the steamer Bothnia on May 24 because the Scotia was too crowded.
 37. “Advertising,” New York Clipper, November 18, 1876, 267.
 38. “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, January 27, 1877, 351.
 39. For more on the cancan and reactions of local authorities to the dance, see 
Rodger, Champagne Charlie and Pretty Jemima, 149–57.
 40. A card published in the National Republican (Washington, D.C.) on October 6, 
1875, suggests that Hindle had begun to move into endeavors that were generally on 
the periphery of the theatrical world. The card was from Harry Brooks, a champion 
long- distance walker, who was responding to a challenge issued by Hindle during the 
previous month. In his response, he agreed to race her and even to give her a head 
start. I have found no more evidence of Hindle participating in walking competi-
tions, and it is unclear whether this was a publicity stunt or a genuine challenge. See 
National Republican, October 6, 1875, 3.
 41. In 1875 the Bowery Theatre was near the end of its life as a home for English- 
language drama, and well before this period it had come to be associated with blood- 
and- thunder melodramas and spectacular plays. In 1878 it closed and was renamed 
the Thalia. When it reopened, it staged German- language drama, reflecting the ethnic 
makeup of the area around it. Before the end of the nineteenth century, it would 
be abandoned by the Germans and come to be the home of Yiddish theater on the 
Lower East Side of Manhattan.
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 42. See the front- cover engraving in the New York Clipper, March 28, 1874; and 
“Advertising,” April 25, 1874.
 43. Odell notes this billing in his Annals of the New York Stage, 10:696.
 44. This song apparently does not survive, but the title indicates that it belongs to 
a category of song that expresses working- class solidarity. See Rodger, Champagne 
Charlie and Pretty Jemima, 121–23.

Chapter 4. The Second Generation of Performers
 1. There is very little evidence of salary levels in variety because few records from 
individual theaters survive. It appears, however, that wages declined in the wake of 
the economic crash and then stagnated for much of the rest of the century.
 2. The only evidence I have found that Maggie Weston was engaged in theater 
before 1874 is a reference to her as “a ballet girl” in the New York Sun, December 
29, 1871, 1, in an article that reported on a lawsuit by tenants against their landlady. 
It is entirely possible that Weston, like Wesner, had been active in ballet before she 
entered variety.
 3. The Bowery ceased functioning as an English- language theater in 1879, when 
it was transformed into the Thalia Theater under the management of Germans. It 
continued to offer German- language drama until 1891, when Jewish managers took 
on the theater, transforming it into a Yiddish theater.
 4. “Amusements,” New York Clipper, August 26, 1876, 175. Weston’s advertising 
placed by Woolcott & Co. began to use the term genteel in early 1876. See “Advertis-
ing,” New York Clipper, January 15, 1876, 331.
 5. There is evidence that Weston had a similar build to Blanche Selwyn, and reviews 
later note her as a substantial woman weighing more than two hundred pounds. See, 
for example, “Maloney’s Raffle Woes: The Stage Horse Napoleon Figures in Them,” 
New York Sun, October 19, 1895, 3.
 6. Harry Miner, ed., Harry Miner’s American Dramatic Directory for the Season of 
1884–’85.
 7. Aberle’s Tivoli Theatre had been located on the south side of Eighth Street 
between Second and Third Avenues, and he gave up his lease on this venue to open 
the New Tivoli two blocks to the west. He had also briefly operated Aberle’s American 
Theatre, previously the Third Avenue Theatre, at 443–45 Third Avenue. This theater, 
formerly operated by William Hitchcock, had housed both variety and melodrama, 
and perhaps Aberle intended to transfer his company to this venue, which closed just 
two months after he acquired it in November 1878. See T. Allston Brown, History of 
the New York Stage, 3:223–24.
 8. William Ellis Horton, Driftwood of the Stage, 126.
 9. Gerald Bordman, American Theatre: A Chronicle of Comedy and Drama, 178; 
Roger A. Hall, Performing the American Frontier, 1870–1906, 79.
 10. “St. Paul Theatres,” St. Paul Globe, December 15, 1902, 4.
 11. “Maggie Weston,” http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0922987/.
 12. “Comique Summer Garden,” National Republican (Washington, D.C.), July 28, 
1873, 4.
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 13. “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, April 17, 1875. Her weak voice supports the 
theory that she had begun her career in dance. Had she begun as a seriocomic, her 
weak voice would have elicited negative comment, and it is doubtful that she could 
have remained in variety in a singing role. While male impersonators were not held 
to the same high vocal standards as seriocomics, persistent complaints about weak 
singing show that skills in this area did matter.
 14. See Rodger, Champagne Charlie and Pretty Jemima, 149–57.
 15. “Amusements,” New York Clipper, October 30, 1875.
 16. This three- part structure reflects the old- fashioned approach of the managers 
who staged these troupes. During the 1860s, variety had moved from a three- part 
structure consisting of two acts of variety performances followed by a comic or topi-
cal afterpiece in the third act to a two- part structure that consisted of a long first act 
presenting variety performers followed by a comic afterpiece, most often a one- act 
burlesque or topical comedy. Female minstrelsy, like blackface minstrelsy, retained 
the three- part structure that was typical of all entertainment before the Civil War.
 17. “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, April 5, 1879, 15.
 18. The Chicago Daily Tribune reported on a number of Fisk’s conflicts with Iowa 
towns that had rescinded her license. See, for example, October 20, 1878, 11; and 
October 12, 1878, 5.
 19. The members of Fisk’s Troupe were listed among the arrivals at the Milwaukee 
hotel Newhall House in the Milwaukee Sentinel, April 12, 1878, 3.
 20. “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, April 1, 1876, 7.
 21. “City Summary,” New York Clipper, August 12, 1876, 166.
 22. “Advertising,” New York Clipper, December 9, 1876, 295.
 23. See Rodger, Champagne Charlie and Pretty Jemima, 168–77.
 24. Chicago Inter Ocean, March 16, 1888, 7.
 25. “City Summary,” New York Clipper, January 15, 1876.
 26. “City Summary,” New York Clipper, June 25, 1882, 222.
 27. Edward LeRoy Rice, Monarchs of Minstrelsy from “Daddy” Rice to Date, 150.
 28. “Burlesque News,” New York Clipper, December 23, 1911, 6; “Cleveland,” Variety, 
September 4, 1914, 33.

Chapter 5. Ella Wesner and English Male Impersonation
 1. “Foreign Show News—Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, July 1, 1876, 111.
 2. John Earl, “Building the Halls,” in Music Hall: The Business of Pleasure, edited 
by Peter Bailey, 2–9. This essay provides an architectural history of the buildings 
that housed music hall entertainments, and the changing architecture parallels the 
changing relationship between the audience and the performers.
 3. Dagmar Höher, “The Composition of Music Hall Audiences, 1850–1900,” 81–82.
 4. Dagmar Kift, The Victorian Music Hall: Culture, Class and Conflict, 70–71.
 5. While it was possible to protest the issuing of a theatrical license for a variety 
theater in some parts of the United States, and particularly in New York City, the 
piecemeal nature of American laws governing the theater worked against any sys-
tematic campaign to curtail the activity of these venues. Even in New York, moral 
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reformers had a difficult time fighting variety halls that complied with the letter of the 
licensing laws, and while they sometimes succeeded in preventing a license renewal, 
they often did not. See Rodger, Champagne Charlie and Pretty Jemima, 59–71.
 6. This terminology can be confusing because in the United States, variety enter-
tainment was superseded by more polite and more structured entertainment known 
as vaudeville that sought to attract a middle- class audience, while in England music 
hall entertainment came to be known as variety as it expanded its audience across 
class lines. In this chapter, the term variety will refer to the American form rather 
than the later English development.
 7. In 1877, for example, St. George Hussey had mentored and traveled with a young 
male impersonator who was still in her teens who was billed as “Little Robina.” See 
“The London Music Halls: Crowther’s,” London Era, July 8, 1877, 4. Later that year, 
Robina changed her name to Miss L. Robina, presumably because she was too mature 
for the term Little (“Provincial Theatricals,” London Era, October 14, 1877, 10), but 
the pair continued to travel and perform together through 1878. Robina was billed 
variously as a male impersonator, a seriocomic, a characteristic singer, and a dancer, 
and Robina began to use the name Lillian Robina before the end of that year. In 
late 1878, Rosie Madden, who was first billed as a ballad singer, joined Hussey and 
Robina, but in early 1879 Robina either left the stage or struck out on her own. From 
April until August 1879, St. George Hussey’s advertising also sought bookings for 
Rosie Madden, who was then described as a “Child Vocalist, Male Impersonator, 
and Dancer.” See, for example, “Advertising,” London Era, July 6, 1879, 20. Hussey 
may have been teaching these young women and mentoring them until they became 
established. Unfortunately, little information about Hussey survives, but she deserves 
more attention because it appears she was a quite remarkable woman.
 8. Sarah Maitland, Vesta Tilley, 24.
 9. New York Clipper, September 16, 1876, 199.
 10. New York Clipper, May 12, 1877, 55. Both of the reports quoted appeared in the 
“Variety Halls” section of the Foreign Show News report and were signed “One of 
your old correspondents.” The first was dated August 28 [1876], and the second was 
dated April 16 [1877].
 11. I have found only one example of a male impersonator performing at more 
than one theater in a single a night in New York, and that seems to have occurred 
because of the popularity of the performer and the proximity of the theaters rather 
than by necessity. During February 1874, Annie Hindle, then at the peak of her career, 
played at both the Olympic Theatre and the Grand Opera- House in New York City. 
She played for only one week at the Grand Opera- House during an extended booking 
at the Olympic. “City Summary,” New York Clipper, February 21–March 7, 1874.
 12. Parker Zellers, “The Cradle of Variety: The Concert Saloon,” 581.
 13. A description of Tony Pastor’s theater, printed in the New York Times, described 
a performance by Pastor: “Mr. Pastor then came on the stage and sang three songs. 
Before beginning the last one he announced that the chorus would be given with great 
effect, as he observed an unusual number of ‘the gang’ present. The song was ‘You’ll 
never miss the water till the well runs dry.’ At the conclusion of the first verse the boys 
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in the gallery faintly joined in the chorus. Mr. Pastor remarked that they would do 
better next time, as they were merely getting their voices in tune. The next chorus was 
sung considerably louder and tolerably well.” New York Times, January 31, 1875, 2.
 14. See Rodger, Champagne Charlie and Pretty Jemima, 85–97, for a more detailed 
discussion of seriocomic songs and singers in an American context.
 15. See London Era, October 26, 1851, 12; October 24, 1852, 11; and January 23, 1853, 
11.
 16. “Provincial Theatricals,” London Era, January 22, 1854, 10.
 17. “Advertising,” London Era, June 26, 1858, 1.
 18. “Advertising,” London Era, July 13, 1862, 1.
 19. “London Music Halls,” London Era, May 17, 1863, 12. This long and atypically 
opinionated review followed a letter to the editor of the Era in which “A Friend to 
Music” complained about the kinds of songs sung in the context of music hall and the 
fact that singers repeated familiar repertory from one venue to another, and from year 
to year, relying on a core repertory of old favorite songs. The writer also complained 
about the formulaic nature of the songs, rendering all popular songs very similar, 
and the practice of adding new verses to familiar choruses. My suspicion is that this 
author was not a regular attendee of music hall and did not join in the communal 
singing of the choruses. Nor did he understand that, for the often untrained singers 
in music hall, the formulaic nature of the songs enabled them to remember their 
material.
 20. “London Music Halls,” London Era, January 19, 1879, 4.
 21. I own two cartes de visite of Miss Raynham dating from the early 1860s. In the 
first, from London photographer Adolph Beau, she is dressed as a boy, with short 
hair, and was photographed in semiprofile with her arms crossed; she is shown from 
the waist up only. In the second, from the London Stereoscopic Company, she is 
shown seated on a chair, dressed as a poor boy in tattered clothing. Here she faces 
the camera, but her eyes look up and to the right so that she is not looking directly 
at the camera. A third image of her can be found at the online blog Footlight Notes, 
which is maintained by English theater enthusiast and photograph collector John 
Culme. In this image, she is dressed as a young man for her role in The Ticket of Leave 
Man, which she performed in 1863. She seems to be looking up from a notebook, in 
which she is keeping records. See http://footlightnotes.tumblr.com/post/48915558768/ 
a-carte- de- visite- photograph- of- miss- raynham.
 22. In England, like America, a small number of male impersonators dominated 
the scene, and these are the figures who tend to be mentioned in memoirs of the 
music hall published in the early twentieth century. The London Era reveals a much 
more complex history for English male impersonation, however, and there is a great 
need for more work to be done in recording the lives of early contemporaries of 
well- known performers such as Vesta Tilley.
 23. London Era, December 7, 1879, 20. Alice Lloyd (no relation to Marie Lloyd) 
billed herself as England’s “only acknowledged female tenor” from around 1876, but 
she was also listed in theater advertising as a male impersonator. This is also the case 
with Lizzie Valrose, another female tenor who first appeared in the pages of the Era 
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in 1878, who was advertised as a “female tenor,” “male impersonator,” and even a 
“serio” in different advertisements.
 24. “The Village Blacksmith,” music by H. Weiss (London: Cramer, Beale, 1855); “The 
Lament of the Blind Orphan Girl,” music by William B. Bradbury (New York: Atwill, 
1847); “Come into the Garden, Maud,” music by M. W. Balfe (London: Brewer, 1850s); 
“The White Squall,” by George Barker and John Braham (London: Paxton, 1800s); 
“The Death of Nelson,” by M. P. King and John Braham (London: W. Williams, 1862); 
“Anchor’s Weighed,” by John Braham (London: Donajowski, n.d.). All of these songs 
date back to the early nineteenth century, and a number have nautical associations. 
A number also continued to be sung in music halls into the late nineteenth century.
 25. “Provincial Theatricals,” London Era, November 13, 1870, 11.
 26. “London Music Halls,” London Era, May 4, 1879, 4.
 27. There was one performer in variety who billed herself as a “double- voiced 
vocalist.” Dora Dawron, who began her career in 1872 and was active for much of 
the rest of the century, was described as singing as an alto, but also as singing both 
soprano and baritone. She appears to have been a trained singer who could exploit 
the extremes of her range. Dawron is the only performer of this type I have found 
active in the United States.
 28. I have found only one American performer, Carrie Lewis, who performed an 
ethnic character. Lewis was active briefly during the 1870s and was a fairly minor 
performer. She may well have been German, despite her name, because much of 
her career was spent performing in German venues in and around New York, and 
she appears to have performed in German. As far as I can tell, male impersonators 
did not take on ethnic characters in the United States until after women began to 
perform broad comedy in the mid- 1880s.
 29. Maitland, Vesta Tilley, 25.
 30. Quoted in R. J. Broadbent, A History of Pantomime, 222–23. This quote is 
attributed to Davenport Adams, writing on the decline of pantomime, in the Theatre 
(January 1882). The quote is also remarkably like the reaction of American moral 
reformers to the spread of concert saloons onto Broadway in New York. See Rodger, 
Champagne Charlie and Pretty Jemima.
 31. Maitland, Vesta Tilley, 25. More recently, scholars have noted that there was 
ample room for double entendres and subtle suggestiveness in pantomime, but even 
so the context no doubt curtailed the degree of improvisation allowed to performers 
and also affected the language, references, and jokes performers could use.
 32. Maitland, Vesta Tilley, 108–10, discusses Tilley’s performance style at length. In 
an advertisement announcing her name change from “the Great Little Tilley” to “Vesta 
Tilley” placed in the London Era, April 7, 1878, 20, a review is quoted that reads: “Mr 
Sweasey’s patrons find him ever prepared to offer them a programme full of good 
things, and just none of these are more noticeable or worthy of praise than the doings 
of the Great Tilley. This is a little lady not far into her teens, who has a pretty face, a 
sweet voice, and a captivating style. Tilley prefers to appear in male costume, and, as 
she dresses remarkably well and conducts herself like a lady, we are ready to admit 
the claim she puts forward in one of her impersonations as a perfect little gentleman.”
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 33. Bessie Bonehill was never billed as a male impersonator in English music hall, 
although her advertising highlighted her portrayal of young men, particularly sailors, 
as well as other female characters. When Bonehill toured American variety/vaudeville, 
however, she performed male characters exclusively. This change in repertoire and 
billing suggests that, even in the late 1880s and early 1890s, there was a recognition 
by American managers of the appeal of English male impersonators. It may well be 
that many of the characters performed by other English character singers (such as the 
costermonger or the flower seller) did not translate well to an American audience.
 34. London Era, April 21, 1878, 10.
 35. Michael Pisani discusses the relaxation of licensing laws and the increased 
competition between theaters and music halls in London in his book Music for the 
Melodramatic Stage in London and New York, 207–43. Dagmar Kift addresses the 
same question from the perspective of music hall managers in her work Victorian 
Music Hall.
 36. While it is not clear how old Alice Lloyd or Bertie Stokes was at this period, 
they were both likely only in their late teens or early twenties. Kate Harley, who 
continued to perform into the 1870s and later, was probably older than Wesner, but 
her career had faded considerably by the time Wesner arrived and she may well have 
been largely forgotten by audiences.
 37. Advertising, London Era, April 13, 1879, 20; July 6, 1879, 20.
 38. London Era, December 3, 1876, 4.
 39. London Era, January 28, 1877, 5. It is unclear whether the songs mentioned in 
this review were English or American. It is likely that the song referred to as “My 
grandad was a soldier” was “Uncle Sam: The Great Military Song,” which was a 
march written by J. J. White (Philadelphia: William Boner, 1874). This song began 
with the line “My grandad was a soldier who fought in ’76” and commemorated the 
American Revolution and its approaching centenary.
 40. “London Music Halls,” London Era, December 14, 1879, 4.
 41. “Dundee Music Hall,” Dundee Telegraph, December 10, 1878, 2.
 42. Review from the Birmingham Daily Globe quoted in advertising placed by 
Wesner in the London Era, June 13, 1880, 20.
 43. See, for example, the review of Wesner’s performance at the Talbot Palace of 
Varieties in Nottingham, “Provincial Theatricals,” London Era, February 25, 1877, 9.

Chapter 6. Changing Performance Contexts and Management Styles  
in the 1880s
 1. Terminology relating to the decent and sexualized variety can be confusing. The 
term variety was used until the end of the nineteenth century, but by the 1880s it was 
being used interchangeably with the term vaudeville. By the early 1900s, vaudeville 
became the preferred term. Similarly, what I refer to as sexualized variety was called 
low- class variety before the 1880s. The term female minstrelsy came to dominate in the 
1880s, and by the early 1900s the term burlesque became dominant. It is important not 
to confuse burlesque of the early 1900s with literary burlesque of the mid- nineteenth 
century, or even Lydia Thompson’s style of burlesque of the 1860s and 1870s. Female 
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minstrelsy was inspired by Lydia Thompson’s success, but it maintained the three- part 
structure of old- style variety and the minstrel show and consisted of a minstrel first 
part, a variety olio, and a one- act burlesque in the third part. Considerably more 
research needs to be conducted on female minstrelsy, but finding evidence of these 
troupes can be problematic because they often performed at theaters that were not 
visited by theatrical reviewers.
 2. For a history of early variety and the developments that occurred in the form 
before the 1880s, see Rodger, Champagne Charlie and Pretty Jemima.
 3. Information about Sun and his circuit can be found in the newspaper articles 
published in the states in which Sun was active. See, for example, “Former Local 
Theater Owner, Showman Gus Sun Dead at 90,” Portsmouth (Ohio) Times, October 
2, 1959, 1; and “Gus Sun Circuit Doubles in Deal with Independents,” Uniontown 
(Pa.) Morning Herald, November 29, 1920, 7.
 4. See Rodger, Champagne Charlie and Pretty Jemima.
 5. A brief biography of Hubert Heuck can be found in Charles Theodore Greve, 
Centennial History of Cincinnati and Representative Citizens, 829–30.
 6. Advertising, Music and Drama (October 14, 1882): 2.
 7. Bernard L. Peterson Jr., A Century of Musicals in Black and White: An Encyclo-
pedia of Musical Stage Works by, about, or Involving African Americans, 91; Cullen, 
Hackman, and McNeilly, Vaudeville Old and New, 557, 163–64.
 8. Pictures of Koster & Bial’s Music Hall and saloon, nicknamed “the Corner,” 
can be found at the website “Daytonian in Manhattan,” http://daytoninmanhattan.
blogspot.com/2010/06/corner- 6th- avenue- and- 24th- streets.html.
 9. New York Morning Telegraph, July 23, 1901, clipping found in Locke Envelope 
#1065, Billy Rose Theater Collection.
 10. “Amusements: Koster & Bial’s,” New York Times, February 15, 1886, 4.
 11. Rennold Wolf, “Vulgar Vaudeville Sped with Its Sponsor: Passing of Koster & 
Bial’s Begins Era of Cleanliness,” New York Morning Telegraph, July 23, 1901, 7.
 12. “Stage Whispers,” National Police Gazette, December 9, 1882, 3.
 13. I have not been able to find an obituary for St. George Hussey, but an article 
published in the New York Times in 1912 lists her among a number of dead actors 
honored at Woodlawn Cemetery. “Old Time Favorites Remembered in Floral Dis-
tribution at Woodlawn,” New York Times, July 3, 1912, 11.
 14. “Music and the Drama: Fun on the Bristol,” Boston Daily Advertiser, March 30, 
1880, 1.
 15. Wanganui (New Zealand) Chronicle, September 20, 1901, 3.
 16. “Amusements: Fun on the Bristol,” Milwaukee Sentinel, January 29, 1886, 4.
 17. Ibid.
 18. Richard Michel Taillon, Good, Reliable, White Men: Railroad Brotherhoods, 
1877–1917, 134. Taillon’s discussions of the shifting aspirations and relationships 
between different segments of the railroad professions resonate with writing in both 
the National Police Gazette as well as the sentiments expressed in variety songs dur-
ing the 1870s and 1880s. If anything, the songs and popular press sources register 
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the shifts he recognizes a little earlier than the writings in professional journals or 
brotherhood records, but also in a less articulate and coherent way.

Chapter 7. Male Impersonation in the 1880s and 1890s
 1. For more about Fisk and her troupe, see Rodger, Champagne Charlie and Pretty 
Jemima, 158–167.
 2. New York Clipper, September 12, 1914, 18.
 3. Titusville (Pa.) Herald, December 16, 1879, 4.
 4. Advertising, New York Clipper, October 9, 1880, 231; “Variety Halls,” New York 
Clipper, October 30, 1880, 251.
 5. National Republican (Washington, D.C.), October 6, 1875, n.p.
 6. Boston Globe, November 25, 1883, n.p.
 7. Philadelphia North American, October 12, 1880, 4.
 8. Boston Daily Advertiser, December 18, 1880, 1; February 19, 1881, 1.
 9. Philadelphia North American, November 15, 1881, 1. On November 22, 1881, the 
Decatur (Ill.) Review noted that Lizzie Wesner’s funeral took place on November 15 
in Philadelphia.
 10. “Variety Halls,” New York Clipper, February 24, 1883, 798.
 11. Frankie Howe, “Circuit Court Testimony, Frankie Howe,” December 31, 1895, 
Saginaw County, Michigan, held in the Eddy Historical Collection, 5–6, 22. In his 
study of Michigan logging, Jeremy W. Kilar notes that Bordwell’s opera house, which 
some sources dismiss as merely a bordello, was a “fancy honky- tonk where some 
legitimate shows were staged; however, more often than not naked women danced 
on the tables and the upper crust didn’t attend.” Jeremy W. Kilar, Michigan’s Lumber-
towns: Lumbermen and Laborers in Saginaw, Bay City and Muskegon, 1870–1905, 96.
 12. Milwaukee Sentinel, May 17, 1885, 6. In a column that included miscellaneous 
stage gossip, the St. Louis Globe- Democrat, June 21, 1885, 11, reported that Wesner 
was paid thirty dollars per week by the cigarette company for her services.
 13. The New York Clipper and other newspapers referred to Bernard as Wesner’s 
cousin, but I suspect she was the daughter of one of Wesner’s younger sisters. In either 
case, there was certainly a family connection between the Bernards and the Wesners.
 14. “Variety and Minstrel Gossip,” New York Clipper, September 26, 1885, 437; 
“Professionals’ Bureau—Variety,” New York Clipper, October 3, 1885, 455; “Dramatic 
and Musical: The Casino,” St. Louis Globe- Democrat, October 25, 1885, 15.
 15. “New York City,” New York Clipper, October 17, 1885, 485.
 16. New York World, October 7, 1885, 5.
 17. St. Louis Daily Globe- Democrat, October 25, 1885, 15; November 1, 1885, 11.
 18. “Indiana: Indianapolis,” New York Clipper, November 14, 1885, 564.
 19. St. Louis Globe- Democrat, October 25, 1885, 15.
 20. Advertising, New York Clipper, May 30, 1885, 176.
 21. Richard W. North, “English Hotel and Opera House.”
 22. Huntington (Ind.) Democrat, October 29, 1885, 3. Advertising for the piece ran 
in the same newspapers on October 22, 1885, 5.
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 23. “New York City,” New York Clipper, March 20, 1886, 5; May 15, 1886, 137.
 24. The Tony Pastor Collection held by the Harry Ransom Center at the University 
of Texas at Austin includes a number of Pastor’s account books from the 1880s. These 
account books provide a wealth of material relating to the costs borne by variety 
managers in that period as well as indications of the pay rates for variety performers. 
While examining these account books, I noticed that the names of variety performers 
occasionally appeared in the columns noting amounts being paid from the theater’s 
accounts, and then later smaller amounts would be listed under the same performers’ 
names under income. While no explanation for these payments was supplied in the 
books, it began to look to me as though Pastor loaned money out to old friends and 
colleagues, and those people paid him back as they were able.
 25. These efforts began in the mid- 1890s with increased police surveillance and 
escalated until 1900, when routine annual license renewals began to be declined. 
See “Coney Island Redivivus,” New York Times, June 4, 1894, 4; and “Coney Island’s 
Trouble,” New York Times, April 8, 1900, 3.
 26. See, for example, “An Appeal for an Old Timer: Ella and Mary Wesner in Need 
of Assistance,” New York Clipper, July 22, 1911, 10. The Clipper ran a number of small 
items about Wesner in the early twentieth century, noting her modest circumstances, 
and all of these served to keep her in the minds of those performers who had known 
her over the years and who may have been able to supplement what little income she 
had.
 27. The Evergreen Cemetery records indicate this fact, and it may have been noted 
on the old grave marker that stood on the grave, but the new marker installed in the 
1990s to make mowing easier is smaller and contains only Ella Wesner’s information.
 28. Grand Rapids Telegram- Herald, June 7, 1886, 4.
 29. New York Clipper, June 12, 1886, 198. See Rodger, Champagne Charlie and Pretty 
Jemima, 141–46, for theatrical gossip relating to Hindle’s offstage life and her multiple 
marriages. In addition, I have found additional marriage records that suggest that 
Annie Hindle had been using the name Charles in order to marry women from as 
early as 1868. There is a record from Washington, D.C., for Charles Hindle and Nel-
lie Howard, who married on December 28, 1868. During this period, Annie Hindle 
and Nellie Howard, a jig dancer, were performing on the same bill at the Baltimore 
Opera House. On November 23, 1870, Charles Hindle married Blanche Du Vere in 
Washington, D.C., while Annie Hindle and De Vere were performing together at 
Metropolitan Hall in that city. This marriage did not last beyond early 1871, which 
might be why Hindle published the poem “Oh! Foolish Heart,” which expresses hurt 
at the end of a relationship, in April 1871.
 30. In my book Champagne Charlie and Pretty Jemima, I wrongly asserted that 
the marriage had derailed the tour and that Hindle’s career had collapsed. Newly 
available online databases, such as the invaluable keyword- searchable copies of the 
New York Clipper at http://www.fultonhistory.com as well as regional newspapers 
from the Midwest and the Northeast of the United States, such as the database Gale’s 
19th Century U.S. Newspapers and NewspaperArchive.com, have allowed me to fill 
in performance details for Hindle for the later 1880s and 1890s. While details of her 
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professional life continue to be fragmentary during these decades, it now appears 
that she worked almost continuously in the period after she and Ryan married.
 31. Buffalo Evening News, September 27, 1887, 1.
 32. New York Clipper, January 2, 1892, 725; July 22, 1893, 324; September 23, 1893, 
474.
 33. See “The Bell Sisters at Rest,” National Police Gazette, June 3, 1899, 4 (a descrip-
tion of the couple appears on page 6).
 34. The first report of the wedding was published in the New York Sun on July 
5, 1892, 1. The article noted the wedding and repeated most of the article that the 
newspaper had printed in the wake of Annie Ryan’s death and funeral. The Auburn 
(N.Y.) Daily Bulletin ran a summary of this article on July 5, 1892, 1. The next report 
was published in the Troy (N.Y.) Daily Times on July 14, 1892, 2, and this related, in 
a rather tongue- in- cheek way, the reporter’s conversation with Hindle and her new 
wife. On July 18, 1892, the Chicago Tribune ran a short item with the headline “A 
Wedded Puzzle” (2). This short article was reprinted in a number of newspapers in 
the Midwest. The last time the wedding received any attention was on July 24, 1892, 
when Hindle was cited as an example of mental illness and sexual perversion in 
reporting on the murder trial of Alice Mitchell, who had killed Freda Ward, a young 
woman she claimed she loved, in Memphis. The New York Sun reprinted coverage 
from a Memphis source on July 24, 1892, 5.
 35. New York Clipper, July 24, 1896, 335.
 36. “Locals about Home: The Talk of the Town,” Schuylerville (N.Y.) Standard, 
January 2, 1901.
 37. “Vaudeville and Minstrel,” New York Clipper, July 23, 1904, 486.
 38. New York Clipper, November 19, 1904, 901.

Chapter 8. English Male Impersonation in America
 1. London Daily News, October 7, 1880, 7.
 2. Advertising, New York Clipper, October 1, 1881, 459.
 3. Advertising, New York Clipper, April 22, 1882, 85.
 4. Both St. George Hussey and Ella Wesner were part of Tony Pastor’s Combina-
tion in 1882 and Davene’s Colossal Allied Attraction in 1882–83. Hussey was on the 
same bill as Annie Hindle in Philadelphia during 1883. See “Variety Halls,” New York 
Clipper, January 20, 1883, 718; and September 29, 1883, 456.
 5. Advertising, New York Clipper, October 1, 1991, 469.
 6. “The Theatres: Boylston Museum,” Boston Advertiser, September 18, 1883, 8.
 7. “Amusements,” Chicago Daily Inter Ocean, August 30, 1896, 33.
 8. “Stage Gossip,” Galveston (Tex.) Daily News, July 28, 1889, 9.
 9. Clipping found in a scrapbook of Bonehill’s clippings in the Billy Rose Theater 
Collection.
 10. Ibid.
 11. Ibid.
 12. Black Cat, November 15, 1889. Clipping found in ibid.
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 13. New York Times, November 5, 1889, 4.
 14. “ New Turns in Music Halls: Vesta Tilley’s Prodigious Welcome at Tony Pas-
tor’s,” New York Times, August 17, 1894, 5.
 15. Ibid.
 16. Boston Advertiser, January 15, 1898, 5.
 17. New York Times, August 17, 1894, 5.
 18. Cullen, Hackman, and McNeilly, Vaudeville Old and New, 237–38.
 19. “Latest News by Telegraph,” New York Clipper, September 8, 1883, 404.
 20. George Chauncey notes that male homosexuals constituted a recognizable 
subculture in the largely immigrant Bowery district in New York City by the 1890s 
and had been offered as part the entertainment and sex business present in this 
district since the 1870s. George Chauncey, Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, 
and the Making of the Gay Male World, 1890–1940, 33–34, 36–37.
 21. Ibid., 80.
 22. “It’s Dudish You Know!,” words and music by Charlie Reed (Boston: Chas. D. 
Blake, 1885). This sheet music is held by the Lester Levy Sheet Music Collection (Box 
137, Item 36).
 23. E. Anthony Rotundo, American Manhood: Transformations in Masculinity from 
the Revolution to the Modern Era, 271–72.
 24. Maitland, Vesta Tilley, 39–40.
 25. See, for example, “A Question of Ribbons,” Chicago Inter Ocean, May 23, 1895, 
8; and “What the Men Are Wearing,” Chicago Inter Ocean, July 21, 1895, 35. While the 
first of these articles takes a light, almost satirical tone, the second seriously debates 
the merits of this method of fastening shirt cuffs.
 26. This style of performance seems not to be significantly different from male 
performance styles of the nineteenth century and also from early male impersonators 
who mimicked them.
 27. This recording can be found on The Golden Years of the Music Hall (CD- SDL 
380, Saydisc, 1990).
 28. Maitland, Vesta Tilley, 108–9.
 29. “A Nice Quiet Week,” lyrics J. P. Harington, music by Geo. Le Brun (London: 
Francis, Day & Hunter, 1894). The lyrics to this song can be found at http://www 
.traditionalmusic.co.uk/songster/43- a- nice- quiet- week.htm.
 30. “Eton Boy Song; Showing Aunt Matilda ’Round the Town,” words and music 
by E. W. Rogers (New York: T. B. Harms, 1897). The sheet music for this song is held 
by the New York Public Library and is available as part of its digital collection at 
http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/510d47e0- c09a- a3d9- e040- e00a18064a99#/ 
?uuid=510d47e0- c09a- a3d9- e040- e00a18064a99.
 31. “The New Policeman,” written and composed by E. W. Rogers (1896). The lyrics 
to this song, and to much of Tilley’s repertoire, can be found at http://monologues 
.co.uk/musichall/Vesta- Tilley.htm.
 32. “Jolly Good Luck to the Girl That Loves a Soldier,” words by Fred W. Leigh, music 
by Kenneth Lyle (1906). The lyrics to this song can be found at http://monologues 
.co.uk/musichall/Vesta- Tilley.htm.
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 33. “The Army of Today’s All Right,” words by Fred W. Leigh, by music Kenneth 
Lyle (1914), found at http://monologues.co.uk/musichall/Vesta- Tilley.htm.
 34. See, for example, Dramatic Mirror, October 23, 1915, 19; and June 10, 1916, 10.
 35. “Vaudeville Salaries,” Boston Advertiser, February 26, 1896, 8.
 36. An advertisement for Vesta Tilley’s performances at the Orpheum in 1903 
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York Times, December 6, 1903, 14. See also Hartley Davis, “In Vaudeville,” 236, 239.
 37. Advertising, New York Clipper, May 25, 1895, 180. This duo is listed as part of 
Reilly and Wood’s burlesque troupe of 1894–95 in a longer article, “Burlesque News: 
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 38. “Amusements,” Chicago Inter Ocean, July 14, 1895, 37.
 39. Advertising, New York Clipper, November 23, 1895, 608.
 40. Florenze Tempest, for example, performed a sister act with her sister Marion 
Sunshine, beginning around 1913. When Sunshine left the act several years later to 
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character as she was paired with a male partner, Homer Dickinson.
 41. Anthony Slide, ed., The Encyclopedia of Vaudeville, 24, 25.
 42. Untitled, undated clipping in the “Della Fox” file, Billy Rose Theater Collection.
 43. Della Fox, “Stage Life,” Opera Glass (May 1894), clipping found in Robinson 
Locke Collection, Ser. 3 v.495:157–58, at the New York Public Library at Lincoln Center.
 44. New York World, June 2, 1900.
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in the Robinson Locke Scrapbook, Ser. 3 v.495:47.
 46. Robinson Locke Scrapbook, Ser. 3 v.495:57.
 47. Los Angeles Examiner, August 23, 1907; Louisville Times, December 27, 1911.
 48. The photograph, taken around 1910, was found in the “Della Fox” file, Billy 
Rose Theater Collection.
 49. Variety, May 27, 1911, 22.
 50. Clipping from Della Fox’s clipping file in the Billy Rose Theater Collection.
 51. Variety, January 20, 1906, 8.
 52. New York Times, April 2, 1904, 9.
 53. Channing Pollock, “Oases in the Theatrical Desert.”
 54. New York Times, October 13, 1909, 22.
 55. Variety, May 21, 1910, 16; Boston Post, May 26, 1910, 14.
 56. Wichita Daily Times, August 7, 1921, 10.
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September 3, 1988, http://articles.latimes.com/1988- 09- 03/news/mn- 2872_1_kitty- 
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 59. “Obituaries: Pauline Koner; Pioneer Modern Dancer,” Los Angeles Times, Feb-
ruary 10, 2001, http://articles.latimes.com/2001/feb/10/local/me- 23770.
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Chapter 9. Male Impersonation in the New Century
 1. Ella Shields worked until her death, at the age of seventy- three, in 1952. Hetty 
King also continued to be active until her death, in 1972, at the age of eighty- nine.
 2. Unions and professional brotherhoods varied when it came to representing 
immigrant populations, particularly the newly arriving immigrants from eastern 
and southern Europe. African Americans were generally excluded, especially in the 
most conservative unions such as the railroad brotherhoods.
 3. The other prominent use of the term wage slave is in newspapers from the western 
states in which it is used, satirically, to refer to men on the East Coast who preferred 
urban spaces and the comfort of city life. This hostility was also expressed in the 
definition of the dude as an easterner who is out of place in the West or rural spaces. 
But these commentaries share a valorizing of physicality and the knowledge gained 
through physical labor over creature comforts and soft city life. This serves to recast 
the rural- urban debate, which had long been a part of American culture, in slightly 
different terms in order to cast settlers in areas that had been more recently acquired 
for the nation in a heroic light. This desire for heroism is also found in labor writing.
 4. “The Woman in League,” Birmingham (Ala.) Labor Advocate, June 3, 1899, 1.
 5. For example, the National Police Gazette printed an elaborate lithograph of young 
college men carousing with respectable young women who were identified as the 
daughters of citizens of Burlington, Vermont. The headline for the accompanying 
article was “Collegians on a Lark: A Crowd of Lively ‘Sophs’ Have a Midnight Orgie 
with a Party of Young Ladies.” It noted that the group made so much noise in their 
revelry that they were discovered by professors, who made sure that the young women 
were taken home and the affair was covered up. The header at the top of this section 
of the newspaper was “Whispers of Scandal,” and it included stories of misbehavior 
including that of a minister and a murder (National Police Gazette, February 18, 1882, 
3). The tone of this story, and of many of the stories printed by this newspaper, is snide 
and full of mock outrage, and it is just one of many stories the newspaper carried 
that give the impression that the respectable middle-  and upper- class population 
was hypocritical and held to different standards than ordinary working people.
 6. Levine, Highbrow/Lowbrow, 195–97.
 7. Given that acting was, to some degree, a hereditary family profession until the 
later nineteenth century, perhaps it is useful to view the ease with which actresses 
gave up their fathers’ family names and adopted those of their husbands as an indica-
tion that they still viewed marriage as an alliance between two skilled artisans active 
in the same trade. They were less concerned that their audience would necessarily 
remember who they were, or care to follow their careers, than they were concerned 
with alliances within a highly competitive international world of actors. Only in the 
last decades of the century, as acting opened more to outsiders and became more 
rooted in a single location, or country, as a result, did this change. The change was 
also driven by increased public interest in the lives of theatrical people, which was 
spurred by the proliferation of magazines and publications that carried news of the-
atrical people. The growing decency of theatrical people is indicated by the fact that 
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theatrical gossip moved from sections of local daily newspapers that carried news of 
interest to men—sports, politics, crime, and trade—to sections of newspapers that 
specifically catered to female readers.
 8. See, for example, “Why an Actress Cannot Wear Trousers Like a Man,” New York 
Journal, February 13, 1898; “Fascination of Masculine Garb for Ambitious Actresses,” 
New York Morning Telegraph, July 5, 1903; “Actors Not Needed! Actresses Who Play 
Men’s Parts So Well That It Is Solemnly Suggested We Might Get along without Men 
on the Stage at All,” American Journal- Examiner, 1904, Billy Rose Theater Collection, 
Box MWEZ+n.c. 26.791; and “Stage Arts Adamless Eden. Are Men Actors Really 
Needed? Countless Charming Substitutes Bravely Tackle Trousered Roles,” New 
York Herald Magazine, July 10, 1904. All of these anonymously authored newspaper 
clippings were found in the Robinson Locke Collection (Box MWEZ+n.c. 26.791), 
Billy Rose Theater Collection.
 9. “Woman and Home: The ‘Mannish’ Woman,” Ames (Iowa) Intelligencer, May 
12, 1883, 12. This article, which was attributed to “M. E. W. S.” and was reprinted 
from Demorest’s Monthly, ran in a number of midwestern small- town newspapers 
during May 1883. I have found it in newspapers from Cedar Rapids, Iowa; Marshall, 
Michigan; and Logansport, Indiana.
 10. Katherine Grey, “My Beginnings”; Maud Pingree, “Are Women of the Stage 
Happy?”
 11. Vesta Tilley, “The Mannish Woman,” Pittsburgh Gazette Home Journal, April 
3, 1904, 5, found in Robinson Locke Collection (Envelope #2358), Billy Rose Theater 
Collection.
 12. Maitland, Vesta Tilley, 56.
 13. Ibid., 55–56.
 14. New York Dramatic Mirror, May 5, 1894, 4. By high- heeled slippers, the author 
is probably referencing female shoes with a slightly raised heel of an inch or less. 
Commercial postcards and photographs of Tilley in men’s evening dress and wearing 
those shoes circulated in the early twentieth century. As I have noted, I have no proof 
that Ella Wesner’s presence in England caused Tilley to switch to portraying male 
characters exclusively, and I have found no evidence that the two women ever worked 
at the same venue or met. But this does not mean this claim is untrue, although it is 
the only time I have seen this claim made.
 15. Keith- Albee report books that document bills presented in Keith’s theaters in 
Boston, Rhode Island, and other theaters in the Northeast survive and are held by 
the University of Iowa Library. Most of these theaters appear to have been small- 
time theaters, but the descriptions of the acts contained in these report books are 
invaluable.
 16. In a very real sense, theater people had always employed this tactic in dealing 
with the general public. So, for example, when Annie Hindle married Annie Ryan 
in Grand Rapids, the members of her company expressed shock and horror to the 
local press when asked about the event and denied knowing anything about Hindle’s 
gender. Similarly, when acts were discovered to be frauds, or not what they were 
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billed to be, the manager employed the same approach, casting himself as a victim 
alongside his audience. This allowed the audience to feel that the manager was serving 
their interests when fraud was discovered, but managers were also part of the larger 
theatrical profession and sometimes had long- standing ties to the fraudulent act 
before and after the event. In many cases, there was only a slim chance that managers 
were not aware of the events about which they feigned shocked surprise.
 17. Florenze Tempest’s name was Florence Tempest Ijames, and her sister’s was 
Marion Sunshine Ijames. Tempest’s first name was spelled “Florence” earlier in the 
1910s when she and her sister were partners, but she began to spell it as the more 
gender- indeterminate “Florenze” once she began working solo.
 18. “Reviews of New Plays: New Amsterdam—Little Nemo,” New York Dramatic 
Mirror, October 31, 1908, 3. The New York Dramatic Mirror reported that Tempest 
had signed a three- year contract with Florenz Ziegfeld in 1907 (“Vaudeville Jottings,” 
August 31, 1907, 16) and that he intended to build a musical comedy around her, but 
I have found no evidence that this occurred, although she does appear to have been 
part of Ziegfeld’s Follies touring company during 1907–8 (“Philadelphia,” New York 
Dramatic Mirror, January 11, 1908, 6). Tempest and Sunshine may have been work-
ing either separately or together in musical comedy or in vaudeville before 1907, but 
I have not yet found evidence of it. The Klaw and Erlanger production is the first 
production I have found that mentions their names, and then there are few scattered 
records until around 1912 or 1913, when they begin appearing as a team in theaters 
associated with the Keith- Albee circuit. In the intervening period, the pair may well 
have been working either as minor vaudevillians or in smaller and unnamed chorus 
roles in musical comedy.
 19. “Vaudeville,” New York Clipper, December 8, 1920, 8; “F. Tempest Bankrupt,” 
Variety, May 20, 1921, 5.
 20. “Song and Comedy Win at Riverside,” New York Dramatic Mirror, July 8, 1919, 
1060.
 21. “On Stage and Screen,” Utica (N.Y.) Daily Press, April 1, 1925, 2.
 22. Quoted in Robert Snyder, The Voice of the City: Vaudeville and Popular Culture 
in New York, 142.
 23. Variety, January 18, 1928, 38.
 24. Quoted in Snyder, Voice of the City, 143.
 25. John DiMeglio, Vaudeville U.S.A., 50–51.
 26. Allen, Horrible Prettiness, 236–40.
 27. New York Times, November 8, 1907, 9.
 28. Boston Post, November 15, 1887, 4.
 29. Advertisement for The Two Thieves company, Titusville (Pa.) Herald, January 27, 
1891, 1; New York Dramatic Mirror, May 2, 1891, 15. In this latter advertisement, which 
sought to familiarize her to members of the theatrical profession, she described her 
skills as “soubrette, song and dance,” indicating that she could work in both operetta 
and musical comedy as well as in the context of vaudeville in a self- contained act.
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Aberle and star of his 
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an unknown studio, 
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dressed in male 
costume. Photograph 
by Stereoscopic Co., 
London, ca. 1870.

Ella Wesner, Little Beauties cigarette card. 
Photograph by Sarony, ca. 1880.



Bessie Bonehill. Postcard, 
ca. 1900.

Ella Wesner. Photograph by Elite 
Studios, San Francisco, ca. 1887.



Ella Wesner in burlesque costume 
for male character. Cigarette card, 
Double 5 Tobacco, ca. 1910.

Vesta Tilley, dressed as a 
soldier, riding a bicycle. 
Postcard, Philco Series, 
London, ca. 1900s.



Vesta Tilley, dressed as a young clerk, smoking. Postcard, Philco Series, 
London, ca. 1900s.



Julia Marlowe. Photograph by 
Newsboy, New York, 1892.

Della Fox, in male 
costume in Wang. 
Photograph by 
Sarony, New York, 
ca. 1890.



Lillian Russell, in male costume in The Little Duke. Photographer unknown, 
ca. 1900.



Ella Shields in costume. 
Photographer unknown, ca. 1920.

Hetty King, dressed as a 
soldier. Postcard, Philco 
Series, ca. 1910s.



Hetty King, dressed as a principal boy for pantomime performance. Postcard, 
F. V., Ltd., ca. 1910s.


