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The)/ Were Too Smart

Mrs. Crane Brittany: Have your ancestors ever been traced?
Cleo Borden: Well—yes. But they were too smart. They
couldn’t catch 'em.
—Mae West as Cleo Borden, Goin’to Town, 1935

n the early 1970s, rumors circulated that after Mae West’s death, her

deepest secret would be revealed publicly for the first time. A few wa-

gered someone would finally verify that the celebrated symbol of

brazen female sexuality was not really a woman but a man. Others
speculated that a source would confirm that West had African-American
roots, that one of her ancestors had passed for white. Mae toyed with those
bolder journalists who confronted her with the persistent rumors that she
was a man, and when one writer, John Kobal, questioned her on her racial
background and preference for the blues, she admitted only that “her affinity
for black music was because it’s the best there is.” But all those who antici-
pated a bombshell at her death were to be eventually disappointed. In 1980,
at the age of eighty-seven, Mae West died and was buried with the secrets
that she was believed to have so carefully guarded throughout her life.'

Mae West’s death certificate, signed by a physician and an undertaker,
confirms that she was all woman. It is more difficult to rule out the possibil-
ity that she had African-American ancestry. While three of her four grand-
parents were undisputedly European born, the ethnicity of her paternal
grandfather, John Edwin West, is harder to pinpoint. He first appears in
public records only after the Civil War, in 1866, when the Manhattan city di-
rectory shows him living on the Lower East Side, one block from the notori-
ous Bowery.

The one sure fact about John Edwin West is that he had been a seafarer—
a rigger who worked on whaling ships. The rest of his background remains a
mystery. His recorded birth date varied between 1819 and 1830; his birth-
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places diverged widely and included New York, Maine, Newfoundland, and
even England. His death certificate indicated that he arrived in New York in
1821, at the age of two, and that his parents were named John and Edith, but
there is nothing to corroborate this or to confirm where John Edwin West re-
ally spent his young life. Perhaps, like other working-class people, he remained
undocumented by a society focused on the elite and privileged. But he may
have also evaded record keepers, purposefully obscuring his background.

Mae West often declared that her grandfather had come from a long line
of John Wests. For visitors, she proudly displayed a genealogy of a West
family, mainly from Virginia and purported to have descended from Alfred
the Great. This impressive lineage may have been more a public projection
than a private admission; West often exaggerated or embellished her per-
sonal history. Still, these accounts not only offered glimpses into her self-
perceptions but almost always were grounded in an element of truth. She
frequently provided significant verifiable information on her family — with
the exception of John Edwin West, the only grandparent for whom she vol-
unteered no information on background or origins. Perhaps this vagueness
was intentional, explicable if John Edwin, or one of his forebears, had es-
caped bondage and passed for white. Many enslaved African-American
sailors took advantage of their mobility and escaped north; some of those
who were light-skinned passed. While no documents substantiate that John
Edwin did, similarly none prove that he did not. But his nebulous back-
ground, the reality that 5o percent of those serving on whaling vessels were
black, and his absence in public records until slavery’s end suggest that it was
possible. Even his wife and children were uncertain about or unwilling to
discuss his origins, often giving conflicting information about his past.?

Whatever his background, of all of her grandparents, John Edwin made
the strongest impression on Mae, who found him a fascinating storyteller of
maritime adventures. Mae remembered him as healthy and vigorous. He
must have been, for only the most able-bodied seamen had the strength and
agility to work clipper ships’ towering masts and endure gruelingly long
whaling voyages. She also insisted that despite his long career on the rough
seas, John Edwin was a pious man. A devout Methodist, he fell to his knees
in prayer at each meal and at the end of family visits. She also told how in his
advanced years he proudly showed off a near-perfect set of teeth, missing
only one that he had decided to pull himself.

Despite his enigmatic early years, later records show that in 1852 John Ed-
win took a wife, a twelve-year-old Irish Catholic immigrant named Mary Jane
Copley. The daughter of Julia (née Copple) and Martin Copley, Mary Jane
had come to the United States in 1848, joining thousands who fled Ireland
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during the potato famine. At the age of fifteen, she bore a daughter, Edith,
who was probably born in Brooklyn.’

The West family initially remained small. Although Mary Jane eventually
bore eleven children, she lost five in infancy. Her second healthy child was
the hearty and spunky John Junior, who was born in March of 1866, over ten
years after his older sister. Known as Jack, he was born in his parents’ home
on the Lower East Side. An early photograph of him shows a determined
toddler with wavy black hair and steely eyes gazing steadily into the camera.

Jack West came into a turbulent world. A year before his birth, the Civil
War ended and President Abraham Lincoln was assassinated. His father did
not serve in the conflict; sailors were needed to keep northern commerce
flowing. But everyone in Manhattan was affected by the war, which left the
city’s economy in ruins. Particularly hard hit were impoverished sectors like
the Lower East Side, where residents, ravaged by smallpox, cholera, ty-
phoid, tuberculosis, and pneumonia, were crowded into dilapidated tene-
ments. Between 1866 and 1870, the Wests lived in several locations in this
area, finally settling in a tenement with eight other families near Tompkins
Square Park. They subsisted on John Edwin’s wages and whatever Edith, the
oldest daughter, now working as a seamstress, could earn.

Jack West spent his formative years on the Lower East Side’s rough
streets surrounded by poverty, despair, and crime. Powerful gangs controlled
the neighborhoods; their influence became so strong that it eventually ex-
tended over the city government and police. Their violent exploits were leg-
endary, and many Lower East Side boys regarded notorious gang leaders as
heroes. At some point, Jack must have joined a gang, for as writer Luc Sante
observes, they were “the basic unit of social life among young males in New
York during the nineteenth century.” Beginning in childhood, Jack found
himself suspended between the honest hardworking poor and the unruly
Lower East Side gangs.*

Mae remembered her father as outgoing and, at times, gregarious with a
wide assortment of friends and acquaintances. But slum life’s insecurities
and poverty hardened him. A small, wiry youth, he was feisty and strong,
and on the streets and in the alleys, he learned to fight. Mae remembered
her father boasting that even as a child “he’d rather fight than eat.” While he
could be personable, according to Mae, he was “always ready to do physical
violence when the urge was on him.” Easily angered, he had a fiery temper.
“Oh, my father was cruel, you know,” she recalled in 1969. “But later, I real-
ized all his fighting was done doing other people’s fighting for them.”

In addition to his immersion in a culture of violence, Jack also confronted
festering ethnic and racial bigotry. Nineteenth-century New York City be-
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came home to peoples of many races, ethnicities, and nationalities. Deep di-
vides developed, and hostilities sometimes spilled over into violent clashes.
These tensions were promoted and augmented by the dominant culture’s
denigration of anyone who failed to fit the mold of white Protestant Victo-
rian America. Jack West, even if his father was not African-American, must
have experienced some of the bruising effects of the ethnic prejudice di-
rected at Irish Catholics. White Anglo-Saxon Protestants defined the Irish as
a separate, nonwhite race, disparaging them as “savage,” “bestial,” and “lazy,”
degrading stereotypes strikingly parallel to those thrust upon African Amer-
icans. And while Irish Americans attempted to claim whiteness, throughout
the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, prejudice against them re-
mained constant. In a sense, the dominant culture pressured Jack West and
his family to “pass,” to deny their heritage and seek inclusion in the white and
Protestant Victorian middle class. This struggle with white identity com-
bined with poverty’s entrapment could only have served to heighten Jack’s
frustrations and combative spirit.°®

In 1873, when Jack was seven, the Wests left the Lower East Side for
Brooklyn. They may have been drawn there by Martin Copley, who with a
brother, William, operated a gardening and floral business. By this point,
John Edwin and Mary Jane’s family included two more daughters, Julia and
Emma. They first settled in Red Hook, on the waterfront, but within a year
they moved again, this time to Brooklyn’s Greenpoint district. In direct con-
trast with the Lower East Side’s impacted slums, Greenpoint in the 1870s
remained somewhat rural, and open fields surrounded houses and busi-
nesses. There Mary Jane gave birth to two more boys, Edwin and William.
By 1882, the Wests were able to rent their own home. But heartbreak soon
followed: the next year, Emma, aged twelve, was lost to rheumatic fever.

Although the quality of life in Greenpoint may have been better overall,
the Wests always struggled. Steam power rendered John Edwin’s skills as a
rigger obsolete; he eventually found work as a janitor. To make ends meet,
the family took in boarders; as the oldest son, Jack was expected to help out.
Mae often bragged that he owned a livery stable, but more likely as a youth
he drove rigs for the local transit company whose stables and car barns were
directly across the street from his home. By 1880, his father had apprenticed
him to learn boilermaking, a hard but honest trade.’

But John Edwin’s spirited son had already set his sights on another calling.
At the age of eleven, the sturdy youth fought in his first boxing match. From
that point on, Jack aspired to become a bare-knuckle prizefighting cham-
pion. It was a dangerous ambition, for boxing of this era was a deadly sport
with unlimited rounds that ended only with a concession or knockout. Al-
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though small, Jack was muscular and fierce, fighting as a featherweight. Re-
portedly, after he retired from the ring, he entertained Coney Island crowds
by fighting and beating any challenger.

Mae insisted that her father was known around Brooklyn as “Battling
Jack.” His moniker probably derived more from victorious street brawls than
triumphs in the ring, for Battling Jack never held a title, at least not an offi-
cial one. New York strictly regulated prizefighting, and championship bouts
were difficult to secure. This drove unknown pugilists, like Jack, to fight un-
derground, in illegal matches secretly arranged by local racketeers.?

Sometime in the late 1880s, however, Jack was sidetracked from his am-
bitions by a young German immigrant, Matilda Delker. Known by her
friends as Tillie, she was the daughter of Christiana and Jacob Delker, who
were married in Germany in 1864. She was born in 1870, probably in
Wiirttemberg, where her father had worked in a sugar refinery. She arrived
in the United States in 1882 with her mother and five siblings, following her
father, who had immigrated the year before.’

Several factors probably compelled the Delkers to leave Germany, which
at the time was experiencing extreme social, political, and economic up-
heaval. Anti-Semitism may have driven them out—Mae had even the most
discerning observers convinced that her mother was Jewish—but by the
time the Delkers reached America, they were Lutherans. It is more likely
that they were drawn to the United States by economic success enjoyed by
relatives who had already settled in New York. Mae often claimed her
grandfather was a cousin of Peter Doelger, who had arrived in the States
penniless but had earned a fortune as one of Manhattan’s most successful
brewers. Certainly the families shared some kind of relationship. In later
years, Mae publicly claimed Henry Doelger, a San Francisco developer and
Peter Doelger’s nephew, as her cousin.

However, Jacob Delker was, at best, a poor relation to Peter Doelger. In
1884, Jacob settled his family in Bushwick, a working-class Brooklyn neigh-
borhood that was the center of the city’s German brewing industry. He
struggled to support his wife and children as a laborer, painter, and coffee
peddler. In the 1890s, he served with the Brooklyn Fire Department, indi-
cating he had established some connections with his local political boss; such
opportunities usually came as reward for support from loyal constituents.

Still the Delkers remained poor: The American dream as lived by Peter
Doelger eluded them. When Tillie was fourteen, her family rented rooms
behind a bakery, next to the blazing outdoor oven. After several more
moves, the Delkers settled near bustling Bushwick Avenue, along a street of
tenements sandwiched between businesses, factories, and stores. Most
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likely, Tillie had to help support the family. A skillful seamstress, she could
do piecework, sew for private families, or even work in one of the local gar-
ment factories.'®

Like other immigrant daughters, Tillie was caught between old-country
traditions and the enticements of her new American home. According to
Mae, Tillie’s ambition was not to sew but rather to become an actress on the
American stage. Popular culture, specifically theater and vaudeville, provided
Tillie, and many other immigrants, with an introduction to American soci-
ety—its norms, values, stereotypes, and ideals. These amusements were
leisure-time mainstays for Tillie’s generation. From a poor immigrant girl’s
perspective, they were more than just diversions. The glamour of show busi-
ness, in a country reputed to be the “land of opportunity,” seemed to promise
escape from impoverishment, dreary tenements, and a life of hard labor.

Tillie’s dreams were epitomized by a single American actress—Lillian
Russell. Celebrated as “a truly remarkable beauty of face and form,” Russell
projected the Victorian female ideal of white womanhood: blond hair, blue
eyes, a heavily corseted figure, and a “peaches and cream” complexion. Tillie
worshiped Lillian Russell and envisioned herself in the actress’s image. Mae
insisted that people often mistook her mother for the beloved actress. How-
ever, no matter how beautiful the young Tillie Delker was, Russell’s
WASPish qualities contrasted greatly with Tillie’s dark brown hair and eyes.
These attempts at remaking herself evidence Tillie’s own struggle with iden-
tity. Although not subjected to the vehement discrimination unleashed
against the Irish, Germans were also considered inferior, outside the realm
of acceptable white norms; they were stereotyped as drunken and violent or
silly and ignorant with laughable accents. Tillie battled these negative atti-
tudes by adopting Russell’s image. Mae proudly displayed a picture of her
mother, anonymously retouched to make her look more like Lillian Russell
and less like Matilda Delker.

Tillie met resistance as she aspired to follow in Russell’s footsteps. An
acting career for a newly arrived German girl who was just learning English
was a remote dream, especially with parents who forbade the pursuit of such
a disreputable profession, but Tillie, as many remembered her, maintained a
quiet resolve. Mae claimed that Tillie secured a position as a “corset and
fashion model,” a profession accessible to an immigrant seamstress with un-
steady English. If true, Tillie pursued this without her parents’ consent. It
was far from respectable; buyers were known to make sexual advances, and
she could not have rejected their demands and kept her job long."

She may well not have rejected them. Historian Kathy Peiss has found that
young working-class women of Tillie’s generation, known as “tough girls,”
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commonly rebelled against their parents’ standards and experimented with
premarital intimacy. In Tillie’s adolescent world, crowded tenements and
eroded parental supervision allowed young people to experiment with sex.
The ritual of working-class dating, in which young male suitors footed the
bill for their impoverished dates, often resulted in an exchange: cultural
amusements for sex. Ultimately, it would be Tillie who nurtured Mae, shap-
ing her attitudes about sex, men, and money. Mae recalled her parents bat-
tling over her early flirtations with the boys. “My father used to want me to
come home and all that, but my mother used to say, ‘Oh, let her go, she can
take care of herself, ” Mae recalled. “I guess she wanted me to learn all that
right at the beginning” In many ways, Tillie was not only the motivator for
Mae West’s libertine ideals but the prototype for her sexually transgressive
persona.'?

Tillie’s youthful defiance soon met its end with Jack West. Initially, the
couple formed a passionate bond. Mae insisted that Jack was so jealously ob-
sessed with Tillie that he once attacked a group of men after one had dared
to flirt with her. Tillie was equally infatuated. “You see,” Mae told an inter-
viewer, “my father had swept her off her feet.”"?

Jack and Tillie appeared an odd match. He was loud and talkative with a
quick temper and a love of horse racing; she was reserved and, as one journal-
ist described her, “plain, comfortable,” and “kindly.” According to Mae, Jack
craved bloody and bruising battles, while her mother “loved pretty things
about her.” Tillie adored the theater and never drank, except a rare glass of
champagne —for which Jack nicknamed her “Champagne Til.” At the same
time, Jack and Tillie had much in common. Both rebelled against parental ex-
pectations, Jack through sports and Tillie through her dreams of a theatrical
career. They both also made their livelihood, at least in part, through the ex-
ploitation of their bodies. Jack and Tillie shared a stubbornness and willing-
ness to test tradition. And, importantly, both knew very well the underside of
working-class life, its difficulties, its disappointments, and its challenges. 14

On January 19, 1889, in Greenpoint, Battling Jack West and Tillie
Delker took their wedding vows before a local minister with Jack’s sister Ju-
lia acting as maid of honor. Jack was twenty-four and Tillie was nineteen. He
quit boxing, and Tillie abandoned both corset modeling and, at her hus-
band’s insistence, her hopes of becoming an actress. The couple moved in
with Jack’s parents. In August 1891, Tillie gave birth to her first child, Katie,
in Jacob and Christiana Delker’s Bushwick home.

Sadness soon befell Jack and Tillie. Only a few months after her birth,
Katie died, probably a victim of cholera, common in such working-class en-
claves. According to Mae, Tillie was devastated and grieved deeply.
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For almost two years after Katie’s death, Jack and Tillie remained child-
less. For Tillie, stifled in her aspirations for a stage career and suffering from
the loss of her first child, married life proved to be disappointing and un-
happy. Her pain was compounded by Jack’s temperamental outbursts. Mae
recalled that his impatience was so intense that “when he couldn’t find what
he wanted, he’d pull the whole drawer out and dump it on the floor and
swear and everything—and my mother would have to come and find things
for him.” She maintained that her mother “always felt she had made a big
mistake marrying him ”'*

But in 1893, life changed for Tillie. That year, she and Jack moved into a
Bushwick tenement on Willoughby Avenue where, on August 17, she gave
birth to a healthy baby girl. Named Mary Jane for her grandmother, but
called Mae by family members, she was delivered by an aunt. (The Wests
spelled it May; Mae later changed it herself.) Mae immediately became her
mother’s greatest treasure. Tillie doted on her, indulged her every whim,
and lavished her with praise and attention. Although there were more West
children to come, Tillie, according to Mae, always considered her special
and handled her differently. “I was her whole world,” Mae recalled. “She
treated me like a jewel.” Mae’s first memory was of “Mama” gently rubbing
her with baby oil after a bath.'

A firm and loving, as well as often consuming and obliging, bond devel-
oped between Mae and her mother. Mae always credited Tillie as her driving
force; Tillie’s impact on Mae was profound. “She tried in every way to un-
derstand me,” Mae wrote. As evidence, Mae often recounted three episodes
from her childhood, all occurring at age four. In the first, Tillie indulged
Mae in her refusal to be photographed without a particular black and white
dog. The second incident took place in a busy department store where her
mother insisted harried clerks fetch a doll that Mae had spotted on an im-
possibly high shelf. The third transpired in an elderly “spinster’s” home.
When little Mae, admiring some glass flowers, touched them, the old
woman harshly reprimanded her. Reportedly, Mae marched out of the
room, collected her coat, as well as Tillie’s, and returned commanding, “We
go home, Ma.” They did.

While Mae offered these incidents to demonstrate her inborn determina-
tion and temperament, they also reveal much about Tillie. She insisted that
her daughter be “humored” and coaxed, never harshly disciplined according
to standard Victorian childrearing practices. Mae attributed the evolution of
her unique personality to this special treatment. “She is not like other chil-
dren,” Tillie cautioned John when he tried to discipline Mae. “Don’t make
her like the others.” Tillie shaped her daughter not only with an unconven-
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tional upbringing but also by fashioning her memories. Mae did not directly
remember any of these early incidents; all had been told to her by her mother.
By imprinting memories on Mae, Tillie constructed her daughter as willful,
strong, and innately resistant to authority. Tillie emerged as equally unyield-
ing, tenaciously insisting that her daughter’s demands always be satisfied."”’

Tillie concentrated on nurturing Mae into her ideal image, instilling self-
assuredness and pride in her daughter. According to Mae, her mother
stressed the importance of physical appearance and beauty. Mae recalled
strolling past Brooklyn storefronts, admiring her reflection in the windows
and refusing to carry packages, believing they marred her appearance. Tillie
also excused Mae from the household chores normally imposed upon young
girls of her generation. Tillie had a vision for her daughter, and it had noth-
ing to do with domesticity.

Reportedly, neighbors were critical of Tillie’s parenting techniques.
Those who remembered the West family later described Tillie as “too easy”
and criticized her for allowing her little daughter to “push her around.” Mae,
like her father, had an explosive temper, lashing out angrily at other chil-
dren. Reportedly, she was just as likely to “smack a boy on the nose as she
would a girl.” Behind the fearsome Battling Jack’s back, the neighbors de-
scribed “that West kid” as a “brat” and “holy terror.”"®

Mae’s outbursts, easy frustration, and propensity to strike out indicated
that, despite Tillie’s efforts, she was hardly a secure child. Some of Mae’s
problems came from Jack West; she often admitted as much. She frequently
compared herself to Jack, claiming she possessed not only his tireless energy
and strength but also his extreme temperament. She never once cited simi-
larities between herself and her mother, whom she worshiped.

While Mae and Tillie shared a deep bond, her relationship with “Papa”
was difficult, complex from the beginning. She told one interviewer that her
father had wanted a boy, not a girl. Reportedly, Jack alleviated his disap-
pointment by teaching little Mae the manly arts of boxing, acrobatics, and
weightlifting. He immersed her in his world of physical brutality, taking her
to the gym and to prizefights. She claimed she enjoyed it and was fond of his
boxing pals, but her introduction to violence went even deeper: Mae re-
membered battling her father in one-on-one boxing matches. Pitting a
grown man, a trained boxer, against a small child was not mere play; it was
abusive. The relationship between violence and power consumed Mae as an
adult, and she often associated it with her father. Her fondest memory of
him was of a trip they took to a Coney Island circus. Mae, entranced by the
famous Bostick and his lions, was captivated by the struggle between animal-
istic brutality and human intellect.
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Mae’s contact with her father was limited. In the evenings, he came
bounding home, ate dinner, and, before long, was off for the night. While
Tillie worked at making home life pleasant and stable, Battling Jack made it
difficult. In addition to his hair-trigger temper, he was restless. In the first
seven years of Mae’s life, the Wests lived in at least five different locations in
Bushwick and Greenpoint. By 1895, Jack had abandoned boilermaking to be-
come a night watchman, guarding local warehouses and businesses. He also
worked as a bouncer at local theaters and dance halls. In the 1900 census, he
identified himself as a “special policeman”; most likely he was providing mus-
cle for local businesses and crime bosses. That year, he was making enough
money to lease a home for his wife and children. Shortly afterward, he went
into business as a private eye and organized a “private police force” that he
hired out to those seeking help and protection. He could have only undertaken
such an endeavor in connection with the New York underworld. It was com-
mon for businesses, theaters, and saloons to rely on local crime syndicates to
guard their establishments. According to one source, Jack was also respected
by the local police, not surprising given their own ties to gang bosses. '

As Jack and Tillie settled into the criminal underworld’s subculture, their
family began to grow. In December 1898, Tillie gave birth to another baby
girl, Mildred. Soon afterward, in February 1900, came a son, named John
Edwin for his father and grandfather. Although the new babies diverted
some of Tillie’s energies, Mae believed that her mother favored her over the
other children. Tillie’s permissive nature did not extend to Mildred and lit-
tle John; she disciplined them harshly and even permitted an occasional
switching; Mae claimed she always escaped such punishment. Tillie became
increasingly convinced that Mae was exceptional.”

According to Mae, even before her siblings arrived, she had begun to ful-
fill her mother’s expectations. She claimed that by the age of three she ex-
hibited an extraordinary talent for mimicry, routinely impersonating family,
friends, and acquaintances. It set the Wests howling with laughter. In an era
when children were to be seen and not heard, Mae won attention and ap-
proval while commenting on a world in which she was powerless. She was
too young to realize it then, but she had discovered something mighty.

A steady diet of mass culture fostered Mae’s special abilities. Tillie took
her along to plays and vaudeville, and Mae was enthralled. In her later years,
she reminisced about long-forgotten singers, jugglers, acrobats, and dialect
comedians. “I laughed with the Yiddish, Dutch, and Italian comics,” she re-
called. “I listened all ears to the patter of the song and dance men.” While
she remembered numerous entertainers fondly, one stood out as her fa-
vorite: the African-American performer Bert Williams. For most of her
professional life, Mae West credited him as her earliest influence.”!
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The young Mae West was not alone in her adulation. By the early 1900s,
Williams and his partner, George Walker, had become two of America’s
most popular entertainers. Famous for their cakewalk, an elaborate, high-
stepping African- American dance originating in slavery, they were among
the first blacks to break into white vaudeville and Broadway. Williams’s
clowning made him the favorite of the duo. Light-skinned, he borrowed
from white American minstrelsy, performing in burnt cork makeup with a
large white greasepaint grin. His stage persona was dim-witted and silly; his
timing was calculated to be excruciatingly slow.?

While on the surface Williams’s performances reified racism, he subtly
challenged it by grounding his performances in black comedic tradition.
Williams’s stage presence emerged from the African-American practice of
signifying, a subversive rhetorical device that uses multiple and conflicting
messages to obscure rebellious meanings. Black signifying rests in double-
voicedness and encompasses innuendo, double entendre, parody, pastiche, ca-
joling, rapping, boasting, insulting, and many other verbal, visual, and/or
literary forms. Importantly, as scholar Henry Louis Gates |r. has demon-
strated, black and white signification are distinct practices. In the white com-
munity, signifying refers to implying meaning. But among African Americans,
signifying involves the act of implying meaning, Hence the process of creating
double meanings is as important as the double meanings themselves.

Gates has traced the origins of black signifying to African and African-
American trickster-heroes whose double-voicedness operates as a playful but
deadly serious rebellion. These tricksters engage in language games, or signi-
fication, that impart multiple and contradictory meanings. By generating a
dizzy spectacle where everything is subject to constant repetition and revi-
sion, trickster-heroes, or signifiers, reorder the world through disorder.
Gates describes black signifying as “a bit like stumbling unaware into a hall of
mirrors: the sign itself appears to be doubled, and at the very least, (re)dou-
bled upon ever clear examination.” But, he writes, “It is not the sign itself . . .
which has multiplied. If orientation prevails over madness, we soon realize
that only the signifier has been doubled and (re)doubled.” In the end, meaning
evaporates and all that remains is the messenger, the signifying trickster.”’

Williams embraced the trickster’s role and, empowered by signifying, in-
terrogated white oppression. He viewed his fictional character as a satire of a
white man; it functioned as a mirror that compelled unsuspecting whites to
peer into their weaknesses and insecurities. With the cakewalk, he resur-
rected a practice originally used by slaves to mock their masters’ dance ritu-
als, compelling unwitting white audiences to laugh uproariously at
themselves and their outrageous behavior. His hit song “Nobody” captured
not only the frustration of the tattered blackface clown who experiences
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“hunger and cold feet” but also the alienation of exploited African-American
people who “never got nothin’.” Its summation was a forceful statement of re-
sistance. “Until I get something from somebody, some time,” Williams sang in
his languid, half-spoken style, “I'll never do nothin’ for nobody, no time.”**

As writer Mel Watkins observes, Williams’s humor and subversion “de-
pended on word play or lampooning usually solemn institutions.” This was
one of his most enduring contributions to little Mae West. She claimed that
even as a small child she was fascinated by language and its potential for mul-
tiple meanings. “1 had acquired the manner of speaking that has become
identified with me,” she maintained. “It came from my refusing to say certain
words.” She remembered begging her mother to read out words until she
found one that when pronounced assumed an “individual connotation.” Be-
ginning with her exposure to Williams, Mae would borrow heavily from sig-
nification, By adulthood, she was well aware that she had adopted it, often
explaining, “It isn’t what I do, but how I do it. It isn’t what I say, but how [ say
it, and how I look when 1 do and say it.””*

Mae West’s connection with Bert Williams and signification was both
deeply strong and personal. She maintained that somehow her father was in-
troduced to Williams. (Perhaps it was through their common love of box-
ing; Williams was an avid fan.) One of her most treasured, and seemingly
traumatic, childhood memories was the night her father arrived home and
announced:

“Mae, I have a big surprise for you. Bert Williams is here. I’ve brought
him home to have dinner with you.” I rushed in, looked at this man and
screamed, “It’s not! It’s not!” [ went up to my room and cried. . . . My
mother told me my father wanted to go up to me, but Bert Williams
stopped him, He said, “I'll do it.” He stood outside my door and started to
sing, Then [ knew and came right out of my room and we all had dinner.
Do you know why I didn’t recognize him? He was too light. He was a
black man but he was too light, so on stage he wore blackface.

Like many others, Mae imagined Williams as she had seen him onstage.
Even so, she attributed her outburst not to his unexpected appearance but
rather to her fear that her father had deceived her. “I cried,” she explained,
“because I couldn’t bear the thought that my father had lied to me.”?

While this incident revealed Mae’s anxieties about her father, Williams’s
presence also forced her to grapple with much larger issues—those of
racism and identity. In interviews Mae, always attempting to project
strength, admitted to crying only twice in her life, and this was one of those
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times. It jolted her into a realization that the performer was quite different
than he or she appeared onstage. In many ways, Williams compelled her to
confront, at a tender age, the falsity of blackface. It was a traumatic awaken-
ing to the societal lies regarding race, which eventually resulted in a distrust
of the racist image created by white society to ensure superiority, domi-
nance, and predictability. Williams was not a buffoonish clown but rather, as
Mae observed, “looked more like a businessman.” She learned that appear-
ances were illusions, obscuring other realities that could still be conveyed
through language. After all, it was the sound of Bert Williams’s voice that re-
stored order to the West household and compelled Mae to leave her hiding
place and accept reality.”’

Despite Mae’s stunned reaction to the truth of blackface, she maintained
that her parents held progressive racial attitudes. Certainly their willingness
to entertain an African American in their home, even if it was the famous
Bert Williams, indicated that they deviated from most white Americans.
(Williams’s own white co-stars often shunned him.) “I knew black people
from the beginning,” Mae would insist. “So I realized they weren’t stereo-
types, they were people like me, but darker.” Although Mae’s statement pre-
sumed whiteness as a baseline, it also awkwardly expressed identification
with African Americans. Without a doubt, Mae believed she shared a mar-
ginalized status with them. “I thought white men had it their own way too
long,” she later remarked, “and should stop exploiting women and blacks and
gays.” Throughout her career, in her performances and in her interviews, she
would act out an ambivalence over racial identity, pivoting between embrac-
ing and rejecting whiteness. Was Mae West passing? It is hard to determine.
But it is clear that the character she would create, her fictionalized persona,
certainly was. 2

While she may not have had any African-American genetic ties, the turn of
the twentieth century provided the little Mae West with a wide sampling of
African-American cultural forms. The most popular music of her youth was
ragtime, rooted in the African musical tradition. The cakewalk became a
craze throughout the nation. Other forms of black song and dance were also
popular. This process of cultural appropriation and white society’s struggle to
cling to its fantasy of whiteness revealed that the racial identity of European
Americans was never clear-cut. If anything, much of the mass culture of Mae
West’s youth, with its African-American ties, challenged racial fixedness. It
was within this turmoil that Mae began her search for an identity and a voice.

Race was not the only contested element of the American identity con-
fronted by young Mae West. She had to balance her mother’s world of
“tough” working-class girls who defied middle-class Victorian prudishness
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with mass cultural forms that reinforced it. She remembered Floredora sex-
tets—Broadway’s singing Gibson Girls, the embodiment of whiteness and
submissive femininity—being held up as role models for little girls to emu-
late in her youth.

Mae rejected this standard early. Much to her mother’s delight, by age
four she began imitating famous performers, and Florodora Girls never ap-
peared in her repertoire. Rather, her impressions were of men—singer and
dancer George M. Cohan and comedian Eddie Foy. Later Mae forcefully in-
sisted that she did not seek to copy men but rather to mimic them; she was
not striving to replicate maleness but to comment on it. At the same time,
she also began imitating Bert Williams, an even more rebellious act. When
impersonating him, she became a white female child pretending to be a
black male signifying on and mocking white society. This was a critical step
in the construction of her stage personality during a formative period of her
development.

Overjoyed, Tillie encouraged Mae, believing that her daughter’s energy
and outrageous behavior could be redirected into performance. She hoped
Mae would learn to rein in her temper by deflecting “it into channels where
control would become automatic.” When her vivacious little daughter
reached five, Tillie arranged for her to entertain at a church social. Mae, by
her own account, was the hit of the program. Immediately, Tillie booked
Mae to sing, dance, and do impersonations at other local events. But Tillie’s
zeal produced more friction within the family. Jack protested Tillie’s ambi-
tions for Mae. Like Jacob Delker, he did not want his daughter onstage.”

Despite her husband’s opposition, Tillie continued to promote their
daughter’s talents. Mae recalled that at age seven her mother enrolled her in
a dancing school. Mae claimed she was such a natural that the instructor
soon entered her in an amateur contest at Brooklyn’s Royal Theater.

Sponsored by vaudeville houses or theater companies, Saturday night am-
ateur contests were common in this heyday of variety entertainment. Win-
ners received as much as ten dollars, a welcome supplement to any
working-class income. But these contests could also be brutal. Audiences
booed, heckled, and egged greenhorn performers; those who really flopped
got the hook. Mae remembered her mother as uncharacteristically nervous
on the night of her debut. Jack had opposed Mae’s participation, insisting
that she was too young and would suffer stage fright. Indeed, Tillie had her
hands full. Mae showed no fear but was in an extremely obstinate mood.
When the emcee called out, “Baby May, Song and Dance,” Mae, seeing the
spotlight fixed on the other side of the stage, refused to budge. After another
introduction, the spotlight began to swing to center stage. “When T saw it

comin’ for me,” Mae recalled, “I ran out to meet it, not a bit scared.”™®
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Baby Mae epitomized Victorian innocence and sentimentality. Tillie had
carefully assembled a costume of “a pink and green satin dress with gold
spangles [and] a large white picture hat with pink buds and pink satin rib-
bons,” accentuated by pink slippers and stockings. Mae recalled performing
several popular songs (although the ones she later named were written when
she was in her teens) and, after finishing with a dance, bowing to the ap-
plause. That night Mae took first place, winning a gold medal and ten dol-
lars. Her father, who had sat smugly in the audience, was convinced. His
daughter would perform again. He was going to take her himself.

Mae claimed that over the next year her parents entered her in numerous
amateur contests. Soon it became a family affair. Tillie drilled her on her act,
designed her costumes, and brokered bookings. On performance nights,
Jack hauled Mae’s suitcase to the theater and then took his place in the audi-
ence as Tillie prepared their daughter backstage. Mae’s act consisted of im-
personations, dances, and, eventually, a selection of double-entendre songs
inflected with adult bawdiness. Her sister, Mildred, later credited the ribald
nature of Mae’s earliest performances to Tillie. “Even as a little girl,” she re-
membered, “Mae’s character songs were risqué.”’

While the sight of a little child performing songs with sexual undertones
may have been shocking, Tillie was borrowing from trends popular in vari-
ety entertainment of the period. Despite the prevailing rigid Victorian atti-
tudes regarding sex, American mass culture became increasingly saturated
with salacious references. In some circles, suggestive songs became the rage,
and performers made their mark as double-entendre singers. Certainly no
vaudevillian was more popular than singer, dancer, and comic Eva Tanguay.
Billed as “the I Don’t Care Girl,” she emerged as one of the era’s most fa-
mous stars just as Mae West first hit the amateur circuit.

Tanguay provided an alternative image to the Florodora sextet. Of French
Canadian descent, Tanguay was short and curvy, hardly the classic American
WASPish beauty. But, by her own admission, she knew how to manipulate
male spectators and enact desirablity. Not a trace of Victorian sentimentality
or propriety could be found in her act. Her monologues and spicy songs
were indelicate; she danced with electrified abandon. Although she vigor-
ously battled censorship, she became known as “Vaudeville’s Biggest Draw-
ing Card” and at her peak earned $3,500 a week.

Tillie joined growing legions of Tanguay admirers and became satistied
that she was the perfect role model for Mae. Tillie urged her daughter to
closely study vaudeville’s biggest headliner. According to Mae, her mother
“was always talkin’ to me about bein’ an actress. Eva Tanguay was a big shot
then. Everybody was crazy about her. Mother took me to see her again and
again and told me I could be important like that. We went to all the shows
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and we talked about nothin’ but what I was going to be.” Eventually Tillie
became acquainted with the star. It appeared to be an unlikely pairing— the
working-class stage mother and vaudeville’s most celebrated diva. The two
did have a connection, however: Tanguay knew Bert Williams and was ro-
mantically involved with his partner, George Walker.””

Mae soon incorporated a Tanguay imitation into her act, her first and only
impression of a woman. Ironically, Mae spent a fair share of her youthful in-
nocence impersonating the “bad girl” of the American stage. Inspired by Tan-
guay and cheered on by her mother, Mae eventually came to understand the
process of manipulating the audience’s imagination and simulating desirabil-
ity. The impact of this pint-sized performance with its sensual undercurrent
was significant. Purposefully or not, Tillie exploited her daughter by playing
with erotic allure. While Mae was too young to understand, it had a lasting
effect. Eventually her performance would center on sexuality and seduction.

Mae boasted that her act won high acclaim and that she usually came in
first at local talent contests. At the age of eight, she got her first big break
with an appearance at the amateur show at Brooklyn’s Gotham Theater.
That evening, she claimed, her impersonations of Bert Williams and Eddie
Foy netted first place. Seated in the audience was actor Hal Clarendon, a
handsome leading man who often appeared with Brooklyn’s most respected
stock companies. According to Mae, he was so impressed by her perfor-
mance, he rushed backstage to congratulate her parents and invite their lit-
tle ingenue to join his troupe. “I accepted,” she claimed, “even before Papa
did it for me.”*

Later Clarendon confirmed he had discovered Mae West, but his account
differed somewhat. In 1933, he told the New York Daily News that a “Judge
Rosenthal,” a friend of the West family, had strongly suggested he bring Mae
into his theatrical ensemble. Although Clarendon could not exactly say who
Judge Rosenthal was, he claimed that he “respected” Mae’s connections and,
as a result, agreed to take on the child. Curiously, when the Daily News re-
porter began poking around, it seemed no one could remember Judge
Rosenthal, the figure so helpful in getting Mae West her first real acting job.
Clarendon’s admission that he had been coerced into accepting her and
everyone’s caginess regarding Rosenthal’s identity suggest that he was an un-
derworld figure, most likely the colorful racketeer Herman Rosenthal.

Just as the young Mae West made her professional debut, Herman Rosen-
thal was moving up the ranks of New York’s criminal underworld after oper-
ating for several years as a racetrack bookie and a pimp. He enjoyed support
and protection from the Bowery’s most powerful leader, the Tammany Hall
boss Big Tim Sullivan. In fact, Sullivan, who owned saloons and theaters as
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well as dabbling in betting and prostitution, looked upon Rosenthal as a fa-
vored protege.

For small-time gamblers, down-on-their-luck performers, minor gang-
sters, and aspiring boxers, Rosenthal became a folk hero. He was extremely
generous, liberally sharing his money with friends and acquaintances. He
also had close ties to Brooklyn; his mother lived there, and some even called
it “Herman’s Homeland.” With his connections to the underworld and
horse racing, Jack West had plenty of opportunity to become acquainted
with the racketeer. It would have been characteristic of Rosenthal to open
doors for Mae. He liked children and often assisted friends with his ties to
theater people.

Many of those who benefited from Rosenthal’s generous spirit were later
reluctant to admit their association with him. In 1912, after publicly expos-
ing ties between the police and crime bosses, Rosenthal was gunned down
outside his favorite Manhattan restaurant. During his funeral, mourners
filled the streets outside his residence, but, fearing retribution from both the
police and gangs, no one was willing to serve as a pallbearer. Only family and
a few close friends, including attorney Harold Spielberg, who would later
represent Mae in legal battles, followed the casket to its Brooklyn resting
place. Rosenthal’s controversial reputation may explain why Clarendon and
everyone else was so reluctant to specifically credit him.*

Until this point in her life, Mae had enjoyed a fairly typical turn-of-the-
twentieth-century childhood. She roller-skated, played with dolls, and at-
tended public school. Although she had several playmates, she was closest to
her cousins. When the family discovered that she was left-handed, they dis-
couraged it, forcing her to practice penmanship with her right hand for
hours on end. Mae pretended she was signing autographs.

The demands of the stock company drastically cut down on Mae’s youth-
ful diversions. Initially, Clarendon used her as a preshow or between-scenes
filler act, allowing her to sing, dance, and perform impersonations. Within
the first week, however, she had so infuriated him that he considered dis-
missing the well-connected little performer. “She was a terror all right,” he
confirmed. Clarendon demanded that he never be disturbed in his dressing
room. Mae completely ignored his edict, constantly interrupting him. Ac-
cording to the actor, once, while he slept soundly, she slipped in and lac-
quered his face with greasepaint.

Although Clarendon was, as he described it, “furious,” there was probably
little he could do to get rid of the West child. After suffering with her for a
while, he contended, “she got me down . . . I finally got to like her.” Eventu-
ally, he even eased her into children’s roles in the company’s plays. By Mae’s
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account, her weekly salary climbed from eighteen to thirty dollars, an im-
pressive sum that, if true, certainly must have helped the Wests. At best,
working-class tradesmen earned between ten and sixteen dollars a week.*

While it was a great opportunity, stock company work was grueling, Mon-
day through Saturday, the troupe offered two shows a day, starting rehearsals
at ten in the morning and finishing with the final curtain at eleven at night.
Each week, the company offered a new play, so new lines had to be learned.
In the summers, Clarendon took a troupe on tour, and Mae went along with
an aunt to chaperone. Back home, when Clarendon could not use her, she
played with other stock companies or, at her mother’s insistence, attended re-
hearsals to study experienced actors and actresses. Mae was always eager to
please her mother, but she remembered this time as “hard days of work and
more work, when [ practiced dancing and singing until my feet ached and my
throat felt as though I had been massaged with a marlin spike.”*

As a result, Mae’s schooling became sporadic. For a time, she had a pri-
vate tutor, apparently a fellow who owed Jack money, very likely from a
gambling debt. Overall, though, her formal education was limited. Although
those who later knew her commented on her keen intelligence, book learn-
ing was never her strength. It did not hinder her much. Costume designer
Edith Head, who later became a close friend, observed that Mae “may not
have been literate, but she was utterly articulate.””’

Now young Mae West had little time for playmates or childhood amuse-
ments. She was almost totally immersed in the adult world. Her early years
onstage forced her to grow up quickly. Mildred later remembered that her
sister “never did care to play with other children; they seemed silly to her.”*

While her peers spent their days in school, Mae received her education
from the stock company. “No actress ever had a better school,” she main-
tained. Hal Clarendon cast her in a variety of roles ranging from Shake-
spearean classics to popular “blood and thunder” melodramas. All the plays
influenced her, but she was most intrigued by melodrama. With plots pitting
good against evil, this genre required distinctive acting techniques. Perform-
ers ranted their lines, underscoring their delivery with exaggerated body
language. Dialogue was spartan, and players wrung the most from each
word. Mae recalled that “we played it earnestly and swiftly, and we did what
we could to learn our parts better and make our acting say more than the
lines could.” Although she was a hellion, Mae was a perceptive child and a
prodigious mimic. Under Clarendon’s guidance and by observing the
troupe’s other members, she began to refine what would become one of her
most heralded talents, her ability to infuse complex meanings into her dia-
logue with carefully articulated gestures and intonations.
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Playing with the stock company also carried its ironies. The little girl who
surrendered her youth to the theater now spent most of it enacting child-
hood on the stage. In her first role, she starred as “Angel Child” in the tem-
perance drama Ten Nights in a Barroom and pleaded with a fictional father to
stop drinking, Mae also played Little Red Riding Hood, girls of the hardened
urban slums, and Little Eva of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. On occasion, Clarendon
used her in male roles; she played Little Lord Fauntleroy, Shakespearean
boys, and East Lynne’s Little Willie.*

Although Mae developed a variety of characterizations, she usually
played little girls cut from a similar mold. Melodrama’s female children
were pure and virtuous but also resourceful and determined. Triumphing
over danger and adversity, they were often heroines who saved the family
farm or, at least, tried to rescue their dissipated alcoholic fathers. On the
one hand, their exaggerated moral virtue affirmed Victorian notions of
womanhood. On the other, their superiority over male villains and evil
forces allowed them to transcend traditional gender boundaries. Not sur-
prisingly, many melodramas were written by female playwrights, and the
genre’s biggest fans were women, who could identify with the female pro-
tagonists. For Mae, it was an even more empowering experience. She was
not just a spectator; as an actress she ascended directly into the story. She
became part of a staged reality in which little girls both affirmed and re-
jected white Victorian womanhood.

Mae quickly learned important, yet paradoxical, lessons during these for-
mative years. She claimed that early on she became aware that women could
manipulate men - that women could exploit their subordinate status to gain
power. “Ever since those days,” she remarked on her years with the stock
company, “I realized there was a difference between the sexes. I found that as
a little girl I could get my way easier than could little boys.™

Mae also discovered that while gender roles confined women to a rigidly
subservient status, at the same time, identity could be flexible. As a child ac-
tress, she was encouraged to “be” different people and even change genders.
Fundamentally, for Mae, identity became something that could be con-
structed and reconstructed to suit a time, place, or situation. Essentially, an
actress made “passing” into a profession, always playing out a false identity. In
some ways, the assumption of a variety of personas was liberating. But it also
robbed Mae, at a critical period of emotional growth, of the chance to define
her sense of self. No doubt, it masked, as well as accentuated, Mae’s insecu-
rities and deep wounds. If later it appeared that Mae West, the star, had no
personal dimension, it was because in early childhood she was compelled to
be everyone else but herself.
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Mae trouped on as a stock company player until about 1905, when, at the
age of twelve, she was forced into early retirement. She claimed that she had
physically matured and was no longer able to carry off children’s roles, but it
is likely that the actions of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Chil-
dren contributed to halting her career. This watchdog group had successfully
agitated for stricter child labor laws, especially targeting the “child slaves of
the stage.” The Society busily ended the careers of several noted child per-
formers, including Buster Keaton, whose parents attempted to conceal him
in some luggage during a raid. “I was to have my trouble with them,” Mae
confessed, “but I never hid in a trunk ™"

Although Mae’s career had stalled, Tillie remained confident that her
daughter was destined for stardom. During this time, she arranged for Mae
to attend Ned Wayburn’s Studio of Stage Dancing in New York City. Way-
burn was a former blackface performer who opened a free dance school
where he not only offered instruction but also scouted acts for vaudeville.
While Mae may have gained some tips from Wayburn, her apprenticeship
produced little more. So she returned to performing at amateur nights,
community events, and church socials, where she offered recitations,
danced, sang, and did impersonations. Perfecting her Bert Williams routine,
she added a rendition of “Nobody.” “That was a big hit for me,” she told an
editor from the African-American magazine Jet in the 1970s.*”

Entering her mid-teens, Mae worked up a routine as a “coon shouter.” A
remnant of the minstrel stage, coon shouters were whites in blackface who
performed rag-style tunes, with lyrics that often perpetuated degrading
black stereotypes. In the early twentieth century, they were some of Amer-
ica’s most successful stars. One of the most celebrated was Sophie Tucker,
known as the “Last of the Red Hot Mamas.” It is not surprising that Mae ex-
perimented with this popular entertainment genre. Since the early nine-
teenth century, blackface performance had had a successful history with
white audiences. With its long track record, blackface may have seemed a
promising vehicle to a hopeful like Mae West.

Blackface was a complicated white performance ritual that rested, as
many have argued, on contradictory impulses. On one level, blackface func-
tioned as an assertion of racism. With grotesque exaggeration, blackface
performers enacted key components of racist ideology, reinforcing prejudi-
cial notions that African Americans were simpleminded, foolish, often vio-
lent, and sometimes dangerously sexual. While it ultimately reflected white
self-doubts and insecurities, it also reinforced racial hierarchy and white su-
premacy. Several scholars have contended that on another level, however, it
occasionally challenged key elements of racialist ideology, particularly the
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immutability of race. As literary critic Susan Gubar argues, in many in-
stances blackface performers “test[ed] the boundaries between racially de-
fined identities.” Within the space created by blackface, white performers
often unleashed potent critiques of American society, its power structure,
and sometimes even racism.*

Mae West’s blackface performance, unlike that of other coon shouters,
rested on a volatile foundation. Their inspiration came from white min-
strels, but her adoption of blackface extended back to her early imperson-
ations of Bert Williams. He continued to influence her performance
strongly, so much so that his style remained apparent even many years later
in Mae’s half-spoken manner of singing. But his presence went beyond her
surface delivery and permeated the substance of her performance, providing
the sustaining subtext for it. For Williams each performance was a battle,
and from him Mae learned her most valuable lesson, that the performative
was the political. Up until her death, Mae continued to praise him as a “fine
artist” who challenged white society’s racist stereotypes.*

In addition to borrowing from Williams, Mae incorporated a generous
share of Eva Tanguay into her new act. By this point, Mae had thrown off the
constraints of idealized melodramatic womanhood. In exchange, she increas-
ingly assumed Tanguay’s technique of staging desirability while challenging
restrictive Victorian expectations of women. Combining Tanguay’s powerful
manipulation of the female illusion with Williams'’s signified rebellion, Mae
began formulating her stage persona as a coon shouter. Masked and paradox-
ical, it carried with it a reification of racism and sexism as well as a rejection
of whiteness and male authority. Mae’s coon-shouting years were significant
in her own evolution into a trickster, an important step in her transforma-
tion into a performer who strove not only to affirm and entertain but also to
challenge and provoke through calculated wit.

These transitional years were difficult for the teenage Mae West. As a
stock performer she had led a life apart from her peers for almost four years.
Now she had to integrate into the working-class adolescent world. She briefly
returned to public school but quit at age thirteen. Outside of her cousins and
immediate family, she made few friends, having an especially hard time relat-
ing to girls her own age. Mae later claimed that Tillie had discouraged such
friendships— they were not expedient. “Girls seemed a foolish investment of
my time,” Mae remarked, insisting that she felt attention was better spent on
boys. “I liked all the boys,” she bragged, “and kissed them all ™

Despite Mae’s boasting, she also expressed mixed feelings about sex. She
maintained that she first learned about it at the age of nine by sneaking a
peek at a medical book. Surprisingly, the woman who became the celebrated
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“Queen of Sex” was, at first, repulsed. “After I had read it, I had a funny feel-
ing about my parents,” she confessed, “a particular feeling—disgust, you
might say. It took me a long time to get over it.™¢

On many occasions, Mae alleged that she had become sexually active early,
wanting to experiment before puberty to avoid pregnancy, but she gave sev-
eral different accounts of her first sexual encounter. In one, a young music
teacher, who gave her lessons while she sat on his lap and he kissed her, initi-
ated her on the front steps of her parents’ home. In another, she claimed to
have seduced a retired actor who was ignorant of her extreme youth. She also
told of a schoolteacher who introduced her to sex when she was only thir-
teen. “He got me to stay after school. I helped to correct papers and things,”
she remembered. “I was too young to feel anything, you know. But I liked it
because he was paying me attention. I always wanted attention.™’

It is possible that all of these early sexual encounters took place. Much of
Mae’s youth was spent among adults, and enacting sensuality made her a
likely target for abuse. Despite her later insistence that she was the aggressor
in these affairs, she also indicated that she felt exploited. She related her ear-
liest sexual encounters dispassionately, with a curious detachment that
would always mark her attitude toward intimacy. This ambivalence reflected
the reality that Mae West’s first exposure to sex was traumatic; she was a
victim of what now would be recognized as child molestation. In each case,
adult men used her for gratification. Her rationalization that her teacher’s
special attention was reasonable compensation was belied by her decision to
quit school at exactly the same time. She did not really seem to covet the at-
tention he offered.

Clearly, Mae West’s earliest sexual experiences were emotionally damag-
ing. Late in life, she discussed what she identified as her first sexual dream.
She claimed it occurred sometime between the ages of ten and twelve. Al-
though she insisted that she was not frightened by it, her account conveyed a
nightmarish tone. In it, a “giant male bear” entered her bedroom, walking on
his hind legs. “He came forward, toward me, and stepping up on the foot of
the bed, he leaned his paws high on the wall against which my bed rested.”
He then proceeded to have sex with her. She often insisted that the dream
was pleasurable, but to one female interviewer she confessed that it “wor-
ried me for a long time.” Indeed, she revealed to a close associate that when
she reached adulthood, she was plagued by such intense dreams about sex
that she required sedatives so she could sleep.*

Some have presumed that Jack West sexually abused Mae, but she always
stridently maintained that her father had never even laid a hand on her. Re-
gardless, by her teens, she had come to detest him. “I didn’t want him to
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touch me,” she explained. “I didn’t want to be in the same room with him.”
She attributed her reaction to Jack’s pungent cigars, strict paternalism, and
unpredictable temper —except in her autobiography, where she offered a
curious assessment of her increasing animosity, lamenting that “Freud wasn’t
there to explain it to me.” This odd aside is unclear but indicates that she
vaguely linked her resentment to something sexual. It is possible that she
may have been redirecting her anger at her father for failing to protect her
from sexual exploitation. Still, while she continued to insist that Jack had
never hurt her, she was definitely scared of him. She remembered fearfully
hiding in her parents’ bedroom, armed with an iron curtain rod, to avoid her
father’s wrath after he learned that she was staying out late with neighbor-
hood boys. Jack’s rage quickly passed, and apparently nothing came of this
episode, but Mae’s reaction implied that she was terrified of her father.*

The West household was hardly a happy one. When Jack was home,
which was seldom, the atmosphere was tense. According to Mae, Tillie kept
the peace, coolly reasoning with him. To make matters worse, the family’s
income declined with her career’s downturn. By 1909, the Wests had relo-
cated to a brownstone that they shared with two other working-class fami-
lies. In the preceding years, death had repeatedly visited both sides of the
family, all still living in Brooklyn’s impoverished sections. Jack’s sisters julia
and Edith died of tuberculosis, leaving their young children to be raised by
relatives. Tillie’s mother, Christiana Delker, died in 1901 from diabetes. Ja-
cob succumbed to hepatitis a year later. After suffering heart problems, the
colorful John Edwin West passed away in 1906 at, by any account, an ad-
vanced age. Grandmother Mary Jane moved in with Jack and Tillie, where
she wasted away, afflicted with kidney failure. She died in August 1909, just
days after Mae’s sixteenth birthday.*

Tillie seemed determined that Mae would not be trapped in the dreary life
of a working-class woman, destined to serve as wife and mother. She applied
tremendous pressure on her daughter, insisting that Mae focus solely on her
career. While Mae apparently had her share of teenage escapades, she re-
mained a homebody, thoroughly tied to Tillie. Seemingly this was true even
when Mae was in her twenties. After she reached stardom in the 1930s, jour-
nalists sought out former acquaintances for juicy tidbits on the young Mae
West. All that one neighbor, who had lived near the Wests in the late 19105
and early 1920s, could say was, “It always seemed strange to me that such a vi-
vacious and beautiful girl would prefer to stay home with her mother.”'

Throughout her early life, Mae had little time to spare. She devoted her-
self to studying other performers and attending theater and vaudeville. But
she would also remember that by mid-adolescence she had become aware of
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her position within the larger world. “When I was about 1415, I resented
that men could have sex, do anything they wanted, run around. . . . Ire-
sented being held down,” she explained. “A woman couldn’t pick the man
she wanted. Then she was talked into a guy by her family, maybe for money
or something else. If she went after a man she was marked a bum, a tramp.”
She would become increasingly determined to use her performance to chal-
lenge society’s hypocritical attitudes toward sex and male privilege.*?

Despite her growing resentment of gender inequalities, Mae claimed that
her interest in boys intensified. Tillie attempted to control even this aspect
of her life, urging Mae to experiment but avoid commitment. Tillie knew
that romance led to marriage and babies, a death blow to a woman’s theatri-
cal career, but she also had to confront Mae’s budding curiosity about the
opposite sex. “Mother preferred that I divide my attention among several
boys,” Mae recalled. “She encouraged it.” And Mae was not the type of girl to
say no, especially to her mother.*?
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The Way She Does It

Miss West can’t sing a bit but she can dance like George Co-
han, and personality just permeates the air every minute she is
on stage. In other words, it isn’t what Miss West does, but the
way she does it that assures her a brilliant carecer on the stage.

— New York Morning Telegraph, October 11, 1913

round 1909, Mae West finally got a chance to return to the pro-

fessional stage. Her break came when William Hogan, small-

time vaudevillian and friend of the family, invited her to join his

act. He needed a partner to play his girlfriend in a Huckleberry
Finn routine. It was not a particularly original or creative act; for years,
vaudeville bits based on rural, Twain-like characters had been common.
With it, Mae found herself in a position similar to her experience in stock
companies, playing a Becky Thatcher—type character —a white male fantasy
of white femininity. Not surprisingly, the act soon underwent revision, and
Huckleberry Finn was discarded in exchange for a Bowery skit. Another
popular format, Bowery skits centered on the antics of a Bowery boy and his
“tough girl” counterpart. Now Mae’s character would become a poor but
spunky, assertive, and optimistic street-smart urbanite. In other words, this
was no Becky Thatcher.

With Mae’s willful and independent streak, it is likely that she exerted
considerable influence over the act’s new direction. The urban setting was
familiar to her; she had been nurtured in it. Although performing furnished
an escape, every night she returned home to the reality of her working-class
Brooklyn roots, She told of one early beau, among many others, whose gang
affiliation resulted in bloody warfare in front of her parents’ home. (Her fa-
ther eagerly plunged in.) The stage offered Mae an opportunity to reenvi-
sion the old neighborhood and her position within it. It became an idealized

27
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world in which she eventually would assume complete control. Later she
confessed, “I've never been more secure than when I'm on stage.”

While Hogan and West were eventually successful enough to secure a
manager, they failed to break into the big time. Vaudeville was a precarious
profession. Work was sporadic; performers were often laid off for months at
a time. Reportedly, during downtime, Mae continued to hone her skills in
another venue—burlesque. One Brooklynite remembered seeing the
teenage Mae West performing a fan dance, her body covered with powder.
“The fan was big and red and she shook her bare body behind it. . . . When
she shook herself the powder would fly all over the stage, down onto us in
the front rows,” he remembered. “We loved that.”

Generally, burlesque was considered the place for performers and acts
too declasse for polite middle- and upper-class society. Its audiences were
predominantly working-class men. Traditionally, shows featured women in
tights and revealing costumes performing musical numbers interspersed
with jokes and skits by ribald male comedians. Most female burlesquers spe-
cialized in the cooch, a grinding, European-inspired belly dance. Early on,
Mae became an adept coocher. While burlesque represented the ultimate in
commodified and exploited female sexuality, it probably provided the West
family with a more steady income than Mae’s engagements with Hogan in
lower-tier vaudeville.?

Sometime in 1909 or 1910, Hogan and West played the Canarsie Music
Hall, where they shared the bill with Frank Wallace, a nineteen-year-old
song-and-dance man. A resident of Queens and son of Lithuanian immi-
grants, Wallace had changed his name from Szatkus. Thin and modest look-
ing, he was nonetheless a crowd pleaser; his snappy dancing and ragtime
singing wowed audiences. Wallace claimed that “one day after my perfor-
mance a swell-looking woman with a German accent came around back
stage and said she had a daughter who was a comer. She had seen my act, she
said, and thought I could help her kid.” While Wallace was no vaudeville
headliner, he appeared to have a promising future. According to him, Tillie
suggested that he team up with Mae, which he did, he claimed, after some
coaxing, But he also later confessed that he had earlier spotted Mae at an am-
ateur competition and was impressed by her unique coon shouting. Mae al-
ways claimed that he had begged her to be his partner.*

Frank and Mae began rehearsing in the basement of the Wests’ rented
brownstone. He was soon captivated by Mae. She was hardworking and tal-
ented as well as attractive, with a petite figure and thick, dark, curly hair. In
a few short weeks, they put together a sleck act borrowing liberally from
black music and dance. They opened with Mae’s ragtime rendition of
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“Lovin’ Honey Man” and followed with a song-and-dance number called “I
Love It.” Occasionally, she performed “When My Marie Sings Chidee Bidee
Bee” in Italian dialect, and Wallace offered specialty dances. With Wallace’s
connections, the duo secured bookings on the Fox Circuit. They must have
enjoyed some success, for in the summer of 1910 the census reported that
she had been fully employed the past year.

In early 1911, Wallace and West landed parts in A Florida Enchantment, a
road show on the Columbia Burlesque Circuit. While it was not the big
time, Columbia was the most powerful and prestigious of the burlesque cir-
cuits. Hoping to broaden its audience, it had incorporated Broadway-style
touring musicals, like A Florida Enchantment, staged along with the risqué
comedy acts and hip-grinding Gayety Girls. Columbia’s efforts at re-
spectability were met with criticism from the more legitimate sectors of
the industry. Show business’s most esteemed publication, Variety, admon-
ished Columbia and other burlesque circuits for drifting from “the bur-
lesque idea,” warning them to stick to “girls in tights and comedians who
prefer to make burlesque fun rather than a name for themselves.” In show
business, burlesque was third-rate, its performers appropriately consigned
to anonymity.5

Still, the more elaborate burlesque road shows were popular with audi-
ences not only for their daring content but precisely because they applied
the “burlesque idea” to stage traditions. Through the musical theater format,
these burlesque productions poked fun at society’s most sacred institutions,
using comedy as a backhanded commentary on American values and class di-
visions. While these productions were far from revolutionary, they did serve
both as a reflection of and a channel for the discontent of laboring classes and
the poor—an important training ground for the maturing Mae West.

A Florida Enchantment embodied such a subversive spirit. It focused on the
travails of Meyerwurst, a German “woman hater” who is seduced by a “little
French adventuress” played by West. It not only lampooned high society
with two aristocratic characters named Lord Bonehead and Cheathem but
also mocked entertainment industry elite with a burlesque chorus spoof of
the era’s most famous stars, including the theater’s queen of high drama,
Ethel Barrymore. In addition to pursuing Meyerwurst and Cheathem, Mae
delivered the song “Tiger Love,” backed by the burlesque chorus. Wallace,
who played a Jewish character, Young Goldburg, also had a number. During
the show’s olio, Wallace and West reprised their vaudeville act, receiving
praise as “clever” and for their “coon shouting” One reviewer reported that
they “score[d] heavily with a novel dance,” and another noted that Mae made

“several changes down to full tights with good effect”®
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Enchantment’s road tour took Wallace and West into the heart of the Mid-
west, well beyond Tillie’s protective supervision. Tillie had continued to at-
tempt to direct both Mae’s personal and professional lives, cautioning her
away from romance. “My mother never approved of a single boy friend I had,”
Mae later told a reporter. “Whenever I showed up with one who wanted to
take me to the altar, my mother didn’t like him and when I saw that, some-
how or other I soured on him, too.” While Tillie must have been proud of her
daughter’s favorable reviews, she would undoubtedly have been alarmed to
know that, once on the road, Wallace proposed marriage. Mae claimed that
she turned him down repeatedly and continued affairs with other cast mem-
bers, members of the crew, men she met in hotels, and male fans from the au-
dience. “Marriage was the furthest thing in my plans,” she recalled.”

By the time the tour reached Milwaukee in early April 1911, West’s atti-
tude had changed. She contended that Etta Wood, an older cast member
who coincidentally played Mother Goldburg, took her aside, insisting that
her promiscuity would only get her into “trouble.” “Sooner or later some-
thing’s going to happen to you,” Wood reportedly warned. “Marry Wallace
and be respectable.” Mae claimed that Wood’s advice forced her to think
hard. She concluded that she “could get married and still see other guys.”
Then if she got pregnant, she would “have somebody to blame it on.”

So on the morning of April 11, 1911, Mae West and Frank Wallace were
married by a justice of the peace in Milwaukee. Only seventeen, she lied on
her marriage license and stated that she was eighteen, Wisconsin’s legal age
for marriage. She also claimed that her mother was French, stereotypically a
more “exotic” legacy than her Germanic roots. Immediately after the cere-
mony, she made Wallace swear not to tell her parents and to keep the mar-
riage secret once they returned to New York. He claimed the troupe’s
manager gave them the night off for a honeymoon, but Mae remembered
that she spent it alone in her room in a noisy hotel. She later vehemently in-
sisted that they had never lived together as man and wife.

In light of her steadfast devotion to her mother, who would have been
horrified to learn that Mae had taken wedding vows, her marriage to Wal-
lace seems uncharacteristic. As her mother knew, marriage could severely
jeopardize Mae’s aspirations. Married couples struggled in show business,
and matrimony often terminated the career of one or both partners.
Throughout his life, Wallace insisted that West had married him out of love,
but she always characterized it as a marriage of convenience. Years later her
attitude toward matrimony was apparent. “I don’t suppose you believe in
marriage,” queried a suitor in her 1933 film I’'m No Angel. “Only as a last re-
sort,” Mae replied.
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It is possible that West may have been, or feared she was, pregnant. When
later responding to questions about her marriage, she always ventured into
the topic of pregnancy. “Getting pregnant was a great disgrace in those days,”
she told one probing interviewer. “I did it [got married] because I was
scared,” she confessed to another. But Mae also had great faith in her birth
control method—a silk sponge, regularly washed out, tied to a string, She
bragged she had shared this secret, which was really quite commonplace,
with comedienne Fanny Brice, claiming Brice had several abortions before
she adopted Mae’s method.”

West usually chalked up her early marriage to youthful carelessness. For
the first time, Mae was cut off from her mother, and Wallace’s tenacity com-
bined with Wood’s ominous admonitions may have forced her into a rash de-
cision. Wallace admitted that she agreed to marry him only hours before the
ceremony. A contemporary photograph of West and Wallace shows her
flashing a wedding ring, but she claimed her regrets were immediate.

The tour ended in the summer of 1911. Mae returned to her family in
Brooklyn, and Wallace went back to Queens. Although he kept his promise
and remained silent about their marriage, he began to badger Mae to settle
down with him. She clearly felt no attachment to him. “It’s just this physical
thing,” she remembered telling him. “You don’t move my finer instincts.” But
he persisted. Soon Mae realized that to preserve her career and her relation-
ship with her beloved mother, she had to get rid of Frank Wallace."’

Mae broke the news to Wallace that their professional partnership was
over, insisting that her mother had demanded that she go solo. Next, she
arranged, or so she claimed, for him to join a road show booked for an ex-
tended tour. Wallace departed reluctantly, and with that, he was out of her
life. “Marriage is a career and acting is a career and you can’t mix two ca-
reers,” West later rationalized. “An actor’s marriage isn’t like other mar-
riages. . . . We don’t think about marriage as something going on and on,
with children from generation to generation. It's often just a passing
whim !

With Wallace out of the way, West worked up a new a song-and-dance
act. She quickly secured a one-night booking at Manhattan’s Columbia The-
ater, a popular scouting venue for Broadway producers as well as agents for
vaudeville’s prestigious Keith Circuit. On this particular night, Ned Way-
burn was there. But so were the powerful Florenz Ziegfeld and his wife, ac-
tress Anna Held. Some claim that West’s turn so captivated them that they
showered her with roses during her finale.

Astonishingly, West maintained that she turned down a subsequent offer
from Ziegfeld. She insisted that his New York Roof Theater was too large to
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capture her “facial expressions, gestures, [and] slow, lazy comic manner-
isms.” But her claim that Ziegfeld’s theater was too large for her seems sus-
pect, for the Columbia Theater was just as big, Rather, according to other
sources, Ziegfeld tried to recruit her for his famous Follies chorus. Cer-
tainly, West had no desire to be just another chorus girl, even if it was for
Ziegfeld’s Follies."

Next, West auditioned with Ned Wayburn for 4 La Broadway, a comedy
revue for Jesse Lasky’s Folies Bergere. A La Broadway was an elaborate en-
deavor created by writer William Le Baron as “a satirical burlesque on all
musical comedies.” Le Baron later recalled that Mae, who showed up with
her mother, possessed an overwhelmingly strong voice. Le Baron and Way-
burn decided to use her in a small but significant role as an Irish maid, Mag-
gie O’Hara, a quiet lass planted in a wealthy home to report on the curious
habits of New York’s high society. West accepted the role but, she main-
tained, with a warning that she intended to make some changes.

Although West remained confident, rehearsals went badly. She was un-
able to practice her first song, a ballad called “They Are Irish,” because Cook
and Lorenz, a comedy team that accompanied her, could not master their
props for the number. Additionally, Jesse Lasky was unimpressed and
wanted to drop her from the production. But Wayburn prevailed and in-
sisted that they give the newcomer a chance. West blamed her problems on
the role. On her own, she recruited a songwriter to rework “They Are Irish”
and transformed the mousey and hardworking Irish maid into a brash and in-
solent Maggie O’Hara. “I played it as a fresh, flip lazy character who acted as
a maid shouldn’t,” she recalled. "

A La Broadway opened on September 22, 1911, and, according to Mae, she
plunged into her first Broadway show with the verve that marked her entire
career. Her first scene came just after the chorus, costumed in military uni-
forms, finished a burlesque of elaborate Broadway drill numbers. Cook and
Lorenz were still unprepared, and at the last minute Wayburn sent West on
without them. As the chorus stood at attention, she entered and, in a broad
Irish brogue, delivered a sassy version of “They Are Irish.” Probably no one
was more surprised than Wayburn and Le Baron when she followed it up with
nine more choruses, each more risqué and each in a different dialect. West’s
gamble paid off. She scored several encores, right in the middle of the revue.

While most critics panned 4 La Broadway, concluding that it was “very
poor stuft” devoid of “variety and features to make it a great success,” West
received accolades. One reported that she dazzled the audience with “The
Philadelphia Drag,” a ragtime parody. The New York Sun noted that “she
danced with considerable grace and originality,” and the New York Tribune
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praised her as possessing “a bit of a sense of nonsense, which is the very latest
addition to wit.” Mae’s triumph rested with her style, which was well
matched to Le Baron’s satirical intentions. She attributed her success to the
blending of her early influences: “I used all the stage tricks I had learned in
stock training and vaudeville.” Indeed, her performance’s complexities were
beginning to coalesce. With Maggie O’Hara and her new lyrics, West ex-
plored the malleability of ethnic stereotypes, becoming all and none of them
at the same time. Furthermore, her revision of her part was both overtly and
covertly rebellious. She not only improved the production but also brazenly
asserted control over a role created by a man. West was unique and con-
founded critics, who began to interpret such boldness from her as mascu-
line. “She seems to be a sort of female George M. Cohan,” the New York
Evening World explained, “with an amusingly impudent manner and individual
way of nailing her points.”*

West was just eighteen, and her first Broadway appearance was a hit. But
A La Broadway was not, folding after eight performances. Fortunately for
West, two of New York’s most successful entertainment impresarios, Lee
and ]. J. Shubert, were in the audience opening night. Impressed, they cast
her in Vera Violetta. It was a complicated production, part comedic operetta
and part variety show, with appearances by blackface comedian Frank Tin-
ney and suggestively clad swimmer Annette Kellerman. It also featured, at
an astonishing $4,000 a week, Parisian superstar Gaby Deslys in her first
English-speaking performance in the United States.

To share the stage with Gaby Deslys, an international celebrity, was a
privilege for the young Mae West. Deslys reigned as the French music hall
queen and had revolutionized that venue with her suggestive costumes and
her outlandishly oversized feather headdresses, which became a standard for
chorus girls everywhere. Her voice was weak, but critics celebrated her
breathtaking beauty and accomplished dancing. She was known as the actress
who “made her reputation by losing it,” and a U.S. newspaper dubbed her
“the Most Talked About Woman in the World”—both phrases that West
would later borrow for herself. Deslys became the prototype of a tempera-
mental and eccentric star. The media chronicled her extravagant fondness
for furs, pet marmosets, emeralds, diamonds, orchids, and pearls. Photogra-
pher and writer Cecil Beaton observed that she “realized the value of over-
doing everything.” It was a lesson not lost on Mae West."*

Although Deslys was phony, egotistical, and arrogant, she also controlled
her career wisely, personally negotiating top-dollar salaries and always insist-
ing that shows be built entirely around her. Her assertiveness and conceit
created problems for her co-stars. In addition to run-ins with other featured
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performers, Deslys immediately clashed with a then unknown blackface
comedic singer named Al Jolson. His contempt for her was obvious, and in
each scene they shared, Jolson upstaged her with wild antics and mugging.

To make matters worse, Violetta’s racy and convoluted plot predestined
the show for problems. It told of two couples who flirt with the idea of
swapping partners but instead rediscover their love. West appeared as Made-
moiselle Angelique, a dancer who offers tutorials on the art of lovemaking.
Although the part was modest, it was significant enough for her to rate men-
tion (as “May West”) in ads for Violetta’s opening.

The Shuberts scheduled Vera Violetta for a tryout on November 17 and 18,
1911, at the Hyperion Theater in New Haven, Connecticut. Notorious for
booking bawdy shows, the Hyperion was a favorite among the football
crowd. And that particular weekend was the Yale-Princeton game, an in-
tense rivalry made more so since the two teams were vying for a champi-
onship. Violetta, with its scintillating humor and Parisian star, seemed a
fitting celebration for Yale’s almost certain victory. Friday’s opening night
proved it so. One New Haven reviewer commented that “the Hyperion man-
agement could have chosen no more suitable show to brave the streamers,
the catcalls, and the implacable applause of football night.” He especially
praised Deslys: “She has come; she the little French dancer who dances king-
doms to destruction like Nero fiddling at the burning of Rome.” According
to another she was “cheered from the time she first appeared on stage until
after the fall of the last curtain.” Sure that they had a hit, the Hyperion man-
agement doubled ticket prices for Saturday night’s postgame performance. 16

Saturday afternoon, however, several New Haven residents complained to
authorities that Violetta was “vulgar and suggestive.” That evening the police
chief informed the Hyperion’s manager, E. P. Eldridge, that he was closing
the show. Eldridge protested and the show went on, after the manager
promised to downsize Deslys’s and West’s roles. The chief warned him that
officers would be stationed in the audience and would arrest everyone asso-
ciated with Violetza if players did or said anything risque. Squeezed for time,
Eldridge decided to cut out all of Violetta’s dialogue and restrict cast mem-
bers to performing only their musical numbers. The controversial star at-
traction, Deslys, would go on last.

When the curtain rang up, the Hyperion was packed with Yale fans, fresh
from an afternoon of football and drink, smarting from their disappointing
loss to Princeton. The show began late and then moved rapidly through Vio-
letta’s songs and dances. Everything went smoothly—until West’s entrance.
For her turn, she had obtained an imitation Deslys gown with an outrageous
headdress. When West took the stage, the audience, initially mistaking her
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for the star, “clapped, roared, and practically stood on their chairs.” She then
proceeded with a “little impromptu singing” that, while rated “objectionable”
by one reviewer, drove the crowd wild. Deslys had been upstaged. When she
made her entrance at the show’s end, confused fans “didn’t know whether to
applaud or not.” West claimed that, in the end, the woman celebrated as the
“sensation of two continents” was given only a lukewarm reception.'’

Anticipating at least another hour of entertainment, the already restless
audience remained in their seats. Then the orchestra rose and departed, and a
call went up for Eldridge. When the manager did not appear, several angry
students jumped onto the stage and began ripping down the curtains. Others
started to tear up the orchestra seats and throw chairs out of the boxes. The
production crew pushed onto the stage and turned fire hoses on the audience.
According to the press, several women, infuriated at having their gowns ru-
ined, joined in the mayhem. One even ripped out an entire row of seats, hurl-
ing them to the floor. Eventually the crew forced the audience into the
streets, where the mob continued its rampage, breaking windows, throwing
rocks, and smashing the theater’s sign. Police reinforcements arrived and
“rushed pell mell into the crowd and began clubbing the students right and
left.” At the end of the melee, the Hyperion had sustained over $1,000 in
damage, and authorities had arrested several popular student athletes.

For months following Violetta’s visit, New Haven fought over who was re-
sponsible for the uprising, The theater blamed the police; the police blamed
the theater. Yale students and administrators blamed both the authorities and
the theater. Several community leaders attributed the disturbance to Ameri-
can theater’s degenerate state and called for censorship of New Haven’s
stages. In New York City, the entertainment community laid some of the re-
sponsibility at the feet of a young, brash, virtually unknown actress, Mae
West. Variety commented, “It is said that May was right in the middle of that
fray, if she did not start it.”'®

On the train back to New York City, an infuriated Deslys threatened to
quit the show and return to Paris. The Shuberts panicked. She represented a
considerable investment and promised healthy box office returns. Almost
immediately, Variety announced West’s sudden departure from Violetta, re-
porting she was suffering from pneumonia. While West may have been ill,
Deslys definitely would not have tolerated her upstaging antics.

West’s stunt could have been simply youthful high jinks; certainly her ac-
tions were foolish for an actress so obsessed with her career. Yet, while it
may have been bad judgment, her mockery of Deslys, in many ways, was
predictable. Since childhood she had used mimicry as a tool for criticism.
Deslys was a vain, disingenuous, and pretentious star, a perfect target for
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Mae’s rebellious trickery. At some level, she must have known that upstaging
Deslys would have disastrous effects, but her desire for attention and her in-
clination to challenge authority won out. Mae apparently had only one re-
gret about the incident—her timing. In retrospect, she lamented because
she had not held back until the show reached Manhattan.'

However, the short time West spent with Vera Violetta did pay off. The
Parisian entertainer provided her with a role model for celebrity. It was
Deslys’s posturing that West both rejected and embraced as the basis for her
stardom. She had already been drawn to stereotyped French allure, and
Deslys reinforced that mystique. Throughout her career, she borrowed from
Deslys for her performance as a public figure. Mae West would become both
a star and a parody of a star.

After Vera Violetta, West returned to vaudeville. By January 1912, she had
put together an act with two friends from A La Broadway, dancers Bobby
O’Neill and Harry Laughlin. They played as “Mae West and Her Boys” and
later as “Mae West and the Girards.” Mae was the act’s centerpiece, the
“boys” decked out in elegant evening dress functioning only as a backdrop.
The trio sang and danced to ragtime. West soloed with a cooch dance, de-
scribed by one reviewer as an “enchanting, seductive, sin-promising wiggle”
made even more tantalizing by a dress with a breakaway shoulder strap. For
their finish, the three performed a ragtime song and a novel dance routine
while seated in chairs.

Variety found the act coarse, one correspondent commenting that for
West “the burlesque stage is her place and she can make a name there.” Sime
Silverman, the publication’s founder, declared the chair routine “a peach and
funny,” but he warned that the act was too risqué for audiences outside Man-
hattan. Writing under the byline Sime, he declared West a “rough
soubrette”—in entertainment lingo, a woman who attempted songs,
dances, and jokes that were considered the domain of male performers. His
pronouncements were critical, for Jariety often influenced bookings for new
acts. Sime's tastes were extremely conservative; he expressed not only tradi-
tional gender expectations but also strong class biases, Performers who were
a little too raucous properly belonged in entertainment venues patronized
by the working class. Sime insisted that vaudeville and Broadway be the pre-
serve of tasteful amusements that drew the better people.

While influential, Sime did not always reflect popular trends. In fact, Mae
West and the Girards won accolades from other critics. One praised the act
as “clever” and “novel,” noting that “the audience took more than kindly to
them and gave them the unanimous stamp of approval at the end of the act.”
Another reviewer noted that West “with a Gaby Deslys costume and Eva
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Tanguay line of business brought down the house.” In fact, the act was so
promising that they quickly secured a contract with Frank Bohm, one of
vaudeville’s most successful agents. Bohm was twenty-nine, smart, and ag-
gressive. He booked acts for the Loew Circuit, reputable second-tier vaude-
ville and considered a good opportunity for new talent. With his help, Mae
West and the Girards obtained some choice bookings, even performing at
Loew’s best theater, the American Roof.?°

Under Bohm, Mae West and the Girards did well for vaudeville newcom-
ers. In addition to good and steady bookings, he also arranged for the team
to plug a song, “Cuddle Up and Cling to Me,” and appear on the cover of its
sheet music. West credited Bohm with helping her to channel her talents
productively. “I was a hard boiled, wise-cracking kid, doing anything to get a
laugh,” she insisted. She remembered Bohm pointing out his office window
to a comedian on the street below surrounded by acquaintances laughing
heartily at his jokes. “You don’t see Frank Tinney or Ed Wynn throwing it
away like that,” he admonished her. “Don’t be a sidewalk comedian; save it
for the public.” She also claimed that before long Bohm began pressuring her
to go out on her own. He convinced her that she could make more money in
a single act, and by the end of March she dropped the Girards. She claimed
they took it well, one remarking to her, “You're a great girl and a great act. It
isn’t what you do—it’s how you do it.” Mae incorporated his appraisal into a
speech during her finales.”

Next, Bobm negotiated for West to appear in Ziegfeld’s A Winsome Widow,
slated to open in early April 1912 at the Moulin Rouge Theater. A revival of
a popular 1890s musical comedy, Ziegfeld’s latest show featured a stunning
cast, including Fanny Brice, dancer Leon Errol, and vaudeville’s famous
Dolly Sisters. In A Winsome Widow, the central character falsely believes that
he has only a few weeks to live. He decides to spend his remaining days en-
joying the high life and chasing young women. In the show, West had a minor
role, Le Petite Daffy, and performed a ragtime tune and a cooch.

Although anxiously anticipated, A Winsome Widow received mixed reviews.
While the New York Clipper deemed it “a spectacle of gayety and gorgeous-
ness,” the New York Times complained about its “sameness.” Sime panned it, in-
sisting it was “at least forty minutes too long, draggy with superfluous
people.” One of those was West, whom he reprimanded for doing “Turkey,”
show business slang for the cheapest and bawdiest of burlesque acts. “Just a
bit too coarse for this §2 audience,” Sime concluded.?

A Winsome Widow lasted a respectable 172 performances. But West was
not there to see the production to its end. Only five days after the premiere,
she announced she was quitting the show to return to vaudeville. She gave no
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explanation, but her sudden departure coincided with a significant change in
Bohm’s situation. He had just accepted a position as an agent for the big-time
Keith Circuit. Bohm’s good fortune opened the door for West to appear at
vaudeville’s most prestigious theaters. Leaving a Ziegfeld production was
risky, but working the Keith Circuit promised much more than a small part
in a musical revue rated so lukewarmly. Sime actually praised her for bailing
out: “That she escaped . . . [the Ziegfeld show] evidences some strength of
character.”??

Bohm must have considered West one of his best acts. That spring he
took out a half-page ad in Variety, announcing that Mae West, the “Scintillat-
ing Singing Comedienne,” had been booked at Hammerstein’s Victoria The-
ater, one of Keith’s best houses. For her debut as a single act, he encouraged
Mae to splurge on two new, eye-catching gowns. She chose not only the
most luxurious but, reminiscent of Deslys, also the most unusual. One gown
was made of rhinestones, and the other was tight and slit from toe to thigh.
She purchased a brocade coat, its train lined with white fox. It was a pricey
wardrobe, and Bohm, who was rapidly becoming wealthy, may have helped
her out in some way.

West’s solo debut was only eleven minutes long. Her act consisted of
dances and songs that she delivered, like Bert Williams, in a “talkative fash-
ion.” She opened with “Parisienne” and followed with two dance tunes, “Per-
sonality” and “Dancing-Prancing,” maintaining a black presence by ragging
them. The act climaxed with “Rap, Rap, Rap,” which she delivered seated
and playing “the bones,” an African instrument that had become a minstrel
show staple. She then ended abruptly, rising and launching into a cooch.

The competition was stiff on the night of West’s debut. The bill con-
tained fourteen acts, an unusually large number, with several single female
song-and-dance turns. Overall response to Mae’s act was tepid. Sime labeled
her a “freak,” charging that she lacked “that touch of class that is becoming
requisite nowadays in the first class houses.” The New York Clipper alleged that
“the very palpable aid of a number of ‘friends’ in the audience” helped her
along. But she did win praise from some reviewers and the audience for
“Rap, Rap, Rap.” Billboard commented, “Miss West sits and uses the ‘bones’
in a manner that might be envied by a minstrel end man.”**

Significantly, the African-American cultural presence echoed throughout
most of West’s debut. Freed from male partners, she asserted increasing
control over her performance and began borrowing more heavily from both
original and corrupted forms of African-American performance. Her appro-
priation of black culture was furthered by its ever-growing popularity dur-
ing the 1910s. Although still facing racism and discrimination, several
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African-American performers had broken through to become stars. Tap
dancer Bill “Bojangles” Robinson and Aida Overton Walker, wife of the re-
cently deceased George Walker, had thriving careers on the Keith Circuit.
James Reese Europe, founder of the Clef Club, a union of African-American
musicians, was in wide demand, scoring music for and accompanying the
white dancing duo Vernon and Irene Castle. Songwriters like Sheldon
Brooks, who composed Sophie Tucker’s “Some of These Days,” also enjoyed
success. While degrading stereotypes still abounded, white performers and
the public clamored for more African-American entertainment.

Although African-American culture subversively undermined the domi-
nance of European-American culture, most whites never went beyond the
mere consumption of black music and dance. But West had a deeper appre-
ciation for the power of African-American performance. She viewed it with
great respect and as an evolving art form. She recalled that her early inspira-
tion came from “the black man’s sound and we copied it because it was the
greatest. They'd been developing it for years.” West was striving to enact
blackness as she comprehended it, no longer in blackface but rather in what
could be called whiteface. The ragtime-singing, bones-playing “Parisienne”
cooch dancer was just beginning to project an indeterminacy that challenged
the whole idea of racial fixity so critical to the ideology of white racism.*

West tinkered with her act, revising it throughout the summer and into
the fall of 1912. Most vaudevillians sought a single, steady act; change was
costly not only in time but also in money, since new material was often pur-
chased. But the energetic nineteen-year-old Mae West sought perfection,
adding and subtracting from her routine, sometimes just to suit specific au-
diences. In Philadelphia, possibly to placate family-time theater managers in-
tolerant of cooching, she finished the act with a “muscle dance in a sitting
position.” Bohm promoted her appearance there with handbills proclaiming,
“It is all in the way she does it and her way is all her own.” Later, she added
two new songs, “Good Night Nurse” and “It’s an Awful Way to Make a Liv-
ing,” by popular vaudeville skit man Thomas Gray. (On the cover of “Good
Night Nurse” she posed half-smiling in a nurse’s frock.) By December 1912,
when she played Keith’s Union Square Theater in New York City, she had
resurrected her impersonations. The audience reaction was favorable. Variety
noted that she had grown “taller and stouter” and observed happily that she
was no longer “tearing loose the theater foundations.™®

As a whole, it had been a good year for Mae West. While her Broadway
career petered out, she had successfully broken into first-class vaudeville and
played engagements in some of the country’s premier houses. She was not a
headliner, often occupying the bill’s second spot—traditional for single, un-
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known female performers. But she also occasionally played fourth or sixth in
the lineup, respectable positions for a novice. At a young age, she was doing
well; she claimed that Bohm eventually negotiated a salary of $350 to $ 500 a
week for her. This may be inflated, but Bohm also provided her with some
surreptitious income. During their weeks off, he secretly booked his Keith
performers in small-time vaudeville. Writer Dana Rush remembered seeing
West at Pittsburgh’s Family Theater, a small-time house owned by Clarence
W. Morgenstern. Rush described her as “one of the best ragtime singers that
ever hit the Family Theater.” Small time was a grueling five performances a
day, and Bohm's practices were flagrant violations of Keith’s exclusive con-
trol policy, but the added bookings provided the West family with even
more income. It appears that Mae dutifully sent some of her earnings home.
Apparently, her parents decided to invest it in property; West claimed that
her father went into real estate the very year she signed up with Bohm.”’

Over the next two years, West bounced between the Keith Circuit and
small-time houses. Much of this time she spent on the road, playing in cities
and towns nationwide. While having steady work was considered a blessing
by any vaudevillian, tours were punishing. Performers played a different
town every week and often did not know until the last minute where they
were going next. Circuits provided only cheap transportation, reserving
crowded and uncomfortable coach cars on the trains. Since payday was not
until the week’s end, vaudevillians lived on credit. Hours were long, hotels
were noisy, and some theaters even charged performers extra to use dress-
ing rooms.

Although vaudeville tours were exhausting and lonely, they allowed Mae
to observe a wide range of entertainment styles. Of course, there were jug-
glers and dog acts. But she also shared the bill with some of the era’s biggest
names, including comedian Eddie Foy and the beautiful Evelyn Nesbitt
Thaw, whose jealous husband, Harry, had killed her lover, the famous archi-
tect Stanford White. Once Mae became famous, she occasionally boasted
that Harry Thaw, whose mother’s maiden name was Copley, was a cousin.
However, the wealthy Thaw family never claimed her.

Billed as “America’s Youngest Temperamental Comedian” and “the Firefly
of Vaudeville,” West was usually well received by both critics and audiences,
although, as one Keith manager observed, “the men liked her better than the
women.” On occasion, some critics found her too brazen for polite vaude-
ville. While touring in 1913, she plugged a song titled “And Then” that she
delivered carefully, she said, to allow the audience to use its “imagination of
course.” One reviewer did not like the picture his imagination conjured up
and declared Mae West “plainly vulgar. This woman is all that is coarse in
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Eva Tanguay without the player’s ability.” Even though he admitted that “the
audience howled for more,” he called for censorship of West’s act. And while
she continued to encounter resistance—one Keith representative forced her
to cut her line “The manager said he would take me out to lunch and see
what he was doing for me”—almost everyone agreed she was unique. A
Columbus, Ohio, Keith agent described her as “possessing unusual individu-
ality and style that is peculiarly her own. She is distinctively different from
any single woman | have ever seen.””

Some of this derived from her fearless exhibition of blatant sexuality that,
when combined with her pastiche of impersonations, ragtime tunes, and un-
usual dance steps, produced an act that while engaging was sometimes be-
wildering. In late 1913, a Keith manager in Philadelphia commented that
“the audience did not at first understand but finally approved” of Mae. Inter-
estingly, on several occasions, reviewers characterized her, even after she had
toned down, as a “nut act,” a term for wild and clownish performers. But
several reviewers also reported that West did not “go crazy” a la Tanguay or
others: “She is not volcanic in style and manifests no inclination to whoop
things up.” Apparently, West’s subtle zaniness was simply so different that it
defied categorization.”

Throughout 1913 and 1914, West further refined her style and continued
to move up on the bill. In October 1913, she had one of the top spots at
Proctor’s Fifth Avenue Theater in Manhattan. The New York Clipper praised
her as “one of the most vivacious soubrettes that has graced the vaudeville
stage in many moons.” Another critic remarked on the changes in her act,
noting she had reduced the songs and increased the patter. “She put it over in
a manner to unmistakably indicate that this is her forte,” he commented. She
also further slowed her pace. In Ohio, a house manager protested against
Keith’s recommendation he bill her as “Harem Scarum,” suggesting “the
Nonchalant, Unique Artist” instead. “T used to have to work on the audience,
appeal to them with little private gestures, twists of my head, the way I
spoke a word, or winked over a song line. . . . I had an easy, nonchalant man-
ner, an air of indifference,” she remembered. “That was my style and I could-
n’t change it.”*

West’s syncretic style, which drew from vaudeville, burlesque, melo-
drama, minstrelsy, and African-American culture, continued to befuddle
critics. They persisted in their attempts to define her within some common
tradition. Some continued to attribute a maleness to her performances. One
theater manager insisted that West used a “boyish, careless method of getting
her stuff over,” and others still compared her to George M. Cohan, one not-
ing that she had adopted his unique manner of dance. But that only rein-
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forced her links to black performance; Cohan’s distinctive steps were bor-
rowed from the cakewalk. On one occasion, a theater manager even equated
West with blackface comedian Frank Tinney.

Yet West also evoked comparisons to Eva Tanguay. In 1913, the New York
Tribune remarked that West made “herself popular by singing a repertory of
‘I Don’t Care’ songs and appearing in a dazzling series of low and behold
gowns.” That year, after a competitor lured Tanguay away from Keith, Bohm
began pushing West as her replacement, billing her as “the Eva Tanguay of
Vaudeville.” But critics, theater managers, and West herself also repeatedly
emphasized that she had “a style all her own.” In fact, she even incorporated
into her act a song called “I've Got a Style All My Own.™!

By late 1913, West was also promoting herself as “the Original Brinkley
Girl.” Based on a character created by artist Nell Brinkley, the Brinkley Girl
was the successor to the Gibson Girl, illustrator Charles Dana Gibson’s im-
age of youthful womanhood. The Brinkley Girl cast off the previous genera-
tion’s corseted shirtwaists in favor of lightweight, flowing gowns. Visually,
she epitomized idealized white femininity with distinctively WASPish fea-
tures. Brinkley’s illustrations, serialized with her commentary in the nation’s
newspapers, urged women to use their charms to control men but warned
them never to lose their hearts. It was a mixed message, but, rendered by a
woman, it spoke to West’s sensibilities.

West’s absorption of Brinkley’s creation contributed to her continuing
construction of a racially ambiguous stage persona. On the one hand, she
embraced whiteness, borrowing so much from Deslys that a reviewer in
1914 raved as if she were the French music hall queen herself:

Mae, chic, dainty, a Parisienne from the heels of her tiny slippers to the
crown of her golden head, has truly as she claims “a style of her own.” Fresh
from the hands of Parisian modistes, merry Mae sings her songs and deliv-
ers her impromptu dialogue with a pleasing individuality that marks her
for an even higher place in the professional field than she occupies now.

Yet she did not let her whiteness go uncontested. She continued to perform
ragtime and, that year, organized a band, the Mae West Syncopators. As she
matured, she was becoming more skillful at playing with extremes, toying
with society’s construction of both gender and race.*

On stage West was unconventional; offstage, too, she struck her fellow
vaudevillians as daring and eccentric. Charlie Abbott, who toured with her,
observed that she “kept to herself but she gloried in the stir she caused wher-

ever she went. Sometimes she played next to closing, the best spot on the
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bill, but even so traditional vaudevillians made her feel like an outsider.”

Vaudevillians were highly competitive as well as cliquish, and West’s sugges-
tiveness combined with her aloofness induced others to regard her cau-
tiously. However, she did not lack company. Her autobiography implies that
on tour she received plenty of attention from male townsfolk and choice
male performers.*

One of these was Guido Deiro, “the Wizard of the Accordion,” whom she
met when they shared a bill in Detroit in August 1913. An international
celebrity, he and his brother, Pietro, introduced the piano accordion to
America. Deiro was handsome and dashing; according to some, he possessed
“a magnetic personality.” In white tie and tails, he performed classical and
popular music, always winning ovations from the crowds. “Temperamental,
talented, he loses himself in his own melodies, becomes oblivious of his audi-
ences,” one critic reported. Deiro was gregarious and flamboyant. Waiters
who pleased him received huge tips, portions of which Mae and Pietro pock-
eted behind his back.?*

Mae confessed that she fell passionately for the charming accordionist.
True, Deiro was a headliner and could easily help her, but her attraction to
him was not entirely careerist. For the first time, she later claimed, she was
in love. By her account, Deiro was equally infatuated. Indeed, after playing
Detroit, he arranged to be booked with her in Rochester, New York, the
following week. Over the next two seasons, West and Deiro attempted to
be together as much as possible. At first, joint bookings were difficult to
schedule. In the summer of 1914, it became even more challenging: Keith
fired Bohm for double-booking his acts in small-time vaudeville. He re-
turned with Mae to Loew’s. Things improved when Deiro followed, his
Loew contract specifying joint bookings with Mae.

Between July 1914 and February 1915, West and Deiro appeared on the
same bill in theaters throughout the Loew Circuit. Reportedly, Mae even
worked the accordion into her act, pretending to play as Deiro stood in the
wings supplying the real music. (It was Pietro’s instrument, and he later
found it for sale in a pawnshop.) West and Deiro became so closely identi-
fied that many in the business mistook them for a married couple. Although
some later remembered that they both carried on other affairs, Mae insisted
that, for the first time in her life, she felt jealous.

West, who had remained detached from previous lovers, was consumed by
Deiro. She found him exciting, passionate, and indulgent; while on the road,
she contracted the flu, and Deiro nursed her back to health. But Mae’s happy
recollections of Deiro’s tenderness were countered by her admission that he
had an extremely volatile side. He was possessive and flew into jealous rages,
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verbally and sometimes physically assaulting other men who expressed even
passing interest in Mae. He spied on her, listened in on her calls, and loomed
over her constantly. She told of tireless efforts to keep him ignorant of other
men, even those who were simply acquaintances, fearing his reaction,

Deiro’s behavior had gotten him into trouble in the past. In 1912, to avoid
prosecution on a statutory rape charge, he agreed to marry Julia Tatro, also a
performer. Whether or not Mae knew of Deiro’s marriage before, she cer-
tainly learned of it in February 1914 when the police arrived at Chicago’s
Palace Theater, where the couple was performing, and arrested Deiro on a
warrant issued by Tatro, who was secking financial support. It seemed to
have little impact on his relationship with Mae. He immediately paid his bail
and returned to the road with her, and Mae claimed that he began to pro-
pose they marry. Deiro even sought out her parents, asking their permission.
(Of course, none of them knew that she was already married.) Tillie stiffly
refused. She wanted her daughter to remain focused on her career.*

Mae complied with her mother’s wishes, as usual, but also continued her
affair with Deiro. At Christmas 1914, Bohm featured the two in a joint ad
bragging of their forty weeks of bookings for Loew’s. Shortly afterward,
Mae’s hard work and sacrifice finally paid off. In January 1915, she returned
to the American Roof Theater, this time as the headliner. For this appearance,
in addition to her trademark “I've Got a Style All My Own,” she performed
several characterizations and Sheldon Brooks’s “Ballin’ the Jack.” The New York
Clipper rated it Mae’s best number, noting that it “won her the desired ap-
plause.” Sime remained unconverted. He felt that Deiro, also on the bill,
should have occupied the featured spot, noting that Mae had “repressed her
exuberance somewhat, but could stand a trifle more repression.”*

West was twenty-one and had reached a pinnacle in her early career. Af-
ter the American Roof date, she spent the next several weeks with Deiro on
tour in the Northeast. Then suddenly, in early March, the couple vanished
from the vaudeville routes. In April, Deiro reappeared briefly back on the
Keith Circuit. But West was nowhere to be found. That summer Variety re-
ported that she was on her way to California with a Universal Pictures con-
tract; nothing resulted from this trip. That fall, Deiro resurfaced, playing
some of Keith’s best theaters.?’

This lull in West’s career corresponded to a general downturn in vaude-
ville, for the burgeoning film industry was luring audiences away. Addition-
ally, two of vaudeville’s pioneers, B. F. Keith, founder of the Keith Circuit,
and Willie Hammerstein, passed away. As others jockeyed for power, cir-
cuits cut salaries, increased workloads, and laid off performers. The White
Rats, the vaudevillians’ union, protested the changes, inducing a standoff be-
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tween theater management and performers. White Rats activists were
blacklisted and their contracts canceled; the union hired gangsters to protect
its members. Although excluded from membership in the all-male White
Rats, West may have found her career impeded by her support for the
group. In the summer of 1916, Variety reported that she had appeared in a
special benefit show organized by the White Rats for the prisoners of Sing
Sing, It was a very public link to the activist entertainers’ union.

West may also have been adversely affected by changes in Frank Bohm’s sit-
uation. In March 1915, just as she disappeared from vaudeville, Bohm signed
up Singer’s Midgets, a miniature circus with a troupe of over thirty little peo-
ple. Bohm must have felt they had a spectacular future. He invested his entire
savings in the act and dedicated all of his energies to promoting it. As a result,
his stable of performers floundered. Deiro, a widely celebrated talent, easily
returned to big-time vaudeville. West was not so lucky. She spent Christmas
1915 in Pittsburgh, celebrating with the players of the Victoria Burlesque
Theater, a small-time house on the American Circuit, distinctly raunchier than
her former burlesque employer, Columbia. Before long, the situation looked
even more grim. On March 7, 1916, Bohm died of tuberculous of the spine. A
few weeks later, West surfaced again at Pittsburgh’s Victoria Theater, which
was presenting a musical review called A4 Jaunt in Joyland. Without Bohm’s
careful attention, she had, in one year, gone from being a headliner in big-time
vaudeville to performing in cheap, third-rate burlesque.*

Exactly what impact this had on her relationship with Deiro is unclear.
However, although Frank Bohm’s distractions led to Mae and Deiro’s profes-
sional separation, nothing else suggests that their affair ended. The changes
in their circumstances may have compelled Deiro to become even more pos-
sessive and determined to marry Mae regardless of prior entanglements. Ac-
cording to West, at some point Deiro, like Frank Wallace, began to pressure
her to abandon her career and settle down. She claimed she loved him, and
his proposal, which was impossible to accept, caused her deep distress. Al-
though she attempted to hide her feelings from her mother, Tillie had grown
increasingly suspicious. It was not long before her worries were confirmed.
Mae maintained that one night Deiro, after a jealous confrontation with
Joseph Schenck, a Loew Circuit boss, stormed over to the Wests’, demand-
ing Mae’s hand in marriage. The Wests firmly rebuffed him. Tillie was
blunt: “I'm afraid you’ll harm Mae in a fit of jealous temper.” While her con-
cerns over his abusive disposition were valid, she was also committed to see-
ing that Mae’s career always came first.

Tillie became determined to undermine Mae’s relationship with Deiro.
Knowing her daughter’s stubbornness, at first she approached it indirectly.
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“Mother pointed out other married couples to me,” Mae remembered,
“showed me how their lives were wasted. She didn’t nag me. She never did.”
But Mae remained conflicted and spent months sorting out her feelings, dis-
cussing them for hours with her mother. Finally, Tillie directly expressed
disapproval of Deiro, telling Mae he was not “good enough.” “She explained
that I was young and awful full of emotions. She said that was natural but that
I could use them to be very famous or waste them on the first man.”

How long the relationship survived under Tillie’s enormous pressure is
not certain. One source remembered that the affair lasted about four years,
commenting that it was “a record for Guido.”* But Tillie was determined to
distract Mae. She may have even used Mae’s sister, Mildred. Tillie had
pushed Mildred into performing as an amateur under the stage name of Bev-
erly West. In the summer of 1916, Tillie insisted that Mae and Beverly de-
velop a sister act. Perhaps she hoped the two would keep an eye on each
other, for Beverly had problems too. She was spirited, fun-loving, and free-
spoken—and at seventeen already a hard drinker.

“Mae West and Sister” opened with a duet, “I Want to Be Loved in an Old
Fashioned Way.” Next came a musical skit—ironically, on marriage—two
more songs, and Mae’s cooch. Then, while Beverly sang, Mae exited,
changed, and returned in male attire. For their finish, they performed Shel-
don Brooks’s “Walkin’ the Dog.” Mae closed with a speech: “I am pleased,
ladies and gentlemen, you like my new act. It’s the first time I have appeared
with my sister. They all like her, especially the boys, who always fall for her,
but that’s where I come in—1 always take them away from her.”

The sisters tried out their act at Proctor’s Fifth Avenue Theater in Man-
hattan. Sime remained contemptuous. “Unless Miss West can tone down her
stage presence in every way,” he wrote, “she just might as well hop right out
of vaudeville into burlesque.” He suggested that if she continued to be so
bold, she consider appearing in “men’s dress altogether.’

Although trade papers fail to confirm it, West maintained that the sister
act secured a twelve-week road tour. She also remembered it as a painful ex-
perience. The sisters shared an uneasy relationship, Beverly resentful of liv-
ing in her sister’s shadow. Additionally, she did not subscribe to Mae’s work
ethic and took advantage of the freedoms offered on tour. After perfor-
mances, she disappeared with male admirers, sometimes staying out all night
and showing up, still drunk, just before curtain time. Virtually a teetotaler,
Mae grew impatient. She scolded Beverly and lined their hotel room floors
with crumpled newspapers, bellowing, “I hear you,” when her sister at-
tempted to sneak in early in the morning. Eventually, she summoned Tillie
to take Beverly home. Mae remembered finishing the tour alone, using a
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dummy as her partner. Whether or not that was true, Mae had failed to re-
gain momentum. In the fall of 1916, Variety announced she would appear as a
man in an act under an assumed name. Mae then vanished from the New
York entertainment scene for almost a year and a half.*

It is likely that Mae had acquiesced to her mother’s wishes and decided to
make a final break with Deiro. Fearing violent retaliation, she slipped out of
town without a word to kim. The Wests foiled his attempts to contact her,
keeping her location a secret. On her part, she was relieved to have escaped
him but fought her urge to rekindle the affair, remembering her obligation to
her mother.

It was a difficult time for the twenty-three-year-old Mae West. “If [ have
made myself seem hard and casual,” she wrote candidly in her autobiography,
“it was a defense I raised against all the world.” Mae may have experienced
difficulty with men before, and her selection of the abusive Deiro revealed
her ongoing insecurities, but after the demise of their relationship, she grew
ever more detached. This failed love affair was a turning point in her life; she
was prepared to take her mother’s philosophy to the extreme. “From that
time on, I have only thought of Mae West,” she told one journalist. “I have
thought only of myself. Nothin” else mattered. Men have been important only
as they could help me help Mae West.” While Mae’s public and private selves
would always be somewhat intertwined, at this juncture she had come to re-
gard the performer, the career actress Mae West, as a distinct persona, often
referring to that component of her identity in the third person. But in some
ways, Mae West the real person no longer counted; personal wants and needs
had to be submerged. It was only the performance that mattered.*

West spent most of the next eighteen months based in Chicago, perform-
ing on the Orpheum vaudeville circuit’s western routes. She may have even
worked for a short time as a male impersonator, but before long she was
back to her standard routine of songs, dances, comedic monologues, and the
cooch. While being stuck outside of New York City, the era’s entertainment
capital, impeded her career, she recognized her time in Chicago as one of the
most critical periods in her professional development. Her exile in the
Windy City became a furious phase of reinventing herself and her perfor-
mance. Here, she discovered the key components of her stage persona; not
surprisingly, all were rooted in African-American traditions.

West’s arrival in Chicago coincided with the Great Migration, a time of
growth and change for the African-American community. African Ameri-
cans were leaving the South for the North by the hundreds of thousands,
pushed by virulent racism and pulled by job opportunities in industries gear-
ing up to support the First World War, which had broken out in Europe in
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1914. Chicago was one of the most popular destinations; African Americans
from all regions of the South gathered in the Windy City, bringing with them
different varieties of black culture. When West reached Chicago, the city’s
African-American community already boasted a lively nightlife with clubs and
theaters where black entertainers from across the country performed. She pa-
tronized these nightspots and was influenced by this explosion of black cul-
ture. Out of this milieu, she adopted three components of African-American
music and dance to serve as the foundation of her stage presence.

The first of these was jazz, which was quickly displacing ragtime as the
African-American community’s dominant musical form. By the time West
arrived in Chicago, the city had become a jazz mecca, and this new, energetic
musical form was so popular that it permeated white as well as black night-
clubs. Improvisational in nature, jazz depended on a series of revised riffs that
some have linked to the African-American practice of signification. West was
immediately attracted to jazz; it fit well with her impromptu manner and her
subversive nature. “Jazz suited me,” she remarked. “I liked the beat and emo-
tions.” She organized another band for her act—this time a full-fledged jazz
band composed of musicians she recruited from Chicago clubs.*

Second, and just as important, she appropriated heavily from the blues,
beginning her evolution into a blues singer. Like jazz, the blues had arrived
in Chicago with African-American immigrants fleeing the South. Descended
in part from the African-American tradition of spirituals, the blues carry
double, sometimes triple meanings conveying messages of resistance and re-
bellion. Since childhood, West had been attracted to the flexibility of and
the multiple messages in language, but the blues’ appeal ran even deeper.
Not just laments of lost love, the blues interrogate existence, probing life’s
passages and meaning. As scholar Houston Baker asserts, the blues explore
“experiencing the experience.” They go beyond simply relating life’s events
and express the feelings and emotions of how life is understood and appre-
hended. Baker contends that blues singers become “translators” who furnish
a variety of interpretations of a life story and its circumstances. As a result,
the blues singer becomes a mediator, and the blues become “a mediational
site” where conflicts are initiated, explored, and resolved, only to be initi-
ated again. In a sense, then, the blues singer acts as a trickster and the blues
function as the trickster’s language. It was precisely the vehicle that West
had been seeking, The blues provided her with a voice that reaffirmed but
resisted the dominant culture. She understood the dualism of the blues and
embraced it as her musical signature.*

Just before she left Chicago, West stumbled onto a third compelling

African-American cultural manifestation. One night she joined some friends
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at The Elite No. 1, a nightspot located in the heart of the black entertain-
ment district on Chicago’s South Side that also drew many white patrons. It
was here, while the band played “Can House Blues,” that West witnessed
African-American couples dancing the shimmy. She was captivated. “They
got up from the tables, got out to the dance floor, and stood in one spot with
hardly any movement of the feet, just shook their shoulders, torsos, breasts,
and pelvises.”

The shimmy was not new. Scholars trace its origins to West Africa, con-
tending it evolved into its celebrated form in African-American “jooks,” or
dance halls, just after 1900. By the 1910s, it had made its way into vaude-
ville through a few white female shimmy dancers. Certainly West must
have encountered it before visiting The Elite No. 1. But for some reason,
seeing it done by African Americans gave her a new awareness of the
shimmy. She was mesmerized, finding both humor and “a naked, aching,
sensual agony” in the dance.*

While West’s recollection that she and her companions “were terribly
amused by it” smacked of racism, she also correctly deciphered the shimmy’s
dualistic nature. On the one hand, it was a dance that exuded sexuality. On
the other hand, African Americans also perceived it as comedic. The shimmy
contained an “in-group satire” for African-American spectators. The sight of
African-American men doing a shake dance, something performed only by
women in white American culture, was considered hysterical. Indeed, sev-
eral African-American comedians, including Bert Williams, performed a
shimmy as a parody of a white female cooch dance.

For Mae West, the shimmy proved irresistible; it was both serious and
funny, underscoring and parodying sensuality. The day after her visit to The
Elite No. 1, she substituted a shimmy for her standard cooch finale. “The the-
ater began to hum,” she remembered. “It was amazing and daring and it started
a huge round of applause and whistles from the balcony.” The following week,
she departed Chicago on tour and continued to perform her shimmy, receiving
equally enthusiastic encouragement from audiences. Mae West’s days as a
cooch dancer were over. Her European grind had been displaced by the
African-American shake. West had discovered a satisfactory combination of
African-American music and dance for her act, for her stage identity. It pro-
vided her with a voice and a language to speak in. Finally, in Chicago, during
the Great Migration, Mae West, the stage persona, was born.*’
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Shimadonna

The shimmy idea seems made to order for an entertainer of
Mae’s type. . . . Honest to goodness, that shimmering, black
outfit she displays during her turn is of a gelatine design. . . .
And when Mae swings into the shimmying thing the orchestra
leader feels like quitting his post and shouting “Atta girl, Mae.”

— New York Dramatic Mirror, September 25, 1919

y the time Mae West resurfaced in New York in the spring of

1918, the world had changed drastically. The United States had

entered World War I, and several of her friends and relatives had

gone off to fight. West pitched in, displaying her patriotic efforts
in a series of publicity photos. Shots showed her, outfitted in straw hat, over-
alls, and high heels, planting a victory garden or perched on a ladder with a
caption reading: “While the men go to the trenches, Mary [sic] West paints
the old barn.” She also helped entertain the troops and, after the war’s end,
was among those honored by the U.S. military for giving benefit perfor-
mances for the fighting men.’

West’s homecoming also marked another significant change in her life.
Her mother was anxious for her to meet a thirty-three-year-old attorney,
James A. Timony, whom Tillie had retained for some legal business. Mae
never specified what affairs Timony had handled, but in January 1917 he es-
corted Beverly, now working as a cabaret singer, to Brooklyn’s City Hall to
be married to Serge Treshatny, a munitions expert and Russian immigrant.
Timony even signed her marriage certificate—in the spot typically reserved
for the maid of honor.

No matter what services he had performed for the Wests, Timony was an
important contact. The Brooklyn-born son of an Irish immigrant who was a
successful contractor and developer, Jim Timony had practiced law since

5o
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1905. He specialized in entertainment and real estate law, offering his ser-
vices as an investment counselor in show business trade journals. He was
closely tied to entertainment leaders and served as counsel to the Show-
men’s League of America, the Actors’ Guild, and the White Rats. Many be-
lieved that he had strong ties to New York racketeers and the Democratic
political machine, Tammany Hall. Mae claimed that he was well-off and that
he owned a plane and a baseball team. It is clear why Tillie wanted her tal-
ented daughter to meet such a prosperous and well-connected lawyer.

Mae claimed that she shared an immediate chemistry with Timony. Like
her, he was a risk taker—uncompromising, flamboyant, and extremely de-
termined. A former football player, he had an overwhelming physical pres-
ence; he was large, favored flashy dress, and always sported a diamond ring
on his pinky finger. “His suit was a loud black-and-gray checkered pattern,”
one journalist reported. “He wore a wing collar and a puffed Ascot tie, in
which a diamond horseshoe tie-pin flashily reposed; his hat was a derby, and
his cane had an elk’s tooth imbedded in the handle.” He smoked oversize cig-
ars, wheezing while puffing away vigorously. He walked with a limp that
some ascribed to a football injury but others whispered was from an old
gunshot wound.’

Timony was smitten with Mae. He called her daily and squired her
around Manhattan,where he maintained his office. In many ways, he was
similar to her previous paramours—domineering, growing jealous easily,
fighting both Mae and other men to keep her to himself—but one quality
set him apart. His devotion extended beyond romance; he was also willing
to dedicate himself completely to championing her career.

Timony’s adoration, connections, and expertise were immensely benefi-
cial. Mae trusted him, and he became one of the few people outside her im-
mediate family that she took into her confidence. Her faith in him was so
thorough that she shared with him her most closely guarded secret—she had
married Frank Wallace. She had not seen her husband, still a struggling
vaudevillian, for years. Then one day, as she sat with Timony in his elegant car
on Broadway, Wallace strolled past. Timony confronted him. “He said I ought
to realize my marriage to Mae West was a fizzle and that she could not afford
to be married because there was a future waiting for her in show business,”
Wallace recalled. When Beverly, who now also knew Mae’s secret, arrived at
Wallace’s hotel room to deliver divorce papers, she found him in a state of
shock. “I had a nervous breakdown,” Wallace later claimed. However, his re-
action may have resulted more from panic than heartbreak, for in 1916 he had
married another woman. When Timony later called claiming the divorce had
been finalized, Wallace destroyed the papers without signing them.’
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What Wallace did not know was that Timony had never initiated any offi-
cial divorce proceedings. Mae might have convinced him to stop, fearing that
her mother might somehow learn of her marriage. But Timony had also
hoped to marry Mae; perhaps he realized that she was going to refuse him and
made sure she could never become any other man’s wife. Mae West and Jim
Timony shared a complicated relationship. While Mae maintained close emo-
tional ties to Timony, she refused to be faithful to him. His desire to possess
and control her only drove her to rebel against him even further. But she al-
ways acquiesced to him in some form, for he provided her with unconditional
loyalty and friendship as well as critical professional support and guidance.

With Timony’s help West restarted her New York career. In the spring of
1918, she obtained a plum role in Arthur Hammerstein’s Sometime. The play
chronicled the adventures and heartaches of a touring theatrical troupe. The
cast also included popular comedian Ed Wynn, who starred as a hapless
property man. West played the “flip chorus girl” Maymie Dean, “in search of
temptation but never finding it.” She had the privilege of opening the pro-
duction with a musical lament, “What Do You Have to Do?” In addition, she
was featured in “All I Want Is Just a Little Lovin’” and “Any Kind of Man,”
which she delivered with a shimmy.

Sometime opened on October 4 with West receiving excellent notices. The
New York Clipper rated her performance “capital,” and Variety’s Sime, although
complaining that her shimmy was inappropriate for Broadway, agreed that she
“bowled them over.” Leonard Hall, a young soldier just returning from war,
later recalled her as a “slender, beautiful ball of fire who performed as a spe-
cialty dancer in high kicks, cartwheels, and fast taps. She was a tasty tornado.”
West was the show’s hit. While Sime attributed some of her enthusiastic re-
ception to a “well placed claque,” he praised West’s “rough hand on the hip”
characterization as perfect for the vampish Maymie Dean.*

West took most of the credit for Maymie Dean’s success and popularity,
again alleging that she asserted control over the direction of her character
and enhanced her role significantly. She claimed that she spiced up “All I
Want Is Just a Little Lovin’”
the show’s choreographer, she sought help from Joe Frisco, a Chicago friend

with new lyrics, and rather than working with

and popular white jazz dancer who had carefully studied black technique.
Maymie Dean was originally conceived of as somewhat pathetic, but West
portrayed her as proud and determined; critics lauded Maymie as “tough”
and a “wise dame.”

Of all her contributions to Sometime, the most important, as well as suc-
cessful, was West’s shimmy dance. It was a crowning achievement, for while
the shimmy had made the rounds in vaudeville, until this point it had been
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considered too raunchy for the Great White Way. Introducing the shimmy
to Broadway, Mae stopped the show, then made a speech and, as Sime testi-
fied, “then made another.” It propelled a shimmy craze that swept Manhattan,
driving the city’s moral guardians to ban it from nightclubs, dance halls, and
restaurants.

West was immediately linked with the shimmy and appeared on the
sheet-music cover of the popular hit song “Everyone Shimmies Now.” Shortly
after she debuted her shimmy on Broadway, several shimmy imitators, most
notably Gilda Gray and Bee Palmer, followed in her footsteps. Later West
adamantly asserted her claim to the title of Broadway’s shimmy pioneer but
carefully credited African Americans as its creators. West specifically re-
sented Gilda Gray for declaring that she had originated the shimmy. “She
started telling the story that it was a native dance,” West later ranted to a re-
porter, “and she’s Polish!™

In Sometime West sharpened her performance style. She discovered fresh
inspiration in Ed Wynn, who was at the peak of his stage career. Wynn had
moved comedy away from slapstick toward conversational humor. His tim-
ing was impeccable, and he was a master scene-stealer. West deeply admired
Wynn, but she quickly grew weary of being overshadowed by him and of
serving, as she described it, as “something which could be draped in the
background to make the stage look a little less empty.” She recalled, “All I
had to do, I discovered, was to wander around that stage like so much bait
while the boys kept the audience happy with laughs.” Soon she devised a plan
to upstage Wynn. Realizing that his power rested in his timing and rhythm,
she decided to turn the tables on him. One matinee, during a scene where
she normally traversed the stage behind him, she altered her gait, adopting
what later became her famous walk. Her slow and studied strut clashed di-
rectly with the pace of Wynn’s rapid wisecracking. As she swaggered across
the stage, “the audience forgot the comedians. They forgot the patter. . . .
They just looked.”

With her unique walk, West had successfully stolen the moment—as well
as the power —from the male star Wynn. It was a brazen move and, not sur-
prisingly, originated from the African-American presence in her performance;
the shimmy opened the door for her subversive trick. The infamous Westian
gait, radiating from the shoulders downward, was a slow, strolling shimmy. A
few years later, a reviewer immediately made the connection, declaring that
West’s “peculiar slouching about the stage” proved that “she originated the
shimmy dance.” West’s actions were becoming more purposeful. “Even though
I must have always talked like I do, and used my eyes like I do and . . . sort of
naturally walked like I do today,” she remarked in the 1930s, “I wasn’t really
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conscious of it then. But I was always a good one for trying to analyze things.”
West was increasingly aware of how timing empowered her performance in
the male-dominated stage world. She credited Wynn and Sometime as major in-
fluences, explaining, “Everything I do and say is based on rhythm

Sometime earned a chilly reception from New York critics, but after a
rough start and a move to a smaller theater, it became one of the 1918—1919
season’s biggest hits. Twenty-five-year-old Mae West was so popular that
Hammerstein had to fight off a rival producer’s attempt to lure her away. She
was such a shimmying sensation that in February 1919 Theatre Magazine fea-
tured her in “Players of Talent and Personality,” raving that “her clever danc-
ing is one of the bright spots of the piece.”

After a triumphant season, Sometime closed in June 1919 and prepared for
a road tour—but without West. She had returned to vaudeville, billing her-
self as “Shimadonna” and “the Girl Who Made the Shimmy a Classic” in a
new act that included a piano accompanist and a jazz trumpeter. When she
debuted it at the end of September 1919, Variety’s Bell pronounced her “an
unqualified hit.” Noting her extended hiatus from New York’s vaudeville
stages, he praised her “marked improvement in method and delivery.” Ironi-
cally, her new routine differed little from earlier acts. She opened with a
“vamp medley” that included a French dialect tune (“The Yankee Boys Have
Made a Wild Woman Out of Me”), a “comedy Indian song,” and a ragtime
number. But for her finish, she sang and shimmied to “All T Want Is Just a

»n

Little Lovin’,” slightly lifting her black evening gown for a daring peek at her
black silk stockings. '

Although West had played a central role in introducing the shimmy to
Broadway, she had difficulty cashing in on it in vaudeville. Variety assessed her
version as “a bit broad for vaudeville.” In contrast, the same week that West
debuted her latest routine, rival Bee Palmer premiered a new act complete
with an entire jazz band and a shimmy encore. The WASPish Palmer won
overwhelming praise; one reviewer rhapsodized that her “golden hair shoul-
der shaking” would “find a big welcome in vaudeville.” Indeed, Palmer
quickly scored a contract with Keith and a date at New York City’s Palace,
the nation’s most prestigious vaudeville house. Despite her solid reviews,
Mae West again found herself searching for another break.

Why did Bee Palmer succeed where Mae West failed? Most likely it was
because Palmer’s shimmy was simply less threatening to white audiences.
Blond-haired and blue-eyed, Palmer possessed the classic looks of the ideal-
ized white woman, Although Palmer, with her jazz band, also linked her per-
formance to black culture, she performed the shimmy as an exhibition of
white female sensuality. West’s shimmy was much more dangerous. Further-
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more, distinct from Palmer, West was a comedian, and her shimmy con-
tained multiple meanings. It thrilled, just like a good old-fashioned bump
and grind, but also mocked that thrill. Appropriately, when Mae debuted her
shimmy in Sometime, Variety announced that it was “the rawest ‘shimmy’ that
New York has thus far seen in public.” But shortly afterward, it also declared
that shimmying Mae was just “too funny.” It was hard to pin West down—
was she serious or joking? In reality, she was both. Unlike Palmer, West at-
tempted an authentic signifying shimmy. It was simply too real and too
unreal, too serious and too humorous, for many whites."!

Although big-time vaudeville passed West up, that October she was
booked at $ 500 a week for Ned Wayburn’s ambitious new project, The Demi
Tasse Revue. Scheduled to open the new Capitol Theater, the largest movie
palace in the world, Demi Tasse mixed first-run films with skits and musical
routines. For the inaugural show, West reprised her vaudeville act, used
some of Wayburn’s material, and delivered “Oh What a Moanin” Man” for
her shimmy finale. It proved disappointing. While Variety hailed her, other
reviewers were not kind. She abruptly exited the show, claiming a case of
tonsilitis. Rumors circulated that a dissatisfied Wayburn had released her.

Shortly afterward, West signed an exclusive contract with the Shuberts
and played a Sunday night concert at their Winter Garden Theater. With
that she came under the control of one of show business’s most successful
production organizations. It seemed to pay off. In December, she appeared
on the New York Dramatic Mirror’s cover, an honor accorded to major stars and
up-and-coming talent. Identified as a “popular Broadway Comedienne,”
Mae’s portrait was fitting, a head shot revealing little but a sultry stare peer-
ing out beneath a mass of dark curls. 12

Despite West’s association with the Shuberts, her rise to stardom came to
a halt. She lay low until August 1920, when she reemerged with still another
act. Scripted by Thomas Gray, it again featured ragtime music, dances, jokes,
and a skit: “The Mannikin,” in which she played three different characters. Of
course, she wrapped it all up with a shimmy.

The Clipper denounced West’s shake dance, commenting, “The men liked
it and it stopped the show, but there were women and children present who
did not.” But Variety raved: “Thanks to Tommy Gray and her own comedic
ability, Miss West looks set as a big-time feature.” (This enthusiasm probably
derived from Gray’s ties to the publication; he contributed a popular weekly
column.) Despite Variety’s endorsement, she failed to break into big-time
vaudeville. In fact, illness prevented her from finishing her dates in New
York City. She surfaced in upstate New York that October but soon vanished
again from vaudeville."
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Although Mae’s career had taken a dip, the West family’s fortunes had im-
proved. Mae’s income was intermittent but still respectable for the era. Ti-
mony, no doubt, helped Tillie invest her daughter’s earnings wisely. By
1920, the Wests had purchased a family home in Woodhaven, Long Island, a
middle-class neighborhood conveniently close to the Aqueduct racetrack.
Beverly had returned home, separated from her husband after accusing him
ina New York tabloid of treating her like “a bird in a gilded cage.” Nineteen-
year-old John Junior worked as a clerk for a local newspaper. Jack had be-
come a masseuse and later, after taking a correspondence course, began
practicing chiropractics. Tillie had earned her American citizenship and re-
mained devoted to cheering Mae on."

After a slow year, Mae's situation began to brighten. In February 1921,
she secured a role in a Shubert musical revue, The Whirl of the Town, staged by
the popular vaudeville comic Jimmy Hussey. That winter, it set out on an ex-
tended tour as Hussey reworked it, adding and subtracting routines. By the
time it arrived in Washington, D.C., in March, the revue consisted of two
acts and twenty-five scenes. Hussey featured West in several skits. As Shifty
Liz, she conned a society matron. She also played an unfaithful wife and Jew-
ish and French dialect characters. But the hit of the road show was “The Trial
of Shimmy Mae,” in which she stood trial in Hussy’s chaotic courtroom for
doing the shimmy. As evidence, West shimmied, which, according to one
critic, “caused a riot—men actually stood up and yelled. . . . Mae West sim-
ply shook that house from its seats as well as shaking herself from her neck to
her toes and then back again.” When the show played Boston, a city known
for rigid censorship, with West’s first ripple the crew cut the lights, plung-
ing the stage into darkness."

After months of tryouts, Hussey’s revue, retitled The Mimic World of 1921,
finally debuted on Broadway on August 15, 1921. But just hours before the
premiere, when Hussey learned the Shuberts had cut the production, limit-
ing him to two scenes, he walked out in a rage. The Shuberts rearranged
skits, deleted those dependent on Hussey, including “The Trial of Shimmy
Mae,” and recruited new acts. They even called boxer Jack Dempsey out of
the audience to play Hussey’s part in a popular prizefighting skit.

Despite the shake-up, West remained prominently featured. The Shu-
berts retained Shifty Liz, but she now turned her tricks on a Salvation Army
officer. West also reprised her impression of a French coquette, played
Cleopatra in “Shakespeare’s Garden of Love,” and, as “Jazzimova,” parodied
the queen of all movie vamps, Nazimova. “Yes, Miss West certainly wiggled,”
proclaimed Billboard. “And Wiggled. AND WIGGLED.” While most critics
panned The Mimic World, one sniffing that “the comedy is nothing to laugh at,”
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West definitely got noticed. Variety acknowledged the crowd’s enthusiastic
reception and rated her performance “snappy,” although it still asserted that
she was more suited to burlesque, insisting that “in a tent [her shimmy]
would have been a riot.”

The dance had become a Broadway staple, but West’s version continued
to threaten even New York critics, who were growing more blasé¢ with the
increase of risqué material directed at jazz-age audiences. Mae was danger-
ous; by playing between the extremes of whiteness and blackness, she made
her performance subversive and disquieting. Theatre Magazine’s 192 1 photo
tribute to The Mimic World’s shimmying star unintentionally celebrated her
revolutionary dualities. West’s whiteness was highlighted —locks lightened
to blond, her head tipped to create the impression of an upturned WASPish
nose, and a dark drape clutched to her bare chest accentuating her white
skin. At the same time, the magazine proclaimed her “the leading woman of
many musical comedies whom those who do not know African tribal cus-
toms credit— or damn—with the invention of the shimmy”'¢

Despite West’s celebrated shimmy, poor attendance forced The Mimic
World of 1921 to close after a month. But she had used the year productively.
In addition to her appearance in Hussey’s revue, she had worked on writing
her first piece, a short playlet, The Ruby Ring. She relied on Jim Timony’s
secretaries to transcribe ideas and dialogue she had jotted down. It was brief
and simple but offered important insights into the evolution of Mae West
the author and Mae West the character.

The Ruby Ring took place at a grand ball where the enchanting Gloria
{West’s role) instructs two female friends on the art of flirtation. Gloria bets
her bracelet against a ruby ring that she can get five men to propose to her,
each in less than five minutes. By assuming a different personality tailored to
the unique qualities of each man, Gloria successfully seduces a college boy,
businessman, rich elderly gentleman, cowboy, and psychology professor. All
return at the same moment to whisk her to the altar but discover that Gloria
has duped them. Not only has she accepted proposals from all of them, but
she is already married. She collects on her bet and, as the skit closes, re-
marks to her unwitting husband, “Look dear—how do you like my new
ruby ring?”"’

The plot of The Ruby Ring was certainly not unique. Constantly in the
process of appropriation and revision, West synthesized it from a variety of
sources including Gray’s “Mannikin” skit. Regardless, The Ruby Ring allowed
West to channel her tricksterism by adopting the role of a shapeshifter. For
Gloria’s collegiate beau, she became a well-read society maiden. To the
powerful businessman, she appeared as a devotee of “pep” and “ambition.”
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She insisted on her fondness for gingham to the cowboy, and her youthful in-
nocence bewitched the wealthy older man. In the end, she transformed into
a deadly temptress to ensnare the bookish psychology professor.

Although she relied on traditional gender roles, West used The Ruby Ring
to upend conventional expectations regarding men and women. By wearing
masks of fantasized womanhood but remaining self-determined underneath,
Gloria dominated men and robbed them of their authority. She did not pur-
sue romance, or even sex, but rather material fulfillment. Her prize, the ruby
ring, evidenced West’s belief that male lust could and should be exploited for
profit; jewelry symbolized success. A rejection of love and even sex, The Ruby
Ring was a product of Mae’s abusive past, broken love affairs, and relation-
ships with controlling men; it also reflected her mother’s working-class
world, where male-female relations were based on material exchange.

The Ruby Ring also reveals West’s growing interest in wordplay. Gloria’s
masquerades all rest on conversation; she makes no costume changes.
Throughout the dialogue she retains complete control, setting the pace and
rhythm, asking the questions, and supplying the answers. “Do I look so
wicked—so immoral?” she asks the psychologist. “My dear young lady,” he
replies, “morality is merely a question of distance from the Equator.” Gloria
slyly responds, “Whose equator?” The exchanges between Gloria and her
suitors contain humor but are also serious challenges to male privilege. Ro-
mancing her cowboy, she exclaims, “There’s the blue of the skies in your
eyes—the thunder of the mountain is in your voice. . . . I can see you—so
noble in your shape, with a lariat around your neck.” Significantly, the psy-
chology professor, a student of Schopenhauer, understands her the best, de-
claring Gloria “a paradox.” During his verbal battle with her, he observes,
“You merely play with words.” His assessment indicates that West had not
only absorbed signification’s language games but also knew exactly what she
was doing with them. "

The Ruby Ring was never produced, but West used a portion of it in a new
act that she assembled in the spring of 1922. It was elaborate and ambitious,
almost twenty minutes long, and required a male piano accompanist. Mae
commenced a talent search; Jim Timony carefully screened male perform-
ers for auditions. He favored a homely but talented jazz pianist named
Jimmy Durante. Mae much preferred another candidate, the tall, sophisti-
cated, and handsome Harry Richman. She won out. But Timony sternly
warned Richman, “If you ever have a romance in any way with Mae West,
you're finished.”

Richman later contended that he carefully heeded Timony’s admonition.
However, Milton Berle, then a young Broadway initiate, recalled that Rich-
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man bragged of a torrid affair with Mae West. By then, Berle claimed, West’s
libertine reputation was widespread in entertainment circles. Although Rich-
man was equally renowned for his sexual escapades, he met his match with
Mae. For her, sex revolved around control, personal advancement, and some-
times revenge. Richman told Berle of an afternoon sexual rendezvous when
West insisted the radio be tuned to a baseball game so she could stay awake.
Despite Richman’s legendary lovemaking, West remained more interested in
the power than in the passion that could be derived from sex."’

While their intimate relationship may have lacked spark, onstage the pair-
ing of Mae West with Harry Richman was electric. Their act, billed as “Bits
of Musical Comedy-—Mae West assisted by Harry Richman,” was flashy and
sophisticated, much of it written by Mae and moving quickly through the
songs and skits. It opened with the abbreviated version of The Ruby Ring, al-
lowing West to show off her versatility in a series of characterizations. After
that, she returned to older material. Reminiscent of Deslys, she played an ar-
rogant French prima donna who unleashes outrageous temper tantrums on
her beleaguered manager, played by Richman. She then appeared as a sugges-
tively clad Roman empress in search of a new gladiator to wear an equally
skimpy uniform. For her finish, she often used the folk tune “Frankie and
Johnny,” which she sang in blues style. Occasionally, when the house permit-
ted it, she offered an accompanying shimmy.

The act premiered, without the shimmy, in Manhattan in June 1922 to an
enthusiastic reception from critics and vaudeville fans. One reviewer gushed
that West “made the half a houseful of patrons forget the heat Monday night.”
Richman recalled that at the end of the gladiator skit, men jumped to their
feet, cheering and applauding, Variety hailed Richman as “an ideal opposite”
and heralded Mae’s coming of age on the stage: “She rises to heights un-
dreamed of for her and reveals unsuspected depths as a delineator of charac-
ter songs, a dramatic reader of ability and a girl with a flair for farce that will
some day land her on the legitimate Olympus.” The turn won the duo a date
at the coveted Palace, and Variety extolled her again: “How the show-makers
have let that blond baby get away from them so long—in fact, why anyone
has let her squander seasons as a shimmy dancer is inexplicable.” The New
York Clipper found the act uneven but praised it as Mae’s best effort to date.®

West claimed that Keith offered her a lucrative road tour but, to Rich-
man’s dismay, she declined. Timony’s possessiveness may have influenced
her decision; he battled unrelentingly to keep her under his close watch. She
later insisted that she had simply grown weary of travel and was holding out
for a starring role on Broadway. In the meantime, she accepted engagements
in the Northeast, but only at §700 a week. (Richman got a $200 cut.) Any-
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thing less, which it almost always was, and she refused to work. Richman
claimed that West fell on desperate times, that she had to borrow money
from him to pay her overdue utility bills. But others remembered it differ-
ently: that while partnered with her, Richman subsisted on only coffee and
doughnuts. For her part, Mae was well provided for. Jim Timony’s practice
was thriving, and her parents maintained their respectable Long Island home.

In the meantime, West pursued her Broadway dreams. While legitimate
theater impresarios passed her by, she did attract interest from a Paul
Dupont. An unknown producer with lots of drive and big ideas, Dupont
boasted that he could “out-Ziegfeld Ziegfeld.” He laid out a proposal for West
to headline a two-act variety show that he insisted would definitely land her
as a star on the Great White Way. It could be done on a shoestring, he
promised, and if she kicked in some money, she would reap healthy returns.

Working with an unknown like Dupont was a gamble, but it also permitted
West to assert more creative control than she could have normally done. Dub-
bing the show The Ginger Box Revue, West and Dupont recruited Harry Rich-
man as well as fourteen other acts and a chorus line of twelve Greenwich
Village models, all of whom purportedly had “posed for well-known artists
and sculptors.” They also booked the Clef Club, New York’s premiere African-
American musicians, to play between the acts and feature “Pick ’Em Up and
Lay "Em Down,” reportedly “the fastest jazz song on record.” Although the
Clef Club was relegated to a specialty position within the revue, their appear-
ance was notable. They not only extended West’s connection with African-
American performance but also presented a mild defiance of the color line, for
many white entertainers still refused to appear in mixed-race revues even if
they did not share the stage with African-American performers.

Mae West’s stamp was visible throughout The Ginger Box. In addition to a
duet with Richman called “The Vamp of Broadway,” she parodied Eugene
O’Neill’s treatment of working-class life, playing The Hairy Ape’s Yank
Smith. She also planned to appear as Circe, the Greek goddess who trans-
formed male paramours into pigs. For her finale, West scheduled three
songs, “I Want a Cave Man,”“I’'m a Night School Teacher,” and “Sorry I Made
You Cry.”

Rehearsals began in early July, and the production was immediately be-
sieged with setbacks. First and foremost, The Ginger Box quickly incurred
heavy debts. Harry Richman remembered making the rounds with Timony
on Broadway attempting to raise money and “talk[ing] actors into working
on ‘spec.”” At the end of the month, The Ginger Box journeyed to Stamford,
Connecticut, for a tryout. Just hours before opening, the cast learned that
Dupont had failed to secure most of the wardrobe and scenery. West insisted
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that the show go on and played two nights to sellout crowds. Variety gave
them a thumbs-down review.”!

Dupont returned the cast to New York City, announcing that the sched-
uled premiere at the Greenwich Village Theater would be delayed for one
week. He then disappeared. Outraged, the theater’s manager canceled the
show and threatened to sue him. Angry cast members filed complaints in
city courts and with Actors’ Equity. When reporters tracked West down,
she “expressed a warm desire to have a settlement with him” but described
Dupont as “likeable. . . . He seemed to have a lot of trouble. I think he was all
right, but just couldn’t get the money he needed.”

A week later, Dupont resurfaced, claiming that he had taken some needed
rest by yachting off Long Island. Newspapers revealed that Dupont, also
known by several other aliases, was really Edward Perkins, a producer with a
long, disastrous track record. He had stranded casts outside of New York City
with no way home, had welched on salaries, and was even once shut down by
the police. Only one Ginger Box cast member had received any compensation,
a chorus girl who immediately returned her money to Dupont for opening
night tickets and his promise he would make her a star. Clearly Dupont was a
con man. Timony attempted to shop the failed Ginger Box around but found
no takers. Dupont had left the production $10,000 in the red.”?

West immediately announced her return to vaudeville with Harry Rich-
man and subsequently secured a lucrative four-week contract on the Keith
Circuit. But before opening, Richman defected, accepting a part in a Broad-
way musical, a step up from his second-string position as West’s accompa-
nist. For Mae, it was catastrophic. Keith immediately withdrew its offer,
leaving her, once again, out of work.”

Shortly afterward, West revealed in Variety that she planned to write
and star in her own play. For the remainder of the year, she poured her en-
ergy into that ambitious project. Teaming up with experienced playwright
Adeline Leitzbach, she composed The Hussy, a full-length, three-act play.
Mae contended that she began writing her own material at her mother’s
insistence. As before, her father discouraged her attempts. “Let the pro-
ducers find the play and do it,” he advised. “Then if it doesn’t turn out too
good, it will be their fault.” Mae forged ahead anyway, and while she never
found a producer for The Hussy, the play was a milestone in her evolution.
It allowed Mae to further craft her fictional presence through a new
means—autobiographical confession. “My ideas and my texts,” she later
confessed, “were from the first for the stage, through the secret doors of
my personal life.” Mae’s identity became increasingly engulfed by the fic-
tional sphere she created, but it was her inner self that provided the genesis
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of her imaginary world. Mae West’s work and life were becoming com-
pletely intertwined.*

The Hussy centers on the notorious vixen Nona Ramsey, who lives with
her financially struggling parents in a recently gentrified Long Island neigh-
borhood. The community’s residents are aghast: Every day Nona steps out
with a different man. She supplies her family with extravagant gifts and
money, fueling neighbors’ speculation that she is a prostitute. Even her fa-
ther, Tom, an ill-tempered private eye who gambles away his meager earn-
ings at the racetrack, believes it. Tom and Nona repeatedly clash, with Jen
Ramsey, Nona’s mother, frequently mediating. Although Nona insists that
she only acts as companion and gives betting advice, her father threatens to
“break her neck” for bringing shame upon the family. Nona herself sees noth-
ing wrong in accepting the gifts that her male admirers provide and assures
her family that she will marry—someday.

Later, Nona attends a high society ball. Reprising The Ruby Ring, she offers
vamp lessons to a group of young women, wagering that she can entice any
man into marrying her by assuming a compatible persona. She succeeds with
a rugged outdoorsman and an economics professor, but she stops short with
the next man, the wealthy Robert Van Sturdivant. She calls off the bet and
announces that she has found her true match, intending to secure a legiti-
mate proposal from him,

Fearful that Van Sturdivant will reject her when he learns of her true
background, Nona rents a mansion and convinces her family to pretend that
they are its usual tenants. But her conscience overcomes her, forcing her to
admit to him that she has lied and has no money or social standing. Van Stur-
divant reveals that he already knows she is not a blue blood and whisks her
off to be married anyway.

Even though The Hussy appears contrived and amateurish, this early piece
indicates that Mae West had begun to think about and structure her perfor-
mance in very specific ways. Several important elements had converged to
form a base for her future work. First, she not only developed a prototype
for her stage persona but was also continuing her experimentation with the
power of language. The Ramseys’ neighbors engage in considerable discus-
sion of Nona before she actually appears. “The hussy! Every day a different
man,” cries one; another coos, “Look at the gown!” Through dialogue West
controlled her audience, telling spectators what to look for and how to read
her image. In Nona’s case, she becomes irresistibly beautiful, scorned by
proper women but adored by men, who are, according to one high society
maven, “twisted around her little finger.””*

Next, West pits her character in a contest against men. Again, she demon-
strates the mutability of identity, the transformative power of her tricksterism,
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which allows Nona to conquer male privilege through guile and wit. Out of
this battle, West’s character always emerged the victor. Mae West would al-
ways get her man.

Nona succeeds because she understands how to manipulate men to get
what she wants and needs. For her, men are not a source of sensual pleasure;
they serve utilitarian purposes. She shares her distinct philosophy with her
admiring peers during her vamp lessons. She cautions them to mask their fe-
male superiority. “Men never like to feel that you think you are superior to
them,” she insists. “Oh, they want you to be and if they don’t think you
are—it’s a lost cause where you’re concerned, but they don’t want you to
know you are!” She contends that all male-female relationships center on
capital; men will generously offer gifts and cash in exchange for female at-
tention. These material awards depend on a woman’s appreciation of the
male ego. A successful woman knows how to control men by molding her-
self to their individual traits and expectations. But, Nona warns her pupils,
their male “victims” should never be too certain of the relationship: “Never
let a man see you care for him—keep him guessing. Don’t be too nice to
him; never let him be sure of you.”

Nona’s principles were a mixed bag of conservative and rebellious princi-
ples. While the Westian character only found satisfaction in relationships
with men, at the same time, she contested their power and authority. Within
this confusing array of attitudes, West challenged women’s subordination by
inverting traditional roles. She constructed male characters as weak; many
are easily fooled and even a little dim-witted. Additionally, the Ramsey
home was hardly a testimony to the “Cult of Domesticity.” The Ramseys’
gender roles are out of kilter: The daughter supports the family, and the fa-
ther is completely dependent on her income; Nona constantly berates her
father for failing to fulfill his traditional obligations to support his family.

The Hussy’s autobiographical undercurrent indicates that it functioned as a
cathartic for Mae’s frustrations with her personal life. Thomas Ramsey
clearly represented Jack West. Like Tillie, Jen, a seamstress who is com-
pletely devoted to her daughter, constantly intercedes on Nona’s behalf. The
Hussy may offer one of the most honest glimpses into the West family life—
the constant battles between Mae and her father, his explosive temper, and
her resentment of him. Nona observes that her father has “never liked any-
thing in his life” and that despite his unhappiness he has done nothing to im-
prove himself. She lectures her younger brother, Tom Junior, predicting that
“lyou would] make a bum out of yourself—that’s what you'd do! Marry
some decent little woman and make her life like the old man’s wrecked
Mom’s-—and you’d put children into the world like you and me—And they

might take after you—same’s we take after Dad el
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The Hussy was as much a story of Nona’s (or Mae’s) triumph over her fa-
ther as of her victory over male suitors. It paralleled Mae’s perception of her
life, her understanding of relations with men, and her stubborn refusal to al-
low her father to discourage her aspirations. Mae had begun to use her work
to explore and renegotiate the realities of her existence and oppression.
Nona Ramsey reigned supreme over the men who attempted to dominate
her. Additionally, she was a working-class woman who slipped easily into
wealth by attracting the right man.

West could not find backers for The Hussy, so, deciding to return to
vaudeville, she began a search for Richman’s replacement. She finally hired
two men, singer Joseph Lertora and pianist Leon Flatow. Billed as “Mae
West and Company,” in January 1923 they debuted an act similar to the one
that Mae had played with Richman; she did add several new musical num-
bers, bringing the act to almost thirty minutes. Reviewers panned this ver-
sion, complaining that it was underrehearsed and too long. Sime lamented
the absence of Richman, noting that without him West “had lost the little
touch of finesse.” The West and Richman pairing had produced a more
palatable Mae, his sophistication softening her rawness. Mae had used Rich-
man as her balance, a second voice to signify her double meanings and mixed
messages.”®

Reviewer reactions convinced West that she needed to get Richman back.
By April, she had successfully convinced him to rejoin her, and together they
appeared at Manhattan’s Colonial Theater to a sold-out crowd. West had up-
dated her wardrobe to include new, stunning gowns; one, in black velvet, was
accented by a large, plumed, Gaby Deslys—style silver headdress. The act also
included an African-American actress who played the French prima donna’s
maid, hauling around an overgrown German shepherd in place of the antici-
pated minjature poodle. For her encore, West shimmied. The house went
wild, demanding several bows. Later that night, she took the stage again, join-
ing a jazz band to sing as African-American tap master Bill Robinson danced.
This time Fariety rated her “the hit of the bill.””

Despite their success, this engagement was the death blow to the West-
Richman partnership. Richman alleged that Timony, growing more jealous,
broke up the act, but according to Richman’s close friend Nils Granlund, it
was Mae who decided to end their collaboration. Apparently, several of
Harry’s buddies attended their performance later in the week. At the act’s
end, after Mae took her bows, they called for Richman to do an encore. Rich-
man happily obliged. West fired him immediately.*

Richman quickly rose as a theatrical star and opened his own nightclub.
West again faded away. Fate, pride, misfortune, and bad decisions had inter-
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rupted her rise and, combined with her stubborn insistence on controlling
her performance, forced her yet another time into the entertainment
world’s outback. She was thirty years old and had been in show business for
over twenty years, Several times she had stardom in her grasp only to see it
slip away.

Yet Mae trouped on. Between 1923 and 1925, she intermittently played
small-time vaudeville throughout the country. In the act, she plugged and ap-
peared on the covers of several new songs, including “Hula Lou,” and “I Never
Broke Nobody’s Heart When I Said Goodbye.” Not surprisingly, during this
period she plowed through several more accompanists. While she was often
able to secure good spots on the bill, she could no longer command top-
dollar salaries. She played Philadelphia several times at only $125 a week.*!

In March 1924, she accepted a four-week contract to appear on the Inter-
state Vaudeville Circuit. One of vaudeville’s least desirable routes, it covered
Texas, Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Kansas. She opened in Dallas and by the
next week, in Houston, attracted the affections of R. A. “Bud” Burmeister, a
publicity agent for a local theater. He applied for a marriage license, but be-
fore he could get her to the altar, she had left town for San Antonio. She
wrapped up the tour with a week in Fort Worth.

The Interstate Circuit promoted West as “fresh from Broadway” and ran
advertisements exhorting, “Hot Mamma! The queen of the jazz babies is
here! Beautiful back—shaking shoulders, delicious spice and all!!” One
critic praised her performance and her “strikingly beautiful figure,” noting
she was well received. But it was hardly the dazzling impression she had
hoped to make. By the time she arrived in Fort Worth, management had
dropped her to fourth on the bill, the same spot she had occupied in 1912,
Several months later, she resurfaced on the Keith Circuit, playing theaters in
Columbus and Detroit. Again Broadway’s former shimmy queen found her-
self relegated to the fourth spot, just after “Marcel and his Trained Seal ™’

Mae spent downtime in Woodhaven with her family. Neighbors remem-
bered her fondness for two neighborhood toddlers, Jack Meuchner and Gi-
rard Thompson. She showered them with attention and gifts—boxing
gloves and cowboy suits. “She wanted what they called boy children,” Jack
Meuchner’s aunt recalled. “Girls never did appeal to her.” Regardless, Mae
was more a playmate than a nurturer. Late in life, she always insisted that she
was unsuitable for motherhood. “I'm my own child. . . . I had to create my-
self,” she explained. “I knew instinctively that I shouldn’t have children. [ had
to have the attention all the time.” And while she idolized her mother, Mae
could never be selflessly devoted like Tillie. Neighbors described the intense
bond between the two. Mae proudly recalled a New Year’s Eve performance
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when she brought her mother onstage to take a bow. “She loved it,” Mae re-
lated. “She lit up. I threw the audience a kiss and she did too.”*

Tillie remained the backbone of the West family. Even though Mae’s earn-
ings had declined, between 1923 and 1924 the Wests’ finances appeared to be
on the upswing, In fact, in 1923, under the alias of Tillie Landauer, Mae’s
mother took over the operation of the Harding Hotel, leasing it from a real
estate company. (Later, Mae boasted that her mother owned it.) On Broadway,
near Times Square, the Harding had twelve floors and totaled $700,000 in an-
nual rentals. It was a popular hangout for boxers, show people, and some of
New York’s most notorious gangsters, including Feets Edison, Legs Diamond,
Arnold Rothstein, and Dutch Schultz. Additionally, by the mid-twenties,
Tillie undertook the management of three Long Island roadhouses: the Royal
Arms, the Blue Goose, and the Green Parrot. Like the Harding, these had
questionable reputations. Roadhouses were considered wild places where pa-
trons enjoyed bootleg alcohol to the sound of jazz and blues. *

Running a midtown Manhattan hotel and three roadhouses definitely re-
quired a large financial outlay. The family must have benefited from Jim Ti-
mony’s wise investment strategies, but even Timony could not have so
quickly propelled the Wests into such high-rolling financial endeavors.
Rather, it seems that the family’s underworld ties were paying off. Tillie, the
kindly German housewife and ambitious stage mother, was almost certainly
acting as a front for one of New York’s most powerful crime bosses, Owney
Madden. Later, rumors circulated that he owned the Harding.

Madden had good reasons for keeping a low profile. For most of his life,
he had been involved in crime. In 1902, at age eleven, he migrated from
England to New York’s Hell’s Kitchen, where as a young man he assumed
leadership of New York City’s most violent gang, the Gophers. In addition
to theft and burglary, Madden’s gang provided protection and secured votes
for Tammany Hall. In 1915, Madden’s rise was halted by a stay in Sing Sing
for the murder of a rival gangster. After his early release in 1923, which
some attributed to his political ties, Madden quickly moved in on the boot-
leg trade, made lucrative by the federal Prohibition laws that had gone into
effectin 1920. ‘

Madden quickly amassed a fortune. He provided the public with Mad-
den’s No. 1, one of New York’s most popular beers—-for both its quality
and the dire consequences of rejecting it. Although it was deadly to cross
Madden, he was known to be polite, gentlemanly, and cautious. He had
powerful friends in both City Hall and the New York City Police Depart-
ment. Some New Yorkers believed that he really ran the city. Many in the
working class and underclass regarded him as a Robin Hood. He was famous
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for helping out friends and strangers and also for his charitable contributions
to the Catholic Church.

As his wealth grew, Madden invested in other business endeavors, many
of them, like the Harding Hotel, legitimate. He despised publicity and
avoided the limelight, remaining a silent partner and seeking business associ-
ates who were willing to act as his fronts. As a result, the extent of his finan-
cial empire was unclear. However, as his fortune rose, his presence was
detectable in New York City’s sports, entertainment, and nightclub scenes.
Madden backed boxers and Broadway shows. (It was rumored he even in-
vested in Hollywood studios.) He also partnered with Texas Guinan, Man-
hattan’s colorful nightclub hostess famous for her greeting “Hello, suckers!”
He sponsored her El Fey Club and later her Three Hundred Club just down
the block from the Harding, Even more important, he was the money and
power behind Harlem’s famous Cotton Club, which showcased the best
African-American entertainers of the era. The club’s clientele was exclu-
sively white, and Madden used the place to sell his alcohol. >

How the Wests came to know the powerful bootlegger and gang chieftain
is not certain. However, they had long maintained ties to organized crime
and could have easily been acquainted with Madden even before his stay in
Sing Sing. (He most likely saw Mae perform in 1916 at the White Rats Sing
Sing benefit show.) Forging a relationship with Madden during the 1920s
was one of the smartest moves Tillie had made thus far. It catapulted the
Wests into a profitable financial arrangement; with these connections, Mae
could afford to work for $125 a week. Additionally, Tillie must have hoped
that Madden would open doors for her talented daughter.

West claimed that she first met Madden at the Harding and found him en-
ticing because he was “so sweet and so vicious.” One of the hotel’s residents
claimed that for a time West and Madden were romantically involved. In
later years, when pressed about his relationship with her, Madden simply
smiled fondly. Regardless, he became a close family friend and provided Mae
with an entrée into the elite of gangland society. He also furthered her ties to
the African-American community. Through Madden, she attended the Cot-
ton Club’s floor shows and befriended the headliners, most importantly the
leader of the house band, Duke Ellington.

Mae had frequented African-American nightspots since her Chicago days
and continued to do so once she returned to New York. She did visit the
Cotton Club’s whites-only competitor Connie’s Inn, but reportedly she pre-
ferred mixed-race clubs and was even welcomed in places that excluded
most whites. African-American pianist Willie “the Lion” Smith remembered
black nightclub owner Johnny Carey escorting her at his club, The Nest,
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which offered some of Harlem’s finest musical entertainment, including
performances by “the Empress of the Blues,” Bessie Smith. In the early
morning hours, West frequented Pod and Jerry’s Catagonia Club, which
served Madden’s No. 1 as well as the best breakfast in town. Harlem
nightlife fed her creative appetite as she sharpened her performance. Most
important, it thrust her into the midst of a critical moment in African-
American history, the Harlem Renaissance.

Since childhood West had appropriated African-American culture, but
her exposure to the burgeoning renaissance that swept Harlem in the 1920s
reinforced her connections with the black community. In the 1920s, Harlem
was an exhilarating place. It hosted the largest black population of any city in
the world and became a magnet that drew black artists, musicians, enter-
tainers, writers, religious leaders, intellectuals, and political activists. With
this convergence came a celebration of African-American history, culture,
and contributions, as well as a revitalized drive to fight racism. Jazz and the
blues flourished; African-American art and literature thrived. Furthermore,
white interest in black culture continued to increase, bringing it more into
the American mainstream. By the mid-1920s, whites—many of them en-
tertainers supplementing their performances by stealing bits of African-
American culture—haunted the nightclubs of Harlem.3¢

By now, West had long been a practitioner of jazz and the blues. But she
was in a continual process of revising her stage identity, and the Harlem Re-
naissance only spurred on her efforts to incorporate more African-American
music and dance into her performance. She became a familiar figure at the
Gaiety Theater Building and the offices of African-American composers, in-
cluding the father of the blues, W. C. Handy. There West met Andy Razaf,
James P. Johnson, and Perry Bradford, all highly successful African-American
songwriters who had written some of the era’s biggest hits.

West also looked to African-American dance masters. She worked with
Buddy Bradley, who ran a Manhattan dance academy. Famous for his precise
technique, Bradley mentored numerous white performers, among them
Fred and Adele Astaire. West was also coached by Willie Covan, a
Chicagoan celebrated for his grace and agility. Despite his exceptional tal-
ents, like many black performers, he found the rigid color line prevented
him from achieving stardom. But he remembered West, who was his first
pupil, as an ally. With her encouragement he opened a studio and became
one of the nation’s most sought-after dance instructors.”

Still, many African Americans who supplied white performers with ma-
terial and training felt a deep resentment against the racism that stymied
their own careers. Some regarded white performers who pillaged their cul-
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ture with contempt. (Throughout the 1920s, whites continued to appropri-
ate black culture, rarely acknowledging the source.) Additionally, many
Harlemites were offended by whites who made a practice of “slumming” in
their community. Several African-American club owners declared their
nightspots off limits to whites. Bessie Smith almost always refused to per-
form in whites-only clubs, despising those who sought out thrills at the black
community’s expense.

Mae West participated liberally in this cultural theft, to such a point that
later one journalist actually compared her blues delivery to Smith’s. And
while West was supportive of African Americans like Covan, in the r920s
she remained a behind-the-scenes champion. During these years, she never
publicly protested racism or discrimination. In private, it was rumored, she
forged very personal relationships with African Americans, pursuing affairs
with black male athletes and performers. At the same time, she continued to
exploit their culture for her own ends.

Like most aspects of Mae West’s life, her relationship with African-American
culture and her connections to the black community were complex. Perry
Bradford recalled West’s maid Bea Jackson dropping by his office to pick up
a copy of “He May Be Your Man but He Comes to See Me Sometimes” for
Mae. Jackson was a friend of blues man Fats Waller and songwriter Sheldon
Brooks and was nicknamed “Hot Story Telling” for her colorful yarns. She
worked for West for years, and Mae became tightly bonded to her. For visi-
tors, Mae produced photographs with her skin tone tinted brown to high-
light her resemblance to Jackson. When entertainment reporter Sidney
Skolsky dropped in on Mae in 1930, he exclaimed in his column, “Mae West
has a colored maid who is a dead ringer for her” Whether or not West was
attempting to claim a real or imagined African heritage, she certainly was
challenging society’s assumptions regarding the invariable nature of race.
Her actions may have also revealed, in a characteristically covert fashion,
West’s deep identification with African Americans. It was extremely impor-
tant that in the mid-twenties, as Mae West was just about to enter her most
productive and successful years in theater, Bea “Hot Story Telling” Jackson
became a constant presence in her life.*®
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Speaking of the Inf]uence
of the Jook

Speaking of the influence of the Jook, I noted that Mae West
in “Sex” had much more flavor of the turpentine quarters than
she did of the white bawd. I know that the piece she played on
the piano is a very old Jook Composition. “Honey let yo’
drawers hang down low” has been played and sung in every
Jook in the South for at least thirty-five years. It has always
puzzled me why she thought it likely to be played in a Cana-
dian bawdy house.

—Zora Neale Hurston,

“Characteristics of Negro Expression,” 1934

ne day, Mae West and some friends sat stuck in New York City

traffic. In a rush, she ordered her driver to take a shortcut past

the waterfront, and as her car rolled past the docks she spied a

young woman with a sailor on each arm. West described her as
attractive but with “blonde hair, over bleached and all frizzy . . . a lot of
make-up on and a tight black satin coat that was all wrinkled and soiled. . . .
She had runs in her stockings and she had this little turban on and a big beau-
tiful bird of paradise.” Mae remarked to her companions, “You wonder this
dame wouldn’t put half a bird of paradise on her head and the rest of the
money into a coat and stockings.” But as her friends speculated that the bird
of paradise was probably a seafaring john’s recompense and that this woman
of the streets at best made only fifty cents to two dollars a trick, Mae grew
enraged. Certainly she was worldly enough to know about prostitution, yet
she recalled, “I was really upset about that.” She insisted it disturbed her to
witness such exploitation of a woman—and also to realize that a woman
could be so ignorant of her potential for exploiting her exploitation.

jo
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Mae continued to ponder the waterfront waif. “I kept thinking, ‘Fifty
cents! How many guys would she have to have to pay her rent, buy her
food?’” She claimed she dreamed of the woman that night, awakening the
next morning still contemplating her hard luck. “And then I said,” she told
Life magazine, “Is it possible? Is this the play I am going to write?” She real-
ized that she had mentally “remade” this scarlet woman, envisioning her on a
path that led out of the slums to a better life, a transformation easily
achieved onstage. Inspired, she set out to write a new play.’

For some time, West had searched for a vehicle for a Broadway come-
back. She had spent several years reviewing scripts, rejecting them all as un-
satisfactory. But in 1924, about the time she received her waterfront
inspiration, a client of Timony’s, John ]. Byrne, showed up with a one-act
vaudeville skit called “Following the Fleet.” Hearing that West was searching
for a scarlet-woman vehicle, something like Somerset Maugham’s Rain, he
had composed a story of a Montreal strumpet who makes a living by seduc-
ing British sailors. On West’s behalf, Timony purchased Byrne’s sketch for
$300. He then charged the writer $ 100 for acting as his agent and pressed
him to invest the rest in a real estate deal.

In December 1925, working again with Adeline Leitzbach, West ex-
panded Byrne’s sketch into a three-act play that she called The Albatross. In it,
she took a prostitute from Montreal’s red light district to the mansions of
Westchester County, New York. Energized by her waterfront muse, West
claimed ideas spilled forth on paper bags, stationery, envelopes, and old
scraps of paper that she forwarded to Timony’s secretaries for transcription.

But Mae’s dedication wavered. To keep her on the task, Timony began
locking her in her room, refusing to let her out until she had finished writ-
ing, It not only forced her to work but prevented her from seeing other men,
demonstrating the great degree of control he maintained over her. Her ac-
ceptance of this treatment indicates that the private Mae West had yet to
achieve the forcefulness and confidence of her fantasized stage presence.’

After The Albatross was drafted, Timony and West set out to find backers.
Their first choice was the Shuberts, and she sent them her script under a pseu-
donym, Jane Mast. She quickly received a curt rejection note. In fact, none of
Broadway’s producers, big or small, were interested, so West and Timony de-
cided to raise the money and produce the play themselves. Timony put in a
share and later convinced Harry Cohen, a Manhattan clothier, to kick in a loan
of almost $4,000. As producer, he recruited C. William Morganstern, the for-
mer proprietor of Pittsburgh’s Family Theater, where West had performed in
1912; his most current endeavor involved producing Broadway’s Love’s Call,
one of the biggest disasters of 1924. But funds still fell short, and Tillie, with
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the help of Owney Madden, supplied the balance. Timony then incorporated
their endeavor as the Morals Production Corporation.

Recruiting a director proved difficult. Several candidates turned down
the job outright, insisting that the script was too bawdy for legitimate the-
ater. Another prospect demanded extensive revisions. West immediately re-
jected him. Finally, Timony arranged for a meeting with Edward Elsner, a
small-time director whose most recent undertakings had been total flops,
one a comedy rated by a reviewer as “monotony.” West presented her script
by reading it out loud to him, since he had conveniently forgotten his
glasses, and as she finished, she claimed he cried out, “By God! You've done
it! You've got it! This is it!”

Finding a cast was also a challenge, for West was attempting her Broad-
way comeback in the midst of controversy. For several seasons, the Great
White Way had hosted a series of “sex plays,” including Lulu Belle, the story
of a mixed-race prostitute who slept her way to Paris, and The Shanghai Gesture,
the chronicle of a madam of a Chinese brothel and her rage against men.
These productions stirred a call for a cleanup of the city’s stages. As aresult,
career-minded actors and actresses, fearful of negative backlash, steered
clear of Mae West and similar ventures. Beyond this, the Morals Production
Corporation s salaries were not competitive, forcing West to sign up a cast
of unknowns. On a tight budget, she used Beverly as her understudy, acted as
barber to male cast members, and borrowed old scenery from a former bur-
lesque producer.

Securing a theater proved to be another problem. Booking space on
Broadway was costly and competitive; shows had to demonstrate potential
profitability. Disappointingly, all the venues in Manhattan’s theater district were
either occupied, not interested, or too expensive. Finally, Timony discovered
one possibility: Daly’s Sixty-third Street Theater, a small off-Broadway house.
Daly’s had a reputation for experimentation; in 1921, it hosted the success-
ful all-black revue Shuffle Along. Even more important, the management
agreed to waive normal up-front charges in exchange for 40 percent of the
show’s profits.*

During rehearsals West’s play took final form. While she already had a
completed script, at Elsner’s suggestion she retooled it, urging the cast to
improvise and reshape their roles. For her part, she found Elsner a catalyst
for the exploration of her full range of talents, making her more aware of
her performance’s verbal and nonverbal nuances. As she remembered, he
observed, “You have a quality —a strange amusing quality that I have never
found in any of these other women. You have a definite sexual quality, gay
and unrepressed. It even mocks you personally.” While Elsner may have
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been a third-rate director, he understood West’s strongest asset, a style that
rested in signification and communicated sensuality that was both serious
and satirical. With his guidance, she further honed her ability to offer con-
flicting messages and double meanings.

West’s play continued to evolve until just before the curtain rang up on its
first tryout performance in Waterbury, Connecticut. Just hours before
opening, she had another inspiration. After listening for weeks to Elsner rave
about her “sex quality, a low sex quality,” she had a revelation. She insisted
that the manager replace The Albatross on his marquee with a new title—
SEX. Her first night in Waterbury produced excellent box office, bringing in
several thousand dollars.*

Shortly afterward, the company traveled to New London, Connecticut,
for more trial performances. Despite the play’s bold new title, the opening
night’s audience numbered only eighty-five by curtain time. But, West in-
sisted, the following day’s matinee was a great morale booster. That morn-
ing, the U.S. naval fleet arrived in port, and that afternoon sailors, lured by
the sign reading SEX, lined up around the block for tickets. Their reception
was more than enthusiastic. “Believe me,” West told a reporter later, “I'll
never forget the Navy.”

SEX returned to Manhattan and, promoted with ads reading “SEX with
Mae West,” opened at Daly’s Theater on April 26, 1926. The premiere was
well attended, but the production still had some rough spots. One actor’s
collar kept springing up, a window shade refused to stay rolled down, and a
loud bang offstage interrupted one scene. The sound effects for a champagne
cork’s pop occurred several conspicuous seconds after the bottle had been
opened. But the play’s blunders were minor in comparison to its “frankness.”
One reviewer complained, “We were shown not sex but lust—stark naked
lust.” Early in the program, several patrons left in disgust, and by the third
act, empty seats dotted the theater. Judging by the newspapers, the opening
night audience’s reaction was mixed. Some sat quietly stunned, while others
roared with laughter, shouting out their approval at choice moments.’

SEX was a little bit of Rain, Lulu Belle, and Shanghai Gesture thrown to-
gether with some vaudeville, old-fashioned melodrama, and burlesque.
Manhattan had never seen anything like it. West conceived of it as dualistic, a
“comedy-drama” oscillating between travesty and tragedy. It centered on the
escapades of Margy Lamont, a lady, as one critic noted, “of the evening—
and of, for that matter, the afternoon and morning too.” With her pimp,
Rocky Waldron, Margy works the streets of Montreal but has wearied of
cheap hustling. She confesses to a friend that she now aspires “to the top of
my profession.” She muses, “Why not? Others do it, why can’t I7 . . . It’s all a
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question of getting some guy to pay for the certain business, that’s all.” In the
midst of planning her new life, Margy accepts a dinner invitation from a for-
mer customer, Lieutenant Gregg, a British naval officer who presents her
with a gift—a bird of paradise.®

When Margy and Gregg later return to her flat, they discover a wealthy
blue blood, Clara, unconscious. While slumming in the red light district, she
has overdosed on drugs, and Rocky has ditched her, leaving her for dead.
Margy brings her around, saving her life. But when a policeman arrives on
the scene, Clara accuses Margy of drugging her in an attempt to steal her
jewels. Margy vows revenge.

Margy decides to leave Montreal with Gregg and “follow the fleet.” She
ends up in Trinidad, where a young millionaire, Jimmy Stanton, mistakes
her for a vacationing heiress and falls in love with her. Both Stanton and
Gregg seek her hand in marriage. Gregg gets a turndown, Margy confiding:

Why ever since I've been old enough to know Sex, I've looked at men as
hunters. They’re filled with Sex. In the past few years, I've been chattel to
the Sex. All the bad that’s in me has been put there by men. I began to
hate every one of them, hated them, used them for what I could get out of
them, and then laughed at them, and then—then he came.

She accepts Stanton’s proposal, departing with him to meet his parents at
their Westchester estate.’

To Margy’s shock, Stanton’s mother turns out to be Clara, the woman she
rescued in Montreal. Privately, Clara threatens to expose Margy’s true iden-
tity to her son. “Say, you've got the nerve putting yourself on a pedestal
above me,” Margy admonishes her. “The things I've done, | had to do for a
living, I know it was wrong. I'm not trying to alibi myself. But you’ve done
those same things for other reasons.” She observes, “The only difference be-
tween you and me is that you could afford to give it away.” Instead, it is the
society matron’s past that returns to haunt her. Rocky Waldron shows up
demanding hush money. Margy stops Clara from murdering him. After
turning Rocky over to the authorities, Margy confesses her wanton past to
Jimmy. “Mrs. Stanton, I'm giving you back your boy,” she says. She turns to
Lieutenant Gregg, who has arrived on the scene, declaring her intention to
go “straight—to Australia.”'

Early on, SEX’s future looked dim. The Morals Production Corporation
had little money for a publicity campaign, and within the first week atten-
dance lagged. The reviews were disappointing. The more stodgy New York
dailies agreed to downplay SEX’s sensationalism and blast it as inept and am-
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ateurish. One of these, the New York Times, branded SEX as “feeble and dis-
jointed,” declaring that Montreal, Trinidad, and Westchester possessed “am-
ple cause for protest.” The New Yorker was far less kind, declaring it a “poor
balderdash of street sweepings and cabaret sentimentality unexpurgated in
tone.” Variety summed up the reaction of many, proclaiming SEX a “disgrace,”
with “nasty, infantile, amateurish and vicious dialogue.” While the play was
attributed to the mysterious Jane Mast, no one was fooled. All blamed Mae
West for what one reviewer condemned “as bad a play as these inquiring eyes
have gazed upon in three seasons.”"'

But with the help of word of mouth and several lurid reviews in the city’s
tabloids, curiosity began to draw New Yorkers to Daly’s little off-Broadway
theater. Before long, more and more came. When writer Robert Benchley at-
tended, he noted that “at the corner of Central Park West and Sixty-Third
Street we ran into a line of people which seemed to be extending in the gen-
eral direction of Daly’s Theatre . . . and what was more, the people standing
in line were clutching, not complimentary passes, but good, green dollar
bills.” Within a few weeks, SEX was a hit, seats in the house went for top dol-
lar, and it began to turn a nice profit. While it slipped during the hot summer,
its low overhead helped SEX generate strong returns for the rest of the year.

SEX attracted a wide range of fans. Many rank-and-file New Yorkers, es-
pecially the men, supported West’s efforts. In addition to writers like
Benchley, Harlem Renaissance figures like writer Zora Neale Hurston made
their way to Daly’s. It also became a fashionable outing for the New York
elite, who during the 1920s demanded increasingly more scintillating expe-
riences. Benchley observed that “each night soft-purring limousines roll up
with theatre parties of gentry, out ‘just for a lark.” ”"?

In the 19205, New York’s rich smart set perfected “slumming,” thrill-
seeking excursions to poorer and rougher sections of town. SEX took its
place next to speakeasies, nightclubs, and dens of iniquity found in the Bow-
ery, Greenwich Village, Chinatown, and Harlem. Journalist Elizabeth Yea-
man later remembered that “some of the so-called highbrows would venture
to her [West’s] theater in something of the spirit that they would go on a
slumming tour.”"* In a sense, West presented them with a voyeur’s delight, a
virtual reality where the elite could immerse themselves in the world of an
impoverished prostitute without ever having to leave the safety of their the-
ater seats. Mae West made slumming easy.

Yet it was not as simple as it appeared. For while the spectators sat snugly
protected in the darkened theater, they became her marks. SEX mocked
many of its most devoted fans. West used Margy to signify on those who at-
tended SEX for a titillating peek at life’s seamier side. Margy deplores slum-
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ming’s disingenuousness and exploitation, labeling Clara as “one of those re-
spectable society dames who poses as decent, and is looking for the first
chance to cheat without being found out.” While the audience chuckled
away, they became unknowing victims of Margy’s, and Mae’s, disdainful in-
dictment of their behavior.

With SEX, West clearly began an exploration of class conflict. Margy de-
spises the upper class and rages against Clara’s dishonesty and hypocrisy. “I
don’t count, I suppose. Because I'm what I am. But, I'll tell you . . . if T ever
get a chance, I'll get even with you, you dirty charity, I'll get even.” Identify-
ing Clara as a “charity” girl, slang for a woman who traded sex for gifts or
thrills, Margy exposes the duplicity of the upper class, the perpetrators of
rigid Victorian standards that even they fail to uphold. Margy never evens
the score with Clara; she is above that. But West did secure revenge on
Clara’s kind, those pedigreed sensation seekers filling Daly’s seats, who
snickered not only at Margy but, through SEX’s mirror, at themselves. West
was well aware she had created such a reflection, describing her work as “a
mirror which tells the truth.”™*

In a similar manner, SEX criticized the male audience members who came
to hoot and holler as Margy cavorted from Montreal to Westchester. Margy
is not only of easy virtue but constructed as the epitome of desirability. Her
irresistible beauty is constantly anticipated and reinforced. At the same time,
Margy revealed West’s ambivalence about men and sex. Margy’s characteri-
zation of men as predators and her admitted hatred for them, blaming all
that was “bad” in her on men, operates as a blunt exposé of Mae’s anger with
and rebellion against men. Like The Hussy’s Nona Ramsey, Margy views men
in economic terms, seeking liaisons for material gain. SEX reinforced this
philosophy, for with this cut-rate, off-Broadway production, West fleeced
male customers who were drawn in by both SEX and sex.

Significantly, West established her sensuality and desirability with an im-
age that ran counter to the popular female archetype, the flapper. In part,
this was by necessity. Now thirty-three, West was full-figured and did not
possess the 19205’ voguish slim, flat-chested, and “boyish” physique. It did
not go unnoticed—one critic decried her as “over plump”—but West chose
to exploit rather than downplay her difference. Embracing her natural body,
she used it to assert herself physically over SEX’s male characters. “The curve
is more powerful than the sword,” she later maintained. Mae had begun to
construct her body as both a weapon of resistance and a battlefield, a place
to wage war. Again, as in The Hussy, she asserted that women are in reality
stronger than men. Several publicity stills pictured Margy towering over her
male admirers, one even helplessly sprawled under her on a chair. 15
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In addition to recycling themes from The Hussy, West experimented with
yet another device that became a hallmark of her work—an ambiguous end-
ing. Unlike The Hussy’s cross-class romance, in SEX Margy succumbs to Lieu-
tenant Gregg, a man of similar class standing. At one level, it affirmed the
impossibility of transcending class boundaries. However, thanks to Clara, up-
ward mobility appears less than desirable, for truthfulness, loyalty, and
courage really belong to the underclasses. Margy is not like Nona; she really
does not aspire to enter the Social Register. And while Margy indicates that
she will “go straight,” it remains unclear whether that means she is going to
marry Gregg or continue in her old ways and just follow him to Australia.
The New York Herald Tribune’s Percy Hammond certainly read Margy’s plans
as more licentious, reporting that, in the end, she “abandons the precincts of
respectability to return to the crimson life.”'®

Critical elements of the fictionalized Mae Westian persona were coming
together. Reviewers noted her rolling walk, domineering presence, and
unique timing. Margy Lamont is tough-talking and no-nonsense. Unlike
Nona, she is a genuine woman of ill repute. But she does possess a good soul.
Although filled with hostility for men and the rich, Margy is not singularly
overcome by her rage. Rather, she also enjoys herself. A naval officer asks,
“Miss Lamont, may I present Mr. Stanton?” One can easily hear the mature
Mae West hum, “Yes, you may.”

But who is Margy Lamont? The play says nothing about her origins. Zora
Neale Hurston’s observation that SEX owed more to the African-American
jook than it did to the white bawdy house indicates that at least culturally
Margy’s roots lay closer to African Americans than to whites. When Margy
sits down at the Stantons’ piano and plays “Home Sweet Home,” Gregg com-
ments, “That doesn’t sound a bit like you.” She switches to the blues, remark-
ing, “It’s not supposed to be.” Margy’s “whiteness” is even further contested.
Visiting a Trinidadian café, she joins in with the floor show. The other enter-
tainers perform old standards, sea songs, and tangos. But, backed by a jazz
band, Margy sings blues numbers: “My Sweet Man” and “Shake That Thing”
For an encore, she shimmies to W. C. Handy’s “St. Louis Blues.” It prompted
one reviewer to compare the scene to “a Harlem cabaret we have seen further
downtown” and another to praise her rendition of “Sweet Man” as “very
Harlem and with a jazz dance right out of the eff-sharp department.”"”

West borrowed even more deeply from the blues, using it to structure
portions of SEX’s dialogue. When Lieutenant Gregg drops in to see Margy,
he tells her, “Oh, I've got something for you. Wait until you see this, wait
until you see this.”

“Well, come on,” Margy demands.
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“You'll get it, you’ll get it,” Gregg promises. “I don’t mind telling you I
had an awful time saving it for you. Why all the women were fighting for it.”

“It better be good,” she responds.

“It’s good alright. It’s the best you could get, but you’ve got to be very
careful not to bend it,” he declares, and then offers her the bird of paradise.'®
Their double-entendre, comedic exchange was a variation-—or in jazz
terms, a riff—on blues man Papa Charlie Jackson’s “I Got What It Takes but
It Breaks My Heart to Give It Away.”

I save it up : since the Lord knows when,

[ ain’t saved a thing : because of any of you men.
I've had it so long : 'd hate to lose it

Because ever gets broke : I'll be able to use it."

Even more interesting, Jackson’s song was intended for a woman. Placing a
woman’s words in Lieutenant Gregg’s mouth, West created a reversal: The
man rather than the woman “saves it up” and worries about “breaking it.”

Still other blues elements appeared in SEX. As Houston Baker contends,
trains and riding the rails provide core motifs for the blues vernacular, which
records journeys and the dilemmas of reaching “junctures.” He views the blues
and its singer as “travelers” that are “always at this intersection, this crossing,
codifying force, providing resonance for experience’s multiplicities.”’

Margy, also a blues singer, is one of those travelers who passes through a
series of crossings, rambling restlessly and perpetually moving on to the
next stop. She speaks not of a scarlet woman’s life but of “experiencing that
experience,” narrating a story of anger, frustration, and determination to re-
sist her exploitation. As the trickster, she dupes men out of their money, hat-
ing them as they make love to her but immensely enjoying her own joke. As
the blues singer, she uses the blues to protest. West had reached a critical
juncture herself. In vaudeville, she had become a blues singer. Now, adding
another complexity to her stage identity, she was a blues singer playing a
prostitute who was playing a blues singer.

In many respects, both Margy and Mae emerged as tricksters, creating
chaos from order and order from chaos. How many in the audience compre-
hended West’s intentions is unclear, but reactions, which puzzled critics, in-
dicated that some were in on the joke. One reviewer expressed amazement
at the “whooping, indeed, a little more happily in those sadder moments
when the affair degenerated into the moralistic and heroic.” Similarly, Variety
noted that the “audience often laughs when it should weep.””' But the ambi-
guities of SEX, the multiplicity of meanings and messages, and its syncretism
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of comedy and drama were all elements of the signification that Mae West
was in the process of perfecting. SEX’s topsy-turvy world allowed Mae as
well as Margy to emerge triumphant.

Although SEX became a success and rapidly transformed Mae West into a
celebrity, if not a star, it also drew attention from Manhattan’s moral watch-
dogs. SEX debuted just as many civic and religious leaders escalated their
calls for censorship of the stage. Leading the charge was John S. Sumner of
the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice (NYSSV), dedicated to
ridding the country of books, newspapers, magazines, artworks, or plays the
group deemed obscene. Sumner wielded a considerable power and counted
John D. Rockefeller and J. P. Morgan among his supporters.

The 1920s stage, having felt the impact of the raucous jazz age, presented
a particular challenge to Sumner. Under the influence of playwrights like
Eugene O’Neill, Broadway had ventured into more gritty realism and con-
troversial issues. Additionally, the jaded jazz generation’s demand for more
sophistication as well as more titillation fed an impulse toward new, some-
times more realistic, and often more risqué, drama. In Sumner’s opinion, the
public had an alarming appetite for smut, and those with weaker psychologi-
cal constitutions or little education were easily addicted to the salacious. The
theater, he believed, was well positioned to strongly influence society and
had an ethical responsibility to play an uplifting role. Rather, he lamented,
Broadway, with its focus on profits, had sought out increasingly more licen-
tious plays.

Despite his strong feelings, Sumner initially opposed appointing a stage
censor. Instead, he helped organize a less severe alternative—the play jury,
empaneled by the district attorney. Twelve New York City residents were
recruited to attend and vote on the appropriateness of plays. It was a fairly
lenient system; a play remained open with only four affirmative votes. But
Sumner had faith that the good citizens of Manhattan would close down all
plays endangering the morals of theatergoers.

With SEX’s debut, Sumner moved quickly. In April, he paid a visit to
Daly’s and immediately registered a complaint with the New York City po-
lice contending that SEX was “filthy and obscene.” But what Sumner and even
drama critics saw was mild. Borrowing an old burlesque trick, West had two
versions of SEX, a tamer one for the press and moralists like Sumner and a
spicier one for the general public. In June, tipped off that the play jury was
about to visit the show, she played the blander version. The jury met, and
SEX fell one vote short of being shut down. With that announcement, atten-
dance skyrocketed. Notwithstanding, Sumner branded SEX as “moral poi-
son” and continued to agitate for its closure.”
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Sumner’s tone was echoed by many in the New York press, in particular
the tabloids, who offered some of SEX’s harshest criticism. William Ran-
dolph Hearst’s Daily Mirror was especially brutal, denouncing West’s play as
“a monstrosity plucked from the garbage can, destined for the sewer.” Ex-
posing SEX’s depravity served two purposes for the Mirror’s editors. First,
since Sumner had earlier taken aim at tabloids, by attacking SEX they testi-
fied that they were on the right moral track. Second, by informing the public
of the exact details of such vile controversy, they sold even more papers.*

Not everyone in the press followed suit. Alarmed by an escalating censor-
ship movement, the New York Herald Tribune and Variety ran follow-up reviews
that reversed their initial condemnations of SEX. Percy Hammond cele-
brated West’s portrayal of Margy Lamont. “She is thoroughly cold and ma-
lign,” he wrote, “an omen of damages that penalize foolishness and
wrongdoing,” Others found Mae equally compelling. One critic, complain-
ing about SEX’s “pathetically frantic vulgarity,” conceded that “Miss West
goes on unperturbed—smooth, silky, and never at a loss.” Variety’s Jack
Conway celebrated her as “the Babe Ruth of stage prosties” and offered a
prophetic assessment: “It’s realistic and realism all the way. Mae’s conception
of Margie LaMont [sic] will sentence her to the scarlet sisterhood artistically
for life "

Any attempt to drive SEX offstage was going to be a battle. West had her
friends. Owney Madden was not only a co-investor but also charged her a
protection fee. Seemingly his ties, as well as Timony’s, to Tammany Hall
should have benefited Mae West, but Tammany’s power had been waning for
years. Additionally, the debate over censorship was tied to thorny New York
City and state politics. On the local level, it appeared that key factions pro-
tected plays like SEX. Instrumental was New York City’s mayor Jimmy
Walker, a Tammany Hall Democrat with strong show business ties. A former
songwriter and patron of Texas Guinan’s, he was a major impediment to
Sumner’s campaigns. Facing this powerful opposition, Manhattan courts
seemed unlikely, despite Sumner’s agitation, to shut down any New York
production, even SEX.

An even more powerful player in the debate was New York governor Al
Smith, another son of Tammany Hall, who was preparing to run for presi-
dent in 1928. While he did not share Walker’s close ties to show business,
he was philosophically opposed to censorship. Republicans, aware that cen-
sorship was a political hot potato for Smith, gladly pushed the issue to the
forefront. Their efforts were assisted by newspaper publisher Hearst, an op-
position Democrat and longtime Smith opponent. Using his papers to exac-
erbate the situation, Hearst attacked Broadway and expounded on the need
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for a stage censor. Ideally, the state assembly’s Republican majority would
pass a censorship bill forcing a Smith veto that would undermine his presi-
dential aspirations. While Mae West rarely expressed overt interest in
American politics, SEX propelled her into a vigorous battle between com-
peting political interests.”*

Into the fall, Sumner continued to demand that the city take action
against Mae West. However, he had his hands full, for the 1926—1927 the-
atrical season produced two more controversial productions. First, and most
successful, was The Captive, based on Marcel Proust’s novel on female same-
sex love. Next came The Virgin Man, a story of a Yalie who struggles to retain
his virtue against female seductresses. Many hailed The Captive as high drama,
while moralists lumped it in with SEX and The Virgin Man as a “dirt play.””

SEX and the agitation against it kept Mae West occupied. Tiring of com-
muting from her parents’ Woodhaven home, she booked a suite at the
Mayflower Hotel. For the first time, Mae had left the family nest. While her
circle of acquaintances grew, Timony, her family, and Madden and his friends
remained her closest ties. Although work took up much of her time, she was
spotted at Harlem nightclubs, upscale restaurants, prizefights, and Texas
Guinan’s,

West established a close rapport with Guinan, who was warm, kind, and
generous. Unlike Mae, Texas was outgoing and made friends easily. Believing
she was a reincarnated “wise, Oriental soul,” Texas was fascinated by Eastern
philosophy and spiritualism, and she may have been one of the first to intro-
duce Mae to these religious alternatives. In late August 1926, Mae and Texas
hosted a séance to contact the recently deceased Rudolph Valentino’s spirit.
One guest remembered Texas leading the gathering as Mae sat quietly ob-
serving. But just as they seemed to make contact with the silver screen’s
most celebrated lover, a loud crash broke the link. When the lights came up,
entangled in a mess of folding chairs were two latecomers, Texas’s brother
Tommy and Owney Madden.

Madden’s connections provided West with many opportunities, and dur-
ing the run of SEX, she developed a close bond with his boyhood friend
George Raft. A dancer and former boxer, Raft was handsome and, like Mad-
den, dapper and low-key. Although he continued to work for the gangster,
running errands and even riding shotgun on predawn bootleg deliveries, with
Madden’s help Raft had worked his way into the nightclub circuit, often per-
forming at Guinan’s. In 1926, Madden assigned Raft to a late-night visit to
Daly’s to collect his share of SEX’s box office receipts. Before long, Raft began
spending more time in the leading lady’s dressing room. Unlike Richman,
Raft was not one to brag, but many believed that he and Mae had a passionate



82 * MAE * WEST

affair. If they did, it was short-lived, for Raft soon left to tour Europe with a
dance act. Regardless, he would remain one of West’s few close friends.?”

For Mae West, 1926 had been a successful year in more ways than one.
Good or bad, she was the talk of Broadway as Sumner and his legions contin-
ued to wage their battles to clean up the stage. And while pressure to drive
SEX off the boards increased, West contemplated an even more daring ven-
ture. One evening, she had Timony escort her to a Greenwich Village
nightspot to attend a show put on by a group of female impersonators. Af-
terward, she gave each a free pass for the next evening’s performance of
SEX. Those who attended were invited to audition for Jane Mast’s latest
comedy-drama, The Drag.

This was not West’s first exposure to the gay subculture; she had patron-
ized similar establishments in Harlem. Additionally, she had known many
gays during her long career in burlesque, vaudeville, and the theater. Now,
though, West claimed she had become curious about homosexuality because
of an actor whom she met during her run in SEX. She found him enchanting;
he sent her flowers. But her interest waned after she learned that he had
been married and fathered a child, was divorced, and was also bisexual.

West insisted that this experience compelled her to study differing psy-
chological interpretations of homosexuality. Although she became familiar
with Sigmund Freud and Richard von Krafft-Ebing, she favored Karl Hein-
rich Ulrich, a mid-nineteenth-century gay intellectual who advanced the
theory that homosexuals represented an “intermediate” sex, possessing both
male and female qualities. She also subscribed to psychologist Havelock El-
lis’s theory that homosexuals were “inverts,” born with drives that had been
turned inward. Although West stated that she believed homosexuality “a
danger to the entire social system of western civilization,” she also expressed
sympathy for most gay men, whom she perceived as female spirits burdened
with men’s bodies. West bragged that she had warned police, “When you’re
hitting one of those guys, you're hitting a woman.” However, she also divided
homosexual men into two categories. The first, “born homosexuals,” she
found acceptable, a result of biological makeup. The second she labeled “en-
vironmental” homosexuals. In her opinion, these were secretive degenerates
driven by acquired urges for unnatural sexual thrills.”®

West’s fascination with gay subculture was not unique for the era. Histo-
rian George Chauncey argues that during Prohibition, gay and cross-dressing
performers experienced a heightened popularity in New York City. Extrava-
gant drag balls where female impersonators performed for prizes were pop-
ular diversions for New York’s smart set. Many Manhattan nightspots
featured openly gay entertainers as well as drag queens. Two of the era’s



SPEAKING OF THE INFLUENCE OF THE JOOK 83

most celebrated entertainers were female impersonators Julian Eltinge and
Bert Savoy. Eltinge, who presented tasteful tunes while outfitted in exquisite
gowns, was hailed for his uncanny ability to replicate feminine beauty. Savoy
dressed outrageously and enacted a loud, comedic, love-starved tart, famous
for his/her exuberant invitation “You must come over.” Gay performers and
female impersonators were in such demand in the 1920s that observers de-
clared Manhattan was in the grip of a “pansy craze.” West, who recruited
forty Greenwich Villagers for The Drag, was obviously attempting to cash in
on this trend.?

West’s goal was to achieve authenticity, and she arrived at the first re-
hearsal with only an outline for The Drag. She did not intend to appear in the
play herself but rather hoped to write and direct it, with Elsner’s assistance.
Drawing on his directorial methods, she encouraged the drag queens and gay
performers to ad-lib their roles; from there, she began refining her script. A
journalist who later watched West at work described her technique as “spon-
taneous combustion . . . these players, by their physical types, suggest story
and speeches to her and thus drama takes form orally in the first instance,
only to become a completed script when the curtain is ready to rise on its
premiere.” Elsner had shown her how to get the best from her performance,
and that, she became convinced, was the most effective way to develop the-
ater. By mid-January 1927, spectators filled the seats during rehearsals at
Daly’s. Variety’s correspondent, who sneaked a preview, castigated The Drag
as a “sex perversion exposition” but praised the players’ improvisation as
“natural and spontaneous.”

As The Drag was rehearsing, voices calling for censorship grew louder.
When John Sumner, also a foe of the gay community, heard of The Drag’s
pending Broadway premiere, he called more stridently for a ban of such pro-
ductions from the New York stage. He joined others who now criticized the
play jury, which in three years had closed only one play. The district attor-
ney, Joab H. Banton, also a Tammanyite, defended his office’s oversight of
the jury. Banton argued that it was difficult to recruit jurors and that often
those who accepted theater tickets later refused to file their reports. Cer-
tainly, that process, which entailed a face-to-face evaluation in his office,
proved daunting, if not threatening, for those called to serve.

That January, the climate seemed to change. Under pressure from censor-
ship proponents, Jimmy Walker met with Broadway producers, warning that
if plays were not toned down, censorship was inevitable. District Attorney
Banton also chimed in, declaring that it was “about time that we clean up the
salacious plays.” Such high-minded denunciations simply fueled public cu-
riosity, sending even more people to see SEX.’!
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Despite the public’s similar curiosity about The Drag, Timony could only
secure half a week at Poli’s Park, a Bridgeport, Connecticut, burlesque house.
On Monday, January 31, 1927, the Morals Production Corporation stretched
a banner that read, “The Drag by the author of SEX, more sensational than Rain
or The Captive,” across Bridgeport’s main street. New Yorkers lured by gossip
surrounding West’s latest undertaking paid premium prices for reserved
seats, West claimed it drew fans from Boston to Philadelphia. It also brought
out the New York City Police Department’s James Sinnott.

After tense last-minute negotiations with Bridgeport’s police, that evening
the curtain went up on the first public performance of The Drag. For the next
several hours, the audience received a glimpse into gay life through the eyes
of Mae West. The Drag centered on the heartbreak of a woman, Clair, daugh-
ter of a prominent physician, Dr. James Richardson. She is married to Rolly
Kingsbury, son of a respected judge. Although Rolly is a kind husband, Clair’s
marriage is loveless. She is unaware of the cause, but it is clear: Rolly is gay. In
fact, his spurned lover, David, seeks help from Dr. Richardson. Rolly has
fallen in love with his straight business associate Allen Grayson. When
Grayson, who loves Clair, learns of Rolly’s affections, he explodes with anger.
It is not Rolly’s gayness that bothers him but his treatment of Clair. “I think
that’s the most contemptible thing you could do,” Grayson shouts. “Marry a
woman and use her as a cloak to cover up what you really are.”

A few days later, while Clair is away, Rolly throws an elaborate drag ball.
His guests arrive, one by one, in drag finery, exchanging catty quips and in-
sults, One drag queen, Winnie, greets another, Hell’s Kitchen Kate, “My but
you're getting thin.” Kate exclaims, “I can at least cling to a man without
wearing him out. You'’re terribly fat.” Winnie shouts, “Fat! I should say not!
I'm the type that men prefer. I can at least go through the Navy Yard without
having the flags drop to half mast.” But Kate refuses to concede: “I'm just the
type that men crave. The type that burns 'em up. Why when I walk up
Tenth Avenue, you can smell the meat sizzling in Hell’s Kitchen.” A police
raid ends the frivolity and sends the guests scrambling. Rolly promises to fix
everything with the authorities and, escaping arrest, retires to bed. Offstage
a shot rings out. Rolly’s butler finds him murdered.

Everyone gathers at the murder scene, and Dr. Richardson arrives with
David, who confesses that his broken heart drove him to kill Rolly. Out-
raged, Judge Kingsbury threatens to strangle David, who passionately re-
sponds:

Strangle me, strangle me! You Judge Kingsbury — the great supporter of

justice— you would crush me, destroy me—but your son was the same



SPEAKING OF THE INFLUENCE OF THE JOOK 85

as1. ... When you condemn me, you condemn him. A judge’s son can be

just the same as another man’s son.

Detectives hustle David away. Left alone with Judge Kingsbury, Richardson
pleads with him for compassion, reminding him that both families possess
unblemished reputations. As the play closes, Kingsbury orders Rolly’s death
to be recorded as a suicide.

With the exception of a drunk who wandered in and, expecting a bur-
lesque show, began complaining loudly and a middle-aged couple who left in
a huff, the audience’s reception was exuberant. Many lingered after the show
to congratulate the cast. One journalist reported that The Drag became the
talk of Bridgeport; he had happened upon a group of residents listening in-
tently to an animated description of the play by one of the few who had se-
cured a ticket. But critics overwhelmingly condemned The Drag, Variety
blasting it as “an inexpressibly brutal and vulgar attempt to capitalize on a
dirty matter for profit.” When newspapermen approached James Sinnott,
inquiring about the play’s future in New York City, he smiled and re-
sponded, “No comment.”**

While still in Bridgeport, the production ran into a minor setback. On
February 2 at five in the morning, the police arrested Beverly West and Ed-
ward Elsner after a loud fight broke out in his hotel room. Authorities found
the couple alone, and Elsner was half-dressed. Although the case was dis-
missed, Serge Trashatny immediately initiated divorce proceedings against
Beverly. Elsner moved on with the Drag troupe to play out the week in Pater-
son, New Jersey. Next, they went on to Bayonne, New Jersey, where the
first performance was a sellout. But just before the second began, as over
five hundred people stood in line for tickets, local authorities announced
that they were closing the play and banning it permanently from Bayonne.*

Back in New York, Jim Timony was fighting for a Broadway berth. Oppo-
sition to The Drag was growing, however, and the drive for censorship was
gaining momentum. Guardians of good taste pushed for a stage censor, a po-
litical appointee with broad powers to safeguard Broadway from such obscene
productions. Alarmed, Broadway executives gathered to discuss the crisis,
placing most of the blame for the censorship threat on The Drag. Fearing that
The Drag would result in the selection of an unfriendly censor and a rash of
play closures, they agreed to block its New York premiere and demanded that
Timony abandon the production. Timony declared that only when The Captive
was pulled off the stage would he even consider canceling The Drag.

SEX may have been controversial, but The Drag was dangerous. One
Broadway producer, William de Lignemare, proclaimed, “The Drag, [ believe,
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is the worst possible play I have ever heard of contemplating an invasion of
New York. That production . . . strikes at the decency of manhood.” While
in many ways West may have been following a popular trend, her treatment
of male homosexuality was extremely menacing to society at large. The
“pansy craze” had made gay entertainers the vogue in some circles, but their
forums, in general, were speakeasies, drag balls, and underground clubs.
Gay performers hardly enjoyed widespread acceptance; even the upscale
Manhattan nightclubs where they performed catered to a select world-
weary audience. On the other hand, West’s purpose was radical; she in-
tended to bring her depiction of male homosexuality and drag queens into
New York City’s great theater culture. The legitimate stage had struggled to
gain respectability and to rise to the status of high art. The Drag threatened to
bring all that hard work tumbling down.*

Although The Drag was the product of a straight woman’s imagination,
West’s attempts at genuineness made it all too real. Some have pointed out
that her shrill drag queens, mentally unbalanced spurned lovers, and deceit-
fully closeted homosexual men conveyed homophobic messages. Yet, as
Chauncey notes, in The Drag, for the first time, gay men played gay men. Ad-
ditionally, the Greenwich Villagers, through their ad-libs, became The Drag’s
collaborative authors. In fact, West had recruited two drag community lead-
ers, known as the Duchess and Mother Superior. The Duchess tutored
young drag queens on in-group customs of language, dress, and deportment
and, along with Mother Superior, provided support and advice to new mem-
bers. Both were recognized activists, frequently writing the dailies to protest
discrimination against gays. Clearly, their presence must have affected the
content of The Drag.

Yet, like West’s other plays, The Drag offered mixed messages. Reviewers
criticized the labored debate over homosexuality between Dr. Richardson
and Judge Kingsbury, insisting that it was a “phony” device used to give the
production a thin veneer of respectability. While West may have used it to
excuse her more bawdy intentions, it also complicated the piece, offering
multiple perspectives. On the one side is Dr. Richardson, who voices an
Ulrich-based position that West considered enlightened. On the other is the
vehemently anti-gay Judge Kingsbury, whose opinions reflect the homopho-
bia of society’s moralists and lawmakers.*’

If the debate seemed contrived, perhaps it reflected West’s internal con-
flicts over both men and sexuality. When questioned later about her sexual-
ity, she claimed that she would have “recoiled in horror” to discover
homosexual leanings in herself. She insisted that she spurned friendships
with lesbian women because she found them “rather morbid.” (It was not
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true, for she befriended several lesbian and bisexual women.) “I am all
woman,” she insisted emphatically in 1970, but, in the same interview, she
also argued that everyone manifested elements of masculinity and feminin-
ity. The Drag was equally ambiguous, pro-gay in some moments and homo-
phobic in others. West was aware of the internal inconsistencies. When
discussing The Drag, she explained, “I had presented no solution. . . . One
could come, see, and make up one’s own mind.”*

Despite its ambiguities, The Drag furthered West’s experimentation with
signification. She discovered a compatible tradition in the comedic verbal
play of drag performers. As an act of rebellion and to promote group soli-
darity, the gay community evolved complex and separate linguistic practices
that relied intensely on double meanings. As a result, double entendre dom-
inated drag humor, popularly referred to as “camp.” But for homosexual
men, camp went beyond outlandish humor and drag’s exaggerated notions
of femininity, providing commentary on oppression and gay experiences.
Still, West defined camp as “the kind of comedy where they imitate me. . . .
Camp is bein’ funny and dishy and outrageous and sayin’ clever things.”39 Al-
though she always claimed ascendancy, she found comradeship in the camp-
ing of the drag queens. Their comedic stylings made a satisfying compliment
to her signification on American society.

The drag queens’ presence also supported West’s challenges to rigid gender
roles. The Drag explored an issue very close to Mae, that of identity. The Drag
castigates those who deny their true identities and celebrates those who fully
embrace them. Rolly emerges as a deplorable character similar to Clara Stan-
ton of SEX; he is a dishonest and selfish thrill secker, willing to sacrifice others
to protect his reputation. Identity, or false identity, was a theme that domi-
nated both SEX and The Hussy, and it continued in The Drag. It reflected a per-
sonal issue for West, one of her “secret doors.” Ironically, she had built a career
based on the assumption of false identities. But The Drag, like SEX, revealed her
disgust with such masquerades and with a society that demanded them.

The Drag and SEX appear drastically different, but in many ways they are
companion pieces. Margy’s brazenness parallels that of The Drag’s cross-
dressers. Like Margy, the drag queens sing the blues and perform to jazz.
Margy Lamont shares an even closer kinship with Clem, the Duchess, Win-
nie, and Hell’s Kitchen Kate. Like SEX, The Drag signified on men and their
power in society. West linked the oppression of women, especially the poor,
with that of gay men, seeing both as victims of male domination.

To those in power in New York during the 1920s, The Drag proved far
more alarming than SEX. The Drag interrogated social norms that directed
straight men to be strong, competitive, and emotionless. Male heterosexual
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identity rested on men’s distinctiveness from women. But The Drag rejected
what producer de Lignemare described as “the decency of manhood.” The
drag queens completely undermined the “cult of masculinity” by their desire
not to be distinctive from women but rather to be like them.

Just as threatening were West’s allegations regarding a powerful male het-
erosexual institution, the New York City Police Department. Well known for
brutality toward the gay community, for years the NYPD had raided gay hang-
outs, in particular Central Park, arresting gay men and cross-dressers and of-
ten subjecting them to brutal beatings. During the 1920s, authorities, aided by
new state laws, stepped up persecution of homosexual men. In a sense, Man-
hattan became a site for battles between rigid notions of straight masculinity
and a more flexible conception of gender and, specifically, maleness.

The Drag embroiled Mae West in this clash. The NYPD had been monitor-
ing The Drag, and James Sinnott’s appearance at its Bridgeport premiere con-
firmed that authorities were concerned. What Sinnott witnessed could not
have made the NYPD happy. The Drag’s cross-dressers discuss police raids as if
they were parties, effusing desire for men in uniform. Significantly, implying
that the attraction went both ways, the Duchess declares, “Say, the cops, they
like me. They all know me from Central Park.” West took another shot by
staging a fight between drag queens arrested at Rolly’s party over who would
be first into the paddy wagon. One exclaims that at a previous raid he/she
“had a gay time.” West certainly intimated that gays had infiltrated the justice
system: Rolly promises to protect his gay friend using his father’s connec-
tions. In defending The Drag in 1929, West asserted that “many of our famous
lawyers, doctors, bankers, and judges are homo-sexualists.™*

No doubt such allegations angered New York authorities and fired up
their opposition to West’s work. Even before The Drag’s Bridgeport pre-
miere, the police began harassing her by threatening to shut down the ever
popular SEX. Despite Variety’s warning that bringing The Drag to New York
“would be a calamity, just at this time when, more than ever before, the sub-
ject of a Broadway play censor is under national agitation,” West remained
determined. On February 8, she invited city officials and several respected
physicians to a private midnight performance of The Drag at Daly’s. Con-
tending that The Drag served educational purposes, she believed that an en-
dorsement from the medical community would allow her to ease the
production back into the city.“

The next evening, just as SEX’s performance was getting underway, James
S. Bolan of the district attorney’s office arrived at Daly’s with ten officers.
Across town, the same scene was being repeated at The Captive and The Virgin
Man. As rumors of the raids spread, crowds lined up outside Daly’s with
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newspaper reporters and photographers poised to catch the action. The au-
dience filed out and joined the mob. Inside, at the play’s end, Bolan an-
nounced that West, Timony, Morganstern, and seventeen of the cast and
crew were under arrest. Mae retired to her dressing room, removed her
makeup, changed her gown, and then, reemerging, announced that she was
ready to go.

As officers led Mae West and her comrades out of Daly’s, cheers went up
from the throng, which now numbered over one thousand. Arriving at the
night court, she was welcomed by another group of onlookers and re-
porters. Inside, a judge was prepared to quickly arraign West and her en-
tourage. Sitting on the bench with the judge was Acting Mayor Joseph V.
McKee, who had ordered the raids in the absence of the vacationing Mayor
Walker. (The mayor was conveniently in Havana with other Tammany heavy-
weights.) McKee claimed he had only acted after receiving approval by
phone from Walker, but West blamed the raid on the acting mayor anyway,
accusing him of succumbing to pressure from John Sumner. However, Mc-
Kee also had other motivations. An ally of Bronx political boss Edward
Flynn, who had grand political aspirations, McKee often undermined the
mayor when possible. Mae would always refer to McKee as “Holy Joe ™

Early in the morning of February 1o, the court charged SEX’s defendants
with staging an indecent performance, maintaining a public nuisance, and
“corrupting the morals of youth and others.” Timony represented the group
and immediately bailed everyone out. As they departed, McKee warned
that if they attempted another performance of SEX, the police would arrest
them again. Jim Timony boasted that they not only intended to continue
with SEX but were also “seriously considering hiring Madison Square Gar-
den for The Drag.”

The following morning, Timony obtained an injunction that prevented
the authorities from interfering further with SEX. That night, publicity sur-
rounding the arrest brought record crowds out to Daly’s. The next day, Ban-
ton proclaimed to the media that nothing would stop him from prosecuting
everyone arrested in the February ¢ raids. Walker announced that he would
“expect the police commissioner to investigate any show that he hears of if
told it’s objectionable, and . . . make arrests if it appears the show violates
the law.” Tammany was selling Mae West out. In an interview with the New
York Times on the night of his arrest, Morganstern sputtered, “What is re-
sponsible for tonight’s action? The answer is politics.™?

As the leaders of the New York stage feared, the raids opened a Pandora’s
box. Calls for censorship and demands to clean up public amusements swept
the nation. Movie censor Will Hays received more complaints regarding in-
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decency in films. Around the country, lawmakers introduced censorship leg-
islation. In New York, a Republican assemblyman proposed a bill mandating
a stage censor, exactly the type of legislation Al Smith dreaded. Back in the
city, theater managers, owners, and playwrights continued to meet, heart-
ened only slightly by Jimmy Walker’s pronouncement that “a good loud blast
of a police whistle” was just as effective as censorship laws.*

Police action against SEX had been more in opposition to The Drag than to
Margy Lamont’s lascivious adventures. While efforts to mothball The Drag
succeeded, SEX played to capacity crowds for several more weeks. However,
by the beginning of March, attendance died off and profits shrank. Desperate
to keep the production alive, the Morals Production Corporation ordered a
25 percent pay cut for everyone. Several players handed in their notices. Fi-
nally, on Saturday, March 19, after the evening’s performance, Morganstern
announced that West was physically exhausted and was closing the play. Yet
he also emphasized her determination to fight the case to its end.

Only a few days later, the New York state senate passed the Wales Pad-
lock Bill, which required the district attorney to prosecute everyone associ-
ated with an indecent production and to lock down for one year any theater
that hosted such shows. It was less severe than mandating a stage censor and
allowed the power over Broadway to remain with the district attorney, who
in New York City was the Tammany Hall loyalist Banton. The bill now sat
waiting on Al Smith’s desk.*

Shortly afterward, on March 28, 1927, the defendants from SEX came to
trial. The courtroom was packed, and the streets outside were jammed with
fans and onlookers. To represent her and her co-defendants, West hired a
team of four lawyers—two connected with Owney Madden—headed by
Herman Rosenthal’s former associate Harold Spielberg. The ensuing trial
came off almost like one of Mae’s comedy-dramas. As “People’s Exhibit A”
the prosecution, led by Deputy District Attorney James Wallace, entered
the play itself. Next, Wallace called a series of witnesses who he claimed
could verify the immoral nature of SEX. Backer Harry Cohen testified that
he complained about the play’s lewdness; he was particularly offended, he
said, by its strong language and the star’s “kootchie.” He claimed West dis-
missed his concerns, insisting it would generate “box office.” She maintained
that audiences demanded licentiousness, telling him, “I’ll give it to them ™

The highlight of the prosecution’s case rested on the testimony of
Sergeant Patrick Keneally, who had attended three performances of SEX,
taking voluminous notes. An Irish immigrant with a thick brogue, Keneally
repeated what prosecutors identified as the play’s most salacious lines. He
also described what he considered to be SEX’s more “indecent” moments,
which included Margy’s “prolonged” kisses and what he characterized as a
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“muscle dance.” Not surprisingly, much of the prosecution’s testimony fo-
cused on West’s shimmy, the officer testifying that “Miss West moved her
navel up and down and from right to left.” On cross-examination, defense at-
torney Norman P. S. Schloss compelled him to admit that he could not swear
he saw her navel, but he still emphatically insisted that there “was something
in her middle that moved from east to west.” When Schloss challenged Ke-
neally to demonstrate the dance, Wallace objected, sneering that “everyone
in the police force is not a dancer.”

Wallace repeatedly emphasized that it was not SEX’s dialogue alone that
made it objectionable. Rather, Mae West’s movements and delivery made it
so indecent. As West recalled, he contended, “Miss West’s personality, looks,
walk, mannerisms and gestures made the lines and situations suggestive.”47

West’s defense quickly ran into obstacles. The judge, George Donnellan,
blocked their attempts to introduce testimony from SEXs play jury, so Schloss
called the production’s stage manager. He challenged Keneally’s testimony,
contending that contact between Margy and her suitors was “mere touches”
and that heavy theatrical makeup prevented any lengthy kissing. Another wit-
ness, Harry S. Geiss, a nightwear manufacturer, testified that he had seen SEX
twice and found nothing indecent about it at all. Under cross-examination,
however, he admitted that he was a close friend of Morganstern’s and had been
recruited to give positive testimony. Winifred Noy, a screenwriter who had
seen SEX, was more help, insisting that West’s much debated dance was an “or-
dinary jazz shimmy” commonly performed in stage shows around the nation.
During testimony, Schloss stridently interjected that SEX was a morality play
that educated the public on the “horror and disgust of harlotry.*

After a week of testimony, the case came to a dramatic end. Wallace vig-
orously implored the jury to rid the stage of immoral productions. He de-
cried SEX as a slumming tour. “We have cleaned up the red light district of
New York. It’s a pretty clean town,” he stated. “But we’ve got red lights on
the stage.” For the defense, Harold Spielberg began with recitations from the
Bible and Shakespeare, arguing that, taken out of context, these great works
could also be considered obscene. He conceded that SEX was not a literary
masterpiece; it contained dialogue that was “cheap,”*
taste.” But he also insisted that SEX should not be judged by single lines. He
pointed out that it had run for almost a year without any interference but
that when “a sacrifice was needed . . . the police picked SEX.” With that, the
court was recessed and the jury began deliberations.*’

tawdry,” and “in bad

After deliberating for several hours, the jury voted nine to three to acquit
the defendants. Then, after receiving additional instructions from the judge,
who ruled that if any portion of a play was obscene, the entire play must be
considered obscene, they returned to the jury room. At that point, it started
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to look grim for West and her colleagues. Making the most of it, Timony re-
treated to a corner of the courtroom and began praying the rosary. West’s
leading man, Barrie O’Neill, who had appeared chipper throughout the
trial, looked crestfallen. West, the pillar of strength, reassured him. “Don’t
worry, Barrie,” reporters overheard her say, “it’ll come out all right.”

It didn’t. On April g, the jury returned with a guilty verdict. Barrie O’ Neill
and another actor burst into tears. Mae’s whispered words of consolation to
her leading man did little to help; O’Neill shuddered and “bit his handkerchief
for several minutes.” Timony and Morganstern left silently dejected, refusing
to speak to journalists, But West’s spirit was energized. Lashing out at Wal-
lace, she told reporters, “Anybody who needs a dirty play ought to call on him
for suggestions.” She declared her determination to fight the conviction all the
way to the Supreme Court, contending that SEX was “a work of art.” As she
left the courtroom, friends and well-wishers who lined the corridor cheered
her. “You’ve got to fight in this world,” Battling Jack’s daughter told a reporter.
“You got to fight to get there and fight to stay there.”*

As Mae West and her comrades awaited sentencing, members of the en-
tertainment community, confident that SEX’s “sacrifice” had put to rest the
censorship drive, did virtually nothing to lobby against the pending Wales
Padlock legislation. To their surprise, Smith, feeling the pressure to act
against the indecencies of the New York stage, fearing more strident censor-
ship, and thinking of his presidential aspirations, signed it into law.

On April 19, the day of West’s sentencing, a mob of fans, spectators, and
reporters crammed into the courtroom. As she had each day throughout the
trial, Mae appeared fashionably attired, looking relaxed. Judge Donnellan
was less composed. He announced suspended sentences for all involved ex-
cept West, Timony, and Morganstern. Denouncing SEX as “obscene, im-
moral, and indecent,” he contended that stiff penalties for the principal
defendants would not only banish unseemly productions from the stage but
also help rehabilitate the sullied reputation of “the most moral city in the
universe,” New York City. Acting against SEX protected the community
from threats to its moral fiber, especially sheltering susceptible youth who
could be permanently damaged by such licentiousness. He placed most of
the blame on Mae West, who he claimed “seemed to go to extremes in order
to make the play as obscene and immoral as possible.” With that he fined her
and Timony $ 500 each and sentenced them along with Morganstern to ten
days in jail. Variety’s courtroom observer reported that Mae, “assum[ing] the
hard-boiled manner she played in the play, did not wink an eyelid when the
sentence was pronounced.” As a police officer led her away she told re-

porters, “I expect it will be the making of me.™’
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You Can Be Had

P've met your goody, goody kind before. Why don’t you come
up sometime? You needn’t be afraid, I won’t tell—Oh, you
can be had!

—Mae West, Diamond Lil, 1928

hile Mae West’s underworld connections failed to keep her

out of jail, they did ease her incarceration. After a night in

the bleak Jefferson Market Women’s Prison, she was trans-

ferred to Welfare Island’s penitentiary, where the warden,
Harry O. Schleth, was known for his generous treatment of “well-connected”
prisoners. Although she was strip-searched and issued the standard prison
uniform of coarse cotton stockings, cotton underwear, oversize slippers, and
blue-checked dress, Schleth assigned her a private room in the administra-
tion building and “light housekeeping”—making beds, sweeping, and dust-
ing books in the prison’s tiny library. She later lunched with him in his home,
a privilege accorded to celebrity prisoners. She protested her prison attire,
and he arranged for her to purchase new stockings from the commissary.
When reporters confronted Schleth about West’s preferential treatment, he
responded that he viewed her the same as other inmates but had to protect
her from the island’s “hardened offenders.”

West remembered mingling liberally with the other female prisoners and
claimed that as she passed cell blocks with a matron, prisoners applauded
her, shouting, “Hello, Mae,” and “Glad to see you!” She received an equally
warm welcome from women in the venereal and narcotic wards, where the
inmates had requested to meet her, but she recalled that at the infirmary
there “were not happy thoughts or sights” This experience returned her to
reality, reminding her of the destructiveness of poverty, discrimination, and
sexual exploitation of women. During her incarceration, West came to
know several female inmates fairly well. She even summoned her attorneys

23
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to represent one, a young mother awaiting trial for petty 1arceny. West sup-
ported the woman’s children until their mother was freed.’

Imprisonment generated more publicity for Mae West as dailies chroni-
cled each detail of her stay. The New York Times noted she was transported in
a common paddy wagon with “five fellow prisoners, two of them negroes,”
which in the era’s segregationist view affirmed her degraded state. Re-
porters also gave considerable attention to her rumored dissatisfaction with
the prison’s “fuzzy” underwear, one claiming she composed a poem dedi-
cated to the warden about it. Her stay excited so much attention that Liberty
magazine, nationally circulated, engaged West to write an article on her im-
prisonment.”

After she had served eight of her ten days, Warden Schleth released Mae
for good behavior. On the day of her discharge, Tillie, Beverly, Bea Jackson,
and a flock of reporters showed up to escort her home. As she departed
Welfare Island, photographers snapped pictures of her bidding farewell to
the prison’s staff. One shot showed Schleth shaking Mae’s hand; he told re-
porters that she was “a fine woman—a great character.” He had reason to
praise her, for she had donated her $1,000 advance from Liberty to build a
better prison library.

West’s article, “Ten Days and Five Hundred Dollars: The Experiences of a
Broadway Star in Jail,” offered an account both of her imprisonment and of
her “experiencing” that “experience.” Throughout, she subtly challenged
society’s assumptions about race, class, and gender. The piece began with
the moment she was led from the courtroom and delivered into the hands
of “Mrs. Campbell.” An officer of the court, Campbell was an African-
American woman, whom Mae praised as especially knowledgeable. Soon
Mae found herself sharing the holding room with three white women and
two black women. While she was sympathetic to all, her depiction of the
black women was decidedly more positive. She described the whites as
worn, scarred, and emaciated but claimed the African Americans exhibited
resiliency. One possessed a great comedic sensibility, like Mae’s, similar to
Bert Williams’s. Another, despite her addiction to drugs, was reportedly
youthful and fit.

West’s preoccupation with African-American female prisoners continued
throughout the article. At the warden’s residence, she encountered three
black women and three white women assigned to housekeeping duties. Only
one of the white women, an expert shoplifter, received any specific men-
tion. In contrast, she reported details on all of the African-American
women, She found the warden’s cook “very likeable” with “wonderful flash-
ing black eyes.” The laundress was a recovering drug addict with a reserved
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demeanor. West’s favorite was Lulu, a “stick-up” woman. “I liked Lulu very
much,” she wrote, “for it requires a lot of nerve to ‘stick-up’ a man.”

West’s commentary on prison life revealed her ongoing identification
with African Americans, in particular black women. She had only pity for
white female inmates, with the exception of the crafty shoplifter. On the
other hand, she celebrated the black women for qualities she respected, and
projected, as integral parts of her own identity. These women were funny;
they were beautiful. This acknowledgment of the beauty of African-Ameri-
can women was a radical attack on the dominant culture’s obsession with
WASPish femininity. Additionally, African-American women were bold and
courageous as well as physically and emotionally strong. White women were
weak, a trait she despised. Although Mae’s article reaffirmed some elements
of racism, ultimately she used it to invert racial hierarchy. Black women be-
came superior to their white counterparts.

More overtly, West's article criticized society’s treatment of women of all
races, especially the poor, and faulted the criminal justice system. She
stressed that most female criminal offenders had two common experiences:
poverty and exploitation. She was adamant that prisons exacerbated rather
than remedied their plight. Released from jail penniless, homeless, and job-
less, these women had to “go back to the old life to keep body and soul to-
gether. . .. These girls are willing to work but how can they when the law is
always ready to pounce upon them and send them back to the Workhouse?”
A believer in hard work and independence, Mae advocated job training and
work relief, contending that female inmates, most incarcerated for prostitu-
tion and drugs, only resorted to crime out of economic necessity. Upon de-
parting Welfare Island, she announced her intention to help some of the
prisoners find work once they were freed. Indeed, almost ten years later she
was still providing assistance to Welfare Island acquaintances.*

After her release, Mae had to find something to top SEX. Her incarceration
had proved inspirational. She claimed that on the way to Welfare Island she
had been moved to compose an exposé on corruption—in beauty pageants.
Roughed out in the summer of 1927, The Wicked Age, as she called it, began
rehearsals in September. Again, to cut costs, she hired obscure players, among
them her mentor Hal Clarendon and a crusty veteran of stock and vaudeville,
Marjorie Main, who later became moviedom’s famous Ma Kettle. West
sought financing from familiar sources, including Timony and, of course,
Owney Madden. She needed it, for over the next two months she drove the
production deep into debt with long rehearsals and extensive rewrites.

The Wicked Age’s main character, Babe Carson of Bridgetown, New Jersey,
was West’s study of young, rebellious flapperdom. Babe enjoys roadhouses
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(especially “The Blue Goose,” named for Tillie’s establishment), bootleg
liquor, and petting parties. Despite opposition from her stern uncle and
guardian, Robert Carson, she enters and wins a local beauty pageant, which
was supposed to be fixed for her rival. But victory is bittersweet. Her best
friend, Gloria, is murdered and another pal, Willie, stands accused of the
crime. Only Babe’s intervention saves him from an angry lynch mob.

Babe’s title as Bridgetown’s beauty queen catapults her to fame and for-
tune, transforming her into a vain and cocaine-addicted star. She unleashes
temper tantrums on everyone, except French count Gene De Monte, who
woos her with “I kiss your hand right now Mademoiselle and later I kiss you
some more.” She replies, “Fifty million French men can’t be wrong.” But the
count, who has promised her Atlantic City’s Miss America crown, grows
jealous of Babe’s many male admirers. He attacks her and reveals he is Glo-
ria’s murderer. In the end, a hometown boy saves Babe and she accepts his
marriage proposal.®

Opening night, November 4, did not go well. Just hours before curtain,
Actors’ Equity, responding to a complaint from West’s leading man, de-
manded she expand his part, which she had cut after his dissatisfying tryout
performances. Additionally, the scenery, delivered only the previous day, was
too large to fit through the stage door and, left outside, had been soaked by an
overnight rainstorm. Working feverishly, the crew sawed it in half and re-
assembled and repainted it onstage. When the curtain rose, almost an hour
late, the house was full. But most of the major critics were absent, and those
second-stringers in attendance panned The Wicked Age. One declared it “a vul-
gar presentation of practically nothing at all. It is so empty that it is almost a
vacuum.” The New York Times branded it “the low point of the theatrical season
of 1927—28,”and Variety decried West’s latest as “a choice piece of limburger.”
Percy Hammond, who had applauded Margy Lamont, now pronounced West
“the worst actress in the world,” a remark that compelled him to fret for his
safety for several weeks. Regardless, Variety predicted that The Wicked Age’s
salaciousness and West’s naughty reputation would make it a success.’

Variety was wrong. The first week’s take was disappointingly low. The
next week, West missed Monday night’s performance, claiming severe indi-
gestion. Her absence coincided with her inability to pay the company’s
salaries. The next morning, with everyone paid, the play resumed, but at-
tendance continued to plunge, and the show closed on November 21. Al-
though West vowed to reopen with a new leading man and new backers, all
attempts to resurrect the troubled production failed.

The Wicked Age’s problems were far more critical than a difficult leading
man and shaky finances. Its greatest weaknesses rested in the new role West
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had created for herself. With Margy Lamont, she had carved out a character
with a reputation as a hard-boiled woman of the streets. Babe Carson hardly
had Margy’s panache. The beauty queen represented a safe woman, a charac-
ter who reinforced female stereotypes. Babe lacked Margy’s rage and self-
awareness; taking her beauty seriously and becoming unwittingly complicit
in her own exploitation, she succumbed to drink, drugs, her ego, and a con-
ventional marriage. In part, The Wicked Age flopped because West stepped
back from her evolving stage persona and well-crafted rebellious techniques.
Babe lacked a double voice, and audiences were downright disappointed.

West was still attempting a social critique but with a new method, reposi-
tioning much of her rebelliousness within lengthy debates between the play’s
male characters. She funneled the rest through the bathing beauty contest,
dismissed sarcastically by the New York Times as her “pressing sociological
matter”; she used it to interrogate women'’s exploitation, censorship, and
even corruption.[‘3

In The Wicked Age, Bridgetown’s leaders are crooked and money hungry.
Willing to do anything to drive up land values, they conspire to force a
beauty contest on their reluctant community (a common real estate gim-
mick in the 1920s). Babe’s uncle, Robert Carson, protests that their scheme
only degrades women, placing them “on exhibition like prize cattle.” But he
is no match for greedy land speculators, one contending, “The basis of any
industry . . . for success today is based on the exploitation of the female
form.” Another links this to the theater’s state: “Which plays get over and
make money for their producers? Those that try to uplift the public and
teach it bigger and better ways of living—don’t make me laugh—those
plays go over that exhibit the woman'’s body in some way or another.” West
literally and figuratively laid it bare: Society’s wealth was built on the com-
modification of women. Those men in The Wicked Age’s audience who had
come to catch an eyeful of the voluptuous West in a bathing suit left disap-
pointed, however. The beauty pageant scene was staged behind the wall of a
tent, with the play’s characters watching through a hole in the canvas. “Three
cheers for Babe,” the invisible crowd chants inside.’

Despite its flaws, The Wicked Age did mark an important stage in the evolu-
tion of a black presence in West’s work. In this play, her interpretation of
blackness materialized as distinct characters—Babe’s maid and some jazz
musicians who, in an almost symbolic gesture, present her with a song they
have composed for her. Significantly, there was a twoness to these charac-
ters. On one level, they reinforce Babe’s whiteness; she derides them and
clearly views herself as superior. (Her maid misuses language, a common
racial stereotype.) But they equally undermine her whiteness. Babe sings and
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shimmies to jazz, plays a “mean blues” harmonica, and performs several
numbers with the African-American band. She also shares a closeness with
her maid, seeking her advice on love. These images represent West’s earliest
attempt at introducing and establishing a relationship with black characters
in her plays. In particular, Babe’s maid was a departure from traditional por-
trayals. Black maids onstage were almost always silent, one-dimensional
symbols of class and white privilege. Babe’s maid not only spoke but enjoyed
a life outside of her service to the white woman,

While The Wicked Age proved disappointing, West remained resilient. In
the fall of 1927, she moved into the Harding Hotel and began a search for a
new vehicle, interviewing several writers and producers. One of them was
another victim of John Sumner, Samuel Roth, an author and bookseller who
had also been imprisoned on Welfare Island. In a meeting at the Harding, he
pitched several possibilities for plays, including one based on the life of
Nancy Hanks, Abraham Lincoln’s mother. West “sweetly” rejected the idea,
telling Roth, “Don’t you see, for the public I am a bad woman, and a bad
woman | will have to remain: They just see me bad and imagine me worse. I
can never be bad enough to please my dear public.”'® As painful as it was, The
Wicked Age had been a good lesson. Mae had hit on a successful formula with
SEX and had learned to stick to her original style.

Shortly afterward, West discovered a more intriguing prospect in a gay
nineties Bowery script written by a vaudevillian, Mark Linder. He presented
it to her in the office of his brother, Jack Linder, a vaudeville talent agent.
She arrived for the appointment bedecked in $20,000 in diamonds, refused
to read the script, and, after listening to Mark recite it out loud, announced
that she too had been working on a play set in the Bowery of the 1890s.
However, she mused, she might rework Mark’s piece. Jack Linder, an aspir-
ing producer, eagerly agreed.

It is possible that both Mark Linder and Mae West simultaneously stum-
bled onto a Bowery concept, for it was hardly an innovative idea. By the mid-
twenties, the country was in the midst of a gay-nineties revival. Several
turn-of-the-century productions enjoyed new runs on Broadway. Books
about the period sold well. Images of the 1890s appeared throughout Ameri-
can culture. A growing nostalgia for this seemingly simpler time swept the
nation. Certainly it was true for Tillie, who regarded the nineties with fond-
ness; it was the era of Lillian Russell, when stylish women wore elaborate pic-
ture hats and gowns. She urged Mae to forge ahead with the Bowery project.

Mae also insisted that a serendipitous event propelled her along. One
night the Harding’s front-desk night manager, admiring Mae’s diamonds, be-
gan to reminiscence about his younger days in the Bowery, where he had
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been a police officer. He told Mae of his sweetheart, famous throughout the
neighborhood as Diamond Lil. Reportedly, she had stolen not only his heart
but that of almost every man of the Bowery. Mae followed him up to his
room, where they rummaged through old photographs, newspaper clip-
pings, and keepsakes as he told Lil’s story. A hardened woman, she valued
only diamonds provided by smitten suitors. Without remorse, she betrayed
her lovers, broke up marriages, and even murdered a woman. A local politi-
cal boss supported her, and she lived in elegance above his beer hall. Yes, the
night manager’s story was true. There really was a Diamond Lil. Others re-
membered her well, for her shrewdness and cold charm as well as for the
sparkling diamond inset in one of her front teeth.

West found herself drawn to this “Queen of the Bowery.” She admired
Lil’s strength, power, and cunning. Mae went into seclusion, probably with
Timony’s coercion, and worked steadily for a week, producing a new play
that she christened Diamond Lil. Although she disliked the Linders, Timony
knew they had money and convinced her to accept Jack as her producer and
split the script’s royalties evenly with Mark. She also cast Mark in the play
and hired his friend Robert Sterling as company manager. Mae pawned some
of her jewels and, with additional funds provided by Timony and Madden,
purchased half of the show’s stock. The rest was divided among Texas and
Tommy Guinan, Jack Linder, Robert Sterling, and three other investors, all
close associates of the Linders."!

During rehearsals, West reshaped the story and script. Before long, she
dominated the entire production, vetoing all of the Linders’ suggestions and
driving out the director. She oversaw each detail, including music and cos-
tuming. Seeking authenticity, she recruited players, many nonprofessionals,
who could bring a genuine Bowery atmosphere to the show. One recalled,
“She didn’t want actors to play the part of bums. She hired real bums. All
sorts of them, flat-nosed, punch drunk prizefighters, genuine homosexuals,
real alcoholics.” For inspiration for her leading man, West took a drive
through the Bowery, where she spotted a handsome young Salvation Army
officer standing outside of a mission. “He walked out this door, right to the
gutter at the end of the sidewalk,” she remembered. “I said ‘Uhmmmm,
ahhhh, ohhh’ and I suddenly felt like drivin’ round the block again to take an-
other look.” That was enough for Mae. Diamond Lil’s leading man became
Captain Cummings, a Bowery missionary, similar to the Salvation Army offi-
cer she vamped as Shifty Liz in The Mimic World."?

In early April 1928, West was ready to break in the play. To save money,
Timony secured Teller’s Shubert Theater in Brooklyn for Easter week. It
was cheap and considered risky because so many New Yorkers abstained
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from theater during Holy Week. But Mae’s hometown stuck by her; Brook-
lynites turned out in droves. Variety reported the take was exceptional.

Many anxious Manhattanites trekked to Brooklyn to view West’s latest
creation. Among them were writer Gilbert Seldes and the New York Evening
Tribune’s popular columnist Robert Garland. Seldes found the show wanting,
complaining that Mae, “unenergetic as ever, mov[ed] sullenly about the stage
as if it pained her, forgetting her lines, dropping out of character and into it
again as if it doesn’t matter (and it doesn’t).” Conversely, Garland praised Di-
amond Lil: “From now on, I'm willing— anxious, even-—to pay money to
enjoy her. From now on, I intend to applaud her from the top lines of my
column and the front rows of theaters in which she happens, by the grace of
God and the laxity of the Police Department, to be playing”"’

For Manhattan, Timony secured the Royale Theater, a small venue seat-
ing just over a thousand people. Although the Royale had never hosted a hit,
when Diamond Lil opened on April 9, the house was bursting at the seams.
Glowing praise like Garland’s combined with smart advertising underscor-
ing Diamond Lil’s underworld tone brought New Yorkers out en masse. For
the remainder of the theatrical season, they packed the Royale.

Diamond Lil sent audiences back to the Bowery of the 1890s. It was set in
Suicide Hall, a saloon named for its popularity among women desperate to
take their lives. Its owner, Bowery boss and Tammanyite Gus Jordon, also
runs a white slave ring with two Brazilian accomplices, Rita Christinia and
her paramour, the handsome toreador Pablo Juarez. Although Jordon is un-
aware of it, a rival politician, Dan Flynn, is conspiring to unseat him by ex-
posing his illegal activities. Jordon, awaiting the arrival of Diamond Lil, who
is his lover and the saloon’s star entertainer, joins Flynn, Rita Christinia, and
Juarez in the barroom. The doors part and, amid cheers from both inside
and outside Suicide Hall, Lil enters. Juarez rushes to kiss her hand. “Pablo is
my assistant,” avers Rita. Lil asks, “Day or night work, Rita?"'*

In the meantime, a suicidal waif, Sally, comes in. Gus recruits Lil, who is ig-
norant of his prostitution scheme, to help Sally and place her in Rita’s hands.
Lil quickly sizes up Sally. “You probably left the old folks on the farm flat for
some city slicker who done you wrong,” she surmises. She immediately senses
that Sally is pregnant and unmarried. “How-—how did you know?” Sally asks.
“Why you poor fool,” Lil responds, “it stands out all over you. Well, what of it?
It’s being done every day.” She convinces Sally to go to Rio with Rita; she can
have her baby there and return without anyone ever knowing. “Listen kid,
don’t be fool enough to throw your life away for any man; it flatters them too
much,” Lil advises. “Men are all alike, married or single. It’s the same game—
their game. I happen to be wise enough to play it their own way.”
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In the meantime, the Salvation Army’s Captain Cummings wanders into
the saloon. Although Lil is drawn to him, she scoffs at his soul-saving; she
plans to enjoy herself and suffer her fate in hell. She beckons the straitlaced
missionary to join her: “Say why don’t you drop in and see me sometime?
Home every evening you know.” He declines but invites her to worship ser-
vices. Lil responds, “Oh—you can be had ”'*

Later Lil lounges in her lavish but gaudy room, replete with copies of the
era’s most notorious tabloid, the Police Gazette, and an enormous gold swan-
shaped bed. She has learned from a shoplifting friend that the Salvation Army,
behind on its rent on the mission, is facing eviction. She arranges to purchase
the mission building secretly and have the title transferred to Cummings.

Shortly afterward, Cummings comes up to her room. But he wants Sally;
her family is searching for her. Lil remains silent and he pleads, “Somewhere
inside of you there must be a heart.” Capitulating, Lil reveals that Sally has
left for Rio and then attempts to seduce the missionary. He fends her off,
stating, “Diamonds always seem cold to me. They have no warmth, no soul.”
Lil responds boldly, “Maybe I ain’t got no soul.” He disagrees. “Yes you have,
but you keep it hidden under a mask.” As he departs, she demands a kiss,
which she receives, to her disgust, on the forehead.’

But Lil finds that she has plenty of men to keep her busy. Flynn has his eye
on her and warns her that Jordon is under surveillance by the Hawk, an un-
dercover police detective whose identity is a mystery. Additionally, Chick
Clark, a spurned lover, has escaped from prison and trails her to Suicide
Hall. Learning she has taken up with Jordon, he attacks her but then, over-
come by her allure, falls before her. She shuttles him out just as Jordon en-
ters, accusing her of indiscretions with Juarez. She calms his fears; he leaves,
and Juarez shows up. He presents her with a diamond pin and a fervid kiss.
Rita interrupts them. “So the minute my back is turned I find you making
love to another woman,” she bellows. “Well what did you think he’d be do-
ing?” replies Lil coolly. “A boy with a gift like that should be working at it.”

Juarez slips out, and Rita confronts Lil, demanding the diamond brooch,
originally a gift to her from the bullfighter. A struggle ensues and Lil acciden-
tally stabs Rita. Lil throws the brooch at the dead woman, shouting, “Here
take the damned thing, It has no soul anyway.””

A trusted admirer of Lil’s disposes of Rita’s body as Lil rushes to prepare
for her appearance downstairs, where the saloon is packed with her fans. Af-
ter several song-and-dance acts, Lil takes center stage in her “flaming red”
gown for two numbers, “1 Wonder Where My Easy Rider’s Gone” and
“Frankie and Johnny.” As she concludes, Chick Clark returns. Lil dispatches
Flynn to intercept him, but Clark shoots him dead. The police burst in, and
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leading the raid is Captain Cummings, who turns out to be the Hawk. An-
gered by his deception, Lil brands him “the lowest kind of thief” for “stealing
the confidence of people.” She admonishes him:

You making me think I was a lost soul or something; me laying off my dia-
monds one by one, laying off my paint and powder, laying awake nights
thinking [ wasn’t good enough for you—and you just a common ordinary
cop! God, I'm mad.

But Cummings confesses that he loves her and intends to have her to him-
self. As the curtain descends, Diamond Lil murmurs, “I always knew you
could be had!™'®

As the curtain fell on opening night, the audience rose to its feet with
cheers and applause. Afterward, celebrities and theater critics crowded
backstage to meet the star, who shrewdly remained in costume and charac-
ter as she received some of New York’s greatest luminaries, including
columnists Walter Winchell and Heywood Broun. Texas Guinan and her
family joined Tillie, who was always on hand for Mae’s opening nights. Later
they all retired to Texas’s club for a party in Mae’s honor.

Diamond Lil’s reviews were mixed. A few critics condemned the play as
poorly written and badly acted. Richard Lockridge rated the cast “inade-
quate” but assured theatergoers that West was “by no means as bad an actress
as a playwright.” However, others recognized that West had a hit on her
hands. The New York Times, never a big fan of her work, praised her play as
“lurid and frequently rousing,” noting that it contained a healthy dose of “O
yes—sex. Miss West has a fine and direct way of approaching that subject
that is almost Elizabethan. If you can stay in the theatre you are likely to en-
joy it.” Many praised Mae for her authentic re-creation of the rowdy Bowery
of the 1890s. Variety observed that seeing Diamond Lil was “like going slum-
ming thirty years ago.” This time, Percy Hammond showered her with acco-
lades. He declared Diamond Lil “one of the ‘hits’ of the waning season” and
West a “Broadway institution.” John Mason Brown, who panned the show,
still concluded that “her Lil is the acme of the hard-boiled and the epitome of
deliberation, but of its kind it is peerless, so vivid and extraordinary, in fact,
that it much more than justifies a visit to the play.””

The public took note. The Royale was packed every night. Before the end
of April, tickets were sold out for eight weeks in advance. Slumming parties
again made West a stop on their late-night prowls. Broadway figures like
David Belasco and Noel Coward showed up. Carl Van Vechten, a white
writer immersed in the Harlem Renaissance, saw Diamond Lil three times.
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Every night for two hours after the show West, still in character and cos-
tume, welcomed the rich and famous. (Thursday nights the stage bar even
served Madden’s real beer.) One writer described her chatting away, “drop-
ping fairly good, though somewhat trite, epigrams peppered with bad gram-
mar and made important because of her drawl and her insinuations.” After
meeting West, actress Constance Collier departed the theater squealing in
delight, “She’s so reee-uhl!”?

New York’s celebrities and artists were not the only ones to fill the seats at
the Royale. At the Brooklyn premiere, a working-class fan proudly testified to
a reviewer that Mae West was “an actress and no fooling” Additionally, Variety
noted the presence of underworld figures, well-known gunmen, and pick-
pockets in the audience. One spectator bet friends “six, two and even that if
some guy drops dead during the show, he’ll be buried without his watch.”'

As box office receipts soared, however, dissension festered among the
show’s investors. West had become more demanding, and, in response, the
Linders became more resistant. Some of the investors lobbied Jack Linder to
replace her, but he refused. West owned the largest chunk of the show, and he
acknowledged that without her, Diamond Lil would fold. But the brothers also
alleged to the press that West was trying to muscle them out of the show.

Tensions continued to escalate and by midsummer exploded into a public
war between Mae West and the Linder brothers. Early in July, West deleted
Robert Sterling’s theme song “Diamond Lil,” insisting that his $ 100 per week
royalties were excessive. The Linders retaliated by filing a comp