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ABSTRACT

This study conducts transgender readings of literary
and visual texts by female writers and artists from the
modernist period. It analyses works by Romaine Brooks,
Gertrude Stein, Radclyffe Hall, and Virginia Woolf 1in a
cultural and historical context and from a contemporary
theoretical perspective. The selected works, which all

entered the public sphere during the 1920s, are:

Romaine Brooks’s portraits Renata Borgatti au Piano (c.

1920), Peter (A Young English Girl) (1923-24), Self-

Portrait (1923), and Una, Lady Troubridge (1924) ;

Gertrude Stein’s The Making of Americans (1925);

Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness (1928); and

Virginia Woolf’s Orlando (1928).

My survey of a range of discourses and non-
fictional materials from the period demonstrates a
growing public interest 1n the concept of sex and
gender changes. Each chapter provides some discussion
of the writer or artist’s 1nterest 1n or enactment of
some form of unconventional self-fashioning. Close
readings of the selected texts against these cultural
and biographical backgrounds, but also alongside
transgender narratives and visual representations from

the second half of the twentieth century, explore the



relationship of each text to an incipient transgender
consciliousness.

The introduction conducts a brief review of the
critical field and a longer discussion of the
historical and political development of transgender
identities. Some cultural and historical context 1is
provided, including a detailed consideration of the
"“masculine woman”. Sexual discourses of the period and

the radical journal Urania are also examined. Chapter 1

uses sexological theories of i1nversion from the late-
nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries to foreground
transgender elements of Hall’s representation of the

"mannish woman” in The Well of Loneliness. Chapter 2

compares the dissonant visual effects of Romaine
Brooks’s portraits of cross-dressed women with those of
the 1990s self-portraits of transsexual photographer
Loren Cameron. Chapter 3 considers public and private
narratives of identity through a discussion of the

biographical and fantastical elements of Woolf'’s

Orlando and twentieth-century transgender

autobiographies. Chapter 4 examines the ways in which

Stein’s experimental prose fiction The Making of

Americans challenges representations of identity

through its verbal and grammatical i1nnovations.



INTRODUCTION

Gender . . . 1s the far more elaborated, more
fully and rigidly dichotomized social
production and reproduction of male and
female i1dentities and behaviors-—of male and
female persons—in a cultural system for which
“‘male/female” functions as a primary and
perhaps model binarism affecting the
structure and meaning of many, many other
binarisms whose apparent connection to
chromosomal sex will often be exiguous or
nonexistent.

—Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the

Closet (27-28)

My thesis i1dentifies a transgender presence in some of
the key literary and visual texts from the 1920s by
female modernists. The selected texts are: Romaine

Brooks'’s portrailts Renata Borgattili au Piano (c. 1920),

Peter (A Young English Girl) (1923-24), Self-Portrait

(1923), and Una, Lady Troubridge (1924); Gertrude

Stein’s The Making of Americans (1925); Radclyffe

Hall’s The Well of Loneliness (1928); and Virginia

Woolf’s Orlando (1928). Taken together, these works are

shown to enact a founding principle of transgender



politics in their questioning of the linguistic and
cultural enforcement of naturalising concepts of
identity. My analysis of the individual works and their
effects 1dentifies themes and tensions that are often
present i1n transgender representations and discourses.
Most notably these are: a link between the processes of
self-creation and the practices of art, a co-existence
of opposing reactionary and radical forces, and a
foundational intransigence of sex and gender binaries.
In 1ts cultural context, each of the selected
texts can be seen to stand outside of or position
1tself against the gendered aesthetics of “Modernism”,

in particular, what Peter Nicholls in Modernisms: A
Literary Gulde calls “the absolute fixing of sexual
difference, which 1s seen as the condition of the
self’s autonomy” (194). In my study, the sexed and
gendered binaries which construct that “difference” are
shown to be unsettled by narratives and images of
sartorial and somatic transformations, and more
radically opposed through writing strategies which seek
to replace representation with a linguistic
materiality. Hall’s novel and Brooks’s portraits of
cross-dressed women fashion different styles and poses

of masculinity. In Woolf’s Orlando a fluidity of
identity, manifested in various playful sex- and
gender-crossings, sets the agency of personal

narratives against the public authority of official



narratives of medicine, science and law. Steiln’s

experimental text The Making of Americans challenges

representational notions of identity through its verbal
and grammatical i1nnovations.

It would be conceptually dangerous to argue that
any of these women are expressing notions of
transgender in a late-twentieth-century sense in their
writing or painting. Nevertheless, in their works and
lives they all evince a preoccupation with dissident
identities and undertake some form of unconventional
self-fashioning. Although these women are commonly
identified as either lesbian or, 1n the case of Woolft,
as having lesbian desires, 1in each case it 1is
trangressions of gender as much as sexuality that
appear to form the basis of theilir 1nterests and self-
representations. To some degree thilis can be understood
as a culturally enforced displacement from the
forbidden area of same-sex desire to a more acceptable
aspect of personal identity, especially as female
masculinity had become something of a fashion statement
during the 1920s. Even with that pressure, the apparent
desire to breach or evade binary gender codes produces
its own distinct effects. Gender cannot be considered
in pure isolation from the other main poles of identity
(sexuality, race, class), but 1f 1t 1s taken as the
primary focus of analysis, rather than as a subsidiary

to sexual desire, different i1nterpretative
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possibilities arise. Furthermore, an examination of the
gendered elements of the works I have chosen for
discussion, both in their cultural and historical
context and from a contemporary theoretical
perspective, demonstrates a forceful rationale for this
revisionary project.

In a survey of a range of non-fictional materials
from the period—including sexological works, the

journal Urania, and life-narratives—I will identify a

growing awareness of the phenomenon of sex and gender
changes 1n both public and private discourses. By
considering the selected texts alongside transgender
representations from the second half of the twentieth
century, and in light of queer theory’s concept of
gender performativity, I will show this development to
be a significant phase in the prehistory of an evolving

transgender consciousness.

Feminist revisions

Over the past twenty years female modernists have been
the subject of major cultural and literary studies.
Women writers and artists from the opening decades of
the twentieth century have been considered both singly
and as a diverse but distinct group. Most scholarly
works have directed attention to the relationships

between these women’s lives and works, frequently
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drawing on biographical and literary resources in equal
measure for theilr observations on the various
intersections of experiences of class, gender identity
and sexuality. Many of the women discussed are from
financially privileged or educated backgrounds, and
this is usually recognised as an important factor in
their artistic production and achievements. Some degree
of social independence is an important issue at a time
when women still struggled to find publishers and, 1n
some 1nstances, chose to set up their own publishing
houses or to distribute their work privately. In
addition, women who were publicly identified as both
upper class and “artistic” tended to enjoy a degree of
protection from censure of both their lifestyles and

works. Such tolerance had its legal limits, as

Radclyffe Hall was to discover when her novel The Well

of Loneliness was successfully prosecuted as an obscene

publication in 1928. The cross-dressing of some
modernist women has been understood as a coded
expression of their same-sex desires; 1t has also been
viewed in the context of a relaxation of sartorial and
social rules amongst middle- and upper-class women
following the First World War. In their expressions of
same-sex desires, both private and public, coded and

overt, the works and lives of modernist women have been
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) . . 1 . . 1
revisioned by some critics as a “Sapphic modernism”.

Of these rich and varied feminist revisions of
modernism, a key text to have appeared in the past

decade 1is the critical anthology The Gender of

Modernism (1990), edited by Bonnie Kime Scott.

Importantly, the anthology does not seek to replace a
white Anglo-American male canon with a similarly
restricted female version, but instead represents
writings by women and some men from a wide range of
cultural origins including African-American wriliters. In
this respect, it challenges definitions of modernism on
the basis of both gender and race. Scott has also

produced an influential two-volume study, Re-figuring

Modernism (1995). In Volume 1, The Women of 1928, Scott

adopts “the web” as an enabling metaphor 1in an
examination of the lives and works of Virginia Woolf,

Rebecca West, and Djuna Barnes. Volume 2, Postmodern

Feminist Readings of Woolf, West and Barnes, analyses

some of these women’s major works 1n light of

developments 1n contemporary feminist theory.

Shari Benstock’s Women of the Left Bank: Paris

1900-1940 (1986) and Sandra Gililbert and Susan Gubar’s

three-volume critique of women and modernism, No Man’s

Land: The Place of the Woman Writer in the Twentieth

Century (published between 1988 and 1994), have also

! See Shari Benstock’s essay “Expatriate Sapphic Modernism:
Entering Literary History” for a fuller discussion of the origins

of this term and its conceptual difficulties.
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made important contributions to the field. Benstock’s
comprehensive survey examines modernist women writers
and artists in the context of the artistic and cultural
communities of Paris. Benstock explains in the text’s
preface that her project aims to trace “differences
between and within literary practices and lived
circumstances of this period”, rather than “write
literary history” from the single perspective of gender
or define a “Modernist feminist poetics” (n.p.). In
terms of my own study, one of the more problematic
elements of Benstock’s feminist critique has been her
reductive response to cross-dressing women from the
middle and upper classes, who tend to be viewed purely

1in terms of the reactionary and misogynist practices

they are deemed to be upholding. Benstock argues that:

“Although female cross-dressing of this type was an

antisocial act that called attention to societal
definitions of female homosexuals as ‘inverts’ and
‘perverts,’ 1t nonetheless was not a sign of liberation
from heterosexual norms or patriarchal domination”
(181). My discussion allows for a greater degree of
ambivalence in the effects of that appropriation.
Gilbert and Gubar'’s eplc work covers a vast
selection of material from the 1880s to the 1930s and
examines a range of gender 1ssues. In Volume 2,

Sexchanges (1989), the primary focus 1is “changing

definitions of sex and sex roles” culminating in “the
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virtually apocalyptic engendering of the new for both
literary men and literary women” (xii). The section on
“"Reinventing Gender”, particularly the chapter "“Cross-
Dressing and Re-Dressing: Transvestism as Metaphor”,
has some parallels with my own work in terms of its
analysis of what they call “the trope of transvestism
and transsexualism” (326) in literary and visual texts.
Gilbert and Gubar’s citing of these distinct cultural
ldentities as a “trope” (not even two separate tropes)
reflects a common critical practice of employing
transgender identities for their figurative, rather
than literal, potential. There is a further
reductiveness evident in the gender-bias of such
observations as: “where male modernist costume imagery
1s profoundly conservative, feminist modernist costume
imagery 1s radically revisionary” (332). In this
respect, I share Bonnie Kime Scott’s reservations,

voiced 1in The Women of 1928, about the “self-serving

selectivity” of “the all too neat division they
[Gilbert and Gubar] often make between failed male and

superior female modernists” (xxxvi). In Women Writers

and Artists: Modernist (Im)positionings, Bridget

Elliott and Jo-Ann Wallace also take issue with Gilbert
and Gubar’s methodology and 1ts tendency to flatten out
“important differences . . . between women active in

the field of modernism” (13).
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Women Writers and Artists (1994) 1s another

authoritative text in terms of its feminist revisioning
of the cultural history of modernism. Elliott and
Wallace adopt a cross-disciplinary approach for their
re-evaluation of canonical and noncanonical modernist
women 1n the context of issues of cultural production
and critical reception. A chapter on Romaine Brooks and
Natalie Barney, “Fleur du Mal or Second-hand Roses?”,
questions critical responses to Brooks’s work that have
read 1ts “derivative” elements as evidence of a
“second-rate” art form and the product of conservative
and patriarchal impulses. They challenge the
traditional notions of “originality” which underpin
those 1nterpretations and question why
poststructuralism’s dismantling of the original/copy
binary 1s only felt to be applicable to wvisual works of
recent production. In the chapter “The Making of
Genius”, Elliott and Wallace compare Gertrude Stein’s
artistic self-representation with that of the artist
Marie Laurencin. Stein’s 1dentification as a “male
genius” is viewed 1n terms of 1ts relationship to the
dominant discourse of creative (gendered) genius at the
time, and Elliott and Wallace’s discussion raises
important issues of identity and representation.

My decision to focus on works by female modernists

has a historical and thematic rationale. The texts T

discuss all enter the public sphere during the 1920s,
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although Stein’s The Making of Americans was completed

in 1911. Historically, the first two decades of the
twentieth century have been identified as being an
especlally productive period for creative women. Martha
Vicinus’s essay on the roots of modern lesbian identity
states that during the 1910s and 1920s “lesbians” were
making a “self-conscious effort to create a new sexual
language for themselves that included not only words
but also gestures, costume, and behavior” (487).
However, 1n terms of the focus of my study, a more
comprehensive analysis of an evolving transgender
consciousness in the modernist period could range more
wildely in 1its time span and could include works by men,
as well as other female writers and artists. George
Moore’s short story “Albert Nobbs”, published in his

anthology Celibate Lives 1n 1927, might be compared

with D. H. Lawrence’s novella “The Fox” (first
published 1in 1923) for their different representations

of masculine women. >

Texts 1n which gender
transgression 1s represented as “monstrous” and
“dysfunctional” can be as valid to a study of a
developling transgender consciousness as those texts

which adopt a more playful or reverent approach; but

that 1s not to suggest any clear and consistent divide

° “Albert Nobbs” was originally privately published in A Story-
Teller’s Holiday in 1918. A shorter version of “The Fox” was
published in July 1919 in Hutchinson’s Story Magazine (The
Complete Short Novels 11). “Albert Nobbs” and “The Fox” are
compared by Gilbert and Gubar for their negative representations
of “transvestism” (Sexchanges 336-338).




17

between female and male modernists’ treatment of
gender. Ronald Firbank'’s novels have received queer
critical approval for their exploration of “exotic
effeminacy” through “a protesting effeminate style that
constantly displaced an inability to speak for itself
on to other perverse formations, such as lesbianism”

(Bristow, Effeminate England 120). D. H. Lawrence

evinces a clear discomfort with notions of gender
travesties in some of his unsympathetic
characterisations of feminine men and masculine women,
but those representations are seldom wholly unequivocal
in their condemnation and the sexually ambiguous
characters can be objects of repressed desire for the

3

“real men” of his stories.” Equally, many texts by

female modernist writers display a degree of
ambilvalence towards their gender-variant characters. In

Rosamond Lehmann’s Dusty Answer (1927), whilst the

novel's representation of the erotic friendship between
Judith Earle and Jennifer Baird departs from dominant
heterosexual models of same-sex desire, its
characterisation of the interloper to this
relationship, the masculine (and racially “other”)
Geraldine Manners, vilifies the "mannish lesbian” by

portraying her as a dangerously seductive and

 In Women in Love (1921), for example, Gerald Crich is apparently
repelled and aroused by the effeminate men he encounters in the
bars of London and in the hotel in Switzerland.
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ultimately destructive figure.® Similarly, one of the

most common criticisms of Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of

Loneliness concerns the abject depiction of 1its

tortured “masculine” protagonist, Stephen Gordon.

Where my own study differs from previous writing
on the works of female modernists is 1n 1ts
identification and foregrounding of transgender
effects. My revisioning of texts by female modernists
must position itself partly within the critical field
of feminist and lesbian remappings of modernism; but my
approach can be seen to set my research outside of (and
for some critics almost certainly agailnst) this
project. The readings I present respond to current
developments in histories and theories of sexuality, 1n
particular, the emergence of “transgender” as a
culturally specific although diversely experienced

identity, a site of i1deological debate, and an area of

academic study.

Transgender

It was only during the second half of the twentieth
century that at first transsexual and latterly, and
more inclusively, transgender subjects began to gain

recognition as distinct identities both in medical

* For an interesting discussion of Lehmann’s novel, see Andrea
Lewis’s “‘'Glorious Pagan That I Adore': Resisting the National
Reproductive Imperative 1in Rosamond Lehmann's Dusty Answer”.
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terms and to an increasing extent culturally and
politically. Use of the term “transsexual” to describe
an experience of cross-gender identification first
appears 1n an article by D. O. Cauldwell, “Psychopathia
Transexualils” (single s in original), published in an
American medical journal in December 1949. The
development of “transsexualism” as a medical theory and
1ts associlation with “sex-change” surgery are generally
linked to the work of American endocrinologist Harry
Benjamin in the early 1950s. Dave King’s essay “Gender
Blending: Medical Perspectives and Technology” provides
a useful account of the medical history of
transsexuality from the 1950s to the 1990s. Key
developments 1n that history include coinage of the
diagnostic label “gender dysphoria” in the early 1970s,
and 1n 1980 the entry of “transsexualism” in the

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders

as a “gender identity disorder”.

On the basis of its entry into public
consciousness as a medical condition, some feminist and
cultural critics represent transsexualityéé a product
of that intervention. Janice Raymond’s hostile polemic

The Transsexual Empire (1979) argues that transsexuals

are the victims of a misogynist and homophobic medical
conspilracy. Raymond uses the terms “female-to-
constructed-male” and “male-to-constructed-female” to

highlight her view of transsexuals as surgically (and
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culturally) engineered subjects. Bernice L. Hausman’s

Changing Sex: Transsexualism, Technology, and The Idea

of Gender (1995) presents a more balanced view in its
examination of the role of medical technology in the
development of transsexual subjectivity. Hausman'’s
argument that technology not only “makes transsexualism
possible” but also provides a discursive frame within
which “the 1dea of the transsexual becomes conceptually
possible” (117) 1s persuasive. But her own discussion
of sexological literature and theories implies the
existence of a more complex history and prehistory than
her main thesis allows.

Judith Halberstam, i1n Female Masculinity (1998),

challenges those critics who would simplify what she
sees as a knot of shared and conflicting
1dentifications and desires to favour the i1nterests of
one particular theory or identity group. Halberstam
states:
Future studies of transsexuality and of
lesbianism must attempt to account for
historical moments when the difference
between gender deviance and sexual deviance
is hard to discern. The history of inversion
and of people who i1dentified as inverts
st1l]l represents a tangle of cross-
identification and sexual preference that is

neither easily separated nor comfortably
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accounted for under the heading of “lesbian.”
There 1s not, furthermore, one history to be
told here (the history of medical technology)
about one subject (the transsexual). (161)
The complexities surrounding the “history of inversion”
wlll be considered in a more detailed discussion of
sexological discourses. What is significant here is
that the disputed territory which Halberstam’s comments
identify cannot simply be assigned as either lesbian or
transsexual. On this subject, Halberstam’s study of
female masculinity and Gayle Rubin’s “Of Catamites and
Kings: Reflections on Butch, Gender and Boundaries”
(1992) have been i1nfluential i1n their discussions of
transgender and lesbian 1dentities and the contested
site of masculine 1dentification. Halberstam’s work
seeks to uphold a diversity of female masculinity by
demonstrating a two-hundred-year tradition of masculine
women. Rubin’s essay identifies a wide spectrum of
gender and sexual 1dentities between the contemporary
categories of butch lesbian and transsexual man. She
argues that although “important discontinuities
separate lesbian butch experience and female-to-male
experience, there are also significant points of
connection” (473). Rubin’s essay also describes an
antipathy that many lesbilans feel towards transsexuals.
In spite of “the overlap and kinship between some areas

of lesbian and transsexual experience”, transsexuals
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are seen as “treasonous deserters”; as a group they are
“commonly perceived and described 1n contemptuous
stereotypes: unhealthy, deluded, self-hating, enslaved
to patriarchal gender roles, sick, antifeminist,
antiwoman, and self-mutilating” (474). The kind of
hostility Rubin describes is also directed at

transsexual women in Janice Raymond’s Transsexual

Empire and Sheila Jeffreys’s “Transgender Activism: A
Lesbian Feminist Perspective”.

The emergence of “transgenderism” began to counter
those constructions of transsexuality that relied upon
essentialist notions of sex and gender and medical
intervention for their wvalidity. Leslie Feinberg’s

Transgender Warriors attributes the first use of the

term “transgenderist” to “trans warrior” Virginilia
Prince. In conversation with Feinberg, Prince explains:
“'T coined the noun transgenderist 1n 1987 or '88.
There had to be some name for people like myself who
trans the gender barrier—meaning somebody who lives

full time in the gender opposite to their anatomy. I
have not transed the sex barrier’” (x). Felnberg’s own

distinction between transsexual and transgender adopts
this fundamental difference: “Transsexual men and women
traverse the boundary of the sex they were assigned at
birth”, whereas “[t]ransgender people traverse, bridge,

or blur the boundary of the gender expression they were

assigned at birth” (x). Feinberg modifies this clear
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division with the observation that neither category is
definitive: “not all transsexuals choose surgery oOr
hormones; some transgender people do” (x).

During the 1990s some transgender subjects sought
to distance themselves from the more conservative
aspects of transsexual i1dentities, presenting their own
gender transgressions as radical and culturally
subversive challenges to dominant binary models of
identity. A link between transgender and queer theory
was forged, primarily by Judith Butler’s writing on

gender performativity in Gender Trouble: Feminism and

the Subversion of Identity (1990). Butler’s evocation

of the figure of the drag artist as a principal
metaphorical device had an unintended effect 1n that it
appeared to represent the “transgendered subject” as a
gender outlaw, capable of parodic subversion through

repeated crossings of gender boundaries. In Bodies That

Matter: On the Discursive Limits of ‘'Sex’ (1993) Butler

contradicts this reading of her work with the
statement: “I want to underscore that there 1s no
necessary relation between drag and subversion, and
that drag may well be used in the service of both the
denaturalization and reildealization of hyperbolic
heterosexual gender norms” (125). Nevertheless, a view
of “transgender” as politically radical contributes to
some poststructuralist constructions of transsexual

subjects as gender reactionaries who uncritically
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exchange one gender role for another in their fixed
trajectory from “male to female” or “female to male”.

Jay Prosser’s Second Skins: The Body Narratives of

Transsexuality (1998) challenges constructionist

readings of transsexuality, such as Hausman'’s, which
“fail to examine how transsexuals are constructing
subjects” (8). He also questions poststructuralism’s

conceptualisation of transsexuals as either

“deliteralizing” and therefore subversive, or
“literalizing” and therefore hegemonic. Prosser argues:
“In readings that embrace the transsexual as
deliteralizing as much as those that condemn the
transsexual as literalizing, the referential
transsexual subject can frighteningly disappear 1n
his/her very invocation” (14). Prosser acknowledges the
productive force of Judith Butler’s work both in terms
of the emergence of transgender studies and as an
enabling strategy for his own reading of transsexual
narratives: “transgender would not be of the moment 1if
not for the queer moment” (6). At the same time, he
wants to recuperate transsexuals from their elided
position in queer theory’'s performative account of
gender by privileging the material, bodily effects of
their transitions: “It is imperative to read

transsexual accounts now 1n order to flesh out the

transgendered figure that queer theory has made

prominent” (6).
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Second Skins 1s a more recent addition to a

growling body of formative works by transsexual and
transgender critics. In terms of transgender agency
this 1s a crucial development; the direction in which
that subjectivity should proceed-—what it should 1look
like and how 1t should present itself—is a contentious
and disputed 1ssue. Where Prosser analyses transsexual
narratives to demonstrate the “active subjectivity” of
transsexuality (10), Sandy Stone’s polemical essay "“The
Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto”

(1991) challenges the usefulness of many of those same
narratives. Prosser argues that the “gendered

coherence” of transsexual autobiography 1is

“inextricable from the narrative coherence of the

genre” (116); Stone'’'s essay calls for a move towards

narratives which more accurately reflect and disclose
the complexities and ambiguities between and within

transsexual subjects’ personal histories. Kate

Bornstein’s Gender Outlaw: On Men, Women and the Rest

of Us (1994) is similarly provocative in 1ts desire to

dismantle paradigmatic narratives of transsexual
experience. Bornstein conducts her project critically

and structurally; Prosser describes Gender Outlaw as

opposing “transsexuality’s telic narrative structure

(that it has a gendered outcome) precisely as it

rewrites the telic structure of conventional

autobiographical narrative” (174). And yet, as a genre,
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transsexual autobiography continues to uphold the
dominant conceptual model, and such “populist”
narratives are central to an understanding of some of
the material differences between transgender and queer,
and within transgender itself.

The field of transgender studies has also received
not always welcome contributions from non-transgender
cultural critics. Works include Marjorie Garber’s

Vested Interests: Cross-Dressing and Cultural Anxiets

(1992); Pat Califia’s Sex Changes: The Politics of

> and many of the essays

Transgenderism (1997);
collected in the anthologies Body Guards: The Cultural

Politics of Gender Ambiguity (1991), edited by Julia
FEpstein and Kristina Straub, and Blending Genders:
Social Aspects of Cross-Dressing and Sex-Changing
(1996), edited by Richard Ekins and Dave King. Over the
last ten years there has been an increasing number of
biographies of transgender figures who traditionally
have been seen by the lesbian community as part of
their historical lineage. New readings of people such
as Jack Bee Garland, Joe Carstairs and Billy Tipton
either locate their subjects 1in transgender frames or

acknowledge the more ambiguous elements of those

W

> Since writing this book Califia has self-identified as a
transgender man.
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“lesbian” identities.® The most recent subject to have
been “claimed” by both transgender and lesbian
communities is Brandon Teena, a young transgender man
who was raped and murdered in Nebraska, USA in December
1993. Critical and biographical accounts of Teena’s

life include the Kimberley Peirce film Boys Don’t Cry

(2000) . Transgender subjects, both living and
imaginary, have also been the inspiration for novels

such as Rose Tremain’s Sacred Country (1992), Jackie

Kay’s Trumpet (1998), Patricia Duncker’s James Miranda

Barry (1999) and David Ebershoff’s The Danish Girl
(2000) .

The i1ncreasing avallability of and demand for such
critical, biographical and fictional studies reflects a
corresponding growth 1n transgender as a cultural
phenomenon. It can also be seen to derive from and
encourage a popular fascination with gender
transgression that extends beyond its more usual comic

manlifestations epitomised by the “Drag Queen” and the

“Pantomime Dame” .

At the turn of the twentieth-first century, the
terms “transgender” and “transsexual” are often used
interchangeably; “transgender” also often functions as
an umbrella term for a diverse range of transgressive

gender and sexual identities, which may include pre-,

° See Louis Sullivan'’s From Female to Male: The Life of Jack Bee
Garland (1990); Kate Summerscale’s study of Joe Carstairs, The
Queen of Whale Cay (1997); and Diane Wood Middlebrook’s Suits Me:

The Double Life of Billy Tipton (1998).
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post- and non-operative transsexuals. Despite this
apparent movement towards a more inclusive, unified
community, important historical and ideological
distinctions remain. The differences between and within
transsexual and transgender subjects are more complex
and numerous than this brief account can hope to
describe adequately.

In light of these ambiguities, my own choice of
terms needs some clarification. Where I use
“transgender”, I am employing the term in its wider,
collective sense; “transsexual” will be utilised where
the subjects being discussed make this distinction
themselves, or where the cultural specificity of the
term 1s more applicable. My use of “transsexual” as an
adjective rather than a noun, most notably 1n my
reference to transsexual subjects, avoids the more
cumbersome and 1ncreasingly outdated terms “female-to-
male” and “male-to-female”. In a project of this kind,
where texts from a specific historical period are being
viewed from a present-day perspective, questions of
language use are not purely limited to whether I favour
“transgender” to “transsexual” 1in my discussion; they
must also embrace how such vocabulary can be employed
meaningfully. In this respect, my analysis aims to
sustain the distinctness of cultural identities from
different periods. More generally, my use of the

conventional binaries of gender-marked language—
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male/female, man/woman, feminine/masculine, he/she—
recognises both the provisionality and changing nuances
of such terms.

The readings I present of texts from the 1920s
clearly rely upon specific ideas of gender identities
that have materialised during the second half of the
twentieth century. However, developing concepts of
transgender draw upon discourses and cultural practices
from the past. My own historical survey of the 1920s
enables me to locate my readings in the context of what
might now be recognised as an incipient transgender
consciousness. A key element in that process of
disclosure has been the critical examining of

sexological discourses of the period.’

Sexological discourses

During the second half of the nineteenth century,
sexological discourses categorised and defined wvariant
sex and gender practices against a dominant paradigm of
heterosexuality and strict bilnary codes of difference.
Virginia Woolf’s Orlando characterises the nineteenth

century as a period when: “The sexes drew further and

" Sexology in Culture: Labelling Bodies and Desires, edited by
Lucy Bland and Laura Doan, brings together essays by cultural and
literary critics on a range of issues relating to sexological
writings and theories. Bland and Doan have also published Sexology
Uncensored: the Documents of Sexual Science, a companion volume of
primary materials. Also see George Chauncey’s “From Sexual
Inversion to Homosexuality: the Changing Medical Conceptualization
of Female ‘Deviance’”.
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further apart” (219). As part of this process, same-sex
desire was no longer viewed as a deviation from a
perceived norm of sexual behaviour, but was recast as
part of a pathological or congenital identity.
Inversion theory became the major sexological
explanation for this emerging model of homosexuality,
according to which “perverse” erotic practices and
identifications were attributed to “inverted” sexual
instincts. A range of sexual experiences and behaviours
were labelled using this guiding principle; research,
often of a highly pseudo-scientific kind, was conducted
and presented in case studies and a new sexual
vocabulary was formed. Sexologlists variously wrote of
Uranians and Urnings, sexual inverts, mannish women and
effeminate men, and i1ntermediate types. The terms
homosexuality and heterosexuality also entered the
public domain for the first time.®

Karl Heinrich Ulrichs, Carl Westphal and Richard
von Krafft-Ebing are three of the more i1influential

sexologists working in Austrilia and Germany during the

late 1800s. Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis: A
Medico Forensic Study (1892) 1s one of the most

important studies of sexual “perversions” of the

period, a fact perhaps marked by the recent publication

8 Joseph Bristow cites an entry in the supplement to the OED which
records that these terms were introduced into the English language
in an 1892 translation of Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexuallis
(Sexuality 4). The term “lesbian” was not adopted by the
sexologists or Freud; it also rarely appears in other narratives
of the period.
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9

Oof a new translation.” British sexologists include

Havelock Ellis and Edward Carpenter. Ellis’s Studies 1in

the Psychology of Sex, which includes a case study of

his wife, runs to seven volumes. The second volume,

Sexual Inversion, produced in 1897 with the help of the

poet and critic John Addington Symonds, is Ellis’s best
known work. Carpenter, a liberal sexual reformer and
theorist, presents his ideas on “intermediate types” in

The Intermediate Sex: A Study of Some Transitional

Types of Men and Women (1908) .%°

Inversion theory, then, conceptualises homosexual
desire as a form of psychical and, in some instances,
-physical hermaphrodism. It reflects the view that same-
sex desire 1s caused by a reversal of the “normal”
sexual instincts, since the “natural” object of desire
will always be a person of the opposite biological sex.
According to this theory, the inversion of a person’s
sexual instincts indicates an inversion of their
gender; hence the homosexual 1s represented as a man or
woman who has the wrong soul for their body. Ulrichs
introduces this notion in the 1860s, adopting the

concept of Uranian love (from Uranos 1in Plato’s

° The translator’s unqualified use of current sexual terminology
for the various case studies, including the term “transsexual”,
may produce a more accessible text for readers but 1s reductive in
terms of historical and cultural accuracy.

10 0f the few women working in the field of sexology at this time,
Marie Stopes and Stella Browne are probably the most prominent
figures. See Lesley A. Hall'’'s “Feminist Reconfigurations of
Heterosexuality in the 1920s” for a discussion of their work.
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Symposium) for his theory of male same-sex desire as a
female soul inhabiting a male body,'" but it has perhaps
1its most vibrant expression in Krafft-Ebing’s metaphor
for the female invert as a “masculine soul, heaving in
the female bosom” (399). The parallel with popular
explanations of transsexuality using a similar,
although less melodramatically worded, analogy 1s
unmistakable and significant. The shift of emphasis
from the soul to the body as the erroneous factor
reflects developments 1n sex-reassignment surgery that
allow the body to be hormonally and surgically altered.
Some transsexual and transgender critics challenge this
“wrong body” narrative as pathologising and, therefore,
contrary to transgender agency. Kate Bornsteln argues:
“ITt’'s time for transgendered people to look for new
metaphors—new ways of communicating our lives to people
who are traditionally gendered” (66).

My discussion here and in my first chapter
contributes to a transgender discourse which seeks to
uphold the historical and cultural distinctiveness of
the “invert” as an identity which conflates same-sex
desire and cross-gender identification. Recent

discussions of sexology in relation to The Well of

Loneliness appear in Halberstam’s Female Masculinity

(75-110) and Prosser’s Second Skins (135-170). As I

11 por a fuller discussion of Ulrichs’s model of Uranian desire see
Bristow (Sexuality 20-24).
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have already observed, sexologists believed that the
reason a person 1s attracted to the same sex 1s that
she or he in fact belongs psychically, and to an extent
physically, to the opposite sex. If an inverted man or
woman expresses any experience of cross-gender desire
or 1dentification this just proves the sexologists’
point irrefutably, as does the presence of secondary
sexual characteristics: the “masculine distribution of

hailr” in the female invert, for example (Ellis, Sexual

Inversion 253). A close examination of sexological case

studies, however, particularly those which include
first person narratives, demonstrates the diverse range
of erotic and gendered experiences and behaviours being
accounted for by inversion theory. In this respect, as
other critics have argued, the figure of the invert
does not translate simply to lesbian and gay or,
indeed, transsexual or transgender. Instead,
“inversion” can be seen as a repository for overlapping
histories and narratives of dissident sexual and gender
identities.

Critical arguments that subjects of the
sexologists’ case studies are simply reciting the
medical narrative available to them oversimplify what

12

is clearly a complex and uncertailn area. -~ The view

proposed by Lillian Faderman in Surpassing the Love of

12 As already noted, similar concerns have been expressed about the
reliability of transsexual narratives, 1in some 1nstances by
transsexual writers themselves. See Sandy Stone’s “The Empire
Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto” (290-293).
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Men that the “mannish lesbian” 1s a product of the
sexologlsts’ theories 1s curious. Faderman’s argument,
priefly summarised, is that the sexological
construction of “lesbian morbidity” stigmatises many
romantic, but sexless, friendships between women.
Faderman speculates as to “how many romantic friends,
who had felt themselves to be perfectly healthy before,
suddenly saw themselves as sick, even though their
behavior had in no way changed, as a result of the
sexologists’ formulations” (244). Yet her own text
cites historical and fictional accounts of female
masculinity dating back to the thirteenth century. Her
discussion of what she terms “transvestite lesbians”
includes a case from the early-sixteenth century of a
French woman who, disguised as a male, 1s employed as a
stable boy and then a vineyard master and marries a
woman. After living together for two years, the dildo
that the young woman uses to “counterfeit the office of
a husband” was discovered (51). She was arrested and,
following her confession, burned alive. In this and
other instances Faderman gives it seems 1t 1s the
woman’s transgression of gender or biological rules,
rather than erotic ones, that is considered to be the
more heinous crime. In this light, the morbidification
of “masculine” women by nineteenth-century sexologists
can be seen to have a historical precedence, and even

today female masculinity continues to be a particular
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source of cultural and political anxiety. The
sexologists may have pathologised masculine women but
that does not mean they invented them.

Faderman’s view can be contrasted with Emily

Hamer’s argument 1n Britannia’s Glory that “the history

of sexology has only an extremely tangential relevance
to the lives and the history of British lesbians” (11).
In seeking to sustain a narrative of lesbian identity
which predates the sexologists, Hamer is in danger of
over-minimising the pervasive influence of their
theories. Cross-gender i1dentification and same-sex
desire continued to be viewed as related signs of
homosexuality 1n both men and women until the early
1950s, and 1mages of the butch lesbian and the
effeminate gay man still function as stereotypes (as
well as being lived i1dentities) 1n some sections of
Western cultural and media representations. The medico-
scientific concept of inversion which informed and, to
an extent, validated those identities filtered 1ts way
into some of the literary texts and visual images of
the 1920s in their depictions of “mannish women” and

“effeminate men”. The Well of Loneliness and the

cartoonists’ representations of 1its author, Radclyffe
Hall, following the novel’s censorship, are the most
obvious examples from the period. As will be seen in my

discussion of the publication Urania, there 1s also

evidence in newspaper reports from around the world of
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gender-crossings and sex changes that can be seen as
peing contemporaneous with rather than the product of
these theories.

Judith Halberstam responds to critics like Sheila
Jeffreys (and by inference Faderman) who see
butch/femme roles as the invention of sexologists,!’ by
arguing that theories of inversion “were wholly
dependent on, and interactive with, a plethora of
complex self-definitions circulating within emergent
communities of inverts and their lovers” (130). To
suggest that theories of inversion were “wholly
dependent on” existing self-definitions imparts a
neutrality to the sexologists’ work that is doubtful
given the highly subjective nature of much of their
rhetoric: Halberstam’s i1dea of a reciprocal
communication between the sexologists and the subjects
of their case studies as the basis for the theories
that emerge depicts a more likely scenario.

Hamer’s view that sexological theory had little to
do with the experiences of “"British lesbians” 1s
ultimately as constrained as Faderman’s argument that
the sexologists invented a sexual i1dentity for female
same-sex relationships. The first view credits the
sexologists with too little influence, the second view

with too much, and both views tend to disregard the

13 gee Jeffreys’s The Lesbian Heresy: A Feminist Perspective on the

Lesbian Revolution, especilally Chapter 1, “The Creation of Sexual
Difference” (1-19).
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complex interplay between official and personal
discourses in the history of subcultural groups and
formation of public identities. Critical responses
which simply attribute accounts of cross-gender
ldentification to the sexologists also fall prey to a
weakness of sexological practice itself in that they
fail to address the range of experiences related.
Furthermore, sweeplng observations about sexological
theory overlook subtle but important differences in the
views and approaches of its various practitioners (and
contradictions within the theories of individual
sexologists) .

Havelock Ellis, in particular, 1s keen to distance
himself from some of the less scientific pronouncements
of his contemporaries and, in this respect, his work 1s
closer in character to Freud'’s psychoanalytic theories.

In Sexual Inversion Ellis dismisses Ulrichs’s

explanation of inversion as the co-existence of “a male
body . . . with a female soul” as little more than an
aphoristic device, stating: “It merely crystallizes
into an epigram the superficial impression of the
matter” (310). In its place Ellis attempts to construct
a more scientifically orientated theory, basing his
speculations on a combination of “the latent organic
bisexuality in each sex” and the “complex interaction
of the glandular internal secretions” (316). Ellis

rejects as “absurd” the idea that an "“inverted sexual
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instinct . . . is developed in early embryonic life”,
arguing that a “predisposition” to homosexuality forms
"at an early stage of development” (317). This move

towards a construction of homosexuality in which a

homosexual propensity derives from a bisexuality common
Lo all human subjects has clear affiliations with

aspects of Freud'’s theories.*

On the basis of this model, Ellis argues against
1deas that associate homosexual desires with the
presence of physical signs of gender inversion. Ellis
observes that although inverted women may “convey an
impression of mannishness or boyishness, there are no
invariable anatomical characteristics associated with
this i1mpression” (251). This position seems to be
contradicted by Ellis’s case studies, which devote a
considerable amount of discussion to examples of
unconventional physical sexual characteristics in
inverted females. Describing a Miss M., Ellis notes:
“with arms, palms up, extended in front of her with
inner sides of hands touching, she cannot bring the
inner sides of forearms together, as nearly every woman
can, showing that the feminine angle of arm 1s lost”

(229) . At other points in his studies Ellis remarks

¥ Although theories of bisexuality are popularly linked to Freud,
it appears that Ellis 1s one of a number of sexologists writing at
the time to employ this model as an explanation of inversion.
Other writers on the subject, referenced in a footnote to Freud’s
“Three Essays on Sexuality”, include: E. Gley who is thought to

have introduced the theory 1in 1884, Krafft-Ebing, Wilhelm Fliess
and Otto Weininger (54-55).
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that inverted women frequently have a “masculine
distribution of hair” (253) and a “certain tonicity of
the muscles” (255).

Setting aside these apparent inconsistencies in
theory and practice, Ellis’s desire to distinguish
between notions of sexual inversion and gender
inversion results in the development of a theory of
“aesthetic inversion” or “eonism” in his later work.™

In Eonism and Other Supplementary Studies (1928), the

seventh volume of Studies 1n the Psychology of Sex, he

defines the aesthetic invert according to two sub-

cypes:
the most common kind, in which the i1nversion
is mainly confined to the sphere of clothing
and another, less common but more complete,
in which cross-dressing is regarded with
comparative indifference but the subject so
identifies himself with those of his physical
and psychic traits which recall the opposite

sex that he feels really to belong to that

sex . . . . (36)

The parallel with present day distinctions between

: : : 1, 2 16
transvestism and transsexuality 1s striking here.

15 7he term “eonism” derives from the case of the Chevalier d’Eon,
a French diplomat who lived as a woman during his life in England
in the eighteenth century. See Gary Kates'’s essay "“"D’Eon Returns
to France: Gender and Power 1in 1777".

16 pave King also notes this resemblance in “Gender Blending:
medical perspectives and technology” (82).
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Ellis’s theory of aesthetic inversion has two important
implications: first, it begins to dismantle the “wrong
soul” model of homosexuality; second, it positions
gender, rather than sexual desire, as the primary focus
of study and thus begins to formulate non-erotic
explanations for gender inversion.

Like Ellis, Sigmund Freud’s writings and theories
also challenge some of the prevailing notions of
inversion. This aspect of Freud’s work is important to
my discussion both in terms of its historical
contemporanelty and, more generally, its profound
influence on Western discourses of sexuality and gender
during the twentieth century. What follows does not
represent the career-long developments in Freud’s
theorisations of sexuality, but instead highlights some
of the important ways 1n which his i1deas build on and
distinguish themselvesmfrom other sexological theories
of the period.

Freud’s psychoanalytic theories of sexuality draw
on published research of a range of sexologists. In a
footnote to “The Sexual Aberrations”, the first essay

in Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1905),

Freud references his sources as the “well-known

writings” of sexologists including Krafft-Ebing and

17

Havelock Ellis. A further note added in 1910 states:

17 Bristow observes that Krafft-Ebing was a colleague of Freud’s at
the University of Vienna (Sexuality 26).
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"The data obtained from the psychoanalytic
investigation of inverts are based upon material
supplied to me by I. Sadger and upon my own findings”
(45) . On the subject of homosexuality, Freud’s research
leads him increasingly to challenge traditional
explanations of inversion; in particular, he questions
the popular view of inversion as a form of “psychical
hermaphrodism”. In “The Psychogenesis of a Case of
Homosexuality in a Woman” (1920) he states:
The mystery of homosexuality is therefore by
no means so simple as 1t i1s commonly depicted
1n popular expositions—"a feminine mind,
bound therefore to love a man, but unhappily
attached to a masculine body; a masculine
mind, 1rresistibly attracted to women, but,
alas! imprisoned in a feminine body”. (398)
Freud’s rhetoric displays, with apparently conscious
1rony, a hyperbole reminiscent of Krafft-Ebing'’s
analogising of the female invert as “[t]he masculine
soul, heaving in the female bosom” (399). The theories
of homosexuality Freud presents 1n “The Sexual
Aberrations” are derived from 1deas of human
bisexuality first suggested in the 1880s, and identify
constitutional and social factors as related
determining causes. Sexologists had tended to
categorise inversion as either “innate” or “acquired”.

According to Freud’s model, 1nversion is the product of
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a "bisexual disposition” 1in combination with
“disturbances that affect the sexual instinct in the
course of 1ts development” (55). On the matter of what
form that “disposition” might take Freud, like Ellis,
1s undecided, but he rejects the notion that it is
expressed physiologically. The visible signs of
inversion, which are the object of such obsessive
interest and rigorous investigation in many of the
sexological case studies, are described as a common
feature of human anatomy and guite independent of a
person’s sexual instincts (53). Freud finds that “a
large proportion of male inverts retain the mental
quality of masculinity” and “possess relatively few of
the secondary characters of the opposite sex” (55). His
comments about female inverts display less consistency,
attributing “masculine characteristics, both physical
and mental” to the “active inverts” (57). This
divergence of views in part reflects the generally
disproportionate attention given to the subject of
female inversion. Both Krafft-Ebing and Ellis comment
on the scarcity of recorded cases of female inversion,
and Ellis cites men’s general indifference to female
homosexuality as one reason for the lack of
investigation into this area (Sexual Inversion 203).
Another obstacle to research was the widespread

cultural view of women’s essential passivity and
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lgnorance in sexual matters. In Sex, Politics and
Society Jeffrey Weeks observes:
The prevailing definitions of female
sexuality in terms of the “maternal
instinct”, or as necessarily responsive to
the stimulation of the male, were
overwhelming barriers in attempts to
conceptualise the subject. (116)
Freud, 1in relation to his own remarks, acknowledges
that further study into this area “might reveal greater
variety” (57), but reference to his later work reveals
an enduring association of female homosexuality with
“masculinity”.

Unlike the sexologists before him, Freud uses the
terms “masculine” and “feminine” to represent different
stages of an individual’s sexual development, rather
than biologically determined physical and mental
attributes. When he describes the behaviour and
attitude of a female as “masculine”, he 1s referring to
what he has theorised as the “active” pre-Oedipal stage
of childhood development. Freud argues that the
“masculinity complex” experienced by female infants in
response to and denial of the experience of “female
castration” is returned to in adulthood by the female
homosexual. Freud’s essay “Femininity” (1933) proposes
two reasons for this “regression”: the disappointments

attributed to the father during the Oedipal phase; and
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a “constitutional factor, a greater amount of activity,
such as is ordinarily characteristic of a male” (164).1®
In continuing to use terms which identify “activity”
with maleness and masculinity, and in defining these
qualities as an innate feature of female homosexuality,
Freud’'s psychoanalytic theories fail to shrug off
entirely sexological notions of gender inversion. They
also demonstrate the continuing influence of late-
Victorian views of active (sex) drives as “basically
male 1n character, with the female conceived of as a

passive 1nstinct” (Weeks, Against Nature 23). In his

theorising of female homosexuality Freud, like the
sexologlists before him, appears to be unable to break
free from a conceptual framework in which an active
female sexuality can only be construed in male terms.
These cultural prejudices obfuscate further the already
conceptually ambiguous figure of the female invert.
Sexological theories of inversion, especilally
those of Richard von Krafft-Ebing and Havelock Ellis,
have a direct bearing on my discussion of Radclyffe

Hall’s The Well of Loneliness as will be clear in that

chapter. Hall’s interest in the figure of the “invert”
is evident in her characterisation of Stephen Gordon,
but she also depicts dissident sex and gender

identities which do not rigidly adhere to theories of

18 Phis essay summarises and reworks ideas originally presented in
"Some Psychical Consequences of the Anatomical Distinction Between

the Sexes” (1925).
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inversion. Although Brooks’s representations of female
masculinity co-exist with the sexological invert, her
portraits do not represent a type of “masculine woman” :
instead, through various adaptations of the style and
pose of the “dandy”, each subject’s individual version
of masculinity is disclosed and celebrated. Woolf's

Orlando mocks the biological determinism of scientific

and legal approaches to identity; at the same time, its
representation of sex- and gender-crossings has
interesting correspondences to some of the more radical

theories of sexological discourse. For example, in

Psychology of Sex (1933) Havelock Ellis observes:

We may not know exactly what sex is; but we
do know that 1t i1s mutable, with the
possibility of one sex being changed into the
other sex, that i1its frontiers are often
uncertain, and that there are many stages
between a complete male and a complete
female. (194)%
Orlando’s transformations can also be viewed alongside
some of the non-fictional “sex-change” narratives of
the period which will be discussed here and i1n Chapter
3. Gertrude Stein studied under the psychologist
William James at Harvard, and was familiar with Otto

Weininger’s account of sexual difference, Sex and

19 This quote provides one of the epigraphs for Gilbert and Gubar'’s
Sexchanges.
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Character (1903). There are no direct allusions to

either man’s work in The Making of Americans,?’ but

there is something reminiscent of the sexologists’
methods apparent i1n this book’s purposeful attempt to
organise human beings into an ever increasing litany ot
types and sub-types. There 1s an equally purposeful
force at work i1n the text’'s grammatical and verbal
eccentricities, which reveal such efforts to represent

identity as absurd and futile.

The models of identity that these texts construct,

with the exception of Stein’s The Making of Americans,

invoke experiences of gender and sexual difference that
can be shown to exist in sexological case studies and
first-person narratives of the period. The cross-
dressing of Hall’s and Woolf’s novels and Brooks'’s
portraits also reflect a cultural reality in the
sartorial choices and, in some i1instances,
unconventional self-fashionings of a highly visible

section of middle- and upper-middle-class socilety.

Masculine fashions

Both Hall and, to a lesser extent, Brooks adopt
masculine poses and styles; the model for Woolf'’s

Orlando is another inveterate cross-dresser of the

O
20 1,isa Ruddick’s discussion of The Making of Americans argues that

James’'s influence is displaced by themes and strategies more
resonant of Freudian thinking (92-104).
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period, the aristocrat and writer Vita Sackville-West.
In the 1920s public expressions of female masculinity
became a far more common and generally more tolerated
cultural phenomenon. As photographs and cartoon images
from the period demonstrate, the wearing of mannish
attire by women after the First World War was something
of a fashion statement amongst young, financially
secure women. During the war women from a variety of
soclal backgrounds were working in jobs which required
practical clothing such as breeches and uniforms; the
close-cropped hairstyles and tailored clothing of 1920s
fashions, although more class-specific, might be viewed
as products of this enforced relaxation of sartorial
codes. They also represent a visible break with the
oppressive strictures of nineteenth-century female
dress. The followling passage from Woolf’s Orlando
constructs the crinoline as a symbol of the physically
and emotionally debilitating effects of the Victorian
period on women:
So she stood mournfully at the drawing-room
window . . . dragged down by the weight of
the crinoline which she had submissively
adopted. It was heavier and more drab than
any dress she had yet worn. None had ever so
impeded her movement. No longer could she
stride through the garden with her dogs or

run lightly to the high mound and fling
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herself beneath the ocak tree. Her skirts

collected damp leaves and straw. (233-34)
In 1928, when Orlando’s story ends and the book is
published, we are told that she changes from her skirt
into “a pair of whipcord breeches and leather jacket”
(301) ; she smokes and drinks, runs up and down stairs,
strides along corridors, and is a published and
recently acclaimed writer.

Laura Doan’s comprehensive account of female
masculinities in the 1920s provides evidence of
considerable public interest i1n the boyish woman. Doan
includes a number of cartoons from editions of Punch in
1927 and 1928 which display the cultural markers of the
“Boyette”: the long, slim body shape, cropped hair,
cigarette, tailored clothes, and monocle. In the
cartoons Doan discusses any suggestion of sexual
transgression is dispelled by captions which intimate
the masculine woman’s underlying femininity and
heterosexuality. This contrasts sharply with the
sexological figure of the “invert” whose masculine
appearance is generally taken to be a visible sign of
her deviant sexual desires.

Doan’s essay also quotes extracts from a Daily

Mail report from 1927 which include the following

benevolent observations:
The Boyette not only crops her hair close

like a boy but she dresses in every way as a



49

boy . . . . In age she appears to be in the
last years of flapperdom and her ambition is
to look as much like a boy as possible; but
little feminine mannerisms disclose her sex
and show her . . . amusing herself by
masquerade that 1s harmless enough, though
some people may disapprove of it as ultra-
tomboyish. . . . A point of interest to the
eugenists 1s that the Boyette has a finer
physique than the average boy of her age. One
thing that betrays her 1s that she cannot
manage her cigarette like a boy. (gtd. 1in
Doan 673)
The condescending, avuncular tones of the writer’s
comments neutralise any threat that these masculine
women pose to social and sexual norms. Cross-dressing
is presented here as an innocent diversion practised,

not entirely successfully, by young healthy women

unable to conceal their “feminine” 1identities from the
(male) observer.

Setting aside the cultural policing apparent 1n
this report, there is a clear distinction to be made
between its representation of the “dressing-up games”
of the “Boyette” and the studied masculine 1mage and
demeanour of Radclyffe Hall, who was by then 1in her
late forties. Undoubtedly, the fashions of the time

provided a degree of camouflage for aristocratic women
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like Hall, for whom masculinity was, more than just an
accessory or pose, a way of life. In the public arena
these more extreme displays of female masculinity might
cause heads to turn. Doan describes the dissonant
effects produced by the English painter Gluck’s
masculine appearance, explaining that: “Gluck took
exceptional offense that some of the double takes she
received on the street came from so-called Modern
girls” (690). Yet these women were still being viewed
in some quarters of the press as ultra-modern even
after The Well of Loneliness became the target of James

Douglas’s poisonous attacks in the Sunday Express. A

report from the Newcastle Daily Journal and North Star

of August 1928 praises Hall’s masculine style of dress
and hairstyle and pronounces them to be the essence of
“high-brow modernism” (quoted 1in Doan 57). As this
comment appears a few days after the i1nfamous Sunday
Express attack on Hall’s novel which includes a
photograph of Hall in particularly masculine attire, “
it can be assumed that the public association of
“mannish” women with “deviant” sexuality took some time
to filter through to all sections of soclety.

The practice of adopting masculine signs as a code

for same-sex desire in subcultural circles of the

period has been well-documented by cultural critics.

21 pouglas’s report includes the frequently gquoted comment: “I
would rather give a healthy boy or a healthy girl a phial of
prussic acid than this novel” (gqtd. 1n Souhami, The Trials 178).
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The possibility that this self-fashioning might be a
sign of a gender identification as much as an erotic
one has been a neglected area of discussion, and this
1s a matter of central concern in my first two
chapters.

A quite different source of insight to some of the
ways 1n which gender changes were being thought about

and represented at the time is provided by the early-

twentieth-century journal Urania.

Urania

Emily Hamer gives a useful account of Urania’s history

in Britannia’s Glory: A History of Twentieth-Century

Lesbians (67-73).% The publication was founded in 1915

by Thomas Baty, a London lawyer, who joined forces with
Esther Roper and Eva Gore-Booth, both key figures 1in
trade union, suffrage and internationalist pacifist

movements. According to the listing for Baty in Who'’s

Who 1951-1960, the entry for recreational interests

includes the comment: “extreme feminist, would abolish
all sex distinctions” (gtd. in Hamer 67). Prior to

launching Urania, he had been i1nvolved in the Aéthenic

Union, a group working for the elimination of gender

distinctions. Baty failed to get any public support for

22 Although I draw on Hamer'’'s book for my discussion of the history
of Urania, I researched a sample of editions from 1919-1940 held
at the British Library of Political and Economic Science at the
ILondon School of Economic and Political Science.
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the group despite letters to Millicent Fawcett, a
leading member of the National Union of Women’s

Suffrage Societies (NUWSS), and The Freewoman, a

feminist journal. The Aéthenic Union lasted only a few
months, but Baty was to have more success with his next

venture. Urania was published and privately distributed

six times a year until 1920, and then three times a

year until its final edition 1in 1940.

Urania’s political and philosophical aims appear

on the first page of each issue in the following form:
TO OUR FRIENDS
Urania denotes the company of those who are
firmly determined to ignore the dual
organisation of humanity in all 1its
manifestations.

They are convinced that this duality has
resulted in the formation of two warped and
imperfect types. They are further convinced
that in order to get rid of this state of
things no measures of “emancipation” or
“equality” will suffice, which do not begilin
by a complete refusal to recognise or
tolerate the duality 1itself.

If the world is to see sweetness and
independence combined in the same individual,

all recognition of that duality must be given

up. For it inevitably brings in its train the
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suggestion of the conventional distortions of
character which are based on it.
There are no “men” or “women” in Urania.

The views expressed here are extreme for the time but
falrly straightforward: the binary concepts around
which identity is organised (sex and gender) are
artificial and antipathetic to individual human
experience. By denying the duality of sexed and
gendered difference this statement also, inferentially,
challenges the normative status of heterosexuality. As
Hamer extrapolates: “when women and men became people
and escaped the limits of gender, heterosexual
relationships would no longer be prioritized over same-
sex relationships” (69). Despite the unequivocal nature

of Urania’s political and philosophical aims, a close

study of the publication’s contents reveals accounts of
sex- and gender-crossings which appear to uphold rather
than oppose binary concepts of identity.

Each edition of Urania includes a number of media
reports from both national and international sources
which detail instances of gender-crossings and sex

23

changes from across the globe.”” Many of the stories

record deliberate acts of masquerade undertaken for

23 Tn the editions I researched there tended to be a higher
incidence of reports from south-east Asian sources. This has
certain resonances 1n terms of present-day cultural associations
of male transvestism and “sex-change” surgery with countries such
as Singapore and Thailand. It could also reflect the Western
“Orientalist” fantasy of the East as a place of liminality and

transgression.



o4

pragmatic reasons. The Spring edition of 1921 includes
a report from the Daily Chronicle with the tabloid-
style headline: “Girl who became ‘boy’”. The subject of
the report, a fourteen-year-old girl, tells the
newspaper that she had run away from home and adopted
male attire “1in order to be able to earn my living” (25
and 26, January-April 1921, 4). An article from the
Japan Advertiser, headlined “Tokio Men Waitresses”,
reports on a “curious fad” amongst Japanese men for
passing as women 1in order to get employment as
waitresses. The writer explains that job shortages have
forced these men “to assume the role of women for their
daily bread” (73 and 74, January-April 1929, 4).
Various scientific reports describe instances of
sex changes amongst species ranging from oysters to
guinea pigs. Such reports are the inspiration for a
rare editorial intervention in a 1921 edition of
Urania. Under the heading “Science Confirms Intuition”,
the writers present the following observations:
Some seven years ago Eva Gore-Booth
formulated a concise statement which we have
adopted ever since as the neatest and
clearest expression of our wviews. It declared
that sex was an accident and formed no

essential part of an individual’s nature.
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And now comes sclence with the most
astonishing proofs, calculated to convince
the most sceptical of its truth.

Dr. Tocqueville’s saying that the
British Parliament “can do everything except
make a man a woman or a woman a man” may at
no distant date require revision by the
omission of the exception. (29 and 30,
September-December 1921, 1)

In light of evidence of “metamorphosis” within “the

ranks of far higher organisms” (the article refers to
gulnea pigs), the writers claim: “the impossible
barrier has dropped”. The editorial concludes: “Poets

and thinkers have realized instinctively that ‘sex is
no essential distinction’”, and expresses the hope that
“the so-called ‘practical people’” can set aside their
preconceived notions about sex (1). In an edition of
Urania from 1924, a lecture by a Dr. F. A. E. Crew to
the Toyal Institution on “the laws of sex” recounts
various “sex-transformations” amongst animal species,

and expresses the categorical view that:

There are human i1ntersexes which are neither
male nor female, but definitely intermediate,
and it 1s a mistake to label them as either
male or female, for they belong to a third
sexual category. (47 and 48, September-

December 1924, 7)
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Although it is impossible to ascertain the validity of
many of the sources on which such comments are based,
the comments themselves are evidence of a growing
interest in the possibility of sex and gender changes.
Editions from the mid-1930s onwards begin to include
reports of male and female subjects who have changed
their sex either by some form of, often unspecified,
surgical procedure or, in a number of instances, what
would appear to be an intervention of a more miraculous
kind.** A newspaper report in the Spring edition of 1934
under the headline “Another Case of Sex Change”
describes a Margaret Hutchison who entered a medical
institution in Scotland after becoming 1l1l1l. The report
states: “There, an amazing sex change took place,
resulting in the patient being discharged with all the
characteristics of a male” (103 and 104, January-April
1934, 6).

Alison Oram’s examination of Urania as a radical

sexual discourse views such stories as evidence of the
journal’s “refusal of the essentialist construction of
the body itself”. Oram concludes: “The sexed body was

no more stable than the social category of gender”

(215) . Although Oram does not refer to Judith Butler 1in

24 other sources from this period include a 1931 article by Dr.
Felix Abraham, giving a detailed account of the genital surgery
carried out on two “transvesite men” in Germany with photographs
illustrating the main stages of the surgical construction of a
vagina, and Man Into Woman, edited by Niels Hoyer, the partly
autobiographical account of Lili Elbe’s reassignment surgery in
1933, which included castration and the implantation of ovaries.
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her essay, her comments echo Butler’s constructionist
account of the sexed body itself as a cultural sign in

Gender Trouble. Butler argues:

gender 1s not to culture as sex is to nature;
gender 1s also the discursive/cultural means
by which “sexed nature” or “a natural sex” is
produced and established as “prediscursive,”
prior to culture, a politically neutral
surface on which culture acts. (7)

Oram’s argument that Urania foregrounds “the liminality

of gender, sexuality and the body” is underpinned by a
view of transgender as deliteralising. What this
reading tends to gloss over is the obvious dependence
on more material, binary concepts of identity in many
of the accounts of sex and gender changes.

The range of stories represented 1n the pages of

Urania suggests that the i1nterest i1n transformations of

identity i1s not confined purely to scientists and
doctors, but i1s in fact part of a more pervasive
consciousness which i1s taking shape through a range of
written sources. Of particular interest to my study are
examples from three editions of Urania 1n 1929 which
concern fictional and non-fictional accounts of female

masculinity.

In an original review of The Well of Loneliness in

the Summer edition of 1929, Radclyffe Hall is upbraided

for her depiction of female same-sex desire in terms of
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a masculine/feminine binary. Although the reviewer'’s

ldentity is unstated, it would seem that the views

expressed are those of the editors:

There 1s no attraction for anybody in

mannishness or effeminacy. It was a

gratuitous concession to popular foolishness
on Radclyffe Hall’s part to make her heroine
a little mannish. (75 and 76, May-Aug 1929,
1)
This unequivocal censure of transgressions which uphold
gender distinctions is to be expected in a publication
committed to the elimination of those differences (a
point Hamer also observes). What is less easy to
explain 1s the review’s concluding remark: “We think
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