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ESSAY
Sister Acts: Victorian Porn, Lesbian Drag, and
Queer Reproduction
Kiki Loveday

“It was Olga Nethersole in
quite another atmosphere than
the public sees her—a healthy,
air-loving woman with a mentality strong enough and broad
enough to grant her healthy
views upon an unhealthy subject.” This description of British
actress-manager Olga Nethersole
appeared in the Detroit News on
January 1, 1900. In just a few short
weeks, her theatrical production
of Sapho would explode onto the
national stage, making her the
most famous actress in America
and culminating in her arrest for
public indecency.1 In the calm
before the coming storm Nethersole is quoted as follows:

Figure 1. French Postcard, circa 1900, private collection.

First of all . . . we must
bring ourselves to understand and admit that there
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is good in everyone. This is true, I believe, of all that class of women who is held
at arm’s length. It is this one thing which makes these women what they are to
literature and the drama. . . . For such women are human, they have hearts and
souls and flesh and blood, and can suffer as much, if not more than their sisters
whose lives extend but little beyond the home.2

What do we make of Nethersole’s appeal to sisterhood in this preemptive
defense of Sapho? What might this seemingly innocuous Victorian voice tell us
about the meaning of Sapphic sisterhood in the era of cinema’s so-called “birth”?
In 1989, Teresa de Lauretis decried “the sweeping of lesbian sexuality . . . under
the rug of sisterhood.”3 Yet, in the second half of the nineteenth century, sisterhood was being aggressively mobilized by Olga Nethersole, and other artists, to
make public lesbian meanings that radically challenged the patriarchal family
and social structures of the Victorian Era. Nethersole’s call for sisterhood in the
passage above activated a broader lesbian discourse of Sapphic kinship that was a
crucial component of lesbian culture at the time and that I contend is central to
understanding the lesbian pleasures of the silent screen.
Consider the following mid-nineteenth-century Staffordshire figurine of the
prototypical star-crossed lovers Romeo and Juliet. Modeled on an 1846 drawing
of famed American actress Charlotte Cushman playing Romeo opposite her
sister Susan as Juliet, these mass-produced artifacts ostensibly commemorate the
Cushman sisters’ performance.4 Lisa Merrill has persuasively read the figurines as
a mark of Charlotte Cushman’s iconicity and respectability. Merrill’s groundbreaking work on Cushman certainly recognizes the sexual significance of what one
critic in 1846 described as Cushman’s “Sapphic Romeo.”5 Merrill clearly points
out that the figurine records “the complexity of two women performing as . . .
romantic lovers.”6 Yet, in her reading, this queer record is not just enabled by—but
ultimately overdetermined by—the performers actual sisterhood that functions
as evidence of Cushman’s “respectability.”7 Although not specifically tied to the
Staffordshire figurine, film scholar Hilary Hallett’s recent reading of Cushman as
the most important foremother to the “Pickford revolution” (which brought film
actresses to the forefront of the popular imagination) also hinges on notions of
respectability, personal virtue, and moral character.8 Likewise, in her important
volume Girls Will Be Boys, Laura Horak has connected the “cult following”
for Cushman’s Romeo to the hundreds of films featuring cross-dressed women
produced during the silent era—and she too argues that such performances were
“associated with wholesome entertainment.”9
In contrast, I argue that rather than evincing Cushman’s iconic respectability,
the cross-dressed representation of Sapphic Sisterhood formally embodied in the
figurine activates a “lurid,” ripped-from-the-headlines meaning in the tradition
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Figure 2 (left). Staffordshire figurine, Charlotte and Susan Cushman as Romeo and Juliet, circa
1852, private collection. Courtesy of Aldridges of Bath, Fine Art & Chattel Auctioneers. Figure 3
(right). Staffordshire figurine, The Assassination of Marat by Charlotte Corde, circa 1794, private
collection.

of Staffordshire pottery during this period.10 The popular trend of figurines
embodying murderers and other scandalous personalities has been traced to the
1793 figure of “The Assassination of Marat by Charlotte Corde” [sic], but the
fad for “infamous characters” only increased after the mass production of Staffordshire figures began in 1840.11 First-hand accounts specific to the Cushman
Sisters’ figurine are scarce, but recent scholarship on Staffordshire figures in this
period situates them in relation to “the interests of ordinary Victorians.” As one
account puts it, “They are folk art, made by workers for workers, rather than pieces
of fine art for rich people.”12 When concerns over the propriety of the Cushman
sisters’ upcoming performance as lovers were raised by a friend, Cushman wrote,
“a thought of indelicacy in the assumption never cross’d my mind. I see however,
that a gross motive might be attributed to it and can only hope that those who
know me will acquit me of an intentional immodesty.”13 Cushman’s own statement
clearly shows that the thought did cross her mind and was carefully considered,
written about, and discussed prior to the performances. Moreover, many of the
figurines have a blush that is more pronounced than that of the lithograph they are
based on, suggesting both the flush of sexual arousal and the period’s association
of blushing with shame, love, and confusion.14
The Cushman Sisters’ figurines were popular enough to be produced in
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Figure 4. Daguerreotype, Charlotte
Cushman and Matilda Hays, circa
1855, Museum of Fine Arts Boston,
www.mfa.org (public domain).

several versions that are, retrospectively, invariably framed in relation to their
sisterhood. Yet, we know from Merrill’s work that Cushman’s sister retired from
the stage after her marriage in 1848 and that Cushman then played Romeo
opposite at least two of her real-life lovers, Matilda Hays and Sarah Anderton.15
The figurines are usually dated to 1852, well after these lesbian performances. In
this context, the Cushman Sisters’ figurines seem designed to activate what literary
scholar Sarah Annes Brown has called “the lesbian incest effect.”16 The figurine
succinctly encapsulates the fact that sisterhood is highly significant to lesbian
visibility in this era.
The Victorian discourse of Sapphic sisterhood intersects with the prolonged
public debates about the Deceased Wife’s Sister Bill that took place in England
between 1835 and 1900, as Carolyn Tate has demonstrated.17 (The bill concerned
the legality of a man marrying his dead wife’s sister, raising questions about
what constituted incest.) Tate calls the bill “the Victorian era’s most contentious legislative” debate, and Brown suggests the dialogue surrounding the bill
eroticized sisterhood within a competitive context—essentially addressing a
pornographic fantasy of having “both sisters.”18 Tate and Brown each connect
the public discussion of the bill to the erotically charged representations of
sisterly love that scholars such as Eve Sedgwick and Terry Castle have identified
204

Figure 5 (above, left). Daguerreotype, “Two
nudes standing,” Félix-Jacques Antoine
Moulin, circa 1850, Rubel Collection,
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (public
domain).
Figure 6 (above, right). French postcard, circa
1900, private collection.
Figure 7 (left). French postcard, circa 1900,
private collection.
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Figure 8. Stereopticon card, “The Stereograph as an Educator—Underwood Patent Extension
Cabinet in a Home Library,” circa 1901, Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division
(public domain).

in English and American novels of the period.19 The Deceased Wife’s Sister Bill
was part of a larger discourse about British marriage laws that were a popular
subject of Staffordshire pottery, including an entire genre known as The Marriage
Act group that was produced beginning around 1823 and reproduced into the
early twentieth century.20
Within the larger debates about marriage taking place at the time, the
Cushman Sisters’ figurine speaks directly to the same eroticized anxieties about
sisterhood that the Deceased Wife’s Sister Bill engendered. The figurine engages
and undermines a conventional pornographic trope of sisterhood by suggesting
that the “sisters” might prefer each other over marriage with a man. Tate makes a
broad argument that an “erotic affect that characterized the Victorian family . . .
offered opportunity for and protection of same-sex attachments.” In this context,
she offhandedly mentions that “explicit references to lesbian incest outside Victorian pornography are difficult to detect.”21 While she makes no further mention
of pornography, I contend that understanding the Victorian lesbian formations
of Sapphic sisterhood requires analysis that considers not only the well-known
domestic ideologies of the Victorian family but also the pornographic imagination
of the era.22 Film scholar Patricia White has emphasized the importance of intertextual interpretations to lesbian representability.23 Following White, I suggest
that pornographic intertexts shaped the lesbian discourses of early cinema in ways
that existing scholarship has not fully taken into account. The visual culture of the
late nineteenth century was revolutionized by mass production and photography
resulting in a newly flourishing pornography industry.24 After around 1880, cheap
206

Sister Acts

Figure 9. Reference photo, New
York Evening Journal, March 22,
1900, Olga Nethersole Scrapbook,
v. 1, The Robinson Locke
Collection, Billy Rose Library for
the Performing Arts, New York
Public Library.

ephemeral forms of visual culture such as stereopticons and postcards allowed for
the widespread availability of visual pornography to women, the working classes,
and people of color, as Lisa Sigel has demonstrated.25
How then, did these “new” audiences overlap with the female fans that
bolstered first Cushman’s and then Nethersole’s fame? Theatrical historian
Tracey Davis has argued that nineteenth-century theatre conventions produced
eroticized entertainment through intertextual iconographies that relied on references to more overtly pornographic material such as postcards. It should come
as no surprise by this point that in Davis’s analysis, theatrical sister acts “stand in
for lesbian sex scenes.”26
That Class of Women Who Is Held at Arms Length

I want to return to the question of the cross-class sisterhood that Olga Nethersole
evokes in defense of her production of Sapho in 1900 within the context of the
“lesbian incest effect” exemplified by Cushman’s “Sapphic Romeo.” Nethersole’s
rhetoric in the passage quoted at the outset of this paper is transparently intended
to disrupt the naturalized class discourse of the late Victorian era. In contrast, its
lesbian significance can be difficult for us to discern, not only because it is built
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Figures 10 and 10.1. French postcards, circa 1900, private collection.

between words such as healthy, Sapho, and sisters, but because this radical lesbian
intervention in the Victorian patriarchal status-quo activates our contemporary
taboos against incest—making it so uncomfortable to recognize that it can
become almost unthinkable.27 Yet, it is only by recognizing the “lesbian incest
effect” that we can understand how Nethersole’s scandalous production of
Sapho was a significant turning point in a larger lesbian cultural discourse aimed
at rewriting the rules of kinship, sexual possession, and inheritance—not just
financial but also cultural.
Tate’s work on queer kinship connects the Deceased Wife’s Sister Bill to other
forms of queer incestuous kinship, examining how the poet Sappho’s same-sex
desire was rendered as a form of “mother love.”28 While the shift from Sapphic
sisterhood to mother love may seem like a shift in focus, they are both part of a
Victorian discourse of radical lesbian kinship. Thus, it is not surprising that following her appeal to sisterhood, when Nethersole is asked whether her play Sapho
has a lesson in it, she responds, “Indeed it has—the regeneration of the woman
through that stronger of affections, the mother-love.”29 We see a trace of audience
response to this discourse on a postcard mailed between two women in 1902 with
the words “with Mother’s best love” scrawled below the disarmingly deadpan
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photo of Nethersole. In the interview, Nethersole repeats the phrase, emphasizing
it through repetition, by declaring, “Long before I ever dreamed of having the
work dramatized, I knew the book backwards, and the note of mother-love in
it had deeply impressed me.” The discourse of mother love is taken up on other
Nethersole postcards mailed between women, such as the 1903 message, “Dear
Mother, I was very pleased to get PC’s will write tomorrow.”30
Now it is certainly possible to read Nethersole’s references to sisterhood
and mother-love in this interview, and elsewhere, within the parameters of the
bourgeois Victorian cult of motherhood. However, within the larger discourse
of Nethersole’s “health,” the figure of Sappho cited by the play’s title, and
even Nethersole’s sly comment that she “knew the book backwards,” it becomes
quite clear that Nethersole is not just invoking but intervening in the Victorian
family romance. She does not say “backwards and forwards,” which would be
the usual expression, instead she creates a linguistic hiccup that highlights and
revalues the word backwards, which is often used to denounce prohibited forms
of sexual expression such as “mother-love.” Moreover, her use of “backwards”
implies reading “against the grain,” a meaning she expresses more directly
elsewhere, as when she says, “I believe that ‘Sappho’ is a wonderful book, if read
carefully.”31
If we read Nethersole’s invocation of “that class of women who is held at
arms length” carefully we can see how the turn of phrase works on multiple levels
to critique the romanticized tropes of Victorian brothel drama and literature
in relation to the highly classed and dehumanizing sexual cultures of the era.32
Brothel drama, and the figure of the prostitute in the arts more broadly, were
“veritable obsessions” of the era.33 The embodied metaphor of “arms length”
recognizes both a vast emotionally charged distance and an intimate proximity.
Her choice of words connects “high brow” dramatic and literary productions to
the “cheap” entertainments of late Victorian brothel culture and pornography
that were quite literally held at arms length. Arms length, after all, is not far
at all, it is the length between a book and reader, a stereopticon and viewer, a
postcard and receiver. It is, quite precisely, close enough to touch. Nethersole’s
terminology aptly describes the palpable, sexualized presence of “these women”
within the bourgeois middle-class homes of their “sisters.” Moreover, Nethersole
is herself a woman that can be held at arm’s length: her image circulated broadly,
not only in the copious newspaper coverage of her career, theatrical magazines,
promotional posters, and cabinet cards but also for profit and purchase as paper
dolls and puppets, on teacups and candlesticks, trade cards, cigarette silks, and,
of course, postcards. In the following image we see how the “respectability”
discourse was received by some, with the words “Ain’t she most respectable?”
scrawled below her image.
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Figure 11. Postcard, circa 1902, author’s
collection.

Figure 12. Postcard, circa 1902, author’s
collection.

But what does any of this theatrical history have to do with the silent screen?!

Consider the cover of the 1911 sheet music that features the popular vaudeville
sister-act of Tempest and Sunshine (see Figure 13). The visual similarity between
Tempest and Sunshine’s pose and the Cushman Sisters’ figurine is striking. These
actual sisters known as Florenz Tempest and Marion Sunshine named themselves
and their act after the sisters in a popular 1854 novel Tempest and Sunshine by
Mary J. Holmes. Tempest and Sunshine was adapted for the screen at least five
times between 1910 and 1916, including a 1915 Gaumont production (William
F. Haddock, US, 1915) starring our Tempest and Sunshine, which appears to be
lost.34 The images that grace these sheet music covers clearly engage the Victorian
discourse of Sapphic sisterhood, evoking the lesbian incest effect that was so
central to both mainstream Victorian pornography and radical lesbian disruptions
of the patriarchal imaginary. Moreover, these artifacts are not simply images to
gaze upon but concrete invitations to perform as a Sapphic Romeo, Sapphic sister,
or queer couple or triple while playing and singing music.35
It is clear that Victorian notions of sisterhood carried over into early cinema
stardom and that the iconography of Sapphic sisterhood would have been seen
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Figure 13 (above, left). Sheet music, “Oh You
Tease,” Harold Rossiter Music Co., circa 1910,
Performing Gender Collection, Jerome
Lawrence and Robert E. Lee Theatre Research
Institute, Ohio State University (public
domain).
Figure 14 (above, right). Sheet music, “I Live
Up-Town,” F. B. Haviland Publishing Company,
circa 1911, private collection.
Figure 15 (right). Sheet music, “I Love the
Ladies,” Waterson, Berlin & Snyder, circa
1914, Historical Sheet Music Collections of
Houghton Library and the Harvard Theatre
Collection, http://id.lib.harvard.edu/
alma/990146104060203941/catalog (public
domain).

by audiences at the time. This significant cultural context was part of how the
movies’ first audiences made meaning and found pleasure in the new medium.
As Susan Potter puts it, “Early cinema remediates sexual discourses already in
circulation in culture and draws upon those same discourses as a ready-made
epistemological framework.”36 For instance, The Gordon Sisters Boxing (Edison,
1901) exemplifies just the sort of “sister-act” that Davis identifies as “standing in
for” lesbian sex scenes. The Edison catalogue description of the film as “a hot and
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Figures 16 and 17. French postcards, circa 1900, private collection.

heavy one-round sparring exhibition” certainly supports the idea that early audiences were primed to see the sexualized lesbian content of the film.37 The original
catalogue description and later accounts both highlight the painted mise-en-scène
that frames the scene. While the catalogue description promises “a very pleasing
background,” retrospective accounts rightly name this “pleasing background”
a French garden.38 The French Garden further sexualizes the scene through its
association with France, which in the popular imagination was associated with
risqué sexual pleasures including oral sex and pornography.39 Contemporaneous
public visual culture, such as postcards, make manifest the associations that many
audiences would have brought to the film.
Such intertextual meaning-making is frequently described as “coded” and
understood as available only to “sophisticated” audiences who are “in the know.”
Yet, the democratization of pornography that Sigel documents in the second
half of the nineteenth century, which coincided with the rise of the mass female
audience, strongly suggests that this highly classed and gendered understanding
of early intertextuality has been overstated. Such meanings were a part of the
visual vernacular of the era—available to and consumed pleasurably by diverse
mainstream audiences.
The lesbian legibility of Sapphic sisterhood extends throughout the silent
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Figure 18. Publicity
photograph, The Duncan
Sisters, undated, circa 1900–
1920, Library of Congress
Prints and Photographs
Division (public domain).

Figure 19. Lobby card,
Orphans of the Storm, circa
1921, Wikimedia Commons
(public domain).

film era, which is densely populated with cinematic sisters acts that activate
these associations by design—from variety acts such as The Gordon Sisters and
Tempest and Sunshine to the movie stardom built around the sisterhood of The
Duncan Sisters or Lillian and Dorothy Gish.40 Indeed, it is the remnants of this
once mainstream cultural idiom that are on display in the hub-bub of recent
“click-bait” articles such as the not-to-be-missed GIF bedazzled “‘Orphans of
the Storm’: Watch the Film That Sparked Hollywood’s First Incest Rumor.”41
The article is part of a flurry of internet chatter inspired by a recent episode of the
popular podcast You Must Remember This that purports to “fact check” queer
experimental filmmaker Kenneth Anger’s 1959 book, Hollywood Babylon, in which
he wryly asks, “Was Lillian Gish Dorothy’s lover?”42 Leaving aside for the moment
the question of re-reading Anger in relation to the post-2016 paradigm of “fake
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Figure 20. Lucille La Verne
and Lillian Gish in Orphans of
the Storm, 1921, IMDb photo
gallery.

news,” the pop-critical consensus online is decisively that Anger’s rumor mill is
“bonkers,” or, in the one-word response of an online commentator, “Pulleeeze.”43
Yet, such adamant dismissals fail to engage the lesbian visuality of Orphans
of the Storm as a part of a larger visual culture. The offhand insistence with which
such dismissals are made highlights the difficulty of breaching the incest taboo in
our contemporary culture, even among “sophisticated” cinephile audiences. Such
kneejerk responses individualize and erase the larger cultural discourse of Sapphic
sisterhood. Current culture typically performs this dismissal in one of two ways:
either by focusing on whether there is any “truth” to the rumor (while simultaneously refusing to actually consider such a possibility; “Bushwha,” they say instead,
dismissing any memory of the rumors as rubbish) or by placing the “blame” for
the sexualization of poor, pure sisterhood on Griffith’s pedophilic gaze.44 In both
cases, the Victorian iconography of Sapphic sisterhood, which structures Orphans
of the Storm and remains apparent enough to confound contemporary audiences,
is rendered unthinkable and unhistoricized.45
In contrast to these current pop-cultural dismissals, in one of the founding
texts of feminist film criticism, Molly Haskell writes, “Sisters Lillian and Dorothy
Gish kiss each other passionately on the lips, a gesture which transmutes sexuality
into a social form that can be accepted as family affection, but that goes quite
beyond it.”46 Indeed, it is the multiple lingering, trembling, passionate kisses
between the sisters that cry out to contemporary audiences for queer analysis. 47 In
1921, viewers would have also understood the film’s multiple other lesbian signifiers
that work by design to engage the discourse of Sapphic sisterhood. In addition to
the controversial kisses, the intertextual meanings the film prominently employs
include the mise-en-scène of the French Garden reminiscent of The Gordon Sister’s
Boxing, and “the lesbian mirror effect” produced by the sisters’ identical dress
and frequently mirrored blocking. 48 The discourse of mother-love is also invoked
alongside Sapphic sisterhood, with the wicked character of “Mother Frochard”
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Figure 21. Albumen photo, stock card, circa 1870–1890, private collection.

played by Lucille La Verne, whose intermittent moustache appears to be an experiment in the subliminal use of montage.49 Significantly, the film’s happy ending
takes place in the French garden, with the two sisters framed together—and
their male love interests are decidedly framed out.50 As Virginia Wright Wexman
puts it, “The Gish sisters’ kiss in Orphans of the Storm signals a moment in which
the Hollywood cinema embraces an alternative image of passion that American
women of 1921 had open to them.”51
While Orphans of the Storm is a far cry from the radical lesbian interventions made by artists such as Cushman and Nethersole, the iconography being
deployed is cut from the same cloth.52 Sapphic sisterhood was a mainstream visual
and narrative motif that still resonated widely with the mass audience of 1921.
While the changes in sexual mores that characterize the early twentieth century
occurred unevenly, one might definitively mark the death of Sapphic sisterhood
as a mainstream Victorian paradigm with the infamous 1933 murder case of the
Papin Sisters. After these actual sister-lovers violently murdered their employers,
Sapphic sisterhood arguably became too disturbing to the social order to provide
the multiple mainstream visual pleasures it had during the Victorian era.53
In her groundbreaking work on lesbian film history, Susan Potter highlights
the critical juggernaut of lesbian film studies, writing, “What most persistently
shadows any such history is the need to rectify the ‘problem’ of lesbian representation: invisibility.”54 I contend that at the turn of the twentieth century, the
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Figure 22. Cigar Box Label,
circa 1900, private collection.

Figure 23. French postcard,
circa 1900, private
collection.

problem of invisibility exists in direct relation to the hypervisiblity of lesbian acts
in what Steven Marcus has famously called the “pornotopia” of the Victorian era.
When confronted with the disappearing act known as lesbian history, contemporary scholarship frequently explains “lesbian invisibility” in terms of “cover”
or “deniability.” I suggest that understanding lesbian discourse in relation to the
Sapphic pornographic representations so common during the era enables us to see
the degree to which any such invisibility or “deniability” was produced in relation
to an overwhelming abundance of visibility and plausibility.
Within this context, lesbian cultural production and strategies of representation that have been understood in relation to invisibility, fear, and shame are better
understood as calculated expressions of radical Victorian lesbianism. The familiar
frameworks of deniability or invisibility spay the radical, in-your-face critiques
of patriarchal Victorian kinship being made through incestuous discourses at
this time. The common recourse to invisibility misunderstands the way iconic
artists such as Cushman and Nethersole were actively engaging and critiquing
the popular culture of their time, including the conventions and iconographies of
the exploding Victorian pornography industry. Histories such as these disappear
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Figure 24. Reference photo, Phil-for-Short (US, Oscar Apfel, 1919), Library of Congress, Record
No. 30437.

the taboo-breaking irony, humor, and eroticism that is such an important part
of lesbian cultural history and that is where much of the power of their artistic
innovations and interventions lie. If we insist on reading such evidence in terms
of respectability, sentimentality, or “cover,” the denial is ours—not theirs—it is a
disavowal of the evidence that perpetuates cycles of erasure and gives credence to
the idea that the lesbian is always in danger, whether of physical violence, social
censure, or historical erasure.
As her high-profile indictment indicates, Nethersole’s calls for a cross-class
Sapphic Sisterhood and her appeals to “the mother-love” in her interpretations of
“these women” deeply provoked and unsettled the artistic and moral conventions
of the day—and excited throngs of Sapho crazed women along the way.55
In the months before Nethersole’s acquittal in the trial that came to be known
as “the Sapho Affair,” the first of some twenty-odd cinematic odes, adaptations,
parodies, and remakes of Nethersole’s Sapho appeared onscreen. The phenomenon
then denigrated as “the Sapho plague,” which I name Sapphic Cinemania!, is one
of the many mainstream lesbian iconographies, interventions, and invitations
of the silent film era. Sapphically structured films saturate this period, from the
iconic The May Irwin Kiss (Edison, 1896) to the swansong of the Sapphic era,
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Figure 25 (above). Publicity photograph,
Pauline Frederick in Sapho (US, Hugh Ford,
1917), author’s collection.
Figure 26 (right). Poster, Olga Nethersole’s
Sapho, Courier Litho. Co., circa 1900, Library
of Congress Theatrical Poster Collection
(public domain).

Inspiration (Clarence Brown, MGM, 1931).56 Prior to the advent of the Production
Code Administration, the “hectic heritage from Olga Nethersole” and its impact
on mainstream cinema was widely known.57 As one critic put it in 1917, “Sapho.
What memories that single word brings. Olga Nethersole . . . the three minute
kiss, the police interference, and all that. Then ‘Sapho,’ with Pauline Frederick!
What a combination!”58
The contested lesbianized discourses of early cinema include a wide array of
texts that engage with each other and the popular culture of the day; there is no
one unified meaning among them. However, as a body of texts they represent a
significant international discourse on lesbian sexuality, female authorship, and
public voice. When revisited within the Sapphic context of the precinematic
Victorian lesbian culture of mother-love, the previously mentioned assertion
by Hilary Hallett that Charlotte Cushman is the foremother of the Pickford
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revolution takes on new valence. The cultural inheritance of mother-love, Sapphic
sisterhood, and queer kinship more broadly, transforms and denaturalizes our
understanding of the so-called “birth of cinema.” The many “sister acts” that were
so prominent in early film culture remind us of the polymorphous pleasures of
that queer reproduction known as cinema.
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NOTES
1. Nethersole was already a successful actress known for her provocative interpretations of
transgressive women by 1900. The furor over her trial, remembered as “the Sapho affair,” is
well documented in histories of theatrical censorship in the twentieth century. However,
the significance of her lesbian provocation with Sapho has been largely unrecognized.
Likewise, while Nethersole has been noted in film history, the impact of her Sapphic
stardom on the emerging medium—and pop culture more broadly—has largely been lost
to history. The larger project of which this paper is a part traces and analyzes this history.
On Nethersole’s Sapho see Katie N. Johnson, Sisters in Sin: Brothel Drama in America,
1900–1920 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); John H. Houchin, Censorship
of the American Theatre in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2003); Marlis Schweitzer, When Broadway Was the Runway: Theater, Fashion, and American
Culture (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009). On Nethersole in relation to
film history, see Linda Williams, “Of Kisses and Ellipses: The Long Adolescence of American
Movies,” in Screening Sex (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008), 28; and Charles
Musser, “The May Irwin Kiss: Performance and the Beginnings of Cinema,” in Visual Delights
Two: Exhibition and Reception, ed. Vanessa Toulmin and Simon Popple (Eastleigh, UK: John
Libbey Publishing, 2005), 104.
2. Author unknown, “Defends Sapho,” Detroit News (January 1, 1900), Olga Nethersole
Scrapbook, v. 1, The Robinson Locke Collection, Billy Rose Library for the Performing Arts,
New York Public Library. The article’s awkward invocation of a “private, healthy” Nethersole
speaks to the longstanding speculation surrounding Nethersole’s private life and sexuality.
The “defense” is positioned under the weight of four headlines that emphasize Nethersole’s
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10.
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12.
13.
14.
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embattled voice and pedagogical stance, “Defends “Sapho”: Olga Nethersole says it’s not an
Immoral Play: Her Scarlet Women Roles All Teach Good Lessons: The Great Emotional
Actress Talks of Her Art and Plays.”
Teresa de Lauretis, “Film and the Visible,” in How Do I Look?, ed. Bad Object-Choices
(Seattle: Bay Press, 1991), 258. For a useful gloss on the rhetoric of sisterhood in relation
to women’s movements since the nineteenth century see Helen Davies, “Uncomfortable
Connections? Conjoined Sisterhood in Contemporary Women’s Writing,” Contemporary
Women’s Writing 8, no. 3, (2014).
This drawing by Margaret Gilles was published in The People’s Journal in 1846. See Lisa
Merrill, When Romeo Was a Woman: Charlotte Cushman and Her Circle of Female Spectators
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