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The Right Kind of Prostitute m
Fugene O’'Neill's Anna Christie

Following the unanticipated success of The Emperor Jones in 1920, Engene O'Neill
wanted to continue his innovation in carving out authente portraits of American
cultre in a new kind of drama. While Euprrei broke new ground in featuring an
AMrican American lead - plaved for the fivst time by Alrican American actor
Charles Gilpm and net by a white actor in blackface' — Amna Chiste looked 10
working-class and immigrant culture w ofler a distineth American version of the
lower depths from the smoky scaport bars, dingy coal barges and brothels,

O'Neill was hardly the first Amenican author o devote an entire work 10 a
prosutute or ‘fallen” vwoman, Ever since Camille first coughed her way to death in
1832, courtesans had heen a favourtte subject of plavwrights, novelists and artists,
From John Sloan’s paintings of prostitutes outside the Haymarket Theatre, 10 the
formation of numerous Vice Commissions (whose charge it was to monitor the
wallic wm women), to legislation that prohubited the so-called white slave rade,
American Progressive Era culture (roughly 1900-20) mvested enormously n the
study, regulation and portrayal of prostitution. Important turn-of-the-century
American novels like Stephen Crane’s Magei: 4 Girl of the Sireets, Theodore
Dreiser’s Sister Camie and Edith Wharton's The House of Mirth portrayed young
women who “fall’ into being kept, or worse, on 1o the streets. During this time,
the stage was a central site [or thinking through - and literally embodying

social issues such as women in the workforee, sexology and prostitution reform.
Indeed, to fully grasp the importance of dmna Christre, 1t s vital 1o understand its
emergence within an already rich dramatic landscape of prostitute plays.

Popular from the mid-19th century to throughout the 1920s, prostitute dramas
such as Mrs Wanen's Profession and Fast Is Wist — captivated American and British
audiences. Prostitute dramas ranged from lowbrow popular eniertainments to
highbrow social-problem plays. Some of these plays dominated Broadway for over
two years and others sccured only a copynight date but never made it to
performance. Obscure and well-known authers alike took turns at writing and
producing dramas, some of which played with enormous popularity on stages
across the United States, while many others became embroiled in sensational
ohseenity trials,

dmna Chrstie came at the tail end of this discursive explosion, opening in 1921.
When 1t played n London in 1923, critic James Agate noted: “The theme of
‘Anna Christie’ is an nversion of that eld French thing, the repentant courtesan,
Every promising playwright since Augier and Dumas fils has had his whack at it,
o that it comes into twentieth-century drama like a tin can kicked down the
street by a parcel of vigorous schoolboys, and bearing the dints made hy
ndividual legs.”

T the repentant courtesan was so familiar that she could he tossed down the
heatrical row, then it was hardly shocking that Eugene O’'Neill, America’s
Pulitzer Prize winning playwright, would put his dent in the old tin can. After all,
J'Neill is known for his fascination - both personal and artistic ~ with prostitutes.
Tis carly one-act play, The Wb (1913}, involved a prostitute character, and no
ewer than 14 ‘fallen’ women appear in O'Neill’s oeuvre, with five more
yrostitutes mentioned, but never appearing, onstage,

J'Neill’s reinvention of the courtesan figure occurred at a significant cultural
noment: just as red light districts in most major American cities were heing
losed. The prostitution problem appeared, in the early 19205, to have been
olved, thus handing a victory to reformists. Yet, while commercialised vice had
een thought to have been cffectively eradicated from the streets, it was still
laying on the New York stage, created hy the country’s most prominent
laywrights.

Despite their popularily. prostinute plavs were oflen met with critical disdain or
disgust. Few plavwrights had penned a prostitute play without landing in court or
prison. Ame Chivstie, by contrast, stands out as a commercial and critical success, At
a time of public outrage abeut prostitution, many prominent brothel dramas, as
they hecame known, had been embrotled i some of the most fimous obscenity
ials of the century. When George Bernard Shaw’s My Hanen's Pfession premicred
n New York City in 1903 it created an unparalleled controversy. The play itself
was hanned for two years i the United States and undl 1923 in the UK,

Amazingly, in this heated climate, Adnaa Chistie not only escaped the censors” wrath,
but also won the Pulitzer Prize for 1921-22, perhaps one of the most reasured
prizes in American theawe. 1f dzne Chnstie in some ways recycled the familiar
French courtesan plot with an American twist, what innovations catapulted it 1o
critical success?

To begin, O'Neill diverged from the conventional portrait of a prostitute, freating
her with greater compassion and making her a more compelling character in her
own right. In the initial version of Auna Christie, called Chiis Christopherien, Anna
appears as a British, tea-sipping typist in a story more focused on old Chris. But
like other playwnights before him, O'Neill soon realised that prim sienographers
make less intercsting subjects than their brothel sisters. As O'Neill revised the story,
the plot centred more on Anna, who changed from typist to trollop. In locating
Anna on the American side of the Atlantic and the other side of the underworld,
O'Neill used the gritty Tenderloin to authenticate his increasingly compelling
character,

From her first entrance in Amna Chiistie, Anna is portrayed as an independent,
tough, rough-cdged woman. Entering a waterfront saloon, she utters the lines made
memorable by Greta Garbo in the 1930 film version of the play (they were her first
spoken lines on celluloid): “Gimme a whiskey - ginger ale on the side... And don't
be stingy baby.” Using urban slang, one of O'Neill's many dialect innovations,
Anna speaks unlike any previous prostitute character on the American stage. Rather
than expressing love for or dependence on men, as was commen for the courtesan
prototype, Anna comes across as mdependent and strong. Morcover, Anna’s
hearthreaking story offers a sympathetic view of prostitution,

Anna is no Kitty Warren, who proudly defends her profession, nor a hooker-with-a
heart-of-gold, nor merely a victim of desperate circumstances. The tibulations that
Anna has suffered are not the play’s primary subject. They provide the hackstory.
The real plot of Arna Chyistie concerns Anna’s redemption. Anna is, in other words,
not so much & revision of the repentant prostitute as “the right kind of prostitue”,
as Francis Hackett put it in 1921,

Despite the fact that Anna was seen as the “right” kind of prostitute, her fate at the
end of the play has been debated by audiences and critics for almost a century.
During its premiere, O’Neill felt that New York audiences misunderstood his last
act. In an editorial to the Muw Joik Times, he attempted to correct these impressions,
writing: “In the last few minutes of *Anna Christie,’ [ tried to show the dramatic
gathering of new lorces out of the old. T wanted 10 have the zudience leave with a
deep feeling of life flowing on, of the past which s never the past - but always the
birth of the future - of a problem solved for the moment but by the very nature of
its solution involving a new problem.” O'Neill intended the ending as & comma in
the sentence, with more drama - more preblems — waiting in the second clause,
after the curtain comes down,
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