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ENG 441
Girls & Print Culture with Dr. Jane Greer

The Literary Achievements of Alice Lloyd Pitts:
Assumptions of Power through Rhetorical 

Identity Constructions

Abstract

Questions of American female intellectual and social identity were hotly debated 
at the turn of the 20th century, most publically within urban centers of the east-
ern United States. Focusing on the 1899 writings of a single 18-year-old Baltimore 
girl, this essay provides exegesis on the voice of the writer through a review of 
both her words and her penmanship. The purpose of this analysis is to consider 
how the conflicting historical archetypes of the New Woman and the Gibson Girl 
were explored and negotiated through a careful process of individual identity 
construction. The Baltimore setting is particularly crucial to this undertaking 
as this city offered the location for an experiment in female academic rigorous-
ness in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The Bryn Mawr School for Girls, 
a feeder school for the university with the same name, was one of the first and 
most notable female college prep schools in the country. Competing for clientele 
against traditional finishing schools, Bryn Mawr promoted itself by negating the 
legitimacy of the education provided by its rivals. A student at the rival finishing 
school Southern Home School for Girls, Alice Lloyd Pitts uses the pages of her 
high school yearbook as a mouthpiece to simultaneously refute these attacks and 
identify herself and her classmates as intellectually superior beings, whose au-
tonomy and wit as New Women is only surpassed by their Gibson Girlish beauty 
and feminine grace.     

 In 1899, a small group of girls burst from the doors of Jane Marga-
ret Cary’s Southern Home School in Baltimore, Maryland, having achieved a 
mark of academic distinction as high school graduates. Today, their handwrit-
ten class book (a predecessor to the modern-day yearbook) acts as homage to 
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Cary and her school, recording the graduates’ final farewells to each other, 
well wishes to underclassmen, and perhaps most significantly, desires to be 
remembered by all. The book currently resides within the LaBudde Depart-
ment of Special Collections at the University of Missouri-Kansas City’s Miller 
Nichols Library. It serves as one of only a few remaining remembrances of 
the Southern Home School, which faded from importance in the early 20th 
century, as female education shifted from a socially driven to an academi-
cally driven focus. Established by Cary in 1842, Southern Home School “[laid] 
special stress on social graces,” and was most notoriously a “finishing” school 
“where Literature and History were a specialty and Graciousness was encour-
aged as a crowning accomplishment” (Bond 80, 17). A gentrified Virginian, 
Cary could trace her lineage directly to Thomas Jefferson (Fesperman). Cary’s 
southern principles of propriety resound clearly through the pages of this 
class book, which was dedicated to her. Models of virtue, the girls frequently 
refer to themselves diminutively as “Mother Cary’s chickens,” “flowers,” and 
“little maids” (Peter 2; Dolden 15, 17; Maynard 14; “The Lily of the Valley” 
55). Tales of naughty misbehaviors are diminished in gravity by effeminate 
interjections of “oh my!” and “ah no!”(Dolden 16-7). And yet, within the pages 
of this seemingly innocuous turn-of-the-century class book lie a sampling of 
carefully crafted texts—texts which serve as markers to the publicly construct-
ed feminine identity of one Alice Lloyd Pitts, member of the SHS graduat-
ing class of 1899 and editor of the class book. Through textual analysis and 
historical excavation, I will illustrate the rhetorical and transcriptional devices 
that Alice employs to create duplicitous identities for herself. These identities 
proved necessary for her to successfully navigate the intensely charged streets 
of high society Baltimore as an educated and intellectual female, boasting of 
her somewhat controversial school behavior while simultaneously maintain-
ing her reputation as a young lady and avoiding public scandal.

Pitts lends both poetry and playwriting to the SHS class book, with her 
texts constituting nearly twenty-five percent of the completed work. Alice’s 
comic monologue performed by Roman goddess Minerva portrays “A Day 
Spent at the SHS” in all its jubilation. As Alice tells it, the girls unapologeti-
cally conspire to deflect their teachers’ focus from the bores of Shakespeare 
and algebra through the guise of an assumed ignorance. In addition, they 
disrupt classes with fits of giggles, douse each other (and their educators) 
with cups of water, gossip about dates with boys over recess, and fabricate 
tales of intruding mice to terminate lessons early (Pitts 30-42). Alice’s writing 
exudes a confidence and brazen honesty that contrasts sharply from that of 
her classmates. As Minerva relays the dialogues of classroom recitations such 
as the following: 
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 MISS DUFF – Martha, how was Alcibiades punished?
 MARTHA – They dosed him with ostracism.

The reader appreciates the literary wit and sparkle with which Alice peppers 
her work (31). Adopting the voice of the Roman goddess of wisdom to speak 
of the “genius” of her classmates (in addition to that of the classes of 1900 and 
1901), Pitts’s message here is clear (29). She paints the girls of SHS as cunning, 
headstrong, rambunctious individuals who have surpassed the limits of educa-
tion afforded to them by the school, and are therefore using their remaining 
time to engage in frivolity. In a surprising reversal of roles, the girls have 
conquered SHS, and they wield power over their educators through behaviors 
that typify extreme social expectations of the silly and flirtatious 19th century 
girl.

Alice contrasts this text sharply with her two poems that appear in 
tandem later in the class book. The first of these, an untitled piece, addresses 
the romantic relationships of the class of 1900. Alice writes:

First in the line comes Miss Bessie Sloan
Who believes in spending her time at home
Perhaps to see a certain “uptown” swell
Who has loved her long and loved her well.
Next we have Sara her classmate dear
Who of man, bird or beast has never a fear
But our friend Harold has captured her heart
So of her we can now only claim a part (72).

Alice continues the poem to discuss junior Amy and “the Falconer Pat-
terson combination” before speculating on the romantic interests of the “sec-
ond seniors” (sophomores), and concluding with the statement “We must let 
them go without review / For I don’t know whom they like, do you?” (72). At 
first glance, this poem appears to have been composed by a different Alice—a 
pre-rabbit hole, spindly, and sufficiently boring Alice. Yet, close examination 
of the work reveals that the verse is not quite the ode to heterosexual ro-
mantic love that a novice would expect from a 19th-century, 18-year-old girl. 
While the tone and language do introduce us to a new voice, this Alice, like 
the last, writes of relations of power. Pitts has here carefully composed her 
work in such a way that the females mentioned within the poem retain  
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agency in these relationships. Young Bessie makes the active choice to return 
home after school. While we assume she does enjoy the advances of the 
“uptown swell” who visits her, there is no indication that she fully returns 
the amorous devotion he has long displayed toward her. And while Sara’s 
heart has been “captured,” an action denoting forced physical entrapment and 
loss of power, we are told that “of man…she has never a fear,” which implies 
a certain freedom, at least of the emotional variety. In addition, it seems that 
her schoolmates have only agreed to sacrifice “a part” of Sara, because they 
genuinely approve of her wooer, Harold. Were Harold not “a friend,” but rath-
er a foe and a perceived threat to Sara and the girls of SHS, the relationship 
between all parties may not be quite so amiable. Finally, the flippant manner 
in which Alice pursues and then rapidly surrenders interest in the amorous 
relationships of her sophomore underclassmen, and the slightly supercilious 
use of the accusative “whom” suggest a lack of genuine interest in the topic 
she has broached, and a desire to move toward a more interesting and worthy 
subject matter.

Pitts pursues this new subject in her final contribution to the yearbook, 
a poem entitled “Cupid’s Pranks.”  In this piece of verse, the Alice of the previ-
ous page echoes her general theme of romance, but rather than introducing 
specific classmates to act as her cast of characters, Alice instead challenges 
her reader to engage with her, the writer, in a debate concerning the merits 
of her classmates. “Think of the charms that we can boast of / Is it surprising 
these maids demand love?” Alice inquires with bravado (73). She continues, 
“For never from the SHS did go/ A maid unattractive, stupid or slow” (73). In 
what appears to be a swift about-face, Pitts has transitioned from demonstrat-
ing the limitations of the academic suppleness of the school, which allow for 
the students to fairly effortlessly usurp authority over the educational staff, to 
extolling the school’s aptitude for both enlightening and beautifying its young 
scholars. Her words’ denial of an accusation that remains unspoken within 
the context of the poem, suggests a previous or perhaps lingering indictment, 
alleging SHS girls as ugly, unlearned, and dense. 

The implicit charge and Alice’s rapid denial of it only become clear 
when considered in conjunction with her other compositions and when 
placed into historical context. As Alice’s works are reviewed in juxtaposition, 
a narrative emerges. This narrative is of a clever and self-aware artist/intel-
lect who, through the pages of her class book, constructs conflicting identi-
ties—the first a New Woman, an affluent, educated, and powerful vanguard of 
youthful feminine subversion of hegemonic forces, and the second an image 
in which romantic self-control meets intention, marrying in the form of a 
typical turn-of-the-century Gibson Girl. Caroll Smith-Rosenberg defines the
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New Woman as a “pioneer [of] new roles” with the capability and the audac-
ity to “insist upon a rightful place within the genteel world” (245). The New 
Woman was typically a suffragette, an ambassador for the political, social, and 
academic rights of the female. Late nineteenth-century Baltimore housed an 
impressive cast of New Women, their names today resounding as a veritable 
roll call of “who’s who” in the implementation of revolutionizing acts of 
American female equity. The New Woman was a pot stirrer, a rebel with a 
cause, one whose continuous pushing of the envelope became an annoyance 
and a downright threat to the powerful men who populated the streets, city 
councils, and university boards of Baltimore. Her foil was the Gibson Girl, 
named in honor of artist Charles Dana Gibson, whose illustrations of women 
inspired an icon of beauty and statuesque elegance who “worked to produce 
children not political change” (Patterson 74). The Gibson Girl’s external 
aesthetics and advertised approval of patriarchal culture overshadowed the 
independent spirit with which she dominated her suitors. Like our first Alice, 
the New Woman may have found herself subverting paradigmatic behaviors 
by “[falling] full length on the floor…after a little romp” in the hallway, while 
the Gibson Girl constricted her female form in much the same way that our 
second Alice constricts her tone, use of vocabulary, her personal interest in 
the subject matter she advances, and even her handwriting (Pitts 25).

Alice’s use of penmanship to denote character should not lie unad-
dressed, for it further solidifies the argument that Pitts intentionally ap-
proached her texts as conduits of a public formation of two decidedly separate 
and unique identities. In the 19th century, graphology—personality identi-
fication through handwriting—was the latest craze. According to handwrit-
ing scholar Tamara Plains Thornton, graphology was a natural spinoff from 
physiognomy and phrenology. Its study “embodies two basic postulates, 
uniqueness and correspondence. Taken together, these propositions comment-
ed as much on the nature of the self as on the nature of handwriting, for they 
asserted not only that each person’s handwriting is different and reflects his 
or her character but also that each person is characterologically unique” (73). 
Interestingly, within the completed text of the SHS class book, Alice’s two 
voices and identities are paired graphologically with two separate penman-
ship styles, which most likely belonged to two completely different hands. The 
first, shown in Image 1, exemplifies a bold hand, with the pen strokes dark 
in color, firm in line, and broad in size. The letters correspond in shape and 
character with the graphological diagnosis of a “woman of too much force” 
(Thornton 111), or a New Woman, matching the dominating and confidently 
playful tone of the text they embody.
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Image 1

Conversely, the poetry of the second Alice is written in Spencerian 
style, light in stroke, tall, thin, and graceful in stature. As shown in Image 2, 
within the transcription of these verses, the typical Spencerian hand has been 
“trained to look more graceful and beautiful, her movements…of the greatest 
care…[her] waist squeezed into the tightest corsets, her hair piled upon her 
head, liable to fall with any unguarded movement, her feet, once giving her a 
firm footing, are pinched into narrow shoes, till deprived of all that gave her 
freedom, she is transformed into a delicate and beautiful pet” (Thornton 62-3).

Image 2

In short, the handwriting of the second Alice matches the carefully 
regulated physique of the Gibson Girl. Thornton suggests that with regards to 
the penmanship of Victorian women, the most predominant threat was that 
“outward appearances, instead of reflecting the self, might actually displace 
it entirely” (100). To further elucidate Thornton’s statement, a great fear of 
handwriting instructors was that the individuality of the female would be 
stifled through the structured form of the Spencerian hand. Alice, in effect, 
achieves the opposite through her purposeful assumption of character, repre-
sented through deliberate rhetorical and graphological devices.   

The result is an Alice who embodies both the New Woman and the Gib-
son Girl. Through the act of embracing these categorically opposing 
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archetypes as two identities that form an indivisible whole, Alice adopts the 
commendable qualities of both, while simultaneously avoiding the stigmas 
associated with each. This tightrope walking act was necessary for a girl 
like Alice, for while the New Woman did exist Gibson Girl-less within 1899 
Baltimorean society, she only avoided censure if her wealth, family name, and 
social mobility precluded her from it. Although Pitts was born in November 
of 1881 as the only daughter of a fairly wealthy merchant, she lacked the 
necessary pedigree to successfully don the robes of the indifferent suffragette 
(Bureau of the Census 1900). Allen Kerr Bond’s When the Hopkins Came to 
Baltimore depicts an unfortunate anecdote of a team of young scholars whose 
attempt at unadorned New Womanhood resulted in social ostracism reminis-
cent of the dose given Alcibiades.

The group of young women, advanced pupils, cast adrift on their own 
resources, got up a class in Biology and Science; and invited my infor-
mant to join. ‘My dear!’ one of them pleaded, ‘you ought to join us. It is 
fascinating. Yesterday we dissected a rat!’ ‘When I heard that, I just ran!’ 
said my friend. Their former classmates were scandalized. They were 
the talk of the town. ‘They dissected a rat!’  placed them outside the pale 
of propriety (18-19).

Alice’s adoption of the Gibson Girl’s affected charm and romantic prow-
ess provided her the powerful status of the “fetishized object…always out of 
reach” and therefore not disposed to the vituperative attacks that were heaped 
upon the isolated New Woman (Patterson 79). 

The assaults would have been plenty, as Baltimore in 1899 was in the 
midst of a heated dialogue concerning the belief in “female difference,” an 
argument that had long been in existence, but was perpetuated by ground-
breakers in women’s rights, including the likes of Catherine Beecher, Emma 
Willard, and Mary Lyon (Hamilton 7). Termed “Real Womanhood” by feminist 
scholar Francis B. Cogan, the female difference model encouraged a thorough 
academic education so as to prepare the female to “cope with the duties and 
obligations of…womanhood. This academic education should be undertaken 
to help fulfill woman’s [domestic] sphere, not for a career as such” (67). Hear-
kening back to the “republican motherhood” argument, there endured a con-
viction in this model that men and women existed in separate social spheres, 
and that the role of the woman was to use her education to promote the bet-
terment of society through her informed engagement in the domestic sphere 
as a wife and mother (Hamilton 5). But as Baltimore began to construct its 
own identity as a budding cultural milieu, the female difference model came



87

under attack, and a divergent model was proposed, with a novel educational 
plan to match.

The last quarter of the nineteenth century was, for the city of Baltimore, 
one of intellectual and artistic excitement, stimulation, and controversy. The 
Peabody Library, art gallery, and music academy had only recently been 
established as a mecca for the enlightened of Baltimore and beyond, and the 
nearby Johns Hopkins University was lending legitimacy to the city’s drive 
toward academic prestige (Warren 36). It happened then, that there began a 
movement to duplicate these successful efforts of the leading men of the city, 
extending the educational opportunities that had been created for the sons of 
Baltimore and making them also accessible to its daughters. Spearheading this 
effort were the aforementioned historical who’s who: M. Carey Thomas (dean 
and later president of Bryn Mawr College) and Mary Garrett (daughter and 
heiress to the deceased B & O Railroad tycoon John Work Garrett), bolstered 
by their equally well-positioned friends Mamie Gwinn, Elizabeth Tabor King, 
and Julia Rebecca Rogers (Beirne 2-3). Galvanized by their own educational 
struggles, which for them illuminated the inequities of the sexes, and the 
attempted exclusion of the female from the political and academic realms, 
these five women made the decision to put their experiences, finances, and 
elite social standings to use. On October 1, 1885, they opened the Bryn Mawr 
School for Girls, unofficially designating it a “feeder” school for the Philadel-
phia college bearing the same name (Beirne 5).

In Andrea Hamilton’s A Vision for Girls: Gender, Education, and the 
Bryn Mawr School (a simultaneously laudatory and critical exposé of the girls’ 
school), she delineates Carey’s and Garrett’s unremitting insistence that the 
school demand the same level of academic excellence of its female pupils that 
would be expected of their male counterparts. Hamilton’s research reveals 
that “Bryn Mawr…bulletins from the school’s first decade announced that all 
students would study Latin, French, English, history, science, and mathemat-
ics throughout their course at the school. Greek or German was required of 
advanced students” (28). After successful completion of all mandatory course-
work, students were then required to pass a final comprehensive exam that 
would prove their merit to their teachers, to themselves, and to the Baltimore 
society at large. Failure to successfully complete the exam resulted in a stu-
dent’s disqualification from graduation from the Bryn Mawr School. Fittingly, 
Bryn Mawr School’s exit examination was the very same test administered for 
entrance to Bryn Mawr College (Hamilton 28).

So while Alice Pitts was educated in “social graces” and “Graciousness” 
within the walls of Southern High School for Girls, some of her contempo-
raries just down the road were being drilled in the classical languages
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of Greek and Latin. The goals of Bryn Mawr School explicitly rejected those 
of finishing schools such as SHS, and research suggests that the faculty and 
administration at Baltimore’s Bryn Mawr took a decidedly negative view of 
competing girls’ schools. This view was then disseminated among its young 
scholars. Hamilton quotes an early graduate of the school, expressing thinly 
veiled disdain toward a non-Bryn Mawr education:

Among the city’s private schools, we knew simply and without ques-
tion that Bryn Mawr was the best. Others could be finishing schools…
or country-style boarding schools; they could teach manners, art, piano, 
horsemanship; we were all out for brains. Other schools might believe 
in being bright, colorful, attractive, warm; Bryn Mawr believed in being 
Important (39).

The implication within this argument is that importance with a capital I 
was only accessible through a Bryn Mawr education, and that Baltimore girls 
educated outside of Bryn Mawr lacked any hope of achieving either intelli-
gence or importance. 

Similarly, Rosamond Randall Beirne, a graduate of Bryn Mawr School 
who heralded its history through an unapologetically biased account of the 
school’s beginnings (which was published in honor of the school’s 95th anni-
versary by its own alumnae association), describes the pre-Bryn Mawr Mary-
land girl as an ignorant philistine, who was “reared for marriage and to be a 
good house-keeper in marriage. Charm was the watch-word, and if a girl had 
brains she must hide the dreadful fact” (1). Beirne continues to describe the 
typical 1880s female education as delivered by a “group of expatriated Virgin-
ians who had come to the nearest large city to recoup their fortunes after the 
Civil War” (1). While SHS’s founder Jane Margaret Cary had resided in or just 
outside of Baltimore since at least 1842 when the school was first established, 
her daughters Hetty and Jenny left Baltimore for Virginia in 1861 after the 
April 19 riot that killed twelve Baltimore civilians. The girls embarked to the 
Confederate state to act as aids in the cause for secession and the continued 
reign of the white, patriarchal southern family. They returned in 1865, at 
which time Hetty began to teach at her mother’s school. She continued as an 
educator at Southern Home School until 1879 (Fesperman). Therefore, while 
lacking in accuracy, Beirne’s description of “expatriated Virginians” is almost 
certainly intended to imply the Carys specifically. 

As a graduating senior of Cary’s Southern Home School in 1899, Pitts 
would have been privy to the apparent campaign that M. Carey Thomas and 
Mary Garrett were launching against her academic institution, the 
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education it offered, and the girls it instructed. While Alice lacked the social 
platform to refute these attacks before the city, her class book allowed her a 
canvas to display her identity to a smaller public as that of an intellect who 
had surpassed the didactic limitations presented by her school to assume a 
scholarship on par with the students of Bryn Mawr. The New Woman charac-
ter portrayed within her monologue “A Day Spent at the SHS” epitomizes Al-
ice as the bright scholastic prodigy sought by Thomas and Garrett to populate 
the seats of their new school. 

Simultaneously, Alice’s second identity construction of the Gibson 
Girl avoids close identification with the New Woman, by carefully promot-
ing the heterosexual romance that leads to marriage and motherhood within 
her untitled work. Pitts feigns a fleeting interest in the romantic pursuits 
of her underclassmen, creating a closed system of shared likeness so as 
to avoid her excommunication from the ever-important realm of school 
popularity, while concurrently assigning herself the role of overseer and 
therefore regulator of said system. Finally, Alice’s third poem “Cupid’s 
Pranks” responds directly to external attacks on her school, her classmates, 
and herself through the same socially legitimate, idolized, and therefore 
powerful character of the Gibson Girl. 

Finding herself at a crossroads within the Baltimore political dialogue, 
with both proponents and rejecters of the difference model viewing her 
school with scrutiny, Alice Lloyd Pitts navigated these potentially dangerous 
waters through the wiles of her pen. In a class book that acts as a historical 
timepiece by its very nature, Alice characterized herself for perpetuity as the 
embodiment of the harmonious joining of the New Woman and the Gibson 
Girl, a powerful, autonomous individual who achieved agency through an 
embrace of multiple feminine archetypes on her own terms.
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