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 In 2013 Bieke Gillis, then a graduate stu-
dent at The University of British Columbia, won 
the North American Society for Sport History 
Graduate Essay Contest for an essay on a fin de 
siècle vaudeville performer known as Charmi-
on.1 Although Charmion was often described 
as a strongwoman, and cabinet cards sold at 
her performances included some showing her 
flexed biceps and muscular back, she wasn’t a 
strongwoman in the classic sense of Sandwina, 
Athleta, Minerva, Vulcana, or other circus and 
vaudeville performers who lifted things, broke 
chains, or bent iron. As Bieke explains in her arti-
cle that begins on page 25, Charmion, although 
called a strongwoman, was actually an acrobat, 
who became more famous for the strip-tease 
or “disrobing” part of her trapeze act, than she 
was for the athletic stunts she performed after 
removing her dress and petticoats.2
 The story of Charmion’s career as a per-
former and Bieke’s analysis of what her perfor-
mances meant within the context of the social 
mores and expectations for women in the fin de 
siècle era, are emblematic of the stage careers 
of many other female vaudeville and circus en-
tertainers. While listening to Bieke’s paper in 
2013, I immediately thought of Belle Gordon, 
another female vaudevillian who capitalized on 
the connections between physical culture and 
theater as Charmion had.3 Gordon, was neither 
an iron-lifting strongwoman nor an acrobat. 
She was an attractive, athletic, young woman 
who transgressed the traditional boundaries of 
acceptable female behavior by training to be-
come a boxer and then developed a bag punch-
ing act that won her the distinction of being 
known as “the champion female bag puncher 

of the world.” Belle’s skill at bag punching—the 
repetitive hitting of multiple punching bags, 
often timed to music—amazed Victorian audi-
ences while her diminutive size, pretty face, and 
toned yet curvaceous physique helped her be-
come an icon of beauty in that era. Unlike her 
contemporary Charmion, however, Gordon also 
published a book, titled Physical Culture for 
Women, that was part of Richard K. Fox’s series 
of athletic guidebooks. It is, I believe, the first 
exercise book written by a celebrated woman 
athlete.4 The book was part of Gordon’s cam-
paign to capitalize on the widespread interest 
in physical culture that emerged at the turn of 
the twentieth century. It was also part of her 
plan to reinvent herself as a physical culture ex-
pert by exhibiting the shapely body she honed 
by exercise as evidence of her expertise.
 This paper is the first attempt to exam-
ine the career of Belle Gordon, whose perform-
ing life was played out on the stages of saloons, 
burlesque halls, theaters, and major vaude-
ville houses. Gordon defined herself first and 
foremost as a performer and she found in bag 
punching a way to create art through the en-
actment of sport. Like many vaudeville enter-
tainers, the details of Belle’s life outside the the-
ater remain well hidden despite the fact that 
she received an enormous amount of publicity 
during her active years as a performer.5 After ex-
amining several hundred newspaper advertise-
ments and articles from her years as a perform-
er, I still don’t know if Belle Gordon is her real 
name, where she was born, or when and where 
she died. When asked about her early life and 
how she got started, Gordon sometimes told 
reporters that she was inspired to take up bag 
punching after seeing boxing champion Robert 
Fitzsimmons give an exhibition in Kentucky.6 
Since Fitzsimmon’s life is well documented and 
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he gave only one recorded exhibition in Ken-
tucky, Belle could have seen him in Louisville, 
Kentucky, on 16 December 1894 when he went 
three rounds with Tom McCarthy and then gave 
an exhibition of bag punching.7 Belle claimed in 
a 1903 interview with the San Francisco Chron-
icle that seeing Ruby Robert, as Fitzsimmons 
was often called, made her “stage struck,” creat-
ing in her a desire to go on stage and be a boxer 
and bag puncher herself. She was, she told the 
reporter, about 14 years old at this time. Sadly, 
the San Francisco reporter didn’t probe further 
and simply summed her up as “ . . . just a little 
back woods girl from down in old Kentucky.”8 In 
1907, Belle claimed that the day after Fitzsim-
mons’s exhibition she and a childhood friend 
went to see the boy’s father, a man who had 
some experience training boxers.9 The father 
(who is never named) agreed to help her learn 
to box, and they set up a crude punching bag 
in the barn behind his house where she began 
training. She weighed about 90 pounds when 
she began.10
 Punching bags were not common at 
this time because of the lack of sporting goods 
dealers, so many boxers trained on home-made 
equipment, hitting a heavy bag filled with saw-
dust or dirt, while others used rugby balls sus-
pended in nets that more closely mimicked  
modern punching bags.11 Exactly what Belle 
used in the beginning is not known, but she re-
portedly saved money and was able to purchase 
a real bag before too long.12 The idea of Belle 
buying a speed or punching bag with money 
she saved, raises questions about what role her 
family played in her life at this time and when 
she began appearing professionally. It is worth 
noting that her family is never mentioned in 
any of the articles examined for this paper. As 
for when she began, she told a reporter in 1896 
that “For two years now, I have been all over 
the country playing dates,” giving credence to 
the 1894 date.13 An 1898 article in the Cincinna-
ti Post supports this, although it disputes the 
Kentucky origin story. In it she is described as 
“a Cincinnati girl . . . who some years ago gave 
an exhibition at the dime museum.”14 In that 
same article, Belle reports “I taught myself bag 
punching . . . I was giving exhibitions six months 
before I saw a man punch the bag. My model is 
Fitzsimmons.”15

 If Belle was appearing in 1894 and 1895, 
she was probably not playing in the kind of the-
aters that advertised in newspapers. Only two 
brief mentions were found in a search of news-
papers from 1895.16 In January of that year, she 

and Billy Curtis, who is described as being from 
Indianapolis, boxed three rounds in an exhibi-
tion in his home city.17 In August, a brief men-
tion on who is playing at the Buckingham The-
ater in Louisville reports: “Billy Curtis and Belle 
Gordon closed the show with a boxing match.”18 
There is no mention of her bag punching in ei-
ther article.
 The National Police Gazette claimed in 
a 1901 article that Gordon was the first woman 
to “master the art of bag punching and has in-
vented the majority of the blows she uses, and 
which have been adopted by men and women 
alike.”19 Again, however, other news accounts 
contain conflicting narratives. In the 1907 inter-
view in which she claims it was seeing Fitzsim-
mons that inspired her, she also suggests that 
John Donaldson, a gym owner and well-known 
member of the New York boxing fraternity, 
helped teach her the finer points of bag punch-
ing. Donaldson set up a special place in his gym 
for her, Belle explained, and after a short time 
with him as her coach she became “very pro-
ficient” at bag punching.20 Donaldson also got 
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Belle Gordon was known for being willing to take on all comers 
who wanted to beat her at the sport of bag punching. This im-
age and the accompanying article explaining her willingness to 
defend her title as the Champion Women’s Bag Puncher of the 
World appeared on 15 March 1898 in the Cincinnati Post.
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bookings for her and helped her re-think her 
act with Billy Curtis, a former professional box-
er. It was after working with Donaldson that 
Curtis and Gordon added a solo bag punching 
segment for her to the end of their act. Heavy-
weight champion James J. Corbett remem-
bered seeing them perform and that Belle was 
the real star, telling a reporter, “Belle Gordon did 
a punching bag act, and her husband did the 
falling when they put on the gloves.”21

 As historian Jerry Gems has document-
ed, the 1890s was a unique decade in the histo-
ry of boxing. Men’s prize fighting, with Richard 
K. Fox and the Police Gazette to champion it, 
began to be viewed as less violent and more 
socially respectable as the sport was “civilized” 
by the adoption of the Marquess of Queensbury 
Rules.22 Adding to the popularity of boxing was 
the growth of taverns such as Harry Hill’s Ex-
change in the Bowery District of New York, one 
of many saloons across America that became 
performance spaces for sparring matches, pe-
destrian races, and all sorts of indoor sports 
popular with male gamblers. These less glam-
orous, more “down-market” performing venues 
hired both male and female athlete-performers 
and welcomed both male and female specta-
tors.23 Interest in boxers as sport celebrities in-
creased geometrically in the last decades of the 
nineteenth century as newspapers like the Po-
lice Gazette, and the Spirit of the Times report-
ed on the lives and relationships of the champi-
ons as much as they did the matches. Further, 
the early sport papers were suddenly filled with 
illustrations—first engravings, and then pho-
tographs—that revealed the bared chests and 
athletic grandeur of the boxers’ bodies.24

 Eugen Sandow’s influence in making 
the muscular body a new ideal, can plainly be 
seen in the many physique images that begin 
appearing in the 1890s showing the hyper-
trophied arms and muscular backs of male 
athletes. Women who gave “athletic perfor-
mances” like Belle Gordon and Charmion, also 
posed for photos revealing their nude backs 
and flexed arms, just as strongwomen Vulcana, 
Sandwina, and others did.25 The transgressive 
nature of seeing attractive women performing 
such masculine rituals as boxing and weight-
lifting appealed to male and female audience 
members on several levels. Although historian 
Susan Glenn does not discuss women boxers in 
her well-regarded Female Spectacle: The The-
atrical Roots of Modern Feminism, her claim 
that vaudeville and legitimate theater provid-
ed women with an important public space 

in which to both view and participate in new 
forms of womanhood, rings true.26 Similarly, Erik 
Jensen observed, after studying German wom-
en boxers in the early twentieth century, that 
“By celebrating or engaging in violence them-
selves, these female boxing enthusiasts staked 
a claim on masculine behavior for women 
too.”27 Witnessing performers like Belle Gordon, 
who demonstrated that they were not just the 
equal but actually superior to male performers, 
connected with the emerging cultural forces 
of the early twentieth century such as the rise 
of the “New Woman.”28 If Glenn is correct, wit-
nessing women excel at typically male activities 
helped further the emergence of feminism in 
the early twentieth century and strengthened 
the growing sentiment that there was no rea-
son for women not to be treated as the equal of 
men in all aspects of life.29

 The other aspect of the audience’s ap-
preciation of such athletic performers, how-
ever, was the erotic pleasure of viewing a fit, 
attractive, woman on stage in short skirts, low-
cut blouses, and with bare arms. Historian Ka-
sia Boddy’s Boxing: A Cultural History argues 
that in the 1890s “Women’s arm muscles had 
suddenly become a new erogenous zone.” Cit-
ing literary sources in which the flexed arms 
of women athletes are described in evocative 
language, she explores at some length in her 
book, the works of journalist/novelists Jack Lon-
don and Frank Norris who were among the ear-
ly writers enchanted with the muscular arms 
of acrobats, strongwomen, and female boxers. 
Boddy suggests that the athletic women per-
formers who filled circus tents and the gas-lit 
theaters of vaudeville, were representatives of 
the “New Woman” type that emerged at the 
turn of the century. They cultivated athleti-
cism “as an alternative to Victorian restrictions 
on their bodies and behavior,” while their fans 
viewed them as a “disjunction” of new and old 
types of womanhood.30 What they viewed, and 
perhaps fantasized about, was what McTeague 
author Frank Norris found erotically interesting, 
“the frame of a pugilist in the person of a girl 
not yet out of her teens.”31 Norris wrote these 
words to describe Alcide Capitaine, a vaudeville 
acrobat often referred to as “The Female Sand-
ow.” His words, however, are also a perfect de-
scription of diminutive, teenaged Belle Gordon 
whose rise to national attention in the waning 
years of the nineteenth century was close-
ly linked to her physical appearance.32 Belle’s 
arms were also discussed by journalists. In 1907, 
one wrote of her appearance in Salt Lake City 
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saying, “Belle Gordon, the athletic girl, is there 
with a collection of biceps that would make the 
most heroic bachelor ponder over the matrimo-
nial chance.”33 Belle’s fame was also enhanced, 
of course, by the unexpected delight viewers 
found in watching a woman often described as 
“dainty” demonstrate that she was a master of 
the punching bag and perhaps, the best bag 
puncher in the world of either sex.34

 While the beginning of her career re-
mains murky, by 1896 Curtis and Gordon were 
appearing in various vaudeville venues in north-
eastern America, and their act was now con-
sidered a “comic” turn by including a man vs. 
woman sparring match—always won by Belle. 
The sparring match was then followed by Belle’s 
increasingly impressive bag punching solo that 
soon dominated all newspaper accounts.35 Be-
cause she was attractive and the bag punch-
ing was novel and impressive, Belle quickly 
eclipsed Curtis in terms of press coverage. Cur-
tis is featured in only one photo in the Police 
Gazette by himself (in 1899) while Belle was fea-
tured numerous times.36 In the short article ac-
companying his photo, Curtis is described as “a 
boxer of quite some ability and an entertainer 

of rare merit.”37 How successful Curtis was as a 
professional boxer is not clear as there is only 
one mention of an actual boxing match in the 
Gazette, and it is from 1893.38

 Belle first appeared in the Police Ga-
zette in 1896 when they ran a large photo of 
her dressed in a striped dress, accompanying a 
lengthy article that described her as “one of the 
most attractive specialists now before the pa-
trons of vaudeville in this country.” The “cham-
pion female bag puncher of America,” as they 
called her, was then about 16 years old. Belle’s 
credentials, the article explained, came from 
her incredible skill. She does not “miss the bag 
once out of a thousand times,” the Gazette re-
ported, “and her act is the hit of the show she 
is currently engaged with. She is very ladylike, 
very small, and very pretty and knows well how 
to take care of herself.” She was also, accord-
ing to the Gazette, a better bag puncher than 
James J. Corbett or her idol Bob Fitzsimmons, 
and “just about as clever” as Tommy Ryan.39

 The true focus of the Gazette’s article 
though was Belle’s struggle to be truly recog-
nized as the best female bag puncher in the 
world. The article revealed that she already had 
circulated an open challenge for either men or 
women to come on stage and try to out-point 
her in a bout with “the flying sphere.”40 How-
ever, no one took her up on that offer and she 
was frustrated by new imitators of her act who 
did not take her seriously. Jack Burke, who did 
a similar act with his wife had called her “a bag 
of wind,” she reported, and that did not sit well 
with Belle.
 She decided to force a showdown in the 
same way that prize fighters and professional 
strongmen did, by using the pages of The Po-
lice Gazette to openly challenge others for the 
world title. So, she went to the Gazette offices 
where she met Sam Austin, the Police Gazette’s 
sport editor and an important figure in the box-
ing community. Belle explained that she was 
there to put up money for an open challenge 
to any other woman bag puncher in the coun-
try. According to Belle, “He looked at me in an 
amused way and, bursting out laughing said: 
‘Why you are only fooling. You are much too 
small and some of these women will eat you 
up.’” According to the article, Belle then pulled 
$250 out of her pocket and laid it on his desk, 
telling him she was “not fooling, and here is my 
money to back what I say.”41

 Austin, who controlled the sport pag-
es of the Gazette, was clearly charmed by the 
youthful Belle and became a powerful advocate 

Billy Curtis began appearing with Belle Gordon in 1895 when 
she was just 15. Curtis had been a professional boxer of limited 
fame before pairing with her and in the beginning they simply 
did a sparring match on stage. Gordon was known for being a 
small woman, weighing only 90 pounds, in fact, when she began 
to train, and so Curtis must also have been a small man based 
on their height in this  photo from 1896. During the years they 
performed as Curtis and Gordon their act began with a “comic” 
boxing match in which Belle defeated Curtis, and then Belle did 
a solo bag punching set following the boxing match. They were 
married by 1899, but precisely how long that marriage lasted, 
and why they separated is not known.
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for her in the years ahead. He posted her $250 
challenge in the Police Gazette as she asked 
and then used the newspaper’s own money to 
raise the ante to any amount between $250 and 
$1000 in the months ahead. No one took that 
bait either.42 Finally, on 23 July 1897 the Police 
Gazette hosted a women’s competition at the 
Broadway Athletic Club in New York to decide 
who should hold the title of “Champion Woman 
Bag Puncher of the World.” Gordon beat seven 
other women in claiming the crown that eve-
ning with Sam Austin serving as referee. For the 
victory she was presented with a special gold 
medal designed and donated by Richard K. 
Fox, owner of the Police Gazette.43 She wore the 

medal at every performance in the years ahead. 
The medal gave her credibility in the same way 
that the boxing champion’s belt indicated he 
was the best in the world.44 She was reportedly 
only 16 years old when this contest was held.45 
After the victory, Fox and Austin gave her even 
more publicity in the Gazette, including two ar-
ticles in the same issue in the week following 
the contest.46 Austin also continued to feature 
her in single photographs and in longer arti-
cles in the Police Gazette and kept her in the 
public’s eye over the next several years.47 Belle 
and Billy also got help from Austin in making 
additional improvements to their stage act. An 
account of a performance they gave in 1897, in 

Washington, DC, described Belle as Aus-
tin’s protégé writing that her act was: 

. . . far and away the best thing 
ever seen in this city in this line. 
Not only is Miss Gordon by long 
odds the best female bag-punch-
er who has ever graced a stage, 
but she can give cards and 
spades to the pugilistic cracks 
who think they can hammer the 
pigskin. Miss Gordon has the art 
down to a fine point. Her fancy 
figures are executed with a pre-
cision and skill that could only 
have been obtained by years of 
hard practice. The stage setting 
for Miss Gordon’s act was de-
signed by Sam Austin, the sport-
ing editor of the Police Gazette. 
It is something unique in this 
line, and when the lights are out 
in front and Miss Gordon steps 
into the framework surrounding 
the punching bag support and 
the glare of the calcium lights 
are thrown on her she presents a 
most charming site. Then, when 
she begins to get in her fine work 
on the pig skin she completely 
captures the audience.48 

 The critical praise she received in Wash-
ington became common in the years 
ahead. In Brooklyn that same year, Belle 
and the other members of the Rentz Sant-
ley Burlesque Company played to a sold-
out house and Belle was described as the 
“star of the olio, who punched the bag in 
such clever style that the crowd yelled at 
her ‘Better than Fitz!’” a reference to heavy-

In 1896, sixteen-year-old Belle Gordon met Sam Austin, the sporting 
editor of the National Police Gazette, who became her friend and a pro-
fessional mentor. Austin helped her re-think her act, and he personally 
directed the creation of the elegant frame shown in this photo where 
she hung the various balls she used to perform. Here, she has three 
balls attached at the same time. Before 1900, Belle often performed in 
floor-length skirts in keeping with contemporary women’s fashions. The 
medal she was presented by Richard K. Fox is clearly visible on her skirt, 
just below her waist.
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weight champion Robert Fitzsimmons.49 Gor-
don further enhanced her reputation by taking 
on male bag punchers in exhibition bouts. She 
beat boxer Joe Gans in a bag punching con-
test in Baltimore in 1896, and she “clearly out-
classed” Jack Ward in a match in 1898.50 She 
even took on two male boxers at once in Cin-
cinnati with the contest worked so that if either 

of them beat her they would 
both claim a prize.51 The Com-
mercial Tribune reported that 
Gordon made “short work of 
two men at the People’s The-
ater last night in a contest of 
buffeting the ball . . . Miss Gor-
don just won the contest in a 
walk. . . . [her] exhibition was 
a marvelous one and evoked 
wild applause from the de-
lighted audience.”52 In January 
of 1902 she even challenged 
world champion Jim Jeffries 
to an exhibition bag punch-
ing match and reportedly 
out-pointed him.53

 Interestingly, there are no 
newspaper accounts found of 
Belle going head-to-head in a 
bag punching contest against 
another woman, although nu-
merous articles refer to her 
defending the medal against 
all comers. Belle often contest-
ed the claims of women who 
tried to copy her act or use ti-
tles they had not earned.54 In 
1913 after nearly twenty years 
of performing, Richard K. Fox 
decided to create a special 
championship belt for Belle 
similar to the belts he pre-
sented to the champions in 
men’s boxing. Each year that 
she had retained her title, an 
engraved gold bar was added 
to the medal so that, by 1913 
it was “about two feet long 
and with twenty bars on it.”55 
To create the belt, Fox took 
back the medal and used the 
engraved bars as decorations 
on the new champion’s belt. 
After presenting it to Gordon, 
the Police Gazette reported, 
“A great many young women 
with ambitions have had their 

envious eyes on the title, and they have tried to 
annex it on many occasions, but always, when 
the smoke of the conflict has been wafted away, 
they have found that Miss Gordon’s reputation 
was a real one and not a flimsy bubble bobbing 
along ready to be punctured by the first per-
former who happened along.” 56

 Sam Austin connected her to another 

After separating from Billie Curtis, Belle had to redesign her act and think about how 
she wanted to portray herself to the public. She began to rebrand herself as an expert 
in physical culture and changed her wardrobe to both reveal more of her body and to 
heighten her feminine appearance. Her curled hair and  frilly, short-skirted dress made 
her seem more of a figure of beauty and less a boxing tomboy as she did when she first  
appeared on stage. 
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late-nineteenth century celebrity, Steve Brodie, 
famous for jumping off the Brooklyn Bridge in 
1886, and then using his resulting celebrity to 
open a saloon, and later to go on the stage.57 
Curtis and Gordon joined Brodie’s burlesque 
troupe during the winter of 1897-1898, but their 
act was overshadowed by Brodie, whose lack of 
acting skills could not be forgiven by most crit-
ics despite his celebrity.58 Despite this bad run, 
over the next years Curtis and Gordon worked 
continuously for various vaudeville circuits play-
ing in Washington D.C.; Providence, Rhode Is-
land; New York City; Indianapolis, Indiana; Chi-
cago, Illinois; and many of the towns in between 
these urban centers.59 They were also success-
ful in Europe during these years. In the sum-
mer of 1897 they went to Britain where Belle 
“made such an emphatic hit in the London 
music halls,” that they were invited to return in 
1898.60 For the next several years they continued 
working both sides of the Atlantic, doing an ex-
tended continental tour in 1899-1900 playing 
Berlin, Hamburg, Hanover, Vienna, and Paris.61 
By 1899, Belle was so well 
known that reports of 
her appearances in Eu-
rope were also appear-
ing American papers. In 
May of 1899, the Police 
Gazette reported that 
Curtis and Gordon had 
been in Europe for about 
a year playing “all the 
principal cities,” and that 
they were booked solid 
up to 1901. The fact that 
they were also booked 
in Paris during the Ex-
position [Ed Note: 1900 
World’s Fair and Olym-
pic Games] the Gazette 
reported, “attests to the 
merit of their work.” In 
this May 1899 article, 
they are referred to for 
the first time as husband 
and wife.62

 One indication of 
Belle Gordon’s growing 
fame as the nineteenth 
century was drawing to 
a close, was the invita-
tion she and Billy Curtis 
received to have their 
act recorded by Thom-
as Edison’s cameras in 

1898. Edison had been experimenting with film 
throughout the 1890s and had asked Eugen 
Sandow to do his posing routine for his cameras 
in 1894.63 By then, Edison had developed a way 
for the public to view the short films he pro-
duced by looking through a peephole into a box 
in which the film was projected. Edison called 
this new invention a Kinetoscope and began 
manufacturing the machines for sale to owners 
of emerging Kinetoscope “parlors” who then 
charged the public to see the films. As film his-
torian Dan Streible observed, films to be viewed 
by the public needed to have appeal.64 Although 
the studio filmed all sorts of short subjects from 
the natural world and urban landscapes, Edison 
and his partner, William Dickson, also turned to 
vaudeville, the circus, boxing, and other sports 
to film celebrities they hoped the public would 
pay to see.
 Annie Oakley was the first athletic 
woman to be filmed. She gave a shooting ex-
hibition in 1894 that was captured for posterity 
while she was in New York for Buffalo Bill’s Wild 

West Show.65 Four years 
passed before another 
athletic woman was cap-
tured by Edison’s camer-
as. The second woman 
was Belle Gordon, who 
recreated the comic box-
ing match she and Bil-
ly Curtis did on stage in 
which she knocks Curtis 
to the floor.66 Charmion 
would not do her disrob-
ing trapeze act for Edi-
son’s cameras until 1901, 
and that same year an-
other Edison movie fea-
turing women appeared, 
called “Gordon Sisters 
Boxing.”67

 Although some in-
dividuals have suggested 
that one of the women 
in “Gordon Sisters Box-
ing,” is Belle Gordon, nei-
ther the appearance of 
the more slender of the 
two women on screen, 
nor any news clippings 
from this era support this 
assertion. According to 
the Library of Congress, 
there were two versions 
of the Gordon Sisters 

As she began connecting herself and bag punching to the 
emerging physical culture movement at the turn of the 
twentieth century, Gordon revealed even more of her body 
and posed for photos like this biceps shot that appeared in 
the National Police Gazette. Compared to Charmion’s arm, 
Gordon’s “fine biceps” as the Gazette described it, is more 
smooth than peaked. However, that was also Gordon’s goal 
for exercise for women. She was not in favor of “too much” 
muscle on women’s bodies.
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who appeared on vaudeville: Bessie and Min-
nie Gordon worked together in 1901 and Bessie 
and Alice in 1903.68 The use of the Gordon name 
could have been a legitimate family name, or it 
could have been an attempt to play off Belle’s 
fame. It was not unusual for circus and vaude-
ville people to choose stage names that were 
similar to those of the biggest stars, as profes-
sional strongman Montgomery Irving famously 
did when he began appearing as Sandowe.69

 Gordon and Curtis’s movie, titled “Com-
edy Set To,” was captured on 50 feet of film and 
could be viewed in 40 seconds.70 Sadly, no copy 
of the film still exists and so the Edison cata-
log description is the only source available to 
help envision what it may have looked like.71 
The catalog described it as showing “Curtis and 
Gordon in one of their cleverest acts,” and then 
explained that Gordon held the Police Gazette 
medal as “Champion Lady Bag Puncher of the 
World.” They described the bout as “a combi-
nation of popular leads and blows used by all 
pugilists, and the grace and ease with which 
Miss Gordon does a cross-under or throws an 
upper-cut or an under-cut at Billy Curtis, is so 
quick and clever that one wishes the round was 
three times longer.” The catalog claimed Com-
edy Set To was “refined, scientific and a genuine 
comedy.”72

 While Edison’s writers may have de-
clared the film “refined,” the final part of the 
catalog entry was clearly written for male the-
ater owners choosing films to show in their Ki-
netoscope parlors. “Belle,” the entry concluded, 
“is as frisky a little lady as ever donned a boxing 
outfit, and her abbreviated skirts, short sleeves, 
and low necked waist make a very jaunty cos-
tume. Plenty of action and sure to be a great fa-
vorite.”73  The prescience of the catalog’s author 
is worth noting.
 In the summer of 1900, after Belle re-
turned to the Unites States from another tour 
in Europe, she was no longer connected to Bil-
ly Curtis. When and how they separated, and if 
they actually divorced is not known.74 The press 
reports and advertisements connected to her 
appearances just begin listing her as a single 
act.75 By this time, however, she was playing at 
the better vaudeville houses like Tony Pastor’s 
theater in New York, and she even had a pop-
ular song dedicated to her called That’s My Girl 
that included her photo on the front cover of 
the sheet music.76 By 1903, she also had a prod-
uct endorsement deal, and began appearing 
with champion wrestler Gus Ruhlin, in adver-
tisements for a cure-all tonic called Blood Wine, 

which had reportedly made her “strong and 
vigorous,” and able to work harder than ever.77

 The break with Curtis allowed Belle to re-
invent herself as a performer. Belle’s costumes 
become more elaborate and feminized with 
shorter skirts, ruffles, and other feminine touch-
es. Stiff petticoats held her skirts away from 
the body and made her corseted waist appear 
smaller and her silhouette more conventionally 
feminine. Without the sparring match to take 
up time at the beginning of her set on stage, 
Belle’s bag punching becomes more complex 
as she moved from one bag to two and then 
three and later to five and she even ordered a 
new apparatus so she could try to keep nine 
bags going at the same time. She planned to 
debut the nine-bag finale in Buffalo and would 
be using most of her body to keep them in mo-
tion. Two of them were attached to the floor, 
three from platforms, and two each from the 
sides of the frame. The local paper claimed she 
would use hands, feet, knees, elbows, and even 
her head to keep them all in motion while mu-
sic played. She even learned to do part of her 
routine while wearing a blindfold.78 The Buffalo 
Enquirer, in 1902, reported that after she moved 
to a single act, she became “the sensation of 
the circuit over which her show travels.”79 In San 
Francisco, in 1904, the act was described as a 
“phenomenal athletic showing . . . she kept the 
spheres under perfect control.”80 The Tribune in 
Scranton, Pennsylvania, remarked on the origi-
nality of her act saying, “Miss Gordon occupies a 
position above the average female bag punch-
ers and well deserves the applause accorded 
her.”81 The strongest praise, however, came from 
her friends at the Police Gazette, who saw her 
show at Tony Pastor’s theater in New York in 
1902:

Belle Gordon, the ‘Police Gazette’ 
woman champion bag puncher 
produced at Tony Pastor’s the-
ater recently a bag punching act 
which proved her to be a mas-
ter—or mistress, if you like—of the 
art. Her efforts to entertain were 
not limited to the mere mechan-
ical art of keeping a punching 
bag in motion under the regula-
tion platform, but she introduced 
novelties which seemed to defy 
the laws of gravitation, and which 
had hitherto seemed impossible 
of performance. In concluding 
she kept in motion one ball fas-
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tened to the floor, and two which 
were suspended from the plat-
form. 

By her new achievements she 
has taken a firm grip on the 
championship, for it is hardly 
likely that any other woman will 
dare attempt what she has ac-
complished.82

The following week, the Police Gazette ran a 
full-page photo of Gordon in her new costume 
writing in the caption that she was making a hit 
with her new and novel act.83

 One of the biggest changes Belle made 
after splitting from Curtis began after an arti-
cle appeared in the New York Evening World ti-
tled “Bag Punching as a Beauty Maker.” Frances 
Namon, featured in the article, was a far-less-
skilled performer who did a bicycle and bag 
punching act with her husband. The article re-
ported that bag punching had cured Namon’s 

dyspepsia and helped her lose weight and pro-
nounced bag punching an exercise that could 
work “wonders with the human form.”84

 Whether Belle saw the Namon article 
before she launched her own bag punching/
physical culture campaign is not known. How-
ever, just six weeks after Namon’s article ap-
peared, Gordon sat for an interview with the 
Times in Philadelphia that was published as 
“Bag Punching the Latest Fad for Physical 
Training for Women.” The Times described Gor-
don as “one of the most perfect specimens of 
womanhood in the world” and held her up as a 
model for what can be achieved through exer-
cise.85 The article explained that Gordon start-
ed to build up her body by taking daily exercise 
as a girl, “took aptly to it,” and began to show 
improvement. Although she also liked outdoor 
sports, Gordon took up the punching bag, the 
article explained, and she “soon mastered the 
art completely and won renown for her clever-
ness.” According to the Times, Belle was the first 
woman to master the art of bag punching and 
she invented the majority of the blows she used 
in her act, which were then copied by other men 
and women performers.86 Miss Gordon, the ar-
ticle concluded, “indorses [sic] bag punching as 
an excellent exercise for building up the system 
and one which can be adopted as one of the 
chief exercises for women.”87

 At the cusp of the nineteenth centu-
ry, the rise of a transnational physical culture 
movement made the shape, muscularity, and 
health of both male and female bodies a mat-
ter of keen public interest. The movement gave 
birth to new magazines like Sandow’s Maga-
zine in England and Bernarr Macfadden’s Phys-
ical Culture in the United States; it inspired the 
first proto-physique contests; it saw the rise of 
mail-order physical training courses; it fostered 
the growth of public gyms; and it even began 
to be incorporated in the stage performances of 
some of vaudeville’s biggest stars. Sandow start-
ed the vaudeville-star-as-physical-culture-ex-
pert trend when he began delivering short 
lectures as part of his stage shows. Sandow 
sometimes even taught anatomy by flexing his 
muscles and then naming the contracted flesh 
in both English and Latin.88 Famous strongman 
and pro-wrestler George Hackenschmidt, also 
famous for his physique, gave similar physical 
culture talks after demonstrating his wrestling 
skills on music hall and vaudeville stages. Like 
Sandow, Hackenschmidt also wrote books de-
scribing best physical culture practices, and 
his body, like Sandow’s, was widely admired.89 

After the publication of her book, Physical Culture for Women, 
Gordon appeared on the front cover of the National Police Ga-
zette twice. This photo, displaying her back and shoulder mus-
cles, took up the entire front cover on 11 February 1905. It also 
ran as the front piece inside her book. 
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Sandow and Hackenschmidt (and the other 
performers who also jumped on the physical 
culture bandwagon) generally had no universi-
ty degrees or special training as physical edu-
cators. The credential that made them experts 
in physical culture was the body they created 
through exercise. What mattered was what the 
body looked like and what it was able to do on 
stage. Although 43 percent of the theatrical pro-
fession consisted of “professional show women” 
by 1900, none of the early vaudeville and circus 
performers, chorus girls, singers, or actresses 
followed Sandow’s lead and successfully began 
incorporating physical cul-
ture lectures into their stage 
act until Belle Gordon decid-
ed to capitalize on the body 
she built through exercise.90

 References to Belle’s 
beauty and fine figure began 
to appear more frequently 
in the press after the article 
in the Philadelphia Times. 
In 1902, for example, when 
she is playing at the Lafay-
ette Theater in Buffalo, Belle 
is described as combining 
science with grace in her 
bag punching act, and it is 
reported that she will be re-
membered as well for her 
“personal charms” and “su-
perb physique.”91 She was de-
scribed at times as a “perfect 
woman,” as if she is the fem-
inine counterpart to Sandow, 
often billed as The Perfect 
Man.92 In 1904, the Los Ange-
les Herald, describes her as 
“a perfect specimen of phys-
ical development. She is not 
large,” they write, but her arms, “though very 
muscular, are not ungracefully proportioned. 
She is graceful in her carriage, and the flush of 
perfect health shows in her rounded cheeks 
and bright eyes.”93 Belle’s interest in physical 
culture also gave reporters something to dis-
cuss at greater length in their articles, and her 
choice to move her career in this direction was 
a perfect fit for the zeitgeist of the times.
 The campaign was essentially launched 
in July of 1901, when nearly a full page of the 
Police Gazette was devoted to Belle and bag 
punching. A large photo in the center of the 
page shows Belle in a more revealing dress than 
she wore previously in the act of hitting the bag. 

Below the central image are two physique pho-
tographs, the first a double biceps shot that dis-
plays her back and shoulder muscles, and the 
other shows her flexing one of her arms.94 By 
1903, Belle also began incorporating a lecture 
on physical culture in her stage act at times. In 
a show she did at Keith’s Theater in Philadel-
phia, the papers reported “She really made the 
pig skin talk, while her demonstration on phys-
ical culture was a novel feature of the act.”95 In 
December of 1903, Gordon, now a headliner for 
Benjamin Keith’s more high-class vaudeville 
circuit, is listed as the author of a three-part 

series in the San Francisco 
Chronicle on bag punching 
as exercise. “Bag Punching 
for Health and Beauty,” “Bag 
Punching in a Ball Gown for 
Health,” and “Bag Punching 
Fashion’s Newest Fad” were 
all long articles that included 
practical advice for getting 
started and training with a 
punching bag.96 Gordon lat-
er published a fourth article 
with the Chronicle in 1905 
called “Limbering up for the 
Bathing Suit,” that is all too 
reminiscent of our modern 
anxieties over swimwear.97

 In July of 1904, the Police 
Gazette posted a small an-
nouncement that the Fox 
Athletic Series was bringing 
out its fifth volume—this one 
authored by Belle Gordon on 
Physical Culture for Women. 
Belle Gordon, “is considered 
physically perfect,” the an-
nouncement read, and she 
has not only written a book 

on physical culture, but has posed for the 32 il-
lustrations in it.” Every woman who desires to 
attain physical perfection, they declared, need-
ed Gordon’s book.98

 Gordon’s soft-bound paperback con-
tains no biographical information on Belle and 
her main contribution seems to have been the 
posing for the 32 instructional photographs. 
There is a very short introduction that introduc-
es Gordon as the most beautifully formed wom-
an in America, and then tells readers that “what 
this system has done for her it will do for anyone 
else if conscientiously and persistently prac-
ticed.”99 The introduction also contains guid-
ance for those aiming to lose or gain weight: “To 

Belle Gordon’s book, Physical Culture for Wom-
en, was published in 1904 as part of the Richard 
K. Fox’s Athletic Library. She included chapters 
on Resistance Movements, Wand Movements, 
and Bag Punching Movements for beginners.

The First Female Celebrity Fitness Author



38 Volume 16 Number 2

Iron Game History

take on flesh drink plenty of water—as much 
as a gallon a day. Eat starchy foods and spend 
eight or nine hours in bed.” To lose weight, “. . 
. eat sparingly, take long walks and spend but 
five or six hours in bed.”100 After an admonition 
to get plenty of fresh air and follow the exercises 
in the book faithfully, the section titled “Resis-
tance Exercises” opens. Each exercise is allocat-
ed two pages in the book, one for a photograph 
of Belle Gordon demonstrating the exercise 
and the other for the description. Twenty-two 
open-handed isometric and 
bodyweight exercises are 
included in the Resistance 
Exercises section, including 
a one-handed pushup that 
would have required consid-
erable strength.101 The sec-
ond section contains only 
six exercises with a wooden 
wand to build flexibility and 
then, in the third section she 
describes how to perform 11 
simple bag exercises.102 The 
book contains only 73 pages.
 The Police Gazette, 
also published by Richard 
K. Fox publications, promot-
ed the book heavily over the 
next several years. One of the 
illustrations from the book, 
showing Belle dressed in 
shorts and a middy top while 
punching a bag, was used as 
a full-page image on the cov-
er of the Gazette in March 
of 1904 when the book was 
launched. Belle was also the 
cover model for the Gazette 
in February of 1905, only this 
time, she is posing with a 

flexed arm, in diaphanous drapery dis-
playing her back and arm muscles.103 
Inside the Gazette, advertisements ran 
regularly telling readers the book can 
be purchased by sending six two-cent 
stamps. As new editions of other Fox 
training guides appeared, a larger ad was 
also created, showing Belle in only tights 
and a sequined singlet such as acrobats 
wear. “Artists have raved over Miss Gor-
don’s curves,” the ad begins, “and she is 
proud of them because she helped make 
them.” Belle’s goal in writing the book, 
they explain is to help other women look 
like her. “She shows the movements and 

exercises necessary to produce physical perfec-
tion, and it’s all very interesting because she is 
not only a smart woman but a great poser.”104

 It is impossible to accurately measure 
how much impact the book, or Belle, for that 
matter, may have had in the sudden interest in 
bag punching as exercise for women that oc-
curred in the first decade of the new century. 
However, many gyms added punching bags 
to their equipment offerings at this time, and 
many fitness magazines included articles of 

training for women. Gordon 
posed for one of the most 
important of those articles, 
titled “Bag Punching for 
Women,” and written by a 
medical doctor in 1907. The 
article in Health magazine 
helped allay concerns that 
this was inappropriate ex-
ercise for women, or that it 
could be dangerous.105 “Bag 
punching is attended with no 
danger or injury of any kind, 
or sprained muscles,” wrote 
the doctor. It would instead 
create in women grace, poise, 
agility, well-molded and firm 
muscles, and overall good 
health.106

 As for Belle, she began 
dressing more provocatively 
after the book’s publication, 
revealing her body more ful-
ly while she performed her 
act. A 1906 report from Dal-
las suggests the success of 
this approach as the review-
er wrote, “The hygienic value 
of the exercise is shown in 
her symmetrically developed 

Although Physical Culture for Women was aimed at beginners, some of 
the exercises, like the one-arm pushup above, required more upper body 
strength than a beginner would normally possess.

Gordon’s excellent physical condition can be 
plainly seen in this 1904 photo taken for her 
book demonstrating the starting position for 
bag punching. She was then about 24 years old. 
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figure . . . she is most pleas-
ing to look upon and there 
is no suggestion of the pu-
gilist about her.”107 She also 
began using the term “The 
Athletic Girl” and later “The 
Physical Culture Girl,” in her 
advertising along with, of 
course, her continued billing 
as the Champion Female Bag 
Puncher of the World.
 For at least ten years 
after the release of Physi-
cal Culture for Women, Gor-
don continued to perform in 
vaudeville, but she gradual-
ly gravitated away from the 
big cities and played small-
er towns, especially those in 
the western states of Amer-
ica. Reports of her shows in 
places like Wichita, Kansas; 
Bismarck, North Dakota; An-
aconda, Montana; and Olym-
pia, Washington, show she 
was still working as a head-
liner, but the theaters were 
not as grand.108 In 1909, she 
teamed up with concert vi-
olinist Al Barber and they 
appeared together as Gordon and Barber for 
about three years. With Barber, she did her en-
tire ten-minute performance while he played 
for her with the music’s pace increasing during 
her time on stage. Again, nothing is known 
about their relationship or why they parted 
ways in 1913. Belle continued to work after the 
split for about two more years, billing herself as 
“The Athletic Girl” once again. The last mention 
I found of her appearing was in South Bend, In-
diana, on 19 November 1915.109

Concluding Thoughts
 Although Gordon’s story is far from ful-
ly documented in this paper, I wanted to offer 
up this admittedly incomplete essay to connect 
her to Bieke Gil’s work on Charmion as her life in 
vaudeville overlapped almost exactly with Belle 
Gordon’s. Both women were major stars on 
vaudeville, both women were filmed by Thom-
as Edison, both displayed the muscularity they 
built through exercise, and both represented a 
new type of woman. Bieke has suggested that 
we must consider the meaning of the Edison 
films particularly carefully for they both embody 
and suggest multiple layers of meaning for 

women. While Belle’s “victo-
ry,” in the film (and night after 
night on the vaudeville stage) 
could be read as a celebra-
tion of women’s athleticism 
and physicality, and serve as 
a “powerful symbol of wom-
en’s physical emancipation 
and autonomy,” we must not 
forget that the women are si-
multaneously still subjects of 
the male gaze, which objec-
tified their bodies as sexual 
commodities.”110

 Bieke’s right, of course. 
Belle Gordon, like Charmion 
several years later, was clear-
ly sexually objectified by her 
participation in the film and 
also in her performances on 
stage in vaudeville. Further, 
Bieke is right in asserting that 
the majority of contemporary 
scholars of women’s stud-
ies almost uniformly regard 
such objectification—or be-
ing under “the male gaze”—
as problematic for women, 
especially women in sport. 
As a topic, the male gaze has 

been much discussed over the years by femi-
nist scholars who view it primarily as a force 
that works against women. What scholars have 
spent less time thinking about is whether “the 
gaze” may also serve different functions in some 
circumstances. Sport historian Allen Guttmann, 
in his work on sport and Eros has suggested 
that the male gaze is neither monolithically evil 
nor demeaning to all women. In his 2002 essay 
titled “Spartan Girls, French Postcards, and the 
Male Gaze: Another Go at Eros and Sport,” Gut-
tmann argues that some women, fully aware of 
the gaze, will do as figure skater Katarina Witt 
did in her famous/infamous Carmen perfor-
mance at the Olympics in 1988 and intention-
ally use the existence of the gaze to “embrace 
a fusion of the athletic, the aesthetic, and the 
erotic” in their performance of “sport.”111 In Witt’s 
case that choice led her, while wearing a sexy 
skating outfit that appeared to be cut to the 
waist, to the gold medal in figure skating.
 At the turn of the twentieth century, 
I believe that Charmion, some of the strong 
women I’ve written about in the past, and es-
pecially the subject of this paper, Belle Gor-
don—realized that it was in fact the existence 

By 1906, Belle was wearing a costume not dis-
similar to Charmion’s or other acrobats who 
performed in tights on her legs and an elegant-
ly  trimmed gymnastics singlet. This picture ap-
peared in the Police Gazette on 19 May 1906.
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of the sexualized male gaze that provided them 
with the opportunity to be an athlete. Rather 
than restricting them, the fact that they devel-
oped physical skills that defied gender norms 
while maintaining an appearance of traditional 
beauty, desirability and, putting this in quotes 
“femininity,” meant that women who would 
otherwise have had no prospects of a physi-
cally-based career were able to move outside 
moribund separate sphere ideology; transcend 
Victorian norms; and become what I believe 
should be called the New Women of vaudeville 
and the circus. Admittedly, they were not of the 
same background as the basketball-playing, 
university-educated women we generally asso-
ciate with New Women in the Progressive Era. 
My suspicion is that Belle spent her youth on 
a small, hard-scrabble farm, living on the edge 
of poverty. The fact that she was performing at 
age 14, and perhaps touring by 15, provided her 
with a very different set of life-choices than the 
young women attending Mount Holyoke and 
Wellesley.
 I believe that Gordon, and many of the 
women who worked in vaudeville and the cir-
cus, realized that the existence of the sexual-
ized male gaze provided an opportunity for her 
to become a performer. Rather than restricting 
her, Belle developed physical skills that defied 
gender norms while maintaining an appear-
ance of traditional beauty, desirability and fem-
ininity. She chose to use her moving body as a 
form of art and to do so knowingly under the 
male gaze. And, by making that choice, she 
provided thousands of others with a window 
into a world where women could be viewed as 
physically competent and could even do some 
things better than highly skilled men. She told a 
reporter once that she’s been invited by a wom-
en’s academy to become their physical edu-
cation instructor and that it would have given 
her a secure life. However, she explained, “I can 
make much more money in theater, and I will 
reach more people.”112 She certainly did.
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