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For Paola,

whose soul

helps me touch secrets.



PROLOGUE


César Ritz checked his pocket watch as the lavish carriage rolled into the roundabout. It was June 14, 1894—a quarter past ten in the evening. Right on schedule, thought Ritz, snapping his fingers at the footmen and adjusting his waistcoat in anticipation of the celebrity guest. She was a personal favorite of his, the Grande Dame of the theater, the greatest actress the world had ever known.

The hotelier forgave her many eccentricities, such as her penchant for traveling with a pet alligator—one that enjoyed champagne, no less. As the general manager of the Savoy, London’s premier hotel, it was Ritz’s job to cater to the whims of his customers, particularly the artists. When Claude Monet insisted on room 618 with its perfect view of Waterloo Bridge, it became the subject of a dozen canvases.

Artists had their desires; the hotelier accommodated them. What happened behind closed doors remained private. Ritz instructed his staff with the maxim: See all without looking; hear all without listening; be attentive without being servile.

Earlier that week, Ritz had quietly escorted the Prince of Wales and a “companion” to the honeymoon suite. Five floors up, the young Oscar Wilde was smoking opium-laced Egyptian cigarettes, sipping absinthe, and carrying on in ways that would soon put him on trial for committing “homosexual acts of gross indecency.”

Everyone had his or her secrets, and the actress arriving that evening at the canopied roundabout of the Savoy was no exception. She flaunted her private affairs, in fact, to fuel her fame, which had been unsurpassed until now. As a footman opened the carriage door, Ritz inclined in a respectful bow to the dazzling figure that emerged, draped in jewels: the Divine Sarah Bernhardt.

The hotelier kissed her hand, taking pains not to seem obsequious but conscious that the aging actress might require a little extra attention this evening. Sarah had just returned from a performance at the Drury Lane, where she’d witnessed, for the first time, the spellbinding acting of her archrival: Eleonora Duse, who was leading a quiet revolution on the stage.

To showcase her radically new style of acting, the Italian Duse had chosen a very old play: Dumas’s La Dame aux camélias, written in 1848 as a novel first, then adapted by the author for the theater. The play was popular around the world, quite risqué in its time—a poignant melodrama about a sickly courtesan in love with a client who leaves her to die alone. It was the signature role of Sarah Bernhardt, who had made a career of playing the part in capitals across the world. Now, Eleonora Duse was taking Bernhardt’s play to those same capitals, forcing critics to make a choice between the old and the new. Sarah felt the affront, no doubt; how could she not? But the rivalry was not personal for Eleonora—not yet, at least. In fact, Sarah had been her idol.

A generation younger, Eleonora had risen to international stardom from a penniless family of itinerant troubadours. For the last decade, she’d been disrupting the Western theater world with a singular style that was both subtle and provocative, rooted in her body, yet profoundly mystical. Like a temple priestess performing an incantation, her power lay in the silence between the words—the realm of thought and intention—where she invited the audience to meet her as cocreators. By ignoring the crowd completely, she provoked people to sit forward in their chairs and read her mind. And by disappearing into the world of the play, she became the antithesis of Sarah Bernhardt, which is perhaps why Duse has largely been forgotten.

Sarah never disappeared. No one sobbed as well as Bernhardt, no one despaired, no one died. When people paid to see the great “Sarah Bernhardt,” the actress gave them a show they would never forget. She relished her star power and the profound impact it had on her audiences; her roles were riveting and indelible. By the sheer enormity of her stage presence, Bernhardt had transformed the theater world, lifting acting from the disrepute into which it had fallen and raising it to its original stature as a true art.

Before Bernhardt’s time, popular theater had been more vaudeville than opera, a largely social experience. Opera glasses panned the crowd as much as the performance. Actors were outcasts, actresses were courtesans—and when they died, they were buried, by law, in the local potter’s field. The rising bourgeoisie who paid to see actors on the boards wouldn’t have them in their cemeteries.

It cost pennies to buy a theater ticket, a pittance, and no one got rich as an actress—until Sarah. Her talent was such that she had earned the attention of the royals who had avoided “popular” theater. They had preferred Puccini to Pirandello. And why shouldn’t they?

The actor’s craft was a highly stylized affair, delivered in shrill voices within tableau-like blocking. Actors did not pretend to portray multidimensional, flesh-and-blood human beings; they were archetypes—the Empress, the Lover, the Evil Authority Figure, the Beloved—reenacting the human passion play for our entertainment.

Acting was a paint-by-numbers enterprise. There were manuals that showed you how to do it—a book of “poses” that represented the entire gamut of emotions, from devastation to rage. If a certain line called for “curiosity,” for example, one need look no further than page nineteen of the Handbook of Theatrical Poses by Alamanno Morelli (Prontuario delle pose sceniche, published in 1854 and widely read). Any literate actor could assume the “curiosity” posture as prescribed:

Listen with maximum interest, torso bent at the waist; head forward, somewhat turned; mouth open; right hand partially opened near the face . . . right foot forward, leg bent at the knee; left heel back.

It was absurdly specific. Yet talented actors were masters of these poses, reproducing them time and again in perfect detail, like championship athletes. They became known for their technical virtuosity in certain signature roles, often repeating the most popular speeches two or three times in spontaneous encores within a scene; this brought the drama to a standstill but delighted the adoring crowd. It was maddening to modernists like Duse and others who wanted theater to mirror real life. Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen noted dryly that actresses in Norway “always swooned on the left of the stage and always with a handkerchief in their left hand.”

The writing was equally rote. Tragic plots invariably ended in death or suicide; comedies, in marriage. Attending the theater became a passive, predictable experience. Many in the audience might have already seen the play, often several times—so it was hardly necessary to pay close attention.

Then writers began creating more original plays. And certain actors were attempting to elevate the craft by performing the poses with such artistry that the theatrical tableaus became like living poetry. The undisputed master of this was Sarah Bernhardt, who continued to dazzle, even in her fifties, the average life expectancy for a Victorian woman.

Sarah seemed immortal; she continued to perform the plays that launched her—and no one played the coquette quite like her. But it was in tragedy that she truly shone, facing her doom with such pathos that it left her audience in tears. “By her extraordinary power of swooning,” commented Jean Cocteau, “she filled the arms of the world.”

Sarah’s success was unparalleled. In her numerous tours of America, she occupied seven train cars, steaming from town to town on the “Bernhardt Special” as if she were on a presidential whistle-stop. As writer Henry James remarked: “She is too American not to succeed in America.” She understood, like no one else, that a star’s image could—and should—be manufactured; the more outsized, the better. In the words of critic Jules Lemaître:

Sarah Bernhardt . . . is eminently a Russian princess, unless she is a Byzantine empress or a begum of Muscat, feline and impassioned . . . eccentric, enigmatic, woman-abyss, woman I know not what. . . . She could enter a convent, discover the North Pole, have herself inoculated with rabies, assassinate an emperor, or marry a Negro king without astonishing me.

Sarah invented the culture of the exotic, eccentric celebrity. There would be no Lady Gaga without Bernhardt—no Madonna, Cher, Liberace, Bowie, or countless others. As the world’s first superstar, Sarah originated the notion of merchandising herself through product endorsements, from aperitifs to beef bouillon. She commissioned a series of striking posters by Art Nouveau master Alphonse Mucha, which fans on every continent could collect. There were also souvenir postcards (“cabinet cards,” as they were known) of Sarah in every conceivable role and situation, including asleep in her signature coffin—a practice rumored to feed her understanding of death and dying, which was her theatrical specialty. Sarah Bernhardt was known by millions, and she remains so to this day. At the height of her career, not a day went by without her name appearing somewhere in print. This was by design. It was a strategy.

As much as Sarah adored the spotlight, Eleonora Duse shied away from it. While deeply private about her offstage life, she would bare it all in the footlights—an actress who felt her roles with such intensity that they exhausted her. Despite being fourteen years Sarah’s junior, Eleonora did not have nearly the stamina of Bernhardt, who booked twice as many shows during her endless tours, lasting two years or more. Yet Duse’s work was revolutionary—and now Bernhardt had witnessed it for herself.

César Ritz could tell that the experience had unnerved the diva. But he also knew that Sarah was damned if she’d let it show to the dowagers scrutinizing her from the Savoy lobby.

“Did you order the bananas for Darwin?” Sarah asked Ritz as he escorted her through the grand entryway. Darwin was her chimpanzee.

“But of course, Madame,” responded Ritz, who is credited with coining the phrase “the customer is always right.”

Before Ritz could whisk Sarah into his newly installed Otis elevator, they were accosted by a reporter who asked the question of the hour: “What do you think of Eleonora Duse?”

Sarah had a quick answer, rehearsed and ready: She’s of the vine [meaning: a peasant], not an actress.

Delivered in French, the line produced the expected amusement. Elle n’est pas une actrice, elle est de vigne. It was a play on Sarah’s own trademark descriptor: divine.

•  •  •

The house at the Drury Lane Theatre had been packed that night. One hour after curtain, the buzzing audience was finally gone, save a solitary figure perched up in “The Gods,” the cheapest section of the house—so high up as to be in the realm of Mount Olympus. It was the only ticket Tebaldo Checchi could afford; he was fortunate to have obtained a last-row seat at all. Everyone in London was clamoring to catch a glimpse of the Italian sensation. Tebaldo, a Neapolitan, had traveled all the way from Uruguay for the experience. He’d seen Duse before, of course, countless times. He had even shared the stage with her. But this was different. Tonight her performance had been transcendent.

Tebaldo had been surrounded by students and impoverished artists, all eager to witness the artistry of La Duse, as she was known. None of them could afford opera glasses, which made it difficult to perceive the action on the distant stage. A world-class actress like Bernhardt knew to tilt her head backward to allow her voice to rise and reach those “popular” seats, with poses and gestures broad enough to be read by the back of the house.

Not so with Duse. She did just the opposite, turning upstage, having a private moment at the coat rack or mirror, speaking sotto voce. And yet all of this somehow carried to the uppermost balcony as an invisible pulse of energy. It had astonished Tebaldo.

At times, Duse had sat in silence—simply thinking onstage while the audience watched, either intrigued or utterly confused. It was scandalous in certain quarters, which held that the ticket-buying public paid to hear grand speeches, not these curious pauses best left to rehearsals. Why would an audience want the burden of having to guess what the actress might be thinking?

Attempting to read the mind of Eleonora Duse had been a central preoccupation of Tebaldo Checchi: they had been husband and wife. But even in their four years together, he had never been able to get inside her head. Checchi was a journeyman actor from Naples; Duse, a theatrical prophet. Her thoughts ran at a different frequency, which is why their relationship never really stood a chance. The wedding had been impulsive. Eleonora had been suicidal at the time; he swooped in, savior and protector. She needed his kindness and quiet support, and was grateful for it. But that was all in the past.

The last time Tebaldo had seen Eleonora was ten years prior, when they were on tour together in South America, several winters into their unsteady marriage. It was during that tour that she and Tebaldo had decided to separate. He stayed in Uruguay. But they had a child together—a girl, whom Tebaldo missed terribly. That’s why he had traveled from South America to England in 1894: he had planned to demand visitation rights. But Tebaldo made the mistake of first seeing Eleonora perform.

That moment when Eleonora, as the ill-fated courtesan Camille, had allowed her eyes to flicker through a series of emotions, from indignation to shame, then a flash of embarrassment punctuated by a sudden blush . . . it was astonishing. Eleonora had developed such uncanny control of her instrument that she was able to blush at will—which is why she walked the stage without makeup. It made her, by all accounts, even more beautiful. But it was the beauty of her performance that had stunned Tebaldo.

Critics had remarked that Duse didn’t have a technique. She acted from intuition—a sense that took her places where no other living actor dared to tread. One choice in act 3 had caused the crowd to let out a collective gasp, for Eleonora had broken the three most elementary rules of stagecraft:

1. Never turn your back on the audience.

2. Never deliver lines while in motion. Any trained actor would know to face the crowd squarely and assume the traditional posture required for that particular speech.

3. Declaim your lines with authority, not sotto voce, as she had done, so that her words were barely audible.

And yet Eleonora’s choices seemed natural. It hardly mattered that the line was inaudible. This was one of theater’s best-known plays. The English crowd was perfectly capable of following along, whether the play was performed in the original French, or, in this case, in Italian. Indeed, since the text was well known, there was a certain genius to Eleonora’s choice of going for something subdued—to make her choices small and intimate.

Not only did Duse ignore the audience, she seemed entirely unaware of it. This was radical. As Goethe had stated unequivocally in his 1803 Rules for Actors: “the player must always divide his attention between two objects . . . between the person to whom he is speaking and his audience.” Now, nearly a century later, Eleonora was shunning the audience altogether.

Tebaldo found it electrifying, this voyeuristic thrill of observing someone who seemed completely unaware of being “seen,” a person at her most vulnerable. From his perch in the balcony, he felt like he had been watching the actors muddling their way through the very drama of the human condition.

Do you know how theater originated? Eleonora had once asked him after a performance, her dark eyes lighting up as they inevitably did when she talked about mysticism. Though completely unschooled, Eleonora had read voraciously her entire life, particularly books on spirituality.

Theater began as an offshoot of religion, she explained, with the singular purpose of helping us to understand what it means to be human—in all its poignancy, humor, and devastation. As our ancestors gazed up at the stars, trying to fathom our purpose, the high priest(ess) of the tribe—the shaman—would recount the stories of the past, enacting the different roles (the Hero, the Beloved, the Antagonist), allowing his body temporarily to become “possessed” and letting the spirit archetypes channel through him. This was the original acting, Eleonora whispered. It meant dissolving the ego.

“I call it ‘The Grace,’ ” she said, admitting that the presence didn’t “visit” her every performance. But in those moments when The Grace flowed through her, Eleonora felt connected to the entire universe.

Tebaldo heard the words but could not quite fathom their meaning ten years earlier. Now he had seen The Grace with his own eyes. He wanted to weep.

•  •  •

It hadn’t always been a rivalry. A generation older, Sarah had been something of a mentor to the young Italian, and certainly had paved the way for her success. In Eleonora’s youth, Sarah was already an icon—summoned to royal courts, a visiting artiste on the same level as Mozart. “It would be hard to imagine a more brilliant embodiment of feminine success,” said Henry James, one of Sarah’s most loyal fans.

In her twenties, she had famously walked away from the prestigious Comédie-Française to form her own company, a bold but brilliant move that had inspired Eleonora Duse to do likewise. But success had come much more slowly for Duse.

Odd as it may seem today, it was considered frivolous at the time, even harmful, for an actress to “feel” the part she was playing. As critic and philosopher Denis Diderot had written in The Paradox of Acting (published in 1830): “Extreme sensitiveness makes poor actors; while absolute lack of sensitiveness is a quality of the highest acting.” His bizarre argument went as follows:

If the actor were full, really full, of feeling, how could he play the same part twice running with the same spirit and success? Full of fire at the first performance, he would be worn out and cold as a marble at the third.

For Diderot, acting was more akin to an athletic performance than an art—it required physical discipline. The ideal actor should feel nothing and be a master of physical mimicry. This antiemotional acting by imitation, or “indication,” was known as Symbolism or the Symbolic style. It’s what audiences had come to expect. If actors attempted to act more naturally, they were often booed from the stage. Michel Baron, the favorite pupil of French playwright Molière, attempted “to speak and not declaim,” and he was hissed at by the seventeenth-century Parisian public.

The “struggle” between emotionalism and antiemotionalism—represented perfectly in the rivalry between Duse and Bernhardt—went back to Roman times and the very origins of the theater. William Archer, in his famous 1888 essay, Masks or Faces?, cited a first-century Roman rhetorician:

Quintilian . . . is very explicit on the subject of stage tears. . . . “The great secret . . . for moving the passions is to be moved ourselves; for the imitation of grief, anger, indignation, will often be ridiculous, if our words and countenance alone conform to the emotion, not our heart.”

To mimic the feeling from the outside in, as Sarah would do, was useless trickery, a disservice to the audience. Quintilian’s counsel to actors: “Let our speech proceed from the very state of mind which we wish to induce in the judge.”

But Quintilian was in the minority. Summoning an emotion on command was devilishly difficult, especially in colossal amphitheaters that seated tens of thousands. It was far easier to employ a language of gestures and masks, systematized by actors and accepted by the public as shorthand symbols. These millennia-old conventions—the tricks of the trade—were now woven into the very fabric of the theater. The idealized poses had become the hallmarks of great acting.

When the unschooled Eleonora began her career in the 1860s, she had certainly not been exposed to the writings of Diderot or Quintilian. Without any formal training, she simply began acting from the inside out—allowing her feelings to guide her on the stage. Those who recognized Duse’s genius were floored by it. Russian actor-director Konstantin Stanislavski would one day codify Duse’s craft into what would become the basis of method acting in America. But the Duse method, known as verismo (“realism”), was an abomination to Sarah Bernhardt and many others, who felt it made theater pedestrian. A tragic drama like La Dame aux camélias needed to be performed with grandeur. Sarah felt that Eleonora’s work was returning the art to the ignominy from which she had lifted it.

By the following year, in the summer of 1895, the Duse-Bernhardt rivalry would reach its apogee in an extraordinary theatrical event: both actresses were booked to perform across the street from each other in London—in the very same play.

After years of competition, onstage and in their private lives, the two stars would finally be performing head-to-head in the decisive showcase of their radically different styles. Both actresses had their ardent proponents, and it was by no means clear which would prevail.

Ultimately they would each have an extraordinary impact: one would leave an enduring mark on the theater, the other would live in our imaginations forever. The path to this legacy, however, would be marked by high drama and low blows.



CHAPTER ONE


The legend is that Duse’s birth took place on a moving train in the year 1858, as the locomotive steamed into Vigevano in northern Italy. Though this story, retold by several early biographers, is factually incorrect,I it is true in spirit, given Eleonora’s restless nature and lifelong resistance to putting down roots.

Duse was born into a family of troubadours who moved from town to town, performing for pennies in the public square. It was a turbulent time in Italy—not yet a country, unsure of its future. The peninsula remained an amalgamation of fiefdoms, city-states with conflicting outlooks and cultures: the Austrian-controlled Republic of Venice, the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, the Papal States of Rome, and the Kingdom of Sardinia, ruled by the progressive King Vittorio Emanuele II.

For centuries, Italian writers and scholars had urged unification. In the fourteenth century, humanist Francesco Petrarca (Petrarch) had rediscovered Cicero’s letters—epistles filled with celebrations of classical civilization. Realizing with great sadness that Italy’s warring tribes had lost touch with the beauty and propriety of a bygone era, Petrarch initiated the idea of a historical “Dark Ages.” His eloquent canzone Italia Mia cried out for peace across the Italian peninsula.

By the nineteenth century Petrarch’s plea had become a rallying cry for Italian statehood. In 1859, one year after Eleonora’s birth, unification forces would seize Lombardy from the Austrians and declare Vittorio Emanuele king of Italy, though it took another decade or two before the kingdom spanned the entire peninsula. This ongoing Italian revolution affected the Duse family personally when accusations of treason ended the career of Eleonora’s grandfather, the highly gifted Luigi Duse, one of the most celebrated actors of his day.

Luigi had entered the profession against the wishes of his family, prosperous merchants who shipped goods up and down the Adriatic. In an era when sons were expected to enter the family trade, particularly when that trade was thriving and offered opportunities for upward mobility, it was unthinkable for the boy to pursue a “hobby” such as acting. But that is precisely what willful Luigi did.

He had been born in 1792, the year French revolutionaries imprisoned Marie Antoinette and composed “La Marseillaise.” With recent advances in textiles and manufacturing, the Industrial Revolution had given birth to a newly prosperous merchant class in which the Duse family, importers of goods from foreign lands, was ensconced. They plied their trade in Chioggia, perched on the southern lip of the Venetian lagoon. Though not nearly as glamorous as its sister city to the north, Chioggia offered ample Venetian charm in its waterways, stone bridges, and secluded alleyways. Young Luigi, with his good looks and romantic ideas, would gaze for hours at the blue waters of the Adriatic, dreaming of touring the world.

In a vain attempt to rid him of his artistic delusions, Luigi was dispatched inland by his father to apprentice with his uncle, who worked as a clerk in the city of Padua. But the young Luigi quickly abandoned his post to join a company of touring actors. Both talented and ambitious, he soon launched his own company, founding the Teatro Duse in Padua in 1834. Though he shone at first in tragic roles, Luigi discovered that his true passion lay in comedic characterizations, which were extremely popular in the Veneto region.

At the time, Italian comedy took its inspiration from commedia dell’arte, which had originated in the sixteenth century. Playing on makeshift stages to largely illiterate and unsophisticated crowds, actors specialized in a specific maschera (a masked “type”) or stock character whose antics were easy to follow. These archetypes included Pantalone (literally, “Trousers”), the patron or master—miserly and invariably cuckold, the butt of many jokes—and his servant, Arlecchino (Harlequin), perhaps the most famous, with his catlike mask, costume of multicolored triangles, and the stick with which he slapped the other actors around (the origin of the word slapstick). Other archetypes in the commedia pantheon were Il Capitano (The Captain)—bold, swaggering, but ultimately a trembling coward—and Il Dottore (The Doctor), a caricature of the learned professional, both a fraud and a pompous ass. The common theme, of course, was antiauthoritarianism, which is what made these comedies so popular with the masses as they cheered on the heroes: Gli Innamorati (the star-crossed Lovers), who must battle against society to fulfill their destiny. But these standardized vignettes were stifling for a talented thespian like Luigi Duse. The plots were contrived and hackneyed; all the actors wore masks, concealing their facial expressions and forcing them to perform with exaggerated gestures. Luigi felt it was time to take off the masks. But instead of overturning the commedia dell’arte tradition, Luigi rebelled within the system, by creating a new archetype—his own signature maschera, one without a mask, however.

With a long black ponytail, chevron hat, turquoise jacket, and floral waistcoat, Luigi turned himself into Giacometto, a bumbling fellow, always short of money, but jolly nonetheless. Giacometto became a staple of the Veneto region and established Luigi as a major Italian actor. French novelist George Sand ranked his talent above that of the finest French comics. A populist beloved by all, “Gigi” allowed students to attend his performances by bartering salami, flowers, or even a bag of onions for admission. Theatergoers began calling him Amico (our friend) Duse; they trusted him implicitly. But even quicker than his ascent was his fall.

Gigi had become known for improvising asides, comical indictments of the establishment whispered conspiratorially to the delighted crowd. He once mocked Italian patriot and Populist Daniele Manin, who had been agitating to seize control of Venice from the Austrians—an extremely popular cause. Nothing was off-limits for the playful Gigi, especially when he walked the boards as Giacometto. This time he went too far, however. Luigi had rivals in the Veneto theater—other actors, jealous of his popularity and fame, who exploited the Manin incident to spread rumors that Duse was unpatriotic. It worked.

The rejection was sudden and absolute; Luigi’s once-adoring audience abandoned him. In a few years, his namesake theater in Padua, the Teatro Duse, would be renamed Teatro Garibaldi, after the revolutionary leader of the “red shirts,” the militia largely responsible for the unification of Italy. Luigi died, bitter and impoverished, in 1854, leaving four sons, all actors.

Like his father before him, Luigi had insisted that his children enter the new family business—though they would likely have done far better in other fields, for they shared neither Luigi’s talent nor his enthusiasm for the stage. Eleonora’s father, third-born Alessandro, had wanted to be a painter—but he, like his brothers, lacked the will to defy his father.

In one performance early in his undistinguished career, Alessandro bungled the final lines of a play and the curtain closed to tepid applause. His father witnessed the gaffe from the balcony and—moody and bitter after his forced retirement—shouted out: “Asino!” (Jackass!) The crowd turned to the box in which Luigi was seated and recognized the aging actor, whom they had once loved. Unable to resist their applause, the elder statesman made his way to the stage for a bow, overshadowing the curtain call of his own son, who stood in silent humiliation. Though Luigi was too old for a comeback, it certainly felt like a vindication.

The Compagnia Duse became a third-rate troupe—four brothers, their wives, and a handful of others related by blood or marriage. There were no fixed engagements, no security—it was busking, really, passing around a tin cup. They would pile their threadbare sets and rickety stage onto a donkey cart and walk from sunrise to sunset to reach the next town. Their inventory was rudimentary: a wall flat with a doorway, a multipurpose wooden bench. It did the job.

One day Eleonora’s father found himself navigating a narrow alleyway in the medieval town of Vicenza, some thirty miles west of Venice, when a clump of dirt and leaves fell upon him. He glanced up to a second-story window to see an enchanting girl tending to a flower box where she was growing geraniums. A smitten Alessandro made certain to stroll down the same alley each day during the run in Vicenza. After a few more encounters with this dark-haired beauty, he mustered the courage to face the patriarch of the Cappelletto household, which was when it burst out of him: a spontaneous proposal of marriage. The courtship had consisted of a few furtive glances and shared smiles, but Alessandro had convinced himself the girl was heaven-sent. When he learned her name, it felt like a vindication: Angelica.

Angelica’s father gave the nuptials his blessings. Angelica was the last in a sprawling family of twenty-one girls. Desperate for some peace and quiet, Signor Cappelletto dispatched his final offspring to join the Duse troubadours, where she became, by necessity rather than avocation, prima donna. She was beautiful, the brothers decided—talent came second.

Angelica was pregnant almost overnight, but lost this first child, a boy, in childbirth. She soon became pregnant again; the company did not slow down. They were traveling from Venice to Vigevano when Angelica came to term in late 1858.

Desperate not to lose another baby, Alessandro did what he could to provide a suitable venue for the child’s delivery. Scrounging together the coins in the kitty, he found an innkeeper willing to believe his lie that Angelica was “a woman of means”—it was the only way to secure the room. Alessandro repeated his fabrication on Eleonora’s birth certificate, attempting perhaps to elevate his daughter’s status. The child came into the world at 2:00 a.m. on October 3, 1858, and was baptized two days later. Her uncle Enrico was the godfather, and they listed Vigevano as their place of residence—“home,” to a traveling actor, was an elusive matter. Born in a hotel room, Eleonora would tour her entire life and end up dying in one, too.

The Duses hardly had time to celebrate their baby’s birth before they were, again, on the road. Eleonora was soon trudging along with the rest of them, holding the hem of her mother’s dress. No home, no future, just the night’s performance, and the hope that it might yield enough to buy some food.

•  •  •

Eleonora was thrust upon the stage at age four. “She did not choose to be an actress,” said Eva Le Gallienne, a fellow actor who knew her: “She was forced to be one.”

Eleonora’s first play, fittingly, was Les Misérables—an Italian adaptation of Victor Hugo’s novel of societal injustice, in whose preface he wrote:

So long as the three problems of the age—the degradation of man by poverty, the ruin of women by starvation, and the dwarfing of childhood by physical and spiritual night—are not solved . . . books like this cannot be useless.

Eleonora certainly knew poverty, hunger, and spiritual darkness—it would seem more than appropriate to debut as Cosette, a penniless abandoned waif. So poor was the Duse troupe that they sent Eleonora out on the streets as a beggar; and that act of begging became a powerful acting coach—a girl who can read faces and summon tears at will is bound to get an extra lira or two.

Though she had no training as an actress, Eleonora exhibited a preternatural ability to imagine scenarios in her mind. Lacking any real friends—her cousins were older—she would talk to furniture.

Inanimate objects “in their silence, contained great enchantment,” Eleonora once wrote.

Her mother recognized early on that Eleonora had the artist’s gift of great sensitivity; she helped nurture her talents, allowing Eleonora time to play imaginary games. While Eleonora and Angelica felt strongly connected, her father looked at the child in more practical terms. Certain plays in their repertoire called for children, the other kids in the troupe were older—why not make use of Eleonora?

In Eleonora’s very first performance as Cosette, a stage manager in the wings whacked her on the legs with a switch before pushing her onto the stage—she needed to cry in the scene, and couldn’t possibly be expected to do so on her own. As biographer William Weaver noted: “She learned, early and without metaphor, that in order to entertain the public, the actor had to suffer.”

And suffer she did. The company was constantly on the move, arriving in a new town when the streets were busy on a market day or after a fair. Traveling on foot sometimes for miles through the night, they took care to avoid the ongoing revolt against Austria. Theaters would be closed in battle areas and that meant going hungry.

Duse grew up desperately lonely: no home, no community. After learning to read, she buried her head in books—the few that they could afford, mainly scripts of new plays. She would read them again and again, trying to fathom the playwright’s intention. Even at this young age, Duse had an instinct that there was more to acting than the rote recitation she observed in her company. But no one else saw it as she did, which only increased Eleonora’s feeling of isolation.

One time in a village outside of Turin, Eleonora observed a group of girls around her age who were playing merry-go-round. “Disheveled, giggling and shouting, unrestrained in the wind,” is how she described them in an autobiography she began many years later but never finished. She was “dazzled by the hum, by that rotating fly wheel,” sighing, “Ah! To enter there!”

Mustering her resolve, Eleonora joined the play, but the girls stopped suddenly and ogled the interloper; she ran back to her mother in tears.

Another day in another town, Eleonora again spotted a girl her age—by herself, this time, sitting near a fountain. Eleonora could sense that she, too, was lonely and approached. For a moment they stood side by side in silence, then Eleonora reached out boldly and took her hand. The apparently homeless girl stayed with the actors for several days as they played the town.

Duse told the story to an acquaintance some forty years later and still remembered the girl’s name: Déjanira. “She was my first friend—my only childhood friend,” Eleonora wrote. “I loved her.”

Then she saw her first corpse; Eleonora was twelve, living in Tuscany. The river near their cottage overran its banks during a flood, and a little girl drowned. It was Eleonora, in fact, who discovered the dead body while crossing a bridge.

Keenly observant with a photographic memory for detail, Duse would record every aspect of the girl’s appearance decades later in her unfinished autobiography, from the bare and swollen feet to the extreme pallor of her face. She took inventory of her clothing: “a ticking petticoat, a triangular handkerchief embroidered with little colored flowers knotted on her breast.”

A crowd soon converged; Eleonora saw the girl’s hysterical mother claw her way through the gawkers, crying out to the girl “with all the names of the heart.”

The woman wailed, picked up her daughter—but she barely had the strength to carry her off. Eleonora’s mother, Angelica, watched in horror alongside her neighbors. There was little they could say or do.

But Angelica stepped forward suddenly and invited the distraught woman into the cottage where they lived. Working together, the two mothers laid the lifeless girl upon Eleonora’s little bed, and tried to remove her mud-soaked clothes; they could not bury her without first cleaning her. Eleonora was horrified and fascinated; the incident would remain etched in her mind.

With a naked corpse laid out upon her bed, Angelica grabbed an item from Eleonora’s wardrobe—the only dress she owned—and offered it to the bereaved mother for the burial. The gift was profound. It forced Eleonora to think about her own mortality—like a spectator at her own funeral. She imagined the girl animate and gay one moment, then inert the next.

Where did her spirit go?

Whether Angelica had intended it as such, it became Eleonora’s first awakening. She felt outside herself, almost as if she were watching a scene unfolding in a play.

Two years later, Duse experienced a second epiphany after traveling to Verona in 1873 to play in Romeo and Juliet. Eleonora had been poring over the role of Juliet for months. It was a mainstay of their repertoire—albeit a streamlined, simplified adaptation of Shakespeare’s original. But the themes were all there; and Eleonora was intrigued by them.

Is there a love that can conquer death?

She dove headlong into the role; and Juliet transformed her. This was the story she repeated to close friends and lovers—authors, two of them, who would one day write about it. The events have undoubtedly been mythologized, especially by Eleonora herself—but it hardly matters. What happened in Verona changed Duse profoundly; of this there is no doubt.

As she entered the city’s ancient gates, fourteen-year-old Eleonora clutched her script to her bosom, obsessed with the coincidence that Verona was Juliet’s birthplace and Juliet was, herself, fourteen at the time of her death. Duse later described the feeling to lover Gabriele d’Annunzio, who made it a pivotal scene of his novel about their affair: “The gossip of the Nurse buzzed in my ears,” says Foscarina, the fictionalized version of Eleonora: “Little by little my destiny seemed to be getting mixed up with the destiny of the Veronese maiden.”

It was Duse’s first visit to the bustling city, whose two-thousand-year history was apparent everywhere she looked. Eleonora saw coffins and imagined the body of Juliet inside them. She began to feel her own identity slip away, convinced she was a reincarnation of Shakespeare’s heroine.

The performance was to take place in the vast Amfiteatro, a Coliseum-like outdoor arena that seated twenty-five thousand spectators and dated back to Roman times. The Duse troupe would not draw those kinds of numbers—they’d be lucky to have twenty-five. Municipalities like Verona built little wooden platforms in the corners of their amphitheaters to accommodate the strolling players that performed outdoors. Only a handful of larger, established acting companies in Italy could command an indoor stage and upper-class patrons.

Eleonora was happy to be outdoors that evening, for it was a sunset like no other. There was magic to that golden stage in the ruins of the ancient theater. It put the young actress into a heightened state. “At intervals,” says the heroine of d’Annunzio’s book, “my eyes would travel to the long grasses growing at the summit of the walls and there seemed to come to me from them I-know-not-what encouragement to what I was saying and doing.”

Primordial muses hidden among those weeds seemed to beckon to her. Eleonora surrendered to them, and her “words flowed with strange facility, almost involuntarily, as if in a delirium.” She was not, herself, speaking the lines; they were being spoken “through” her.

Eleonora felt she had become a channel, whether to the spirit of the Capulet maiden or something else. As d’Annunzio’s heroine continues: “Every word before leaving my lips seemed to have passed through all the warmth of my blood. There was not a fiber in me that did not contribute to the harmony. Oh, Grace, it was a state of Grace!

“When I heard Romeo saying: ‘O, she doth teach the torches to burn bright,’ truly my whole being kindled. I became a flame.”

By the final act, the sun had faded; it was dark when Juliet awakened in the Capulet crypt to find Romeo dead. She felt herself plunging into the bleakest of emotions: “My eyes sought the glimmer of light at the top of the wall. It had gone out.” She felt the crowd impatient for the finale; some had been deeply moved, others deeply disturbed by her performance. There was the sense of a sacrificial rite as “Juliet” unsheathed her dagger. The arena hushed—they wanted her blood. Suddenly, Eleonora stabbed herself in a manner that seemed so real it shocked the crowd, “which let out such a great roar that I was terrified.”

“Juliet” lost consciousness. The next thing she remembered was hearing the pealing of church bells and smelling roses she had used as a prop and the sooty torches, whose burning pitch irritated her nostrils.

After the show, Eleonora walked for hours through the streets of Verona, trying to make sense of what had transpired. Her mother followed at a respectful distance. Angelica knew something unique had happened to her daughter onstage that night, though she’d be hard-pressed to put it into words. Others in the blue-collar crowd had been electrified, too. Eleonora’s fellow actors hadn’t noticed anything particularly different. The boy playing Romeo likely shrugged it off to one of her many moods.

But something happened that night which she could not deny: the play became real. Eleonora was scared—and fascinated. She needed to walk, and think.

“We crossed a bridge, walked along the Adige,” remembered Eleonora, “then crossed another bridge, entered a small street, lost ourselves in the dark alleys, found a square with a church. . . . My mother asked me now and then: ‘Where are we going?’ ” Eleonora wasn’t sure. She hoped to find a Franciscan convent, housing the hidden tomb of Juliet. She searched all night, but such a place, she realized, did not exist.

The following morning when it came time to move, Eleonora found herself riding in the back of the cart, gazing wistfully at shrinking spires and praying silently to this new force she now called The Grace.

“She had received her revelation,” Count Giuseppe Primoli, one of Duse’s numerous admirers, wrote many years later in writings that were never published. Acting was no longer simply the family business. For Duse, it had become Art.



I. Time magazine (July 30, 1923) reported the mythology of her origin even more erroneously: “Born in a wagon among the musty properties of a band of strolling players on the outskirts of Venice, she grew to womanhood behind the flickering footlights of mean country stages.”



CHAPTER TWO


Not quite a generation earlier, Sarah Bernhardt had entered the world with three strikes against her: she was the illegitimate daughter of a courtesan (well meaning, but largely absent), she had an unknown father, and she was Jewish.

This was Paris, 1844. Sarah’s mother, Youle Bernard (Sarah would later change the spelling of her surname), was a runaway from Amsterdam. She had left Holland as a young teen in the early 1840s after her own mother died—fleeing to Germany with her younger sister, Rosine. The idea of two barely pubescent girls setting off on their own across Europe makes one wonder about conditions at home. Their father, Maurice, an oculist, had remarried; whether the girls escaped their father or new stepmother remains unclear. But run they did, supporting themselves by any means necessary, including sex. Youle soon found herself pregnant with twins by an unknown father, two girls who died within a week of their birth. Pregnant again a year later, she moved at age sixteen to Paris—where she gave birth to Sarah.

It was an exhilarating time to be in this vibrant metropolis. On the bridges and quays, one could marvel at acrobats, sit for a haircut, consult fortune-tellers, or dictate a letter to a sidewalk scribe. Napoleon III would soon be named president of France—the first elected by popular vote. But he would discard the constitution and seize power as emperor when parliament denied him a second term. The self-proclaimed sovereign (nephew of the original Bonaparte) had a grand vision for his reign. He began his makeover of France with a grand reconstruction of Paris, carving modern boulevards through the hive of narrow streets, adding monuments and gas streetlights that illuminated, among other things, the women of the night. And just beyond these brightly lit boulevards, in the dark and crooked alleyways, was another Paris, one where the poor lived in shacks in the shadows of grand palaces. Even the Louvre had its nearby shantytown of clapboard homes with raw sewage and rodents in the alleys.

Sarah’s mother found employment as a seamstress. But it wasn’t long before Youle, with her street smarts, took a good look at the class divide. There was high society, the haut monde, with its corsets, top hats, and paisley shawls; there were the have-nots living in misery; and there was the rising middle class, at once rebelling against the aristocracy and aspiring to be like it. Youle, with a newborn and younger sister in tow, knew they could not remain in the gutter.

The petit bourgeois way of doing this would be to marry the right man, which is the path Youle’s eldest sister had taken in Martinique. But Youle chose a different path. She and Rosine, one year younger, were pretty, with auburn hair and petite figures. They played piano and knew how to entertain—both in the salon and in the bedroom.

It was a line of work not entirely frowned upon. Unlike in Italy, Catholic morality in France had lost much of its sway. Parisian society was far more permissive than the palazzos of Rome, with the pope so near. Many even admired the nocturnal ladies of the demimonde who threw the best soirees, wore the latest fashions, discussed the arts, and dazzled in bed. These were the “kept” women who dined at elegant cafés, attended the opera, mingled with counts. Some of these courtesans—such as the four who became known as Les Grandes Horizontales—attained almost legendary status. As the writer Maxime Du Camp expressed it: “One does not know today whether honest women are dressing like prostitutes, or prostitutes are dressed like honest women.”

Youle had no shame about her profession, which is why she would have few qualms about encouraging her own daughters to follow in her footsteps. It’s a testament to her guile and formidable willpower that Youle, in a few short years, managed not only to raise a child, but also to build up a respectable salon with some distinguished patrons, including composer Gioachino Rossini, author Alexandre Dumas père, the Duc de Morny, and Baron Hippolyte Larrey, the personal physician of Napoleon III. Many of them would one day assist Sarah in her career.

As Sarah began her memoir: “My mother was fond of traveling: she would go from Spain to England, from London to Paris, from Paris to Berlin, and from there to Christiania [Oslo]; then she would come back, embrace me, and set out again.” These passages from My Double Life, published in 1907 when she was in her sixties, have a languid, almost carefree tone—belying the likelihood that Sarah felt abandoned. A kept woman was expected to travel about Europe on the whims of her patrons; the baby was a nuisance. So Sarah was dispatched to the care of a wet nurse in Brittany, a peasant woman who nicknamed the child “Milk Blossom” due to her fair complexion. The nurse was “a good, kind woman,” Sarah wrote, who, “as her own child had died, had only me to love. But she loved after the manner of poor people, when she had time.”

•  •  •

One morning, the nurse went off to work in the fields, leaving baby Sarah in a high chair under the supervision of her invalid husband, who was bedridden. Sarah managed to escape her chair and found herself entranced by a nearby fireplace with its mesmerizing flames. Within moments, her clothing had caught fire. The husband, unable to move, croaked out to summon help, but his wife was too far away in the potato field. Neighbors, luckily, heard the child’s shrieks.

“I was thrown, all smoking, into a large pail of fresh milk,” recounted Sarah, almost proud of the incident:

For the next four days that quiet part of the country was ploughed by stage-coaches that arrived in rapid succession. My aunts came from all parts of the world, and my mother, in the greatest alarm, hastened from Brussels.

Youle was accompanied by patron-du-jour Baron Larrey, the royal physician. (Larrey’s father had invented field ambulances and codified triage as battlefield surgeon to the first Napoleon.) A colleague accompanied Larrey on the country jaunt, so little Sarah, while her burns were minor, was attended by two of the finest doctors in France. The esteemed medics, in their top hats and English tweed, deferred to country wisdom, consenting with chuckles to the Breton peasant remedy for Sarah’s burns: pigs’ bladders stuffed with fresh butter and applied every two hours as a poultice.

Sarah was delighted to be the center of attention, a position she would come to expect in her adult life. She now had the luxury to observe her beloved mother up close. Sarah idolized the beautiful, often-absent woman, whom she likened to “a Madonna” (in appearance if not in virtue)—“her golden hair and her eyes fringed with such long lashes that they made a shadow on her cheeks when she looked down.”

As she wrote her memoirs in later years, Sarah remained certain her mother “would have given her golden hair, her slender white fingers, her tiny feet, her life itself, in order to save her child to whom she had not given a moment’s thought the week before.”

•  •  •

The drama of Sarah’s childhood continued when Youle moved Sarah and her country foster-parents to a pied-à-terre in Paris, where they would be more accessible should another crisis occur. But Youle never visited; she was forever leaving Paris on the arms of her numerous admirers. Sarah, not yet six, felt frustrated and lonely, and she acted out. As described by Madame Pierre Berton, a close acquaintance and early biographer:
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