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For my family






It is that which is under pressure, particularly the pressure of concealment, that explodes into poetry.

—Adrienne Rich








prologue
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The crown was made of pale green laurel, fit for a Caesar, and tied with a white ribbon to symbolize royalty. A handsome young actor carried it onstage on a cushion of purple velvet. Charlotte had chosen a simple dress for the occasion, in a gray silk that matched the steel in her hair. Now in her late fifties, Charlotte had already spent a lifetime being judged by the press, who found her “lantern jaw” ugly but her performances “electrifying.” One friend said her mouth was like “the Arc de Triomphe” (it was both a jibe and a compliment). As she greeted the audience, her large, deep-set gray eyes lit up with pleasure.

“She is the rage. Gentlemen reproduce the color of her favorite mulberry morning gown in their scarves and cravats—ladies emulate each other in exactly copying the motion of her hips as she walks the stage,” reported the New York Tribune, “the press follow her from the first preparatory ‘hem!’ of her entrance to the final movement of her embroidered handkerchief as she soothes the tragedy-startled rouge upon her cheek.”

It was November 1874, and it felt as though all New York City were crowded into Booth’s Theatre for Charlotte Cushman’s farewell performance. An enormous crystal chandelier presided over the grand room, the beautifully dressed men and women crushed and breathless below. Edwin Booth, who owned the theatre, had hung red, white, and blue drapery in honor of Charlotte, the “American Queen of Tragedy.” New York’s wealthy, famous, and powerful sat in the box seats, crushed against blue velvet, or leaned, smoking, against Grecian pillars that shone richly with golden gilt. Politicians joined socialites and actors: Governor of New York John Adams Dix; Governor-elect Samuel Tilden; Mayor Havemeyer and his successor, William Wickham, who was negotiating with the French over how much their Statue of Liberty should cost New Yorkers; railroad magnate Cornelius Vanderbilt; and Peter Cooper, inventor of the American steam engine and founder of Cooper Union. Above them dangled “clinging vines and branches of artificial grapes.”

Standing on the apron of the stage, Charlotte could see thousands of fans crowding excitedly into every available space in the theatre. They stood along the aisles at the back, and in the galleries they leaned precariously over the railings. At a signal from the orchestra the audience turned their faces up to be beatified. Tonight, Booth’s Theatre was a place of worship.

Charlotte, however, could see the machinery behind the marvel. She could see the musicians watching her from the sunken orchestra pit, a new innovation in theatre. Booth’s boasted other new technologies, like a sprinkler system to douse overzealous special effects, hydraulic lifts to move scenery, electric spotlights, and forced-air heating.

That night, Charlotte bookended her career by performing the same role she had made her debut in forty years earlier, Lady Macbeth. Throughout her career she had given Shakespeare’s characters new life, keeping Shakespeare himself alive when his work could have become a dead thing on the page. She had become famous for her “breeches parts,” competing with male actors for men’s roles over four decades: Macbeth, Cardinal Wolsey, Henry VIII, Hamlet, and especially Romeo. Though often described as mannish, even “epicene,” Charlotte had dazzled fans of every gender as Romeo in her brilliant red-and-turquoise tunics and skintight leggings, with a dagger strapped to her thigh.

A professor from New York College read an ode by Richard Stoddard written in Charlotte’s honor. It was called “Salve Regina,” translated as “Hail Holy Queen,” and modeled on a hymnal of the same name. “Shakespeare!” the poem began, invoking the god of the theatre. “Honor to him and her who stands his grand interpreter. Stepped out of his broad page upon the living stage.”

Another speech, this time by American literary critic and poet William Cullen Bryant—white-haired and white-bearded, the elder statesman of arts and letters and the powerful editor of the New York Evening Post. To Bryant and the assembled elite of New York society, Charlotte was America’s “bright, particular star,” and its most profitable commodity. To the working-class audience who’d waited in line for hours to buy tickets, she was “our Charlotte.” Everyone was so familiar with Charlotte’s work Bryant did not have to list her famous roles by name. Then the Arcadia Club presented Charlotte with a large bouquet of flowers, and Bryant placed the laurel wreath on her head amid a maelstrom of applause. Thus it was that in America in 1874 a fifty-eight-year-old Shakespearean actress was crowned queen.

“I was, by a press of circumstances, thrown at an early age into a profession for which I had received no special education or training,” Charlotte explained to the audience. “I had already, though so young, been brought face to face with necessity.” She spoke for once in her own words, rather than those of the Bard. “To be thoroughly in earnest, intensely in earnest in all my thoughts and in all my actions, whether in my profession or out of it, became my one single idea,” she continued in that unusual voice: warm, woody, and worn to splinters by years of overwork. She paused as the audience applauded. “Art is an absolute mistress; she will not be coquetted with or slighted; she requires the most entire self-devotion, and she repays with grand triumphs.” The theatre erupted.

Charlotte left before the applause had died away. She gathered her things, and her maid, Sallie, collected her costume. Then they left the theatre through the back door, at 23rd Street near Fifth Avenue. Edwin Booth and his colleagues had built her a bower of pine branches, sweet and herbaceous, and lithe young actors lit her way with torches. They would likely have carried her on a palanquin, but she was too stout for that. Charlotte climbed into her carriage, and collapsed against Emma with relief. Emma Stebbins had been Charlotte’s wife in all but name for more than two decades, even putting her own promising career as a sculptor on hold to take care of Charlotte in her illness. The press referred to Emma as Charlotte’s “friend” or “companion,” but they called each other by other names. Early in their courtship, Charlotte began calling Emma her Juliet and signing letters “your Romeo.” To friends, Charlotte referred to herself as the man of the house. Though she and Emma were not, Charlotte admitted, as passionate as they once were—Charlotte had played Romeo to more than one Juliet since they’d been together—they had made homes in five cities and on several continents. They had survived war, infidelity, and Charlotte’s celebrity. Hopefully, they would now survive Charlotte’s fans.

Whipped into a frenzy of adulation, the crowd surged against the carriage and almost knocked it over. As the driver urged the horses forward, policemen ran ahead, trying unsuccessfully to untangle the snarled traffic. But more people kept arriving, jamming against streetcars and then pouring out into the road. Charlotte watched in amazement, and amusement, as several men took it upon themselves to unharness the horses from her carriage and pull it slowly through the oceanic crowd.



Charlotte was exhausted. For the past decade she had performed through gruesome pain, her body besieged by cancer. Only recently, she’d undergone another painful surgery to remove a tumor from her breast, flabbergasting friends by refusing to be sedated with chloroform. She made this decision after researching her condition in medical journals, some written in German, which explained the dangers of the drug, including cardiac arrest and death. But away from the stage she grew depressed, praying that God “take me quickly at any moment so that I am not allowed to torture those I love by letting them see my pain.”

Thankfully, her destination that night wasn’t far. Recently completed, the Fifth Avenue Hotel stood at the center of the new theatre district that now radiated from Madison Square Park. Overlooking the park, the massive hotel had been literally built over the bones of the poor, sitting on land that had once been a potter’s field and claiming a full city block from 23rd to 24th Street. It was also the unofficial political headquarters for politicians from Tammany Hall.

People with torches lined the carriage route in a long procession. Looking out from inside, Charlotte and Emma tried to guess how large the crowd was; Charlotte thought it was at least twenty-five thousand. When they arrived at the hotel, she was startled to see “rockets set up all the way along up to the front entrance,” and as she walked toward the entrance she heard “indescribable noise and confusion.” It reminded her of the fireworks she and Emma used to watch in Rome, at the Piazza del Popolo. “The whole big square in front of the Fifth Avenue Hotel was crammed with human beings,” she later wrote. “They could not move, they were so densely packed.”

Once inside, Charlotte and Emma squeezed along the corridors of the building, which were as crammed with people as the street. From their rooms they could still hear the crowd shouting for Charlotte. Then suddenly amid the noise and confusion a sweet sound rose up. A choir had assembled under their balcony and began to sing. In the heart of the largest, most exciting city in America, Charlotte, who had once had to cover up the fact that she was too poor to pay for her own costume, stood on the balcony and listened to New York serenade her. It was a farewell fit for American royalty.



“What is or can be the record of an actress, however famous?” Charlotte asked in her unfinished memoir. “Other artists—poets, painters, sculptors, musicians, all produce something which lives after them,” but not actors. Charlotte knew she would not live forever in the unreliable memories of her fellow Americans, but her legacy continued in the work of her contemporaries. Like many women of her time, her lasting impact could be found in the actions of those she inspired.

From girlhood she was taught that theatre was sinful, yet Charlotte Cushman became an actress and then America’s first celebrity. For much of Charlotte’s career theatre audiences were mainly men, and women were not allowed to attend the theatre alone. Yet she inspired passionate responses in both men and women. To men, she embodied the man they wanted to be, gallant, passionate, an excellent sword-fighter. To women, she was a romantic, daring figure, their Romeo.

American artists and writers who later became famous were starstruck by her, and she was a household name on two continents. Nathaniel Hawthorne wrote home to his wife, Sophia, to tell her that Charlotte Cushman was staying at his hotel. Walt Whitman was awed by the “towering grandeur of her genius.” In 1858 Louisa May Alcott wrote in her diary: “Saw Charlotte Cushman and had a stage-struck fit.” Charlotte’s talent even made Alcott wonder whether it was in acting, rather than writing, where her own talent lay. Alcott’s relatives, however, were horrified by the idea, and she soon gave it up, working “off my stage fever in a new story.” That story was a prototype for her novel Jo’s Boys, in which a young woman falls in love with an actress based on Charlotte Cushman.

After watching her wring the blood from her hands as Lady Macbeth, President Lincoln walked from the theatre to his desk, where he took up a draft of the Gettysburg Address and wrote about the boys he had sent to their deaths, resolving again “that these dead shall not have died in vain.”

Before Charlotte, America had no celebrities; now they manufacture them like blue jeans. She made a lasting impression on young women like Alcott, who saw her as a model of women’s independence and a symbol of their “incarnate power.”






chapter one The First Disaster
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If Charlotte Cushman’s life were a play, it would begin like something out of Shakespeare, with nature’s rebellion and man’s disquiet.

The great experiment of America was only a half century old. Despite American independence, the British still loudly disrespected American sovereignty. America was by many accounts hardly a country at all. “The effect of democracy,” wrote Alexis de Tocqueville in Democracy in America, first published in 1835, “is not exactly to give men any particular manners, but to prevent them from having manners at all.” And if there was one thing American men lacked, it was manners. They drank too much, swore profanely, and spit on the floor. Abroad, America was considered a “vulgar” nation populated by “the dregs of Europe” and “religious fanatics” who were not educated or aristocratic enough to govern themselves.

In 1812, the new nation had again gone to war when the British began to board American merchant vessels, capturing the ships and conscripting their seamen by force. It took three years, but America won this second war of independence, though it left their capital in ruins.

Outside of the cities, plains of wildflowers, ancient forests of elm, cedar, and pine, canyons and waterfalls made the landscape a natural wonder, but it had not yet produced writers or artists to celebrate its beauty and energy; its future laureate, Ralph Waldo Emerson, was merely a thirteen-year-old boy living in Boston, while twelve-year-old Nathaniel Hawthorne wandered the woods in nearby Salem. The poetry of Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson still slept underground, waiting for spring. Though the United States was a country populated by American Indians, immigrants, political and religious refugees, speculators, and profiteers—the most diverse intersection of cultures since Cleopatra’s Egypt—it was still seen as a land without culture, or as one European traveler put it, a “nation of campers.”

But in July of 1816 it was also a nation about to meet its greatest actress. A woman who would insist she was destined for greatness at a time when women did not have careers or own property, were legally enslaved to their husbands if they were married, financially imperiled if they were not, had no public institutions dedicated to their art, scholarship, or health, and could not even go to the theatre alone or linger alone in a public place. At a time when actresses were thought of as little more than prostitutes, one actress would triumph in the most unlikely way.



Charlotte Cushman came from two of the oldest American families. Her mother, Mary Eliza Babbit, was decended from a wealthy family of Harvard-educated men and vivacious women. Her grandmother’s impressions could make a table erupt in laughter, and although her grandfather was a lawyer, he rarely charged his clients, spending his free time playing the violin and singing “from dawn to dusk.” Charlotte’s aunts and uncles were also musical. Uncle Charles had been a beloved local performer in their hometown of Sturbridge, Massachusetts. (He died young.) UncleAugustus, meanwhile, moved to Boston to become a merchant seaman and helped bring professional performing arts to the city when he became a founding investor in the Tremont Theatre. Charlotte’s mother, Mary Eliza, was “a good singer, a good scholar” and the most talented dramatic reader in her class.

Mary Eliza was twenty-two when she married Elkanah Cushman, a man nearly her father’s age, with a family from a previous marriage. Elkanah had grown up under extreme pressure to succeed, his family the proud but poor descendants of a line of Puritan preachers who could trace their American roots to the Mayflower. To them, singing and dancing were sinful—theatre even worse. But Elkanah, the fifth Cushman man to bear the name, broke from his family traditions, leaving home at thirteen and walking on foot from Sturbridge to Boston to seek his fortune. By the time Mary Eliza was introduced to him as a potential husband, Elkanah was forty-four and a successful Boston merchant with his own name over the door.

Mary Eliza Cushman paced the wide floorboards of her home in Boston, heavy with her first child and growing more uncomfortable and anxious every day. It was 1816, the year of no summer. “The seasons turned backward,” one New Englander recalled, and as spring turned, the sky grew mysteriously darker and temperatures dropped. In April, farmers—encouraged by the initially balmy weather—had already sheared their flocks. Then, suddenly, it grew so cold that the ground began to freeze, forcing farmers back into the fields where they tried desperately to tie the wool back on their sheep. Animals died by the thousands. The birds of spring—brilliant goldfinches, ruby-throated hummingbirds in coats of bottle-green, indigo buntings, mockingbirds—froze in the leafless trees, and were dead by the time they hit the ground, songs stopped in their throats. The land was eerily quiet.

In early June, it snowed. A white fur cloak lay gleaming on Boston Common and along the outstretched branches of the Great Elm. In Vermont, farmers tied rags around their crops to keep them from freezing and the poor foraged for “nettles, wild turnips and hedgehogs.” The economy of New England was still largely agrarian, and the poor were especially vulnerable to catastrophic climate fluctuations. Thousands starved, thousands more fled to the Midwest.

In the newspapers some argued the crisis was caused by deforestation, while others blamed Benjamin Franklin’s lightning-rod experiments. Most believed the intemperate temperatures were caused by either volcanic eruption or brief but powerful eruptions of light and heat from the sun. There was more to the mystery, wrote one journalist, riffing on Hamlet, than “our philosophy e’er dreamt on.”

Throughout “the poverty year” as many called it, Elkanah Cushman continued to go to work, despite the fact that few of his remaining customers had money to pay. Elkanah was a well-respected businessman, and government contracts helped his business through the crisis. He had weathered rough times before: after raising himself up from poverty, he made a tidy fortune importing goods from Europe and the Indies, and when the British began seizing American merchant ships in 1812 he went to war against them. His first child was conceived six months after peace was declared. On the 4th of July he and his very pregnant wife celebrated the country’s fortieth birthday in overcoats and mittens. On July 23 Mary Eliza gave birth to a daughter without anesthetic. They named her after Mary’s sister Charlotte.

Charlotte Cushman was a bright, energetic, and healthy child who loved to run fast and climb high. She grew up strong and tall, with a passion for books. Like many American children, she learned three texts by heart: the Bible, the Brothers Grimm, and Shakespeare.

Built around a bustling port, the Boston of her childhood still retained the rough magic of a little town surrounded by big woods. The Cushman family grew, and soon Charlotte was playing in the woods with her younger brother Charles, teaching him how to climb trees and make mischief. “Climbing trees was an absolute passion,” she later said. “Nothing pleased me so much as to take refuge in the top of the tallest tree when affairs below waxed troubled or insecure.”

Charlotte’s experience of America for the first ten years of her life was of an uneasy nation in constant upheaval. The War of 1812 had caused a deep recession, which led to a series of financial crises that businessmen like her father struggled to climb free of. The 1807 ban on international slave trading had a boomerang effect that meant the domestic slave trade exploded. In 1820, the Missouri Compromise enshrined slavery as a permanent condition in the South, allowing Missouri to enter the union as a slave state, while keeping Maine free. Genocide against the Seminoles in Florida and the Cherokee in the West filtered through to Charlotte as adventure stories, and in Byron’s odes to Daniel Boone.

Socially, the country was also changing. Charlotte could read the advertisements for British actors’ first American tours. The star power of Edmund Kean, William Macready, Fanny Kemble, and Sarah Siddons attracted audiences to theatres in New York and Boston. Unlike her parents, who grew up thinking novels were trashy and lowbrow, Charlotte grew up reading Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and Jane Austen’s Emma, which was published the year she was born.

Raised on a diet of adventure stories, Charlotte began to chafe against the social conventions for how women should look and act. Nice girls did not climb trees, or beat boys at races, or laugh at their own jokes. Charlotte, however, declared herself a “tomboy,” and as the oldest of the family she was a tough act to follow. When Charlie was born, he was in effect the second son. She agreed to play dolls with her little sister, but while Susan industriously sewed her dolls new clothes, Charlotte “ruthlessly” cut their heads open “to see what they were thinking.” She was no good at sewing, she said, but “could do anything with tools.”

It may have come as a surprise to her parents when ten-year-old Charlotte fell in love with her youngest sibling, baby Augustus. She declared him her baby, her “child-brother.” She was possessive, bragging that Augustus was “by far the cleverest” of the Cushman children, “keener, more artistic, more impulsive, more generous, more full of genius.” He was “my child,” she insisted, and he loved her “best in all the world.”

Still, as the eldest, Charlotte was “tyrannical” to her siblings, though “very social and a great favorite with the other children,” as she later wrote. She made her friends roar with laughter with her “vivid representation of a hen pursued and finally caught, or of the strange, weird, mistrustful behavior of a parrot.” She was always curious about what people were thinking, and observed how their mannerisms betrayed psychological secrets. One afternoon Mary Eliza caught her staring at their pastor across the table, mimicking him as he drank his tea. “Charlotte, take your elbows off the table and your chin out of your hands,” her mother scolded. “It is not a pretty position for a young lady!” Charlotte obeyed, but felt stifled by the corseted world, and continued to look for outlets for her energy and ambition.

At school, she was not only popular, but a strong and competitive student. She won a medal for arithmetic and kept the title year after year. She also excelled at dramatic reading. Her uncle Augustus saw her talent and encouraged her with prizes. He was often away at sea, but when he came to port he urged Charlotte to cultivate her talent for singing and performance.

Encouraged by her uncle and bursting with creative energy, Charlotte often rallied her siblings and friends to put on plays for the adults. Charlotte wasn’t shy about bossing the other kids around, and when she passed out roles she always cast herself as the hero. After reading a play only once she had much of it memorized, and her vision of a character usually came quickly and fully formed. In the evening, the troupe of kids would transform one of the rooms of the house into a theatre, with Charlotte striding across their makeshift stage in pantaloons, a wooden sword strapped around her waist.



Elkanah worked long hours, so Charlotte and her brother Charles often walked from their house in downtown Boston to Long Wharf to visit their father’s office and rummage around his warehouse filled with exotic treasures. Long Wharf lay at the heart of the city, the chaotic intersection of India, Commerce, Market, Commercial, and Mercantile streets. As they made their way Charlotte and Charles could hear gulls crying over fish guts and the shouts of the longshoremen, and watch the hunchbacked stevedores loading and unloading cargo from tall-masted ships packed so tightly you could almost walk across.

It’s unclear who had the idea first. That day Charlotte and Charles made a new game of jumping from one of the ships to the next. Boston’s Long Wharf stretched 1,586 feet into the deep water of the Atlantic with room for nearly fifty ships to dock at one time. Could they get to the end without touching land? They walked up the gangplank to the deck of the first ship. If any of the sailors noticed, they were too busy, or knew them too well, to care. It was exhilarating at first, leaping over the canyon of dark water to land soundly on the next ship, the sharp report of their feet hitting the deck. Then Charlotte leapt but misjudged the distance and fell into the dark water of Boston Harbor.

Filthy water rushed in through her nose and into her mouth. Her heavy petticoats turned to wet rags, then to ballast, and she began to sink. I’m dying, she thought, as the waters went over her head.

Then hands plunged into the water and she felt herself being hauled up, waking out of a terrible dream. The sailors dried her as best they could and gave her a spare pair of overalls and a jacket to wear instead of her wet clothes. They led her back to her father’s office still shaken, wearing a sailor’s rough trousers: a tall, raw-boned girl new-baptized as a man.

Soon after Charlotte’s near-death experience, her father disappeared, leaving the family with no visible means of support. Charlotte later called it the “first disaster” of her life. It felt like drowning.

Debt collectors descended on the Cushmans like ants at a picnic. Mary Eliza moved them from one boardinghouse to another, but it was no use. On the day the debt collectors finally caught up with them, Charlotte and Mary Eliza watched the men carry the past away on their backs, hunched over with the weight of family heirlooms.

Mary Eliza finally settled them at 41 Brattle Street, where with few other options for bringing in her own income, she used the little money she had left to open a boardinghouse. At thirteen, Charlotte dropped out of school to work for her mother full-time. (Charles and Susan were too young to help and Augustus was still a toddler.) Mary Eliza could have sent her children to relatives—well-meaning friends in New York even offered to adopt Charlotte—but she refused to break up her family.

Their new neighborhood was a mix of high and low classes. It was a short walk to the genteel meadow of Boston Common and also around the corner from the Tremont Theatre and the actors, politicians, wealthy men, and prostitutes who frequented it. The actors would become Charlotte’s mother’s best clients. The Cushmans had gone from being the pedigreed family of a prosperous merchant to genteel poverty. It pained Charlotte to see her brother Augustus growing up without the ease and luxury she’d taken for granted as a little girl. She worked every day for her mother, but although the boarders helped feed and clothe them, Charlotte was determined to lift her family back out of poverty, somehow.

It was no easy task. Window-shopping in the boutiques around Long Wharf and Boston Common, one saw very few women working. The shop clerks, the carriage drivers, the lamplighters, street sweepers, and newspaper sellers were men. Sometimes Charlotte might see lady’s maids in sere cotton dresses like her own, appearing briefly in the doorway of some stately home to dump out their masters’ chamber pots, or occasionally through the back curtain of a haberdashery, a woman surrounded by heaps of fabric, bent double as she made tiny stitches along a man’s pant cuff. Education made little difference; even women who had finished high school had no universities that would admit them. Charlotte lived in a half world, denied even the physical freedom of riding out on her horse alone. She could have looked for a wealthy husband, but was scornful of women who believed marriage would bring them independence; it was, she would later write, a form of sexual slavery. She wanted more than that.

Charlotte’s work was grueling. She emptied chamber pots and stripped beds, washed endless piles of linens, their sodden coils heavy as a body. She dusted the dressers and lamps and tables with a goose wing. Several times a day she filled the ash bucket and dumped hot ash down the toilet to muffle the smell. If the weather was nice, she opened the windows and lifted the sash to bring sweet air in and let the bad air out. Every few months, they washed down the bedposts with lye to kill the lice. But it was here the first glimmer of an idea came to her. Her eyes burning from lye as she scrubbed the kitchen floor or with her hands plunged into a basin of soapy dishwater, she listened to the actors and actresses. They might complain about late payments, drunken costars, costumes rubbed raw, and nervous exhaustion from train travel, but they also recited lines from great poets and playwrights, told good jokes, read widely, traveled constantly, and told stories about stars who were invited to dine with royalty and made great fortunes.

The next time Uncle Augustus came to visit them in Boston, Charlotte pleaded with him to take her to a play at the Tremont Theatre. She knew she was her uncle’s favorite and that he felt sorry for her. Though Augustus and Mary Eliza’s family may have once had money, there was none left to help Charlotte or her siblings. Augustus had always believed in Charlotte’s intellect, and now here she was changing guests’ stained sheets instead of coming home breathless and excited after school. When the newspapers announced that the famous British actor William Charles Macready was coming to Boston, part of his first American tour, it was too good a chance to miss. He agreed to take Charlotte to see Macready at the Tremont in Shakespeare’s Coriolanus.
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