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The nineteenth century will be called the century of Sarah Bernhardt.

—JEAN RAMEAU, journalist
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Bernhardt plays the leading female role in Jean Racine’s classical drama Phèdre.





Face-to-Face

There are five kinds of actresses: bad actresses, fair actresses, good actresses, great actresses—and then there is Sarah Bernhardt.

—widely attributed to Mark Twain, writer



Who was this odd young woman? Félix Duquesnel, the new manager of Paris’s Odéon Theater, had never seen anyone like her. She had paraded into his study as if the world were watching. Behind her trailed a nursemaid holding a plump, pink boy about eighteen months old. Duquesnel guessed that the child was the young woman’s son.

Her name was Sarah Bernhardt, and she was twenty-one. Was she tall? No, that was an illusion. She was petite, standing just over five feet in height. She only appeared tall because she carried herself with such confidence. Her eyes—were they blue? It was hard to tell. At times they flashed gold or green in the midday sunlight that filtered through the blinds. And how strangely she was dressed! On her frizzy, reddish-blond hair was perched a straw hat with bells hanging from its brim. She had tied a feathered fan at her slender waist, and she wore a Chinese high-collared blouse with shiny embroidery. Duquesnel’s maid thought she must have come from the other side of the world.

The manager was bewitched. “She was not pretty,” he thought, but she possessed some other, more compelling quality for which he had no name. “I found myself face-to-face with a marvelously gifted creature, intelligent, nearly a genius,” he sensed, someone “of great energy.” Her voice, he said, was “pure as crystal. Sweet as heavenly music, it went straight to one’s heart.”

It was June 1866, and Bernhardt was asking for a job. Her timing could not have been better, because Duquesnel was looking for new actors to breathe life into the plays presented at the Odéon. Secretly, he hoped to discover a star. There were reasons to think that Bernhardt was a poor choice for what he had in mind, however. She had trained as an actor and even worked as one, but her temper had earned her a reputation for trouble. And reviews of her acting were so-so at best. Still, Duquesnel saw potential in her. With the right direction, he believed, this Sarah Bernhardt could go far.

And so she did. She became a bigger star than Félix Duquesnel or anyone else could have imagined. For decades in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, she ruled the theater world in Paris and had countless fans throughout the world. She entertained royalty in palaces and ordinary folk in tents. Crowds everywhere showered her with flowers.

A true original, Bernhardt filled her home with palm trees, statues, bearskin rugs, curios from around the world, and a menagerie of exotic pets. She dressed to please herself in lace, furs, and eccentric hats. Others copied her style, but she never imitated anyone.

The public knew many different Sarahs. There was Sarah in costume, wearing jeweled headdresses, veils and wigs, silks and brocades. Audiences saw her as a queen of Egypt or Byzantium, as prince of Denmark or Joan of Arc. They watched her die onstage thousands of times in all kinds of ways: from poison, stabbing, a snakebite, or jumping off a roof. “I have touched real death in my different deaths,” Bernhardt wrote. “My face has been bloodless, my heart has almost stopped beating, my lungs have stopped breathing.”

There was Sarah the world traveler, shooting a gun in Brazil, meeting the great Houdini in Boston, or perching at the edge of Niagara Falls.


 


  [image:  ]
  


Sarah Bernhardt was famous for her onstage deaths. She observed the dying and dead in hospitals and morgues to make her death scenes seem realistic.




 

Then there was Sarah the patriot. Devoted to her beloved France, she supported her country in times of war, nursing wounded soldiers or performing for troops at the front lines.

The public knew Sarah the mother, and later Sarah the grandmother. Briefly, they knew Sarah the wife. They knew Sarah the sculptor, dressed in trousers and holding a chisel, and Sarah the author of popular books. They had seen pictures of her, too many to count: Sarah sleeping in a coffin or wearing a stuffed bat on her head; Sarah floating in a hot-air balloon; Sarah playing tennis or riding a horse.

Golden-voiced Sarah. Divine Sarah.

No one ever forgot seeing Bernhardt act. She walked onstage with a smile, as if thanking the audience for coming. Briefly she was herself; then she transformed into her character almost by magic. People remarked again and again that they fell under a spell. They forgot they were watching Sarah Bernhardt and believed they were seeing Cleopatra, Prince Hamlet, the queen of Spain, or whatever character she was portraying. She spoke her lines in that clear, musical voice, now uttering strings of words quickly, now barely managing to whisper a syllable. She used her whole body to communicate, giving meaning to every tilt of her head and movement of her hands. Onstage, she loved; she hoped; she was betrayed; she suffered. At an intensely dramatic moment, she might extend an arm and hold it in the air for a second, or two, or three. Audiences cried with her; they laughed, they cheered, and they adored her.
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A hat topped with a stuffed bat was one of the most eccentric items in Bernhardt’s wardrobe.




 


Creating the illusion took hours of practice, because Bernhardt had set herself a lofty goal. As she explained, “What I am trying to show you is human nature as it has shown itself to me.”
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Sarah Bernhardt as the Empress Théodora in Sardou’s Théodora





ONE

What Can Be Done with Sarah?


Meek,

Chic,

Very

Merry!

You are just the huckleberry

Of our dreams . . .

—Anonymous, “An Ode to Sara”



Sarah Bernhardt claimed that when she was three years old, she fell out of her highchair and into a burning hearth. Acting fast, her nurse snatched her from the fire and plunged her into a pail of fresh milk. Dieu merci! The nurse, an old farm woman, treated Sarah’s burns in the only way she knew, by spreading butter on them. She also sent for the little girl’s mother.

Soon, there she was: golden-haired, showy, and looking like a saint to Sarah’s eyes. Once she was sure that her daughter would be fine, Sarah’s mother left the farm in northern France where the aging couple—the nurse and her husband—looked after the child for a fee.

Sarah’s beautiful mother! Her name was Judith, but she went by Youle, or sometimes Julie. She used the last name Van Hard, but the family name was closer to Bernard or Bernardt. Sarah would spell it Bernhardt. Sarah’s mother had been born into a Jewish family in the Netherlands. She and her sister Rosine left home as young teenagers. They made their way to Switzerland, London, and finally Le Havre, on France’s northern coast. Little is known about Youle’s early life, but records show that in Le Havre she gave birth to twin girls, who soon died.
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Sarah Bernhardt’s first home was a Brittany farmhouse with a kitchen hearth much like this one.




 

The sisters moved on to Paris, where Youle found work as a seamstress. At sixteen she had another baby, a girl who lived. Sarah Bernhardt said that she was born on October 22, 1844, and maybe she was. A fire destroyed her birth certificate, so she can only be taken at her word.


In Paris, Youle and Rosine slipped into the demimonde. This was a level of society that thrived apart from “respectable” city life. Devoted to creativity and erotic pleasure, the demimonde had no physical boundaries; it was defined by its live-and-let-live approach to life. Proper ladies never ventured into the demimonde, although their husbands might seek its delights. Artists, writers, and performers frequented its dance halls. Gay men and lesbians found acceptance there. The demimonde was the world of the courtesans. These women earned a good living by offering companionship and sex to men who paid them handsomely. This was the life that Youle and Rosine found. Another sister, Henriette, also lived in France, but she had married a businessman and lived a conventional life.

Men commonly visited sex workers in the cities of nineteenth-century France. Often, a young man went to a house of prostitution for the first time with his father. This practice was considered part of a youth’s education, a way of teaching him about sex and female bodies. It was thought important for boys to acquire this knowledge, whereas girls—whose virginity had to be protected—were kept ignorant.

Just as a rigid class system divided society, there were levels of prestige among sex workers. At the bottom were streetwalkers. These poor, desperate women solicited customers from sidewalks and doorways. Above them were women employed in houses of prostitution. They lived and worked under the supervision of a madam, a woman with years of experience in the sex trade and an aptitude for business. Courtesans were at the peak of their profession. They catered to men who were wealthy, connected to royalty, or powerful in the sphere of politics, finance, or the arts. A visit to an ordinary prostitute was kept discreet, but a courtesan was to be shown off and showered with money and costly gifts. She was a status symbol, proof that a man belonged to the privileged class.

A courtesan offered more than sex. Customers paid lavishly to bask in her charm, escort her to the theater, and have her as a traveling companion. Some evenings, they gathered in her salon to engage in clever conversation and tell risqué stories. The money she earned allowed a courtesan to live independently in gracious surroundings and wear expensive clothes. “Honest work would never have brought me the luxury I craved,” said one courtesan. “I wanted to know the refinements and pleasures of artistic taste, the joy of living in elegant and cultivated society.” Her life was not very different from that of her clients’ aristocratic wives, but she would never have been accepted as their equal.

Courtesans were known for their beauty, intelligence, and nonconformist ways. They spurned marriage or respectable work in favor of a life that offered money and freedom. Many courtesans, among them Youle Van Hard, changed their names. Turning their backs on the past, they reinvented themselves. Some courtesans even became celebrities. These were women like Cora Pearl, whose real name was Emma Crouch. Pearl loved horses and owned as many as sixty. She maintained two homes, a sumptuous Paris apartment and a grand chateau in the Loire valley. Another famous courtesan, Liane de Pougy (born Anne Marie Chassaigne), bragged to the press about the value of her jewels. She owned a diamond-and-ruby serpent worth nine hundred thousand francs, she said, a pearl collar worth one hundred thirty thousand francs, and another pearl necklace valued at seventy-five thousand francs. Most courtesans, including Van Hard, never achieved this level of wealth and fame, but they did live quite comfortably.

By the time Sarah was five, she and her nurse were dwelling in a small, nearly windowless apartment in Paris. The nurse’s husband had died, and she had married again. Her new spouse was the building’s concierge, or superintendent. For Sarah, life felt “black, black!” In years to come, she would grow to love the beauty and cheery bustle of Paris, but not yet. She was homesick for the landscape she knew, the green hills and rocky coast of Brittany, in northern France. Mostly she missed her mother, whom she rarely saw. Youle Van Hard still paid the nurse to take care of Sarah. She, too, lived in Paris, but Sarah never saw her.
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Young Sarah hungered for her mother’s love and approval. 




 

Finally, one day something wondrous happened. A carriage pulled into the building’s courtyard, and a stylish lady stepped out. She was someone Sarah knew: Aunt Rosine! The little girl ran to her aunt and wrapped her thin arms around her. Rosine gave money to the nurse. Then, with her errand completed, she tried to pry Sarah’s hands from her lacy sleeves, but the child could not be budged. Rosine promised to return for her the next day, and Sarah relaxed her grip. Seconds later, though, as she watched her aunt climb into the carriage, she worried. What if Rosine was lying? What if she was telling the truth but forgot to come back?

Desperate to stop her aunt from leaving, Sarah threw herself to the pavement in front of the carriage. She fell hard, blacking out and possibly breaking her arm. At least, that’s the tale she told when she wrote her memoirs as an adult. Another time she said that she jumped from a window onto the paving stones. Either way, it was a dramatic story, but when Sarah Bernhardt spoke about the past, it was hard to know whether all she said was true. She once told a journalist that her mother had fourteen children, including two sets of twins, and that she was child number eleven. Why stick to plain facts when imagined scenes could be more fantastic, touching, or tragic? Bernhardt always left her audience entertained.

However it happened, Sarah was hurt badly enough to be removed from the nurse’s care and taken to live in her mother’s Paris flat. The next thing she remembered was waking up “in a beautiful, wide bed which smelt very nice,” with a worried Youle Van Hard at her side. Sarah’s mother loved her . . . didn’t she?

Two years passed; for Sarah, they were years of boredom, when she played alone with her dolls under a servant’s watchful eye. Her mother promised to spend time with her, but she was always too busy. Eventually it dawned on Van Hard that Sarah, age seven, could not read, write, or do simple arithmetic. She had yet to start practicing the refined skills that all young ladies mastered, such as drawing and embroidery. Maybe it was time for her to go away to school. Besides, Van Hard was pregnant again. Two youngsters were more than she wanted to handle—especially when one had such a wild, dramatic streak. She enrolled Sarah in a fashionable girls’ boarding school in the suburb of Anteuil.

Throughout Europe and America in the nineteenth century, very few paths in life were open to women. Education prepared girls to be upstanding wives—modest, refined mates who adorned a man’s home and hearth—and charming hostesses. Most girls aspired to marry well; that is, they hoped to wed a kind, morally upright man with an ample income and a secure place in society. It was common knowledge, though, that a suitor wanted more than a woman who could sing pretty airs and sew a fine seam. She had to come from a good family, which meant that the daughter of an unmarried courtesan would never be welcomed into the upper or middle class. At best she might find happiness with a solid, steady laborer. If unmarried, a girl like Sarah could find a job in a shop or earn her living with a sewing needle.

Luckily for Sarah, she liked school. She made friends, and the schoolmistress treated her kindly. The pupils sang rounds and raised flowers in the school’s garden. Once a week, they enjoyed a visit from actors with the Comédie-Française, the famed national theater of France, who recited poetry for them. Each time, Sarah was enthralled. In the evening, she would sit on her dormitory bed and read loudly from great French tragedies. The other girls laughed, as they were bound to do, drawing embarrassed anger from Sarah. “I would then rush about to the right and the left, giving them kicks and blows,” Bernhardt recalled.

When the girls staged a play of their own, Sarah was cast as the fairy queen. She practiced her part until she knew it backward and forward, and when the curtain went up, the show began well. The girls remembered their lines and moved about the stage just as they had done in rehearsals. Then the second scene started, and Sarah noticed three latecomers joining the audience. She recognized her mother, Aunt Rosine, and the duc de Morny, one of the women’s male friends. In that moment, she panicked, and everything she had practiced went right out of her head. All she could think of were the many eyes watching her, and the keen ears listening for her to make a mistake. Gripped by stage fright and nearly blinded by tears, Sarah ran from the stage and threw herself on her bed.

Youle Van Hard followed her daughter to the dormitory and stood above her, scolding. “And to think that this is a child of mine!” Sarah’s heart was breaking. After her mother left, she cried so much that she made herself ill and spent four days in the infirmary. She wrestled with a question that she would still be asking in years to come: “Why had my mother been so cruel, so cold to her daughter?”

Occasionally someone else visited Sarah at school: her father. At one time, he and Van Hard were romantically involved. They no longer had any kind of relationship, and he didn’t play much of a role in his child’s upbringing. Still, he helped support Sarah, and he was known to her, although today his name is a mystery. It has been said that he was a naval officer, the son of a wealthy family in Le Havre. Or maybe he was a lawyer who had been studying at the University of Paris when Sarah was conceived. Whoever he was, Sarah’s father was paying for her schooling. And when she was nine, he decided that she needed instruction in religion—in his religion, the Roman Catholic faith. He arranged for her to enter Notre-Dame du Grandchamp, a convent school in another suburb, Versailles.

No one told Sarah, though. She learned that she was to leave her much-loved school on the day Aunt Rosine showed up to take her away. Sarah reacted by throwing the biggest temper tantrum of her life. For two hours, her blue eyes flashed with fury. She yelled, rolled on the floor, and cursed the adults in her life. She rushed outside and threatened to jump into a muddy pond. “The idea that I was to be ordered about, without any regard to my own wishes or inclinations, put me into an indescribable rage,” Bernhardt wrote. Rosine at last brought Sarah away, not to the convent but to her own Paris apartment. There she called in a doctor to examine the exhausted child. He prescribed several weeks of rest, so Sarah went to stay with proper Aunt Henriette and her husband, Félix Faure.

Her uncle was kind, but Sarah hated her strict, unsmiling aunt. Aunt Henriette chided Sarah for her wildness, yet she conveniently
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