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Introduction
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What is one to make of Theda Bara?

Today, the actress is known largely as an image in still photographs — slightly ridiculous to our jaded eyes, and yet strangely compelling. She made forty-two films, but barring some unlikely miracle we will never experience what it was that made her one of the movies’ first great stars. Bara’s surviving films are not representative of what audiences and critics considered her best work.

Her life story is no more accessible. Theda Bara was a star in an age when fact and fancy about theatrical people were blended and blurred by publicist and press as a matter of course. By the time historians took an interest, the trail was cold. Theda Bara and her most frequent collaborators were no longer here to separate incident from invention.

For these reasons, I think, no one has attempted before now to write a book-length examination of her career. Yet this pop icon of a bygone day created a persona so potent that it still reverberates in our collective consciousness. Eve Golden is to be commended for taking on the challenge of evoking Theda Bara’s life and work.

Superficially at least, the most interesting fact about “Theda Bara” is that she was not Theda Bara at all. Her off-screen personality was invented by imaginative flacks to suit her screen reflection. However, Bara was not alone in living a fabricated public role. Theatre and movies transformed Iowa-born William Grant Blandin into the fiery Corsican “Romaine Fielding.” Serial star “Grace Cunard” was touted as a child of Paris, but in reality she was Harriet Mildred Jeffries from Columbus, Ohio. Mae Smith cultivated some distant Spanish ancestors and took “Marin Sais” as her professional name. “Princess Mona Darkfeather” was promoted as a full-blooded Seminole Indian even though her family knew her as Josephine M. Workman. The faux Russian tragédienne “Olga Petrova” sometimes dropped her heavily accented speech and reverted to the King’s English she learned as Muriel Harding. Even “Mary Pickford” was born plain Gladys Smith. It was more than an exotic pseudo biography that made Theda Bara unique. The forgotten news that author Golden has uncovered offers surprising revelations about the legend and erases many previously held notions about Theda Bara and the people in the dark who idolized her.

On and off camera Theda Bara was more than the “rag, a bone, and a hank of hair” that personified the female predator imagined by Rudyard Kipling in his poem, “The Vampire.” She transcended the “Kiss me, My Fool” dialogue titles that helped popularize the evil villainess of Porter Emerson Brown’s A Fool There Was as the “Vamp” — a desired fantasy role-model for women, and a fantasy woman to be desired by men. As Golden points out, Bara’s range was far wider than the stereotyped image that remains in our mind’s eye.

That she became trapped in her screen image is a matter of record. When the vogue of the vamp evaporated shortly after the finish of “the war to end all wars,” for all intents and purposes Theda Bara vanished from the screen. But even here there is more to the story than has been told previously.

After reading Golden’s account, it seems to me that Theda Bara performed a remarkable balancing act by being true to herself and yet never playing false with her popular image. While she laughed at her reputation as “the wickedest woman on the screen,” she ultimately had no desire to break the spell she had cast.

Oh, how I wish I could see Theda Bara in Cleopatra! But I wonder if the film itself could ever match my expectations? As Golden recreates the opening scene of Cleopatra in words, the intense black-rimmed eyes of Theda Bara rivet me to my imaginary theatre chair, and again work their magic — and I think that it would indeed!

If we must settle for words at this late date, then I am thrilled to have Eve Golden’s heartfelt account of Theda Bara’s remarkable life. Short of discovering a means of traveling through time, it is as close as we are ever likely to get to meeting the screen’s great Vamp!

Robert S. Birchard
Los Angeles, California
May 20, 1995
Film historian Birchard is the author of a book on another Fox star,
King Cowboy: Tom Mix and the Movies
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The painting that started it all: Philip Burne-Jones’ The Vampire, exhibited in 1897 in London. The only explanation of the painting in the exhibition catalogue was the poem written by his cousin, Rudyard Kipling. The woman in the painting is identified as Mrs. Patrick Campbell, well-known actress. Theda Bara met her several decades later (see page 228). Photo: David J. Skal.


The Vampire

A Fool there was and he made his prayer —

(Even as you and I.)

To a rag and a bone and a hank of hair —

(We called her the woman who did not care)

But the fool he called her his lady fair —

(Even as you and I.)

Oh, the years we waste and the tears we waste —

And the work of our head and hand

Belong to the woman who did not know —

(And now we know that she never could know)

And did not understand.

A Fool there was and his goods he spent —

(Even as you and I.)

Valor and faith and sure intent —

(And it wasn’t the least what the lady meant)

But a fool must follow his natural bent

(Even as you and I.)

Oh, the toil we lost and the spoil we lost —

And the excellent things we planned

Belong to the woman who didn’t know why —

(And now we know she never knew why)

And did not understand.

The Fool was stripped to his foolish hide —

(Even as you and I.)

Which she might have seen when she threw him aside —

(But it isn’t on record the lady tried)

So some of him lived but the most of him died —

(Even as you and I.)

But it isn’t the shame, and it isn’t the blame

That sting like a white hot brand —

It’s coming to know that she never knew why —

(Seeing at last that she never knew why)

And could never understand.

Rudyard Kipling, 1897


Prologue
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The Chicago hotel room was draped in Egyptian trimmings, sprayed with perfume, and bedecked in lilies and roses; deep velvet curtains were drawn and the room was stifling. Dozens of reporters had been invited by Fox Studios to meet the exotic foreign actress starring in their upcoming film, A Fool There Was.

Before the star herself was introduced, the ladies and gentlemen of the press wolfed down free food and drink and took notes while Fox’s public relations men, Al Selig and John Goldfrap, provided background information on the actress. As famous as she may be in Paris, they smiled, Theda Bara was still fairly unknown in the U. S.

She was born in the shadow of the pyramids, Selig and Goldfrap related, the pampered only child of a French actress, Theda de Lyse, and an Italian sculptor, Guiseppe Bara. The adventurous de Lyse had been touring Egypt when she encountered Bara, lost in the desert sands. “His paints, his canvases, even his treasured trinkets had been thrown away in the delirium of one who is staring grim death in the face.” The beautiful French actress saved his life, of course, and “it was the beginning of one of the world’s sweetest romances.”

In due time, little Theda was born to the dashing couple, who made their home in a huge tent not far from the Sphinx. “The oasis, our little home for years, was to us like the Garden of Eden,” the little girl later sighed nostalgically. “My mother taught me the languages, expression, and the art of pantomime. On the other hand, my father taught me how to paint, and the beauty and combination of colors. And through the instruction of both I learned the symphony of the soul.”

Soon little Theda moved to Paris with her parents. “To me, raised in the quiet of Egypt, it was wonderful,” Selig and Goldfrap quoted the still-hidden star. Taking after her mother, she acted in Jane Hading’s company, then the Grand Guignol, “because of her serpentine figure and flashing black eyes of the desert.” Then came the Gymnase, the Théâtre Antoine (“the French capital’s theatre of thrills”), where she had “a following second to none in Paris.” Finally, she was discovered by film director Frank Powell. With the onset of war in 1914, Powell and the exotic actress escaped to the safety of America.

After the reporters were up to date on the amazing history of Theda Bara, the drawing room curtains parted dramatically to reveal The Serpent of the Nile herself: the pale-skinned, black-haired actress reclined languidly on a chaise draped with tiger skins; she was dressed in velvet and veils in the sweltering heat. Selig and Goldfrap excused the atmosphere, explaining that the Arabian star was not accustomed to the frigid January air of Chicago.

Theda took no questions, but her statements sounded suspiciously well tuned for a recent immigrant. “I am delighted to have this opportunity of displaying my work to American spectators,” she said with “a Gallic shrug,” “and I hope I have succeeded in depicting the complex emotions of this woman as vividly as they have appealed to me.” The character she played in her new film, Theda purred, possessed a heart that was “a charnel house of men’s dead hopes and withered ambitions . . . This vampire of mine possesses only one good or decent quality, her courage. Some night when she faces old age and her mirror shows her wrinkles, she will [kill herself]. Gas or poison, I should think. But nothing that would disfigure her.”

After the press conference, the reporters were ushered out — all except one. Young Louella Parsons — not yet a famous Hollywood gossip columnist — witnessed the Arabian star ripping her veils and coat off, staggering to the window, throwing it open, and gasping in perfect mid-American, “Give me air!”
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Chapter 1

The Thread of Destiny
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In the mid-1930’s, a group of well-dressed middle-aged women met at a chic Hollywood restaurant for luncheon. Major stars flitted through the room, eating, chatting, signing autographs and trying to avoid the stares of tourists. Gloria Swanson, Jean Harlow, Joan Bennett glittered and laughed self-consciously. Newspaper columnist Louis Sobol was there too, looking for fodder for his gossip column.

He spotted the group of ladies off to one side, looking for all the world, he wrote, like “Dubuque housewives on a tour.” Then he looked a little closer at one of them: a pretty, slightly buxom woman in her forties, with rich black hair. It was her “large slumberous eyes” that attracted Sobol’s notice. With some shock he realized he was looking at Theda Bara, who had been one of the screen’s greatest stars some fifteen years earlier.

Still relatively young and attractive, Bara sat otherwise unnoticed through lunch. She paid the bill and went back to her wealthy director husband and comfortable Beverly Hills home, leaving Sobol to write a stunned column the next day. To hear him tell it, he might have encountered Madame DuBarry, Cleopatra, or some other figure of ancient history, rather than a woman still young enough to be on-screen herself. Theda Bara, in little over a decade, had become a musty historical figure with little or no connection to modern-day life. Today, she is the least accessible of silent stars, most of her films missing, and the few that exist showing her off poorly.

Amazingly, no full-length biography has ever been written of Theda Bara, though all books on cinema admit her importance in film history. Over the past few decades, biographies or autobiographies of nearly every other important figure of the silent screen have appeared, but nothing on Theda Bara.

Perhaps the lack of scandal in her life has discouraged writers and publishers: Theda Bara never had a substance abuse problem and her only marriage was a happy one. She lived to a decent old age and died wealthy. Unlike Joan Crawford, Loretta Young, Bette Davis, and Marlene Dietrich, Theda never had a child to vilify her in print. The fact that her films are largely unavailable also makes her a slippery subject for a book. The ludicrous childhood stories and faked interviews distributed by her film studio make the facts of her life tough to pin down.

In 1918, Theda Bara was one of the three top stars in movies, ranking behind only Mary Pickford and Charlie Chaplin. She single-handedly saved Fox Studios. And — even in her most ludicrous vamp films — she was idolized by millions of fans and praised by hard-nosed film critics. But by the time talking pictures became popular, she was all but forgotten.

How did such a star’s enormous reputation plummet so quickly in the public’s mind? For one thing, Theda Bara belongs entirely to the silent era. Unlike Pickford, Douglas Fairbanks, Chaplin, Buster Keaton, Harold Lloyd, Norma Talmadge, the Gish sisters, and other contemporaries, she never once spoke on-screen. She did not have the career-enhancing fate of an early death which gave Rudolph Valentino, Marilyn Monroe, and James Dean such morbid cachet. She never distinguished herself on Broadway, though not for lack of trying.

Theda Bara also did not live long enough to be re-discovered. Lillian Gish, Blanche Sweet, Gloria Swanson and other stars eventually found themselves to be historical icons, interviewed and fawned over by those too young to remember the silent screen. But when Theda died in 1955, silent movies were only a faintly embarrassing memory, more to be laughed at than studied. Theda’s nitrate films were crumbling to dust or going up in flames through the 1940’s and 1950’s, but no one cared much, not even Theda herself.

The only thing keeping her from vanishing completely were those eyes that arrested Louis Sobol. Even today, photos of Theda — with her enormous kohl-rimmed eyes, severe dark lips and bizarre costumes — show up in posters, ads and greeting cards.

But even now, when silent films are studied in schools, lionized in museums and written about in book after book, people do not quite know what to make of Theda Bara. She is far too important to ignore and is always mentioned as the first sex symbol, the first publicity-created star, the first “vamp.” But many writers still dismiss her as the untalented invention of some publicity men. Only a few suggest that — just possibly — she was a decent actress, trapped in scores of bad films.

When I started this book, I had seen Theda in A Fool There Was, The Unchastened Woman and Madame Mystery, and was not overly impressed with her talent. But when I began to dig deeper, to read what her peers and contemporary newspaper critics had to say, I realized that to underrate Theda Bara was a serious mistake and a misrepresentation of film history.

Theda Bara was, of course, the film’s first sex symbol and first publicity-created star. But she was more than that. A surprising number of contemporary film reviewers felt that Theda was one of the great talents of her time, and fan magazines ran poll after poll proving her great popularity. Additionally, Theda’s career took place at a pivotal time in film history. When she started her career in late 1914, American films were still fairly crude and amateurish; most were made on the East Coast. By the time she retired in late 1919, Hollywood was well on its way to becoming the world’s film capital, and the Golden Age of the movies had begun. Theda was an integral part of this development.

I also found Theda Bara to be an engaging and unusual person, quite unusual for a sex symbol: I don’t believe Theda set foot inside a nightclub until her retirement. From a solemn and self-important teenager, she grew into a humorous and intelligent woman with a great sense of perspective on herself and her career.

Until a few years ago, many silent stars were still with us to put forth their own claims to history, to give their own interviews. Today, sadly, the field is evening out: nearly everyone who appeared in or worked in the earlier silent films is gone. Only ten years ago, many people in their eighties and nineties shared brilliant first-hand memories of the era with us; now few are left. In another few years the silent film era — just the day before yesterday, really — will have slipped away irretrievably into the past.

It’s time for a reappraisal of Theda Bara.


Chapter 2

The Lure of Ambition
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The facts of Theda Bara’s childhood were so re-shuffled and re-imagined by her studio that they are difficult to uncover even today. Even more difficult to ascertain is the background of her parents. We know much more about the “Italian artist” and “French actress” invented by Fox’s publicity department than we do about Bernard Goodman and Pauline Louise Françoise deCoppet.

Bernard Goodman was an Americanized name, probably bestowed on its owner upon his arrival in this country, decades before Ellis Island began greeting immigrants. He was born in “Poland, Russia” (according to his citizenship papers) in 1853 and came to New York in 1871. One or two writers have guessed that he may have been born in Chorzow, not far from Krakow. By 1882, Goodman had settled in Cincinnati, found work as a fabric cutter, and had become a U.S. citizen, officially renouncing allegiance to The Emperor of Russia.

Theda’s mother was born in Switzerland in 1861; she was still a child when her French father, François Baranger, and her German mother, Regine deCoppet Baranger, died. By her own melodramatic account, Pauline and her sister were entrusted to their uncle (“court surgeon to the first Emperor”) who soon relocated to America. Pauline, too, made her way to Ohio. By 1878 Pauline was working as a saleslady; she eventually became a wigmaker (her rather alarming entry in the local address book read, “DeCoppet, P. L. human hair”). By 1880 she was the co-owner of Dunkelmeyer & DeCoppet wigmakers.

Bernard and Pauline married in 1882. Bernard was employed as foreman cutter in a tailor shop. He worked his way up to become a designer, and finally (in 1899) co-owner of Ochs, Weihl & Goodman, tailors. The Goodmans moved to an apartment at Eighth and Elm. And moved. And moved. The Goodman family spent much time packing and unpacking, as they relocated to various addresses in the Cincinnati area: Broadway, Taft, then progressively larger houses on Church Avenue in Walnut Hills (1887), and in Mt. Auburn (1889). Even when the family settled in the Cincinnati suburb of Avondale, they couldn’t keep still, moving to Mitchell Avenue (1890), Harvey Avenue (1891), 3561 Rosedale Place (1896) and 823 Hutchins Avenue (1899).

The Goodmans’ first child, Theodosia (nicknamed “Theda,” or “Teddy”) was born on July 29, 1885, followed by Marque (“Buddy”), in 1888. In 1897, when Theda was twelve, the last addition to the Goodman family was born: Esther (“Lori”). The three children got along very well, especially the two girls. Theda (named for Aaron Burr’s ill-fated daughter) was a plump, dark-haired girl and her baby sister Lori a delicate blonde. Despite their life-long, close friendship, there may have been a little envy on Theda’s part. Theda later insisted that she herself had been a thin, frail blonde child, and that every night she prayed to grow up as a tall, dark lady. She did indeed grow up to be that lady, but childhood photos reveal her to be a sullen butterball next to angelic little Lori.

The Goodmans didn’t want for anything, and Theda’s childhood appears to have been idyllic. Avondale was a wonderful neighborhood to grow up in. In the 1830’s, wealthy Cincinnati businessmen built luxurious homes there and it became a thriving community by the 1870’s. Stores, schools and plush residential areas sprung up. The town was marked by large Victorian homes of stone and gingerbread woodwork, parks, well-kept lawns, and imposing public buildings like Avon Hall.

The house owned by the Goodmans on Hutchins Avenue was certainly comfortable, if hardly a mansion. An envious neighbor later described it as having “a carriage stone in front of their house to step down on from their carriage. It said Goodman on it. We were impressed by that.” Equally impressive was the fact that the Goodmans employed two native-born servant girls. It was general practice to hire innocent immigrants “right off the boat,” but the maids employed by the Goodmans as of the 1900 census are listed as Anna Tusinig, born in Kentucky, and Ida Deyberth, an Ohio native.
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Theodosia Goodman, ca. 1886.
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Theodosia showing off her nautical poses, ca. 1890. Photos: Motion Picture Classic Magazine, Chester Clarke.
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823 Hutchins Avenue, where Theda lived with her family from 1899 until she left for New York in 1905. 1995 photo by Kevin Grace.

Being Jewish, the Goodmans had chosen a favorable place to live. Avondale had a strong, close-knit Jewish population, mostly well-to-do immigrants from Germany and Poland. Theda was Bat Mitzvahed in 1898 by Rabbi David Philipson at the Mound Street Temple and, though never very religious, was always proud of her heritage. Jewish religious and charitable groups abounded in Cincinnati: the Adath Israel Congregation was formed in 1846, Gemilath Chesed in 1891, Anshe Poland in 1896 and the Young Women’s Improvement Club in 1897.

Theda’s home state was also somewhat of a political hotbed, being the birthplace of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, the Populist and Prohibition Parties, and Presidents Cleveland and McKinley. Ohio also granted women the right to vote in 1894, well ahead of the United States government.

But Avondale was, basically, a small town in the heyday of small towns. Theda’s childhood consisted of school, occasional trips, county fairs, playing with her siblings and — mostly — reading. Theda found her best friends in books, and for the rest of her life, was never really happy unless she had one book on her lap and another two at the ready. Lori and Marque eagerly went off to the woods behind the Goodmans’ Rosedale Place home for cookouts, while Theda sneaked upstairs to read. Unlike most Victorian girls, she never even learned to sew or embroider, as she couldn’t be pried away from her books long enough.

But she could also be a strong-minded and mischievous child. Her parents were rather relieved when books began taking up her time, as pre-school Theda was quite a handful. She loved playing dress-up, frequently purloining her mother’s feathered hats and sweeping gowns. Once, a frustrated Pauline locked Theda in a closet as punishment. “She was so quiet I became frightened and opened the door,” Pauline
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