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In her career Cissie Loftus, known equally as Cecilia or Cissy, versatile Music Hall artiste and stage and screen actress, belonged to all but the television era of entertainment, missing out on that by just a few years due to her death in 1943. The majority of Cissie’s story in this account has been derived from several thousand in total, newspaper reports, interviews and comments, in both the British and American newspaper archives, and accessed from the British Library Newspaper archive via Findmypast, and the American newspapers accessed at Newspaperarchive.com. Any other references that have not come from these archives are credited at the end, and due thanks given to their availability. The Cissie Loftus story runs parallel with much of the history of the Music Halls from the rough and ready beginnings of its soap box stages, through to its transformation into the grand designs of its theatres and the presentations of its entertainment, and ultimately evolving, at a tangent, into the celluloid of Hollywood.

Cissie Loftus received a part of her education at the Convent of the Holy Child of Jesus, Blackpool before engaging upon her varied professional career and sometimes topsy-turvy personal life on and off the stages of Britain and America. Cecilia Loftus (known as Cecilia Bell to her educators and Cissie Bell to her school friends) and her contemporary and friend, lesser known actress and playwright, Margaret Regan (though Margaret is not identified on the 1891 census return for Blackpool) both attended the same convent school.

There are many excellent images of Cissie accessible, in all her modes of presentation, from Music Hall to light entertainment through to Shakespeare and later in films, most easily with an online search. Those used in this account have been derived from the newspapers. A small number of years of Cissie’s own diaries have been sourced but not yet accessed. Records from the census returns and other available archive material have been used, and other information gleaned from various online sources, and consequently acknowledged. Since the career of Cecilia Loftus took in both sides of the Atlantic, the appropriate spelling of words for either side of the Ocean as relevant have been used, and as represented in the newspapers of each. For inflation, translations of both pound sterling and US dollar, the appropriate updates of calculation refer to time of writing as 2020, unless stated otherwise and the sites used referenced at the end of this document.

The Music Halls, belonging to a historical era and, especially in attitudes to race, does not reflect the mindset of today and, where woke is perhaps a fear or self-consciousness of pasts sins. While not ignoring the past as factual history, a modern and more accepted viewpoint is expressed in the writing of that history.
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While her debut on the stage occurred in Belfast in 1892, when the curtain went up on her first, contracted, stage performance at the Oxford in London in 1893, the well-spoken but quiet and shy, sixteen year old Cissie Loftus, introduced herself with the words which would become her regular introduction, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, with your permission I will give you some imitations of leading music-hall theatrical artists.’ Thus began the career of a versatile performer, a career which would last for another fifty years.

From her first appearances in Music Hall, she would become an actress in serious stage, silent screen, talkies, an author of short stories, pianist, drummer, stand-up comedian, tragedian, monologist, music composer and lyricist, poet and even sketch artist, but better known and loved in her time for her acute observation and expert mimicry of others, and an appearance and manner that had the theatres full of hopeful men and a mailbox full of marriage proposals from rich and poor alike.

Immediately raising the bar for mimicry and impersonation, she entered the Music Hall as it was cleaning up its act with its desire to make the genre more polite and family friendly and, in this respect, it would create magnificent and luxurious theatres away from the crudeness of the rough and ready gin palaces and the pot houses that had gone before it in the name of ad hoc entertainment. Her career and her personal life moved through successes and failures, highs and lows, fame and notoriety, heartbreaks and thrills.

Born in Glasgow on October 23rd, as registered at the church, in 1876, Cissie died in New York on July 12th in 1943. She had first appeared on the stage in 1892 in Belfast and, once she had successfully auditioned in London in 1893, her professional career took off at an alarming rate, storming onto the Music Hall stage as a young sixteen year old girl with an exceptional talent. She was a shy girl, somewhat sensitive, but strong willed and independent, opposing characteristics which, in their continuing conflict, perhaps dictated the course of her life from beginning to end. Her young, eighteen year old mother, Marie Loftus, was a few years into her own stage career, and had not automatically expected her daughter to follow her onto the stage until her very evident talents dictated otherwise. But with the influence of the stage all around her, and probably with a head full of questions in the specific experience of her intimate, theatrical upbringing, Cissie began to imitate the people she saw, not only ‘strutting and fretting their time upon the stage’, but in their daily lives all around her, day in and day out within her sphere of influences.

Once on the stage herself for the first time, she offered to the audiences, through all her, now sixteen years of background experience, what she understood that an audience wanted as she had seen in their expressed demands from the wings of the theatres while she accompanied her parents in their stage presentations. It was at the beginning of the Gay Nineties as Variety was the popular entertainment, albeit already a cleaned up version of what had gone before it, and she moved through that decade, until enticed in the next, to the ‘legitimate stage’ of serious acting, and which was always her true desire, and where the money was less but the intellectual status was greater until, finding only partial success there, she then fluctuated between the two to earn her living.

Within the Music Halls there was always the issue of morality, women were suspiciously lewd and vicars were never to be seen in the audience as noted, at least with their dog collars on. Sexual morality, in the extent of its acceptability, fluctuated with the times and the ‘polite’ Music Hall, in which Cissie was represented among others, was now becoming acceptable as family entertainment, and it is noted at this time that vicars openly took their place in the audiences. In the Halls, and the vaudeville of America when she arrived there to be immediately confronted by the controversy of nudity on the stage, to which she did not belong, it was always a matter of what you can get away with and how far you can go to challenge what was considered right and what was considered wrong. Controversy, it seems, in its more popular, rather than artistic, format on the stage, could be side stepped by offering innuendo which sat on the fence between what was acceptable and what was not, sometimes comfortably so and sometimes teetering. Commentators at the time of Cissie’s arrival on the popular stage considered her a breath of fresh air, a popular act of a skill without the accompanying and tiresome, often only partial, skills, of ‘skirt dancing or racy innuendo’, teetering on the edge of acceptability. In this, perhaps, she took after her young, actress mother who, as early as June 1890 is reported in the Stage publication as, ‘Had we less skirt dancing and more true talent, such as displayed by Miss Marie Loftus in her schoolgirl song, the variety stage would be vastly improved.’ So there was the mood, or the hope, for change already in the air as the last decade of the century had begun, though Marie herself had the ability, willingly it would seem, to court controversy herself.

A quote from the Clarion of 17th October 1896 claims of Cissie that, ‘She and others had driven away the old style of blatant, noisy, brassy “lion comiques” and vulgar “serio-comic duettists” down to their proper element in the gin palace singing rooms.’ Though, in these gin palaces, those who worked the lower income levels of society needed their entertainment in the way they saw and experienced their lives, the unfairness received in their lot in life was readily directed unto others.

A quote from the quarterly publication, the Yellow Book of the ‘nineties’ (1894) sees Cissie, in the eyes of Max Beerbohm writing for the publication, in a long rant on the use of facial make up, and this was encapsulated as ‘rouge’. Cissie, he sees as a girl of ‘grave insouciance’, and attributes her extreme success to a ‘girlish innocence and the absence of rouge,’ and maybe a little put out, or a little infatuated perhaps, by a young upstart who should rise in the face of the revered tradition of the make-up and glamour of established performers represented by the likes of ‘Miss Lloyd and Ada Reeves’. A face in all its attributes of expression can promote or disguise the truth of what needs to be expressed, as much as make-up can. Such a convention breaker as Cissie Loftus who used facial expressions rather than make-up, could be the object of a fascination, an infatuation, a reverence or indeed a fear for the male whose prejudicial consideration of what a woman should be might be impugned.

On the 25th anniversary of the Referee publication of August 17th 1902, there is an editorial on the Music Halls, and it describes that, twenty five years ago (ie 1877) the Music Halls as they are ‘today,’ differed from those of yesteryear, which were mostly of the ‘tavern or pot-house kind’ with their special license till 2am. The songs and the taste of the clientele were of a much ‘lower plane’ than ‘nowadays’ with a ‘chairman,’ who appeared to lord it over everything like a mafia godfather, rather than like a modern manager. This of course was the Music Hall in which Cissie’s mother Marie began her career on a low income, and some aspects of that ‘lower plane’ that didn’t leave her mother, would lend themselves to excite some general controversy in Marie’s own performances.

Since then, continues the publication, (now referring to 1902), several Music Halls had been built in London with the more refined entertainment on offer. Acts had been cleaned up largely, and now, in the sentiment of that time, a man could take a female companion into these theatres without the blushing embarrassment of the language and behaviour that would once have been commonly heard and witnessed.

When it was Cissie’s turn to take to the stage, she was soon, at the time, earning a salary which was twice that of the Prime Minister and in her independence, both materially and personally, she could confidently and legitimately resent being considered the ‘fairer’ or the ‘weaker’ sex by the male of the day, which aspired to dominance through its own self-appraisal and, socially acceptable, perceived ideas. Cissie expressed a female independence which required an equality with the male though, while she shared a general compassion for humanity, the more enlightened principles of ethnic equalities, it would seem, were not given leave to abandon the ingrained mindset of the day. In the light of this independent nature of individual, and along with many a female and many a stage performer among them, she regularly rode a bicycle which was considered inappropriate by the old fashioned male or conservative female and, in a larger step further, she supported the women’s suffrage. In her own, quiet and inevitable way she was a rebel without doing anything rebellious, perhaps being among those who lead naturally and unintentionally by example only, driven along in their own direction and often suffering privately for the privilege when the steering goes wrong.

The Referee publication mentions a whole host of former actors and actresses that it has reported upon in those twenty five years, some who have made the transition to a cleaner act through a natural talent and some, now dead, who could have ‘nowadays’ found a true expression. These performers had always had talent, but perhaps the demands of the public couldn’t let them express themselves without crudity. The new theatre managers wanted to clean up the Music Hall venues, and though smoking and drinking were both freely available at the venues, some of these managers, in their eagerness, demanded prison sentences for youths, who were the usual trouble makers, and who could turn a good night’s entertainment into a bar room brawl. Youth doesn’t change much through the ages, only its fashion, but not its attitude, though anybody with too much alcohol in the system was, and remains, a potential trouble maker in any age.

When the Music Halls had lost their bar room brawling image there was still conflict between the perception of the two moral extremes of the prude and the crude and all the in-betweens, and a part of Cissie’s young life on the New York stage, would be greatly influenced by nudity being considered either a crudity or an art form depending on who was doing the considering. This sense of morality of the age only concerned itself with the self-consciousness and confusion of sexuality and avoided other issues such as the equalities of humanity. Poverty was accepted if the wealth of a nation was to be achieved, and women could be regarded as the property of the male, with few rights of their own. Cissie’s natural father earned his living imitating the Afro-American in condescending ridicule, and any race differing from ‘white’ was under suspicion. The Music Hall, it seems, is a reflection of the age, a historical document of attitudes.

It didn’t take Cissie long to get to America. In 1894, at seventeen years old, pretending to be eighteen, and earning good money, she ran away from home to get married, and soon after, with her husband’s assistance, and insistence, left for that Continent where she found continued and equal fame on the vaudeville stages as a mimic and on the serious stage as an actress. She moved between the Music Halls and the serious stage when she had been on the radar of both Ellen Terry and Henry Irving for some length of time, and with whom she played Shakespeare, then returning to comedy plays and doing Music Hall turns in between. After a controversial divorce, a second marriage in 1909 which produced a son proved unsuccessful, and after which she was subject to continuing ill health which required several operations, but it was movie time by then, and she appeared in several silent films before making the natural move to talkies. She moved between America and Britain, usually referred to as ‘England’ only at the time, and eventually, after a tour of Canada settled back into her New York home where she passed away at sixt seven years old. She was an independent, self-directed woman, a character already established within her as a young girl who could see little security in the life around her, and the people within it, from her youngest age. Full of life and a cheeky spirit, her independence wasn’t enough for her, and the security she sought in her self-awareness, could only be found on the unreality of the stage which was really all she knew. In her personal life the reciprocal expression of a partnership of love in which she needed the intimate security of another, was somewhat elusive. This is perhaps expressed in her own, semi-autobiographical and published fiction. Perhaps her internal conflict was the loneliness derived from being true to herself first and foremost, naturally forsaking those things she needed from someone else, but could not commit to without too much compromise. She couldn’t be owned by anyone else, even her audiences. And then for a period in her life, in emotional and physical pain in what proved to be her darkest moments, prescription drugs, and also alcohol it seems, seduced her with their close and deceptive friendships, equally as much as the love she had sought in a relationship of marriage had done, and which came close to destroying both her career and her life.
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Mary (Marie) Cecilia Loftus Brown was born October 22nd 1876, though the church record indicates the 23rd October. She is, it is clearly stated, the illegitimate child of Mary Loftus, and the address given as 40 Rose Street, Glasgow. She was baptised in the parish of St Francis in the Gorbals on 3rd November with godparents/witnesses Daniel and Margaret Kilmartin.

She was born into a confusion of names and identities. Her birth in Glasgow, rendered her naturally Scottish but she inherited the Irish ethnicity of her mother and the Englishness of her father, and the surname Brown appended to her name, sometimes before Loftus and sometimes after it, for the sake of decency and in order to keep any potential critics of her illegitimacy quiet perhaps when it mattered, was rarely used. Her mother, already a great success on the stage was renowned for being French, was called Loftus but was really called Bell, and Cissie’s father, as white Caucasian, earned his living on the stage by pretending to be Afro-American or Afro-Caribbean, darkening his face in order to extend the pretence. But his name was genuinely, Ben Brown. She had a mother confused for a sister, as Marie was only about eighteen years old when she gave birth to her daughter, and a confusion of sisters who weren’t her sisters but her cousins, or no relation at all, and technically, she had a step sister who she probably hadn’t seen, even if she had known about her.

Cissie was born into the Catholicism of her mother’s Irish heritage. Indeed her mother, Marie is perceived as behaving as ‘a daughter of Ould Ireland’ (Entre’act Aug 11th 1877). Catholicism as a religious denomination was in conflict with the established state religious denomination of Protestantism and a self-consciousness about being Catholic persisted in those subscribing to it, and pronounced most noticeably in the cities of Glasgow and indeed, Liverpool.

As a young girl in the wings and dressing rooms of the stage where she often accompanied her mother on tour, she was able to observe the adult world pretending to be other people, a stage which spilled out into the world she had been born into and acted out by all those around her. When she was at Blackburn staying with her aunty, who was possibly her mother’s sister, and Cissie’s nearest relative, from her school at Blackpool, while her parents were on tour or resident in London, the influence of the stage was never very far away. Her aunty, Miss Jane Ann Bell, also performed on the stage and the vocabulary of everyday life would, no doubt, include treading boards and the opening and shutting, or raising and lowering of curtains and an analysis of audience reactions as bravo! or booh! On the stage herself at a young age she was known as Cissie, but when she moved to the ‘legitimate’ stage and not the popular variety stage, she was Cecilia as it was seen as more becoming and the managements demanded that it would look better on the billboards or in the newspaper ads. Her real forename at birth, however, was Mary.

Her two parents lived together in a conventional and socially acceptable manner, for a while at least. It was important for the Catholic registers of birth to state whether a child was legitimate or illegitimate and in Glasgow, Cissie’s is recorded, in brief, as ‘illeg’ standing out in a long line of ‘legs’ to state clearly, even with an emphasis, that her parents were not married, as it was important to be considered at the time.

Marie Loftus, Cecilia’s mother was already on the stage and had achieved a good amount of fame – and occasionally notoriety and which would continue – but it was not absolutely clear at first that Marie, who is officially referred to as Mary, has the birth surname of Loftus. On her death in 1940, and referring to probate, her surname is given as Bell. Cissie has an aunty in Blackburn whom she stayed with on occasion and whose pre-married name is Bell. Her husband’s surname is Sagar, so it is more likely that Mrs Sagar, ‘Jane Ann Bell’, is a sister of Marie if that is the case. Jane is recorded as being born in Halifax, as opposed to Marie’s Glasgow, perhaps thus then to itinerant theatrical parents, if it is not currently too incorrect to speculate.

Mother Marie and daughter Cecilia were eventually on the stage at the same time and sometimes at different times, and sometimes on opposite sides of the Atlantic. Some observers would mistake the two at first sight as Marie was only about eighteen years old when she gave birth to Cecilia and only in her thirties when both enjoyed their own fame. A possible birth for Marie is the ‘lawful’ birth recorded for Glasgow on the 26th September (though the Era gives her birthday as 24th of November) 1856 and the parents given as John Bell and Sarah Ann Kelly. She is ‘Mary’ at birth and of Catholic Irish heritage and lived near the Scotia theatre which she used to visit and then dance and sing there at an early age, and eventually this developed into a full career. The evident excellence of Marie’s natural singing voice soon earned her a reputation and she was later a top billing as the ‘Sarah Bernhardt of the Halls’ where the Halls were in a direct contrast to the ‘legitimate’, or serious stage, considered highbrow to those concerned with the popular, Music Hall stages. She was a mother figure to Cecilia whose independence her daughter would absorb into her personality at an early age, and would pursue the same course in her own life. Perhaps her mother had seen in her an extension of herself and she could share some of her success as the mother who had produced her, and she stood by her daughter even through her ‘filial impiety’ at her running away from the family home to get married in secret, and leaving her with the massive financial bill of a necessarily aborted tour that had been arranged. They were together at the Cardiff Empire in 1900 when the theatre was opened for the second time after two previous fires. Marie’s own holiday residence in the seaside escape in the Bungalow town, at Shoreham, West Sussex, ‘where the front doors open on the shingle and the inhabitants walk from bed into the waves for the morning dip’, she fist named ‘Cecilia’ after her daughter. She later moved into a more luxurious residence in the same, fashionable Bungalow town, originally a place for an artistic Bohemian lifestyle, and then sought after by the more well to do, and a house which she named Pavlova after having seen her daughter mimic the dancer on the stage in London. It is recorded that Cissie also spent many happy leisure hours down there on the Sussex coast amidst a host of theatrical personnel and the artist set, as in her time in London while on the stage, she gives her address as her mother's in Dulwich.

While on the stage at a young age, as teenage can be considered a young age in many aspects of emotional inexperience, Marie met and had a sexual liaison with Ben Brown, comedian and burlesque ‘negro’, imitator. He had begun his career with the Christie Minstrels and toured successfully with his ‘Black Justice’ sketch. The union produced a child when Marie was only about eighteen years of age, depending upon what birth date is accepted and, though she called her daughter Marie Cecilia Loftus-Brown, there is no evidence of a marriage involved, only officially referred to as Marie Brown, ‘known as Marie Loftus’ on the stage, when a contractual issue was heard in court as late as 1908. On the earlier census returns her status is given as married, but this was perhaps only to divert the ears of the census enumerator, and to keep his tongue from wagging over the garden fence.

Ben Brown, as Cissie’s father, if it wasn’t accepted as a privilege of the times, had as little consideration for a vulnerable young girl, who was easily seduced, it might be said in the precipitation of his own vulnerable sexuality, as he did for the subject matter of his burlesque act. He was already married with a daughter and is included along with his wife Sarah in London on the census form of 1881, nearly five years after Cissie was born. In 1892 Flora Brown, Ben Brown’s daughter, died at the age of nineteen, from ‘inflammation of the brain’ to end what would have been a promising stage career as Florrie Brown. Her loss is stated as being a deep grief to her parents, but by then her father was living with Marie, and Cissie’s own career was about to take off, though Ben would have shared the grief of his wife, as she still officially would have been, had they been married in the first place as much as there is no evidence of divorce between the two identified. It is not known whether Cissie would have met up with her stepsister but if there had been any bad blood between Ben and Sarah, then the opportunity would have been greatly reduced for the two girls to meet. Cissie’s parents did stay together at least in a professional relationship for quite some time, until Ben Brown disappears from the records only to reappear as a death date. They shared an address at Herne Hill in Dulwich, touring together, as far as South Africa in 1895, and being in Paris in October of 1896 when a visit by the Czar there had made it difficult for them to find accommodation, such was the demand for it in the city at the time. And they stayed together at least until the debt that Cissie had landed them with through her surprise career move, had been payed off.

Ben Brown (1848-1926) was a member of the troupe, Messrs Brown, Newland and Leclercq, Afro-American imitating burlesque artists. He was a man of some physical stature and he was regularly referred to as ‘Big’ Ben Brown. His size played well against the diminutive stooge, Charles Leclercq, the big, macho bruiser towering over the timid little man to provide the comedy. Ben’s evidently large frame was perhaps to the detriment of the Manchester cab driver who took Marie and her maid home after a performance at the Palace of Varieties on New Year’s Day of 1898 and, due to a mix-up of clients, had driven them to the wrong address where he had ‘used abusive language’ and dragged the maid, a Miss Bullen, out of the cab. As soon as Big Ben heard about it, he traced the cab driver, went after him and ‘tweaked his nose’, a phrase which probably disguises a more active assault, and for which he was fined 21s (£1.05; £92.88 in 2020). For the earlier charges against the cab driver, which had urged Ben Brown into avenging action, Mr George Beaumont, the cab driver, was fined 10s (50p) for the bad language and 40s (£2) for the assault. These amounts would relate respectively to approximately £44.23, and £176.92 in 2020.

Whatever naturally close and emotional association there may have been with his daughter, Cissie, a more practical relationship is, perhaps, revealed during a court case when Mr Brown had left his troupe and had been substituted by his brother Charles, a fact that the theatre management had objected to because, they claimed, they had not been informed. This had been in 1894 and his troupe, to which he had declared he would return, were also unable to fulfil the terms of a three year contract in the following two years. It caused some amusement in the court when it was learnt that he had left only to pursue a more profitable management status for his daughter, Cissie, after her resounding success. But his daughter had runaway to get married, and with some evident contempt expressed for the status of Irishness from an establishment, English point of view, it was an Irish nationalist politician she had run off with, and she would not be appearing on the stage ever again, resulting in great financial expense to Mr Brown and lots of egg on his face in front of the magistrates. Cissie did of course appear on the stage again and both Ben and his partner, Marie, who at least stayed together in some capacity for some length of time, eventually were able to pay off the debts of their wayward daughter.

Ben Brown and his troupe were white, but played black parts under make-up as ‘Christy Minstrels’ in a burlesque of the Afro-American, and it was upon this stage that the young Cissie Loftus-Brown would have observed from the wings, both her mother and father, and a host of others, as they completed their professional lives fully immersed in the imitations of other people, and soon found that she could imitate too and had fun in exercising the skill during her school days. It wasn’t however, just Afro-Americans who were lampooned, but anyone and everyone that reflected those perceived differences and comprising a threat to a sense of order which the naturally, conservative minded person is obliged to cling onto. The profession of her father, however, and the general historical acceptability of the lesser social role of the Afro-American, certainly assisted her in her mimicry of the likes of American Eugene Stratton, an established Afro-American (‘negro’, as written) impersonator. Though it is not evident that she imitated the Afro-American in the way of her father here, in Cissie’s case, it was a white Caucasian girl imitating a white Caucasian man imitating an Afro-American, but she did subscribe to those contrived differences as being largely socially acceptable, and wrote and sang in generally understood patois, and did admit at one time to liking ‘coon’ songs and wore the trademark, black gloves of Yvette Guilbert to represent the skin colour of those who were being imitated in her imitations. With the racial element preserved in the realms of acceptability, an element within the Music Halls had still maintained a reputation for coarseness in their public image in other areas, which was left to the ‘low’ comedians to express, but to which some, like the popular cockney, Albert Chevalier, refused to descend to, preferring to stay ‘clean’.
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Her very early life is a little bit difficult to put together as her parents were on tour, sometimes together and sometimes not, and she would no doubt in the first place have been left as an infant in the hands of a nurse, or with relatives at times when a babe and, out of term time at school age, she would tour with her mother during the summer holidays when not staying with relatives. At this school age she claims in an interview that she had been educated at convents in England, and France and a school in America (at six years old, she relates later, she first went to America with her mother, so that could figure). Because of her evident proficiency in the French language, especially with the ease in which she imitated the natural language of the likes of Sarah Bernhardt or Yvette Guilbert, this perhaps was not derived from her school French alone, so it’s reasonable to believe in her stated education in France, even if it was for only a short time. She had also, it is reported, passed an examination at the Liverpool centre of the Royal College of Music, and in later years was able to compose her own music as well as play it on the piano (she is recorded as having written the music to two songs by 1899 and others emerge later). When asked about her nationality she is variously, English, ‘Scotch’, Irish and even with a little bit of Spanish added, perhaps because she had been informed that there was a possibility of a bit of Spanish in her heritage by her family or, perhaps, she was just being cynical in a moment of cheekiness when asked, about the great confusion of identity that she could observe both in herself and others, so why not add a little bit more. The coast of Ireland had been littered with the corpses or the survivors of the Spanish Armada and of those survivors some were allowed to live, and some weren’t, it might be possible, if not too extreme to speculate, that a bit of Spanish blood did survive somewhere in the past generations Cissie’s lineage. Loftus itself as a name is rooted in Co Mayo in the west of the Irish Republic and Cissie herself would lend herself to raising money for the victims of the Achill boating disaster of that coastline not too long into her career.

In 1890 her parents are performing at the Royal in London and on the 1891 census are living in Brixton but Cissie isn’t there, and she is away at convent boarding school as the1891 census for Blackpool states, recorded as Cecilia Bell. Later in life she refers to her friend, Margaret Regan at the school when she later reprises their friendship after meeting up in New York. Her parents, Ben and Marie moved from an address in Maida Vale to No 20 Trent Rd Lambeth as the 1891 census reveals and then later, to No 8 Iffley Lodge, Herne Hill. At this time Ben appeared to be acting as Marie’s manager as notices in the Era publication reveal. Ben is in his forties at this time and Marie had only just entered her thirties so it was quite a socially upward move for a young set of partners.

There are various accounts of how Cissie first achieved her fame. The anecdotes that her family were entirely unaware of her talents, and that a sudden and impromptu performance on the piano from out of nowhere shocked them all, is likely to be over emphasised, though this would contain some small element of truth. As would that of her as a little girl in which, before she could walk, she went up and down the stairs of her home with a piece of paper on her frock front and pretended to be a train. While all children have imaginations and this might be part true, and even if without the ability to walk yet, she could have slid up and down the stairs on her bottom like any child, it seemed important to report this as having some significant explanation to understanding her development. But it seems that she began in pantomime at an early age, and probably at the convent school where her educators were not averse to music, and singing and mimicry came easily to her. In the holidays her mother would sometimes be able to take her round to the music halls where she was performing and eventually when a little older, Cissie became her mother’s dresser and later it seems, perhaps due to this, she was self-sufficient in her own needlework and repair. She would stand in the wings for her own enjoyment, entertainment or curiosity, and then would try imitating those on the stage. It was something that came quite naturally easily to her, and she thought that some of these performers were not doing a very good job but, unlike her, she perhaps feared, they had the numbing confidence of self-belief with which to produce the nerve to get up and do it. After seeing a young girl on the stage imitating someone else not very well at all, she went home and immediately practised imitations on the piano, though this could be an erroneous reference to her, recorded later, as seeing May Yohe, and likewise imitating her when she went home. However, there is no evidence that she ever considered May Yohe as not being very good. Later in life, during a dressing room interview, she confessed she had always found imitation so easy since you were playing someone else, and all the faults are theirs and not yours. Cissie’s observations, of the various characters that passed through the dressing rooms in their private lives in her more intimate involvement back stage, would not always have had the personae they embraced upon the stage, since they were human after all, and personal faults and weaknesses and indeed strengths, would be evident beyond the personae they were portraying. It was also claimed, but difficult to understand any truth in it, that Cissie herself had initially no ambition to take up a stage career. But, whether she had or she hadn’t, it seemed that it was inevitable that she would do so. The truth seems to be somewhere in the middle as she later claims in interview that her mimicry was only a lark at school and that’s where it should have stayed, but she really and sincerely wanted to be a serious actress. She was so good at mimicry and impersonation that it was something she was never able to shake off and Charles Brighten, theatre manager of the Oxford, on seeing Cissie for the first time, saw nothing else and his eyes lit up, like cash registers perhaps. Once successfully on stage only a few, select people saw anything other than perfect mimicry within her.

She also had the influence of her aunt and uncle in Blackburn. Her aunt was on the stage, though there is not much known about her, and her uncle also appeared to have an interest in things theatrical where his watchmaker’s shop was near the Theatre Royal in Blackburn, and from which tickets could be bought for certain theatrical events. Horace Sagar, her uncle, also an energetic man, was the secretary of the ‘half holiday’ movement which eventually achieved its aim by 1883 in providing a half day holiday each week for the shopkeepers and tradesmen of Blackburn. It was an active family to belong to on the occasions she would stay there when she couldn’t be with her mother. Her hobby activity of cycling, might have originated here, which might not be surprising as her uncle was a keen cyclist and had eventually founded the West End cycling club in Blackburn in 1906. Cycling had become popular as a means of individual and personal transport though a medical study in Paris in 1894, where there were ‘a hundred thousand cyclists’, warned against both the dangers of riding in a busy city with its transport congestion, and that it could be dangerous for the heart, especially in middle aged people. Yvette Guilbert who Cissie would imitate regularly, was French and a keen cyclist and she probably didn’t care about the warnings at a young age. Indeed it was noted that cycling was a favourite activity among actors and actresses alike and among the women were included Irene Vanburgh, Mrs Patrick Campbell, Edna May, Mrs Beerbohm Tree, Lily Hanbury, Julia Neilson, all of who Cissie would eventually meet up with at one time another on or off the stage. Swimming was also a popular activity among the theatrical profession, as it was also a keen activity of Cissie’s, indeed considered her favourite sport. Before the likes of Annette Kellerman and the sub-aqua Odiva, as celebrated women of note, had eventually decreased the volume of swimwear of the individual into the public acceptance, the Westminster Gazette of 1921 can quote, ‘Miss Cissie Loftus is also a noted swimmer; indeed, she makes of swimming practically her one and only recreation.’ Both the Westminster Gazette and the Graphic of the same year of 1921 in these commentaries, anachronistically quote Cissie, or Maria Cecilia Loftus, as Mrs Cecilia McCarthy, over twenty years after her divorce from that surname, and over ten years since her re-marriage and subsequent divorce from a second married name of Waterman.

In 1898, those in the theatrical profession in Camberwell started their own swimming group, calling it ‘The Gaspers’. Within this club a fete was arranged, the proceeds of which would go to the Actors’ Benevolent Fund and the Dulwich Pension Society. As well as these two activities, Cissie’s other hobbies are stated to be autograph and photograph collecting, both of which she began as a young girl, and for which she had a great advantage in her back stage life. As an adult she was a self-confessed ‘Kodak fiend’ and had a great stock of her own photographs. She enjoyed reading, and she had a great love of flowers and cats, so she had plenty to occupy her life in which, when not spent with friends, she could equally be quite accomplished if she was left on her own. Later in her career she had a huge collection of her own photographs, a result of the hobby that she had pursued enthusiastically from the moment she had received her first Kodak.

After her first, resounding success at the theatre in London, the reporter who first went to her house, at Herne Hill, London, an old fashioned two storey cottage lavishly appointed and standing in beautiful grounds with a walled garden of flowers and herbs, and wild birds so tame they would almost eat off the hand, where she was living with her parents and a cousin, found a girlish, young lady of sixteen years of age. As he was sat on the lawn, Cissie came back from her first cycle ride, and was flushed, he considered, with her first success. The reporter claims it to be the first cycle ride, but it perhaps wasn’t unless it was the first cycle ride on a new bike. It was amusing to see Big Ben Brown trying her new bike with his knees up by his chin in an innocent scene of domestic normality which, as the innocence and excitement of youth, many an older person would like to return to. But an earlier memory of the correspondent of the Northern Guardian writing later in reflection (April 10 1901), pondered that the Cecilia of stage success in America and the Cissie of the Music Halls in London were both derived from the young girl he had once reported on in the garden of her innocence. He had first seen her from the window out in the garden planting geraniums in a flower bed, and she was called into the drawing room to be interviewed by a ‘gentleman from the press’, for a book of celebrities he was compiling. Here, she was in a soiled white dress, an image of innocent naivety, who would be leaving her education in a south west London convent in a matter of days (so she had left her schooling at Blackpool by then and perhaps refers to 1893). By the time this book of celebrities was published, Cissie was an established name in the music halls.

And it was in this very same house and garden in which she had often met had talked with a poet and playwright who had created a dream of the importance and independence of adulthood within her, and the man with whom she would eventually run away all the way to Edinburgh to get married to the pain, heartache, despair and financial cost to her parents.
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An education was necessary as well as being a legal requirement, and a boarding school was the easiest solution, given that both her parents worked on the stage and were often at different venues throughout the country. Layton Hill Convent in Blackpool was chosen probably through the influence of Father Bernard Vaughan, Jesuit priest from a Jesuit Church in Glasgow, and whose brother, one of many priests – and nuns – in the family was the head of the Catholic Church in England. It was a convent run the Sisters of the Holy Child of Jesus which Order had first arrived in Blackpool to look after the first Catholic Church in the town some decades earlier, and as such perhaps understandable why Bernard Vaughan would have recommended it to Marie for her daughter. The convent at Blackpool, and the only one of the convents that is known that she evidently attended by name, had been established in Blackpool in 1858, where the ‘pure air and sea-bathing rendered it a very desirable position’ for the purpose of the sound religious training of young ladies, which was the objective of the directors of the school. Cissie enjoyed swimming, but she was presumably denied the thrill of swimming, by her educators and moral guardians, from any of the many bathing machines that the town provided, or the ‘promiscuous bathing’ that was conducted outside the machines when men and women were in the water together. So perhaps her interest in swimming had developed later in life, it might be reasonable to assume.

The nuns that taught at the school had originally come up from the south coast at St Leonard’s on Sea, a coastline that Cissie would later get to know well, when her mother would buy a holiday property at Shoreham.

Despite the Jesuit order belonging to the more militant aspect of Catholicism, Fr. Bernard Vaughan nevertheless, like his later Anglican counterparts in Blackpool, Canon Little and Canon Frank Freshwater, would not accept that the acting profession was a collection of satyrs and loose women, as it was often considered, and who gave the theatres a bad name. Canon Freshwater, who some time later created the uniqueness of the specialised Actors’ Chapel at St Stephens on the Cliffs in Blackpool, would demonstrate that the clergy were not always opposed to the acting profession, and both these Blackpool clerics defended the town (and by inference any other town with a tradition of entertainment) against accusations of it being a Sodom and Gomorrah. Within Father Vaughan then there would be some sympathy with Cissie’s mother’s, profession of actress, and having the spiritual wellbeing of her daughter at heart.

Her convent education can be identified in Blackpool on the 1891 census and, then in her own admission, she was at convent schools in London and even France, though this is not verified by any record. In Blackpool both the traditional spiritual and dress habits of the nuns, her teachers and guardians, in their direct suppression of trying to be someone else and not necessarily being anyone in particular in the process, contrasted in an antipodean manner both to the town, as the entertainment capital of the North, as well as to Cissie’s theatrical upbringing. This contrast would have been most emphatic at the convents, where she is known as Cissie Bell by her classmates. These strict religious beliefs and traditions however had, in their content of morality, it may seem evident, attached themselves inescapably to her psyche and stayed with her throughout her life.

The Convent of the Holy Child of Jesus in Blackpool was at first a stone’s throw away from the sea, and later in the more illustrious surroundings of Raikes Hall, though too close to the town’s entertainments for the moral preservation of any girl with the nerve and daring to sneak out of bounds, if a boarder. The Convent school then moved to Little Layton, a rural setting between farms where it was perhaps deemed better for the spiritual environment of the pupils. Away from the convent edifice in Blackpool, with its theatres and the busy promenade carriageway of the holiday seaside resort, life was lived first and then rued later with all its triumphs and tragedies as much as ever could be enacted upon the stage, and represented the kind of human interaction from which the stage took its material. These continuing human conflicts absorbed from the experience of her observations could be considered as those later portrayed by her on stage and film. By 1909, Cecilia’s name, now of some fame and import, was remembered when the Convent set afire on a freezing cold February morning and one hundred and seventeen ‘inmates’ had to be evacuated to nearby sheds and greenhouses, and the unusual, and tragic, task of the firemen of having to rescue the corpse of a nun awaiting burial and lying in the chapel, a task which was successfully carried out. The incident didn’t leave the firemen unscathed either, as one unfortunate one of them had slipped on the ice and was thus ‘confined to bed’ as a result.

Of course, the readership of the paper in which the incident was recorded, was reminded, it is interesting to note, that this was the convent that Miss Cecilia Loftus had left to embark upon her stage career. Cissie was well known by then, and she had been famous for nearly twenty years, and her mother famous for much longer before that. The convent was now about two miles out of town and situated on a hill at Little Layton, later to be called, somewhat topographically correctly, Layton Hill Convent. From its vantage point Cissie, while resident there in 1891, would have been able to look down upon the town over towards the sea before the world famous tower of the resort had been constructed, as much as her world famous reputation was yet to be built, just like, nearly forty years later she would have been able to view New York before the Empire State Building had appeared on the city’s skyline.

Blackpool is not far from Blackburn, a reasonably short train ride in Cissie’s day, and Cissie was able to visit her aunt and uncle, Horace (or Horatio) and Jane Sagar, who were close to the same age as Cissie herself. Her aunt died, while Cissie would still have been at the convent and, with her mother away much of the time, she would have little close, family feminine influences to feed off. The Irishness of her origins in the religious differences in Glasgow would make her, in a kind of isolation, curious, defensive and nervous about life as she found herself largely on her own with only the influence of the nuns at the school who had to convince her, in the spirit of her youthful endeavour and the confusion of her energies, that God had all the answers, a sentiment reflected later, it might be interpreted, from snippets of her poetry. A nervous and sensitive girl, she claimed that she was sick with stage fright before ever going onto the stage before a performance, ‘If only I did not suffer so terribly so from stage fright. I feel simply paralysed with nervousness, and make myself really ill with apprehension for days beforehand.’ (Lancashire Daily Post interview April 21 1902) revealing a person who was, if sensitive and insecure, also quite brave and single minded. It was a nervousness perhaps originating from the insecurities of not having a more permanent and calming influence in her early life, and it maybe constituted the insecurities that, in her later life, drove her to emphasise a reliance upon both prescription medication and alcohol when no other path was perceivably available to her.

In her reminiscences, a school friend recalls her friendship with Cissie, ‘who we all knew as Cissie Bell.’ In a letter to the Coventry Herald of March 14th 1902, this unidentified correspondent, and friend of Cissie’s who might have been Maggie Regan, gives a little insight into the individual and somewhat independent character of her friend who, it appears lacked no compassion for others where an understanding was evident to her. The correspondent, on her first, tearful day at the boarding school away from strict parental control, was perhaps afraid of the even more severe convention she had come to. But she was immediately taken in hand by the cheeky, humorous and occasionally irreverent Cissie Bell who was not averse to breaking rules like talking in the cloisters, when this was not allowed and where a ‘magnum silencium’ was seemingly strictly imposed, to the tearful newcomer. This considerate Cissie Bell was able to calm the newcomer’s nerves by introducing her to the community, the strictness of which could be avoided from time to time by a little light hearted diversion of scepticism, as all life is an act and it often doesn’t need a stage and you can ‘boo!’ or ‘bravo!’ your circumstances which, at this school age, directly include your teachers or guardians. While walking and whispering through the cloisters en route to the dormitory, Cissie had slipped a small package into her hand and when she arrived in the dormitory she opened it and found it contained butterscotch, a little piece of contraband from a great piece of consideration. ‘Dear old, Cissie!’ she concludes her letter to the paper, ‘Even now, after the lapse of years, I can still feel the touch of that friendly little hand; I can see those blue eyes, looking into mine, and I can hear that soft voice bidding me, a lonely child, be of good cheer.’ Cissie in her independence of personality does seem to portray a sense of her own loneliness during her life and seeing it in others, even at an early date, was aware enough to continue to see it in others, in her own understanding, throughout her life and show a compassion, rather than a resentment towards them.

She claims to have been happy in her convent education, though not specifying which convent, but this was probably more or less true since you have to make friends when out on your own and Cissie appears, in her character, to be independent enough to have done so at the time. It was reported that she had gone for an audition for the stage without letting the school know and, having got the job, an education was no longer relevant to her, and she didn’t return. This might have referred to her time in London rather than Blackpool. Whether this was true or not, and there had been some discussion with the school and parents beforehand is not known, but then it would have been less dramatic for the newspapers to write about. Cissie would be reacquainted with one of her school friends, Maggie Regan in New York many years later and at that time had acted as a go between for her friend and her future husband. Margaret was a less successful comedy playwright and her husband, Oliver Herford, a ‘brilliant’, comedic illustrator. It is hard to imagine other than that Cissie and Maggie were cheeky school children together, partners in the crime of making fun of their surroundings and their educators, while together at the convent. However, it also true that someone who might have been distant during school days can turn up later and be the best friend that you have ever had.

Even later on in 1898 while she was performing at the London Alhambra, Cissie, in her continuing youth, was described in the Morning Post as quoted in the Era May 28 1898, ‘One sees in her a schoolgirl, not in the throes of a Speech Day, but just trying to amuse her school fellows on some wet afternoon by taking off the governesses and masters, to whom, while seeing their weaknesses, she bears no grudge. She attempts no disguise, though a hat or coat may be put on for fun, and when she does take up a dirty cuttee in her dainty fingers she is very careful about putting it to her lips’. A cuttee is perhaps a pipe as used by coster Gus Elen as there is a reference in the Stage reviews of this year to her holding a pipe judiciously away from her mouth –on account of the delicate nature of her throat, it was assumed.

In all, it appears that she was at least content with her convent education. The nuns, her educators, she recounts were, ‘very sensible and vey human’ as perhaps they had been trained by profession or vocation to keep the vices of the human personality out of sight. Musical interest persisted at the convent even in the decades after Cissie’s death where there was a specific music room, as testified by those who attended. For a sensitive, injured and ever enquiring soul, peace could be found in certain places where the sound of the music might be heard to the backdrop of the trees and the summer flowers in a few moments of precious aloneness. In these earlier days, one of the nuns had written a waltz which Cissie had got hold of and had sent it to Ellen Terry. Even such a name as Ellen Terry, though held in some awe by Cissie would, no doubt, nevertheless be represented as just a potential ordinary human being just as any other actress or actor she would have observed in her own experience of stage life away from the stage itself. Ellen Terry had replied and, thanking her for the music, also sent her two guineas (£2 2s approximately £196.44 in 1890 as the estimated date of the letter, for which no date is given). Cissie already with some status among her school pals with her theatre connections, had that status enhanced somewhat further with the receipt of the stage star’s reply. Perhaps she was regarded at school then as what is understood as an influencer on social media today, as she also wrote stories and poems with the teachers and friends in the roles of the heroes/heroines or villains and so her personality would be that of the popular, not the quiet and unassuming.

Later, in ‘The Serio-comic Governess’ Cissie herself played the leading role, and is also credited as the producer. There are elements of autobiography in the story, reflecting her claimed happy days at the convent, and it is a play in which a governess by day is also a musical hall artiste by night. It was written by Israel Zangwill with much detail dictated by Cissie, and also had a part in it for her former convent school buddy Maggie Regan. The contrast between strict rules and free expression had been Cecilia’s life from her early days emphasised perhaps, by her experience at the convents during her education on the one hand, and the stage on the other.
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And Out of the Starting Blocks.

––––––––
[image: ]


While in her family circle, her talents were, eventually at least, well known, praised and enjoyed, she must have also been good at imitating the somewhat carefully sterilised emotions of her teachers, to the delight no doubt of her classmates, who would also be her dormitory and refectory mates, and it is intimated by her uncle that she had engaged in pantomime during her school years. There is the memory of a newspaper correspondent in writing that he had seen Cissie Loftus as the principal girl in Red Riding Hood with Jenny Hill as the principal boy at the Grand Theatre in Leeds and, as presented to the Leeds Mercury in 1933, claimed it was ‘about fifty years ago.’, though there is no record of this event found. In 1941, Cissie also claims that she would also be celebrating her 50th year on the stage at a dinner party held for George Barbier for his golden anniversary in California, so this puts back the reported beginning of her career by another year, at least from the viewpoint of her own memory, but that could quite reasonably relate to that pantomime performance on the stage in Leeds in 1891 before she appeared for the first time in her own right in Belfast in 1892.

Cissie, in an admission to a Boston Post reporter on her first visit to the city in April of 1895, described her first introduction to professional imitation was in seeing May Yohe play Mlle Nitouche in London, most probably in her school holidays from her parent’s address in London, and a short time later, in an attempt to describe her performance to her friends back home, she found she could do it so easily and so accurately that it all started from there, but she didn’t attach an exact date to that incident.

Her mother, and no doubt her father too, would have encouraged, advised and cautioned as much as any parents are wont to do. The American newspapers seem to have had the idea that it was the nuns at the convent who had encouraged Cissie (or ‘Cecilia) into acting as they had seen her talent. It is possible that they had seen this in school plays and pantomime, and the same papers claim that she was not allowed into a theatre until she was fifteen years old, which appears to be entirely at loggerheads with what is understood of Cissie’s early life from childhood, so the mind has to be open to interpreting information. It may have been a reference to the nuns that had kept her away from the perceived immorality of the bright lights of the Promenade and the theatres in the holiday resort of Blackpool and had encouraged her into pantomime within the safety of their own terms.

While she made her first, generally accepted, public stage appearance at the Alhambra in Belfast in 1892, she exploded onto the Music Hall stage when she made her debut in London the following year and, in the words of the Music Hall publication of September, ‘Through that one appearance her fame spread throughout the kingdom, and managers everywhere eagerly competed to secure what it was apparent would be the feature of the season. Perhaps never in the history of the stage was there such a remarkable and instantaneous leap into public favour. Long and weary toiling up the ladder of fame, such as most artistes experience, was all spared the clever and fortunate Cissy. She was a star from her first appearance, and remains so to the present time.’ This of course wasn’t entirely true and it was only apparent to those who had seen her for the first time, never having even heard of her before. The stage had been her natural and intimate learning platform from infancy. She wasn’t just good, she was also very different in bucking the tradition of elaborate costume and make-up. She appeared in a simple white frock (though a pink frock is also often referred to) with her brown hair tied up in a bun and completely devoid of pretension, even if pretending was the whole subject of her performance. She relied solely upon her natural talent of imitation and had every nuance of facial expression, idiosyncrasy of body language and movement and, to add to that, a clever singing voice and an ability to dance. And not only to sing and dance but also to sing and dance in the way of those she was imitating, without malice or satire or the slightest insult, just an honest and highly accurate reproduction of the person imitated.

Her first public appearance at the age of fifteen, is accepted as at the Alhambra in Belfast singing ‘Molly Darling’ in 1892 where her mother was appearing at the time, as the Dublin Evening Telegraph reports. It is likely that Marie had introduced her daughter to William Ashcroft who, after an impromptu audition, decided to give her a turn on his stage. Though her performance at the time was perhaps a little raw, William Ashcroft of that genre of popular Irish comedian performing as the Solid Man, having seen her, predicted great success for her on the stage. William was not only an Irish comedian and dancer whose title of Solid Man probably refers to the discovery (ultimately a hoax) of the petrified body of a man in the USA which was causing a sensation at the time, but also the manager of the Royal Alhambra Theatre of Varieties in Belfast, so it can be assumed he knew the theatre scene well and could detect talent.

William Ashcroft however, did have a less humorous side to him and, in the November of 1884 had trashed the windows and front door of the house belonging to someone with whom he had differences. It was at 5am, so it can be considered a deliberate act and not a fleeting moment of knee jerk rage. It is not known what these
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