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  Tsuru Aoki portrait by Nelson Evans, circa 1916. Mary Mallory


  Tsuru Aoki, First Asian Star


  THOUGH LONG IN THE SHADOW OF HER BETTER-KNOWN HUSBAND, Tsuru Aoki achieved as great a fame as Sessue Hayakawa and as much renown for her acting. Born in Japan though raised in the United States, the beautiful Aoki functioned as a crossroads between the East and West, blending together the best attributes of both. Her life was a paradox: brought to this country as a child, her image revolved around her American assimilation and identity, but she rarely received an opportunity to perform as such onscreen. Growing up surrounded by art, she brought artistic expression to the screen herself. Tired of the usage of yellowface, she sought to actually represent her culture onscreen, giving it dignity and respect. Aoki was many things but especially a groundbreaker for Asian performers.


  Born September 9, 1892, in Harata, Japan, the daughter of a poor Japanese fisherman and his wife, she was raised by her actor-performer aunt Sadayakko Kawakami, the “Ellen Terry ofJapan,” and uncle, Otijiro (Otto) Kawakami, the “Henry Irving of Japan.”1 The Kawakamis organized the Imperial Theatre ofJapan, introducing Shakespeare plays to the country. From early in her life, Aoki was surrounded by art and artifice, preparing her for life on and off the film screen.


  In 1899, the Theatre Company and Aoki sailed for the United States to perform on tour on their way to Europe and the World Exposition in Paris.2 Aoki performed onstage with the troupe early on the West Coast but ran into trouble in San Francisco, where city officials declared her underage for performing. One reported, “Little Tsurru [sic] the juvenile member of the company has been left behind in the hands of J. Aoki, an artist of this city. She will complete her education under his care.”3


  Aoki, actually artist Hyosai Aoki, moved with the young girl to Pasadena, changing her last name to Aoki, raising her as his own. He introduced her to the arts, opening an artistic vein in her, allowing her to study dancing and acting.4 During these years she also attended St. Margaret’s Hall in San Mateo, California, where she was a classmate to future screenwriter Frances Marion.5


  When the artist Aoki died in 1912, young Aoki turned toward her love of acting to survive, joining Los Angeles stock companies to train and grow, and studying with the Egan Dramatic School and the Scovell Juvenile Stock Company. She tracked down Louise Scher, who her father had asked to act as foster mother in case of his death. Aoki moved in with Scher and her family while figuring out her next move.6 By 1913 she was acting and adapting plays for a Japanese company at Egan Dramatic School in Los Angeles, where she soon met a fellow pupil and performer Sessue Hayakawa, who was quickly attracted to the beautiful and ambitious girl.7


  In a strange bit of luck, comedian Fred Mace discovered the warm Aoki and signed her to a contract with his company to costar with him in Mimosa’s Sweetheart, as a prim young Japanese woman whom Mace is attempting to woo. Her acting impressed the cast, and she was called “exceptionally clever.”8 The bright and industrious young woman stated she hoped to form her own company and make artistic films in Japan to show to US audiences, to try, as the only Asian female star in film, to bring more understanding of Japanese to the American people.


  Aoki soon appeared in The Oath of Tsura San, where she transformed from geisha girl into action hero. From this point forward, Aoki found herself almost typecast as an obedient, self-sacrificing Japanese maiden full of honor and value. Her next film, O Mimi San, saw her essay a very Madame Butterfly-like character opposite a former schoolmate from the Egan Dramatic School, Sessue Hayakawa. The two made a formidable team, with excellent chemistry and timing. Looking for authenticity and believability in his films, New York Motion Picture Company producer Thomas H. Ince had signed her and her Japanese company and trusted her instincts regarding the intense Hayakawa.9


  Though he believed in authenticity onscreen, Ince had no problem with crafting elaborate false biographies à la Theda Bara to help promote films. Before the feature The Wrath of the Gods, Ince had released a false biography of Aoki, claiming that she was a native of the island of Sakura, almost destroyed by volcano on January 13, 1914, with most of her relatives killed in the eruption.10 Aoki gave a restrained, thoughtful performance, helping to somewhat rein in Hayakawa’s overacting.


  Over the next several years, Aoki would star in such films as Love’s Sacrifice, A Tragedy of the Orient, Alien Souls, and The Curse of Caste as a honorable young Japanese woman often sacrificing herself in place of her great love. She and Hayakawa, whom she married on May 1, 1914, after falling in love during the making of The Typhoon, also played Native Americans in The Last of the Line and The Death Mask. While Hayakawa soon starred in The Cheat for Cecil B. DeMille and gained superstardom, Aoki remained content to take on challenging roles and stay below the radar, taking the subservient role in their marriage, perhaps because her husband desired it.


  When Hayakawa’s career took off at Paramount, Aoki subsumed her own ambitions to support him in his features there and later at his own company, Haworth Pictures. Whatever her film, Aoki garnered excellent reviews, noted for her believability and sensitivity, whether playing traditional Asian roles or those of assimilation and acceptance. Though a fine artist, the actress remained stuck in Asian roles, with the industry failing to allow her to portray average American women, seeming to play to society stereotypes, sacrificing herself in some way for men, whether Asian or white.


  Critics praised her acting, with the Motion Picture News stating, “Miss Aoki, besides possessing a face which seems to meet perfectly the screen’s exacting requirements, understands restraint so well that her impersonation of the ill-fated wife ceases to be acting at all, and is transformed in the spectator’s mind, to life itself.”11 The Billboard exclaimed, “Miss Aoki left no doubt in the minds of those who witnessed her debut that she is destined to become one of filmdom’s most popular leading women.”12 The El Paso Herald wrote, “It is dangerous to make comparisons, but the work of this little artist in this beautiful picture in point of style bears a striking resemblance to Mary Pickford’s. Both are appealing in their simplicity and emotion rather than resorting to exaggerated methods.”13 Aoki sold her performances through her expressive eyes, simply underplaying her parts with a pleasing naturalness that charmed audiences.


  Many noted Aoki’s focus, discipline, sincerity, charm, and intelligence. While she was happy to gain such praise, Aoki always worried that people wouldn’t like her, perhaps because of never feeling quite accepted because of her background. In many ways, her self-effacing attitude was an attempt to blend in and be at one with others, especially at a time of growing resentment against Asians in America.


  Hayakawa and Aoki lived as any young couple in America would, wearing typical dress and residing in a simple bungalow with a dog while enjoying pleasures like reading, sports, and taking drives. As Hayakawa grew more successful, they purchased Argyle Castle and ever more elaborate sports cars, while throwing some of Hollywood’s most entertaining and popular parties. The couple took part in bond drives and war rallies just like other Hollywood stars did, with Aoki also appearing at Red Cross events, fund drives, pageants, and at women’s events at places like the Hollywood Studio Club, all while taking dance lessons from Ruth St. Denis, piano lessons from Godorowsky, and singing lessons, as well as horseback riding and playing golf.


  Publicity stories, on the other hand, noted the blending of the two cultures, pointing out how their home contained both Japanese and English decoration, and that Aoki sometimes wore her colorful kimonos off-camera as well. The press always subtly noted their otherness, pointing out that Aoki was the more American of the two with her flawless American accent and knowledge of American ways. A story in the 1920 Picture Play magazine stated, “You would never be at all convinced that Tsuru Aoki were Japanese if your acquaintance was restricted to over-the-phone conversations.”14 The couple walked a fine line trying to bridge both cultures and please both.


  Hayakawa and Aoki continued working well together, especially costarring opposite each other in his Haworth Productions. Most of the films provided the opportunity for giving Asian characters dignity and agency, unlike what happened in most studio films of the time. Offscreen, Aoki spent time ensuring authenticity of costumes, hair, and cultural depictions.
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  A set at Inceville during production of The Wrath of the Gods (1914) with Tsuru Aoki at right. Marc Wanamaker/Bison Archives


  Aoki signed a three-picture deal with Universal to once again star in films, noting she yearned to play comedy again because she was tired of drama and always being killed off in films. While she earned great reviews from critics, growing resentment against Asians, Japanese in particular, rankled. After her last film, the actress announced her retirement, perhaps in grief over the change in American attitudes, and perhaps because Hayakawa forced her to abandon starring roles on her own and devote herself to him. She became known as Mrs. Hayakawa. Trying to escape growing anti-immigrant sentiment, the couple traveled to Japan and later Europe to distance themselves from hateful times. Aoki appeared in one more American film in 1960.


  Talented in both acting onscreen and charming people off, Aoki attempted to bridge cultural divides during her time as a cinema star, proud of her Asian heritage and hoping to educate Americans about it. Mostly stuck in stereotypical roles throughout her career, she deftly brought sensitivity and expressiveness to her performances, whether as sacrificial heroines or the few comedic scamps she played. Self-effacing and private, she lived a life of peace and contentment, remaining true to her values and a role model for all.
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  Theda Bara portrait as a vamp with a raven by Underwood & Underwood. Angie Schneider


  Theda Bara, First Vamp


  IN THE EARLIEST DAYS OF THE CINEMA, FEMALE CHARACTERS WERE mostly portrayed as young and innocent, reflecting the patriarchal view of women. Persevering, loyal, dedicated, women were depicted as contented wives and mothers, or aspiring to be. By 1912 female representation on screen grew more animated, more risk-taking, perhaps tying in with the growing action-oriented serial craze featuring headstrong young women, and perhaps also with the rising suffrage movement fighting to get women the right to vote. In 1915 Fox Film Corporation introduced audiences to the vamp character, one who would lead men to destruction. A film-created celebrity, Theda Bara grew famous portraying the first vamp onscreen, giving her power and strength while adding softening touches. Though finding fame as a vamp, Bara was nothing like the woman she portrayed onscreen.


  Born Theodosia Goodman, on July 29, 1885, in Cincinnati, Ohio, the daughter of a tailor and his wife, Bara was raised a good Jewish girl looking out for others. The local newspaper commented on the “beautiful little six-year-old” delivering a donation to help a local family and then “taking all the sunshine of the day” when she left.1 She brought in a donation for Christmas baskets in December, leading the paper to call her “the same little sunbeam.”2


  A delightful child, Bara enjoyed reading and studying music, performing in a piano recital at the age of eleven.3 As a teenager, her dreams turned to the stage. By 1905 the family was living in Rochester, New York, before Bara studied drama in New York City while working as an actress, perhaps because of a financial reversal in the family.4 She appeared onstage in New York and traveled with a stock company before scouring casting offices looking for work at what would then have been the advanced age of thirty.


  Though she first appeared as an extra in the 1914 film The Stain, Bara found superstardom in her second film and first starring role for Fox, A Fool There Was. Based on the Rudyard Kipling poem of the same name, the film featured the quiet, retiring actress as a Spanish siren of doom, whose overwhelming sensual presence lured men to their destruction. What led to the film’s popularity was the studio’s creative buildup of their unknown star, employing fantastic hyperbole to create an exotic woman of history. Press releases claimed that the dramatic actress was the daughter of an artist and an Arabian princess, with her name an anagram for “Arab Death.” To add to the sensationalism, they luridly posed her with snakes and skulls in photographs released to the public.


  Thanks to the film’s overwhelming impact on culture and Bara’s dramatic portrayal, she shot to celebrity as the screen’s first vamp. Folks around the country inquired about her background, naively believing in the original story. Others, perhaps angry about women raising voices and marching to declare their right to vote, looked on the portrayal of an independent, passionate woman in search of her desires onscreen as a threat. Even a British magazine wrote that “it was due more to Theda Bara than to any other siren of the screen that people on this side of the Atlantic came to know the modern meaning of the word ‘Vamp.’”5


  Perhaps to correct the record, some information about Bara’s real background was published after the release of A Fool There Was, acknowledging her American birth as Theodosia Goodman and theater background, while still claiming she was studying abroad when she took the stage name Bara before coming back to the States.6 Mocking the apocryphal for all its worth, a facetious unnamed columnist wrote, “Temperamental Parisienne who robs timid and unattractive wives of their cantaloupe-headed husbands is real arch-torpedo of domesticity and may in reality be plain Cincinnati girl. . . . This pretty woman has become the symbol against which every woman’s fist is raised, the terror of the flat-housewife, the Ishmaelite of femininity. The fact that Theda Bara is a home-buster only in working hours, and in other hours is a gentle, slightly melancholy, even timid creature, will, of course, not be believed by the women.”7


  A story in early 1916 from an Atchison, Kansas, newspaper revealed Bara’s actual background from former schoolgirl friend Sara Salzer, who called her a “very proper young person,” raised of a good Jewish family. Salzer revealed that “back in Cincinnati the old school friends of Theodosia Goodman in talking of her fame, say the silent drama is her salvation as her speaking voice comes right through her nose, with a decided twang.”8


  Waiting sometime after the film’s release, Bara opened up to young Delight Evans of Screenland, revealing her true nature, decidedly different from what she played onscreen. An introvert, she preferred to quietly remain at home if not going out for dinner or the theater. Evans found her “a consummate actress; but it is such a pity that she must make up for the role. She had a part to play that afternoon; and she played it much more cleverly than she did Cleopatra. . . . A clever actress in her high-school days, Theodosia Goodman later developed a somewhat extraordinary aptitude for portraying vamps, ancient, medieval, and modern.”9


  Bara starred in seven films for Fox in 1915, many playing off her “vamp” persona, with such titles as The Devil’s Daughter, Sin, Destruction, Siren of Hell, and The Serpent. She starred in eight films in 1916, meaty ones offering more range, like East Lynne, Under Two Flags, Her Double Life, and Romeo and Juliet.


  In 1917 Bara traveled west to the California studio to star in its historic opus Cleopatra, which surpassed all box office expectations. Featuring massive sets, a cast of thousands, and exotic, skin-baring costumes, the film raked in profits at the box office, with many critics considering it Bara’s best work; one stated that she made Cleopatra “a sensual voluptuary of the most luring type who conquers only by her seductiveness.” Her alluring performance and come-hither stares hearkened back to that of A Fool There Was.


  The actress made another seven films for Fox in 1919 before the studio canceled her contract, and her film career was basically over. She married older, refined director Charles Brabin in 1921 and retired from
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  Theda Bara pictured on Theda Bara, I'll Keep Away from You sheet music during vamp period, 1916. Mary Mallory


  the screen, though she made two short films in the late 1920s, trying to revive her career.


  By 1921 the embroidered lies about her name bothered Bara, and she opened up, telling a magazine, “But I have read so many lies about myself that I hardly know the truth any more. My manager and my press agent have treated me like a freak in a circus side-show.”10 She was ready to exit the fame train.


  Truly selling a performance, Theda Bara, the quiet Jewish girl from Cincinnati, created the screen’s first spiderlike “vamp,” ensnaring men in her web of allure and danger, causing their destruction. Perhaps she became such a public sensation because of women’s conflicting views at the time of their roles—that of independent, action-oriented women making their own decisions or that of more conservative, homebound women, following men’s dictates that “good” women remained at home as wives and mothers, content with their lot.
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  Clara Bow portrait with a smoldering look, circa 1928. Marc Wanamaker/Bison Archives


  Clara Bow, First Sex Symbol


  THE IMAGE OF SILENT HOLLYWOOD’S LEADING LADIES EVOLVED QUICKLY from its beginnings. Focusing on the innocent young girl characters of Mary Pickford and the Gish sisters, it morphed into action-oriented, assertive serial heroines like Helen Holmes and Ruth Roland, then man-eating vamps like Theda Bara, the flirty flappers like Colleen More, and finally, the sexual flare of the late 1920s “It” girl, Clara Bow. The screen’s first true sex symbol, Bow exuded a sensuous, infectious spirit that charmed audiences and moviegoers, sexy and innocent all at the same time. Born into poverty in Brooklyn, the playful young ingenue wowed audiences in the late 1920s as she became one of Paramount and Hollywood’s top icons.


  Born July 25, 1905, in Brooklyn, New York, Clara Bow lived a Dickensian childhood full of poverty and despair. Bow found herself surrounded by tragedy at every turn, forced to care for a mother suffering from mental illness while living in decrepit hovels with an emotionally and sexually abusive father. Feeling out of place, alone, and extremely sensitive and self-conscious with a slight stammer, Bow yearned for escape, usually finding it in movies and fan magazines.


  Bow found an escape route through an ad in a 1921 issue of Motion Picture Magazine promoting a Fame and Fortune contest, which the magazine called “The Magical Key to the Screen.”1 It awarded a part in a movie as first prize. Taking a chance, Bow delivered two terrible portraits to the contest office in person, with the manager writing, “Called in person—very pretty” at the bottom of the photos.2 Called for a screen test along with other contestants, Bow watched and instinctively realized the importance of individuality. “The girl who spent hours imitating Mary Pickford sensed that to be special, she must be herself.”3


  Quick, instinctive, Bow improved rapidly in front of the camera, letting her guard down, going on to win her one-chance-in-a-million contest to escape poverty, appearing in a small part in the 1922 movie Beyond the Rainbow, totally cut upon release. Bow’s intuitive grasp of the camera led director Elmer Clifton to continually expand her role in Down to the Sea in Ships the next year, developing her as an actress. Thanks to his role, Bow earned a spot as a WAMPAS (Western Association of Motion Picture Advertisers) Baby Star in 1924.


  She struggled to find parts before gaining a role in Enemies of Women (1923). Bow found release in the movie from her abject despair of home life, shining vivaciously onscreen while crying within. As she wrote later, “In the picture I danced on a table. All the time I hadda be laughin’, rompin’, displayin’ joy of life. . . . I’d cry my eyes out when I left my mama in the mornin’—and then go dance on a table.”4 Motion Picture Magazine’s story on Bow winning the contest caught this contradiction, featuring a photo of the vulnerable winner while writing, “She is full of confidence, determination, and ambition. She is endowed with a mentality beyond her years. She has a genuine spark of the divine fire.”5


  From the first, her portraits revealed a wistful, lost little girl seeking refuge and a place to call home. In front of the cameras, however, the desperate teenager displayed great charisma, personality, and potent sensuality, drawing audiences’ gaze. Looking for protection, her film benefactors would more often exploit her and her career rather than nurture the talented star.


  After just a few films, the Los Angeles-based Preferred Pictures signed her to a contract, bringing her west after a swarm of scandals besmirched the film capital. Undergoing a brutal test with new boss B. P. (Benjamin Percival) Schulberg, Bow passed with flying colors. Agent Maxine Alton exclaimed, “She was an emotional machine,” volubly expressing a range of emotions with ease.6 Preferred starred her in their own films besides loaning her out for others for a nice payback. Lent to First National for Black Oxen, Bow impressed director Frank Lloyd by merely walking through the door, as she later reminisced: “A big smile came over his face and he looked tickled to death.”7 Interviewed by the press, Lloyd stated, “Bow is the personification of the ideal aristocratic flapper, mischievous, pretty, aggressive, quick-tempered and deeply sentimental.”8 Her career as the screen’s ultimate flapper queen was born—somewhat ironic, because all the mad exuberance at life covered the disillusioned, sad little girl hiding underneath.


  Bow achieved her first lead in Poisoned Paradise early in 1924, playing a charming though tough-minded flapper, starting to find her stride onscreen. Loaned out to Universal, she starred in the 1924 prohibition tale Wine, drawing high praises from Los Angeles Times writer Alma Whittaker: “She radiates sex appeal tempered with an impish sense of humor. . . . She hennas her blond hair so that it will photograph dark in the pictures. . . . Her social decorum is of that natural, good-natured, pleasantly informal kind. . . . She can act on or off the screen—takes a joyous delight in accepting a challenge to vamp any selected male—the more unpromising specimen the better. When the hapless victim is scared into speechlessness, she gurgles with naughty delight and tries another.”9


  Preferred kept her busy during this time; she acted in eight pictures in 1924 and fourteen in 1925, learning her craft while making the studio lots of money on the loan-outs. Audiences grew for her films, entranced by her effervescent screen personality, with her last Preferred Picture, The Plastic Age, released in 1926, her most popular ever. As actress Louise Brooks wrote years later, “[Bow] became a star without nobody’s help.”10 About to face bankruptcy in the fall of 1925, Schulberg landed the position of associate producer at Paramount Pictures, bringing Bow as his ultimate playing card.


  More confident in herself and her acting talents, Bow wowed with her pictures at Paramount, a wonderful contradiction of flirty, take-no-prisoners young women hiding the vulnerable, naive parts of their psyches underneath, all seething with sexy vitality. Her spontaneity, personality, and flashy eyes let emotions play across her face, charming audiences. Director Victor Fleming captured her intuitive performances: “Touch her, and she responded with genius.”11 Bow played a wide range of roles, from tough tomboys and confident shop girls to flirty flappers, all combining moxie and sensitivity.


  Bow came into her own at Paramount, owning every film she starred in. Photoplay wrote, “When she is on the screen, nothing else matters. When she is off, the same is true.”12 In the 1926 film Dancing Mothers, she played “Kittens,” a selfish, saucy flapper reduced to despairing vulnerability after recognizing her mother as her love rival. Bow’s vivacious, saucy manner onscreen led novelist Elinor Glyn to call her the “It” girl, one of several nicknames Bow had claimed, but the moniker fit. Paramount produced the film It in 1927 to capitalize on her fame, garnering rave reviews for Bow as the poor but plucky shopgirl Betty Spence who steals the heart of her boss Cyrus Waltham (Antonio Moreno). Bow ranked as one of Paramount’s top stars with her passionate, sexy onscreen performances but once again found herself exploited by studio bosses, who raked in big bucks while paying her middle-rung rates.


  Offscreen, Bow lived as wildly as many of her characters, partying, dancing, and never standing still. A total nonconformist, she lived for the moment, passionately enjoying each one. While this fueled lively onscreen performances, it also engendered negative reviews in the press, leading to many difficulties. She cycled through emotions onscreen while cycling through money and men offscreen, while looking for a place to call home.


  Though uneasy with the new sound medium, Bow remained “box office queen” through several sound performances in The Wild Party, Dangerous Curves, and The Saturday Night Kid. Her nervousness over sound recording grew in intensity, requiring retakes for The Wild Party as her eyes wandered to look at the overhead mike. As Bow pined in an interview, “I can’t buck progress. I have to do the best I can.”13 Her nervousness and stress grew, perhaps exacerbated by latent mental issues inherited from her mother. Bow continued working through 1931, still popular at the box office but seeing picture revenues drop as new stars arose, but her emotional health cracked due to overwork, scandals, and celebrity.


  After spending time in a sanatorium, Bow retreated to boyfriend Rex Bell’s ranch in Nevada to recuperate, marrying him in December that year. Feeling better, she signed a contract with Fox Film Corporation in 1932 for a two-picture deal for Call Her Savage and Hoop-La. Released in 1932, Call Her Savage revealed Clara at her sexy, passionate best, a scandalous wildcat who upends convention while defeating all manner of destruction thrown her way. An over-the-top melodrama with plenty of pre-Code sexual scandal and innuendo, Call Her Savage allowed Bow to play a real woman and burn up the screen with sexual intensity and desire. She came alive onscreen, but life behind the cameras was torture for her. After making Hoop-La in 1934, her last film, Bow retired from public life to be a wife and mother until mental instability once again came her way.


  Bow wowed the moviegoing public in the 1920s with her effervescent, natural, and spirited onscreen persona, which masked the hopeless despair and vulnerability underneath. Her innocent yet sensual flair onscreen ushered in more physical and explicit depictions of sexuality in the decades to come, yet they never topped her electric performances. Bow ran wild as Hollywood’s first sex symbol, a complicated blend of wild eroticism and charming naivete.
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  Marie Eline identified as the “Tanhauser Kid” [sic] on Tattle Tale sheet music, 1914. Mary Mallory


  Marie Eline, First Child Star


  IN THE FIRST DECADE OF AMERICAN CINEMA, CHILDREN OFTEN STARRED in and “stole” films. Many acted onscreen only a few times and many just as extras. Only a few composed a regular part of studios’ acting stables at this time, like Biograph’s Gladys Egan and Jack Pickford, Essanay’s Baby Lillian Walker, and Thanhouser’s Marie Eline. Sometimes called “Child Bernhardt of the Silent Drama,”1 Marie Eline joined the Thanhouser Company in 1910 and, thanks to her popularity, became the first female child star of the screen and the first to be advertised as such. Her popularity and stardom would lead to the crowning of such child superstars as Jackie Coogan, Baby Peggy, and Shirley Temple.


  Born February 27, 1905, in Milwaukee, Wisconsin,2 little Marie Eline took to the stage as a tiny tot to help support the family. She began her career appearing in The Bridge starring Guy Bates Post in 1908, appeared in 1909 with star Fanny Ward in Van Allen’s Wife, and starred in singer-songwriters’ Nora Bayes and Jack Norworth’s The Jolly Bachelor in 1910 as “captain of the kiddies.”3 Marie Eline gained further credits in La Belle Rouse and The Fatal Wedding.4


  Many Thanhouser movies revolved around her character, whether she played a boy—a common practice at the time—or a girl. She received mostly excellent notices for her work, such as this for David Copperfield in 1911: “The child actress known as ‘The Thanhouser Kid’ is to be heartily commended for her work in this production: for a child of her years she is a marvel—her conception of the part she plays is remarkable.”5 Others claimed that she possessed the invaluable gift of true genius.6 So popular was she that the studio began sending her to theaters around New York City to perform and to promote their films as audiences fell in love with her.


  The Thanhouser Company recognized the great advertising hook of the cute Marie Eline. Dubbing her “The Thanhouser Kid,” they publicized her by nickname in many ads and press releases in order to attract female and family audiences, often placing her photo first among all their stars. Using a bit of hyperbole, the studio often promoted Marie Eline as “the greatest child actress in the world” in advertisements in 1910,7 often the only actor credited. Quick on the draw, Thanhouser was the first studio to promote their child performers, with Moving Picture News reporting “‘The Thanhouser Kid,’ I believe, set the pace, and Biograph, Vitagraph, Rex, when it got to noting, and other firms took the hint and fell in line for the promoting of the little ones before the camera.”8 Marie Eline was so famous that major music publisher Jerome H. Remick & Company commissioned one of their staff composers to draft the song “The Thanhouser Kid,” which they published as sheet music illustrated with her photo.


  In 1913 Marie Eline took to the vaudeville stage, even world-famous Proctor’s, in a limited engagement through the graces of the Thanhouser Company, playing off her fame in clean entertainment for women and children. While she sometimes promoted films, like The Changeling, in which she played two identical children, most of the time she appeared on the vaudeville stage with her own act, performing character songs and dances and impersonating others.9 Marie Eline would continually update her act, switching out songs and occasionally teaming with her sister and others.


  Marie Eline aged out of playing “The Thanhouser Kid” at the age of eleven in late 1913. C. G. Hite of Princess Films, based in New Rochelle and released by Mutual Films, hired her in December 1913 as a featured player under her real name, Marie Eline, to play opposite actors like Muriel Ostriche and Boyd Marshall.10 While no titles appear to have actually been produced, Marie Eline did earn the further potential to shoot film roles.


  World Film Corporation hired her in 1914 to appear in its feature film Uncle Tom’s Cabin in the prime role of Little Eva.11 The original 1852 story by author Harriet Beecher Stowe was a huge hit that galvanized the antislavery movement; the film continued to screen for local audiences across the country over the next ten years, mostly promoted on Marie Eline’s name. As her child star cuteness faded away, Marie Eline found it more difficult to gain roles as she became a teenager. Indefatigable, she soldiered on.


  Marie Eline and ten-year-old Eugene Blessin performed a comedy skit called “Springtime” in 1915 as part of a vaudeville act in which she played three different parts while making “lightning changes of costume.”12 One review called her sketch “charmingly carried off,” where the children “act with a freedom and naturalness most delightful as it is most unexpected in an act of this kind.”13 Often these performances were advertised for local children, and parents could drop off their kids for supervision by theater staff. By 1916 she turned to vaudeville full-time after Mutual canceled her contract, creating her “Marie Eline and Company” troupe soon thereafter. Her last film roles came in 1919,when she and actor Neal Burns starred in a series of two-reel shorts for Capitol Comedies released through Christie Comedies.


  With no residuals or film roles coming their way, Marie Eline and her sister Grace crisscrossed the country in vaudeville attempting to make ends meet, playing up Marie’s background as the “Thanhouser Kid.” In late 1926, the sisters joined forces as a comedy act on the vaudeville stage after Marie appeared in Rose Marie in 1926. Over the next several years, they toured the country wowing audiences with their performances. In a stage show preceding the screening of Clara Bow’s film The Wild Party in Indianapolis in 1929, the sisters, billed as the “Queens of Comedy,” stole the show and “create much enthusiasm in the audience” as one newspaper stated.14 Besides developing their own act, the sisters spent their free time drafting short stories about events surrounding their stage and film careers, which they hoped to compile into a book.15 The sisters performed together through 1932.


  Though only a film actress for a few short years as a young child, Marie Eline charmed audiences with her confident, self-assured performances, both male and female, which helped sell Thanhouser Films and gained her fame. The first child performer nicknamed by her studio and the first kid actor promoted, Marie Eline thus became the first female child star, setting the stage for several superstar child performers who followed her into the movies.
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  Myrtle Gonzalez facsimile autographed fan portrait, circa 1916. Mary Mallory


  Myrtle Gonzalez, First Hispanic Star


  VASTLY OUTNUMBERED IN THE EARLY DAYS OF CINEMA, HISPANIC actors faced obstacles like stereotyping and prejudice while trying to make it in in the industry and become stars. Only a few broke through the clutter to rise to the top. Making an indelible impression with her dazzling smile, determination, and positive attitude, Los Angeles native Myrtle Gonzalez gained the moniker “Nature Girl” as she became cinema’s first Hispanic female star.


  Born September 28, 1891, in Los Angeles, Gonzalez grew up in the Catholic church, a haven for her Los Angeles-born father Manuel and her Irish American mother Lillian, employing her talents in praise. Like her mother, she practiced her God-given musical talents performing in religious services and various entertainment programs. Gonzalez and her baby sister Stella studied music under their mother, learning how to sing soulfully while also selling a song. In 1898, Gonzalez first performed for a Sacred Heart Church benefit, with her comic dance so pleasing audiences she won the prize for most popular little girl.1 Over the next ten years, Gonzalez gained fame and attention singing, dancing, and reciting for fairs, benefits, recitals, and productions.


  Celebrating her Hispanic heritage, Gonzalez often performed at the Cura Hidalgo Club, including at its Mexican Independence Day galas. An exclusive club for prominent Latino Angelenos led by her father, the Cura Hidalgo Club recognized Hispanic holidays and customs at a time when the main population of the city did not. Gonzalez demonstrated multiple music
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