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The Divine Sarah Bernhardt

Sarah Bernhardt was born Henriette Rosine Bernard in Paris, France on October 22, 1844. Her father, though unknown, is believed to have been catholic; while her mother was a Dutch Jewish courtesan. Early reports of Sarah’s childhood cite her mother as being inattentive at best, and at times bordering on neglect. One anecdote reports a four-year-old Sarah wandering the streets of Paris, dirty and unfed; after her mother forgot to send Sarah’s nurse money for her care. (Noble 9.) Whether such reports were fact or mere speculation for publicity purposes is unknown. However, a lack of attention would go far in explaining Ms. Bernhardt’s need for adulation later in life.


Sarah’s early education consisted of a brief stay in a sub-standard boarding school (Lesberg 22.) and later, the Grand Champ Convent in Versailles, where she briefly entertained a notion of becoming a nun. Such schooling was expensive and probably procured for her by her father, or by another of her mother’s influential lovers. One such lover was the Duc De Morny, a half brother to Napoleon III and an extremely well known member of society. It was he who arranged for the young teenager, Sarah Bernhardt to attend the Paris Conservatory (a government-sponsored theatre school) for several years. Surprisingly, in view of her later success, Sarah was not considered a model student. But, through extreme hard work and sheer bloody-mindedness she managed to make a small name for herself, receiving prizes in both comedy and tragedy. Her final competitive exams, however garnered her little praise; a fact which she blamed on an unfortunate hair debacle caused by her mother’s intervention. Sarah would later blame many of her early stage mishaps on her mother. (Lesberg 49.)

 Regardless of her poor performance at the Conservatory, Sarah still managed to secure herself an apprenticeship at the Comedie Francais in 1862. Once again, the Duc De Morny had intervened on behalf of Sarah’s future. During her time at the Comedie Sarah received mostly minor roles and was scarcely noticed by critics. It should be noted that Sarah Bernhardt was well known for having an explosive and unpredictable temper; while it would gain her fame and notoriety in her later career; at the Commedia it earned her the axe. In 1863, scarcely a year after beginning her contract, Sarah’s temper caused her to lose her position at the Comedie Francais after she slapped the face of a senior actress, allegedly for insulting her sister (Nagler 1.).

Sarah messed around for a couple of years in the 1860s, performing small parts at the Paris Gymnase (including a disastrous poetry reading for the Emperor Napoleon II) and taking time off to give birth to her son, Maurice in 1864. It was her need to support her son that caused Sarah to get serious about her career, and in 1866 she signed a contract with the Odeon. (Noble.) There, she established her reputation with roles such as Anna Damby in Kean and Cordelia in King Lear. It was her role as the young poet boy Zanetto in La Passant, however that really began garnering her praise and a much-appreciated fan-base. Sarah stayed at the Odeon for close to ten years; and in 1870, when the French and German War broke out, she stayed behind in Paris when others fled in order to organize a military hospital in the then-abandoned theatre. (Gianoulis 2.) It was her role as Queen Dona Maria in Victor Hugo’s Ruy Blas in 1872 that earned her true fame in Paris. It was her outstanding success in this role that prompted the Comedie Francais to give her another shot. (Noble 74.) She had a slow start after her triumphant return to the Comedie, but soon Sarah was back in the swing of things and wowed her public with roles in Voltaire’s Zaire, Shakespeare’s Othello, and Racine’s Phaedra. The managers at the Comedie however, were not happy with her off-stage antics (particularly a hot air balloon incident) and in 1880 Madame Bernhardt resigned and formed her own traveling company to do as she pleased. (Lesberg 70.) Shortly thereafter, Sarah Bernhardt was skyrocketed into international fame and stardom, reprising roles such as Hamlet and Camille to massive acclaim in four continents. (Nagler 2.)

“ Bewitching her admirers around the world, Sarah Bernhardt dazzled audiences as she pioneered the cult of celebrity. (Hariss 1.) What made Sarah Bernhardt “DIVINE?”  How does a single mother and relatively low-profile actress become an international superstar by age 36 in an era where “stars” (much less female ones) are virtually unheard of? Certainly her acting talents were appreciated by many. Victor Hugo coined the tern “golden voice” when describing Sarah’s clarity of tone (though most referred to her voice as “silver”), and heralded for her graceful movements, and both emotional and physical realism.  Part of her charm was the newness of her craft. Naturalism was a bit of a novelty at the time and Sarah breathed a breath of fresh air into the old Romantic theatres. But it was her ability to keep herself in the public eye, as well as her accomplishments offstage that truly earned her fame and notoriety. 

If one is going to be a star, first one must look like a star. It was during her original stint at the Comedie that Sarah first began paying attention to fashion. She had not been considered pretty as a child, and her mother constantly harped on her angular features and unruly hair. Sarah realized that if she wanted to get ahead in the world of the theatre, she had to dress and act in such a manner that highlighted her best features while de-emphasizing her worst. She began having clothes custom made for her featuring

Strong blues and greens and blacks to show off her creamy skin and tawny

curls; long, sweeping, sheath like skirts that made her look even slimmer

and taller; stand-up collars, flaring collars, or cascades of lace under her

chin; and always a touch of contrasting color or lace at her wrists to call 

attention to her very lovely hands. (Noble 42.)

Later, she would become quite well known for her extravagances and eccentricities in dress as well as behavior. “Sarah was as famous a personality as she was an actress…she engaged in violent feuds and equally violent love affairs.” (Golden 2.) Her elaborate travel trousseaus were often the talk of whichever city she visited, and she scandalized many a society matron by wearing men’s trousers, something that was considered unladylike and extremely bizarre. (Lesberg 66.) But, as the saying goes, “There’s no such thing as bad publicity,” and Sarah’s antics only served to keep her in the public eye and therefore, in the public’s hearts.


Clothes were not the only thing that Sarah Bernhardt had custom made for herself. Many of the roles that she played were, in fact, written especially with her in mind. In the 1880s she paired up with Victorien Sardou; who not only wrote four of her greatest roles for her (Fedora, Theodora, La Tosca, and Cleopatra), but also coached and trained her in both movement and voice inflection; giving her a broad, sweeping style which she made her own. (Nagler 2.) Oscar Wilde wrote his famous play, Salome for Sarah in 1892, but was unfortunately banned from producing it. In 1900, Edmund Tostand wrote a male lead especially for Sarah in his play about Napoleon’s son,  L’aiglon. Choosing roles that were well suited or written for her and then making sure that she was extremely well prepared was a mark of Sarah Bernhardt’s savvy as an actress. She would often pair up with playwrights such as George Sand or even Victor Hugo to discuss how a particular role should be played, and whether she was best to play it. (Noble 66.) She knew her strengths and her limits, and it is a credit to Ms. Bernhardt that she never tried for Juliet. Taking male roles such as Hamlet or Shylock may have seemed like a stretch for Sarah, but the novelty of a female in such demanding roles kept audiences coming back, something which Madame Bernhardt counted on.


Sarah also got attention for her forays into the art world. She painted and illustrated several works of art and even won a prize for her sculpture “After the Storm” at the Paris Salon of 1876 (Lesberg, 66.) She conquered the written word by writing small sketches and comedies for some of the theatres she worked for and penned two books (My Double Life 1907 and L’Art du Theatre 1923) as well as a novella, In the Clouds, which was loosely based on her own life. (Nagler 2.)


Sarah Bernhardt also conquered new territory in film. In the early parts of the 19th century, film acting was mostly looked down on by established stage actors. At most, they would “pose” for the camera to commemorate a particular role.  Sarah’s willingness to not only appear in front of the camera, but act as well was nothing short of groundbreaking. She was even paid well for her work, earning  $30,000 for La Dame aux Camellias in 1911, as well as $350 a day in “personal appearances” for Queen Elizabeth plus ten percent of the gross (the film cleared $80,000). Such sums were virtually unheard of for an actress of Sarah’s day. Sarah would go on to make eight films though out her career, five of which were wildly successful. When asked about her fascination with film, Madame Bernhardt replied, "I must confess that it was the novelty of the idea which first led me to act before the camera. But since then I have become greatly impressed with the utility of moving-pictures, and although I have acted before the camera so little, I feel diffident about venturing an opinion." (Golden 2.)  

 
Sarah Bernhardt continued to work right up until her death. A knee injury during La Tosca in 1903 caused her to have her leg amputated in 1915, confining her to either a cane or a chair for most of her subsequent career. Rather than let her disability hinder her, the seventy one year old actress instead relied on expressive hand and voice gestures to convey the emotion of her roles. It has been said that some of her greatest acting occurred during this period, and critics hailed her well into her seventies.



Throughout the action of the play the star makes but two appearances

and remains seated upon her golden palanquin. She is carried upon

the stage by four richly-armored slaves and reclines voluptuously on

her cushions, depending solely upon her vibrant voice, the tilt of

her jewel-swathed head and the expressive gestures of her long, slender

arms for the portrayal of the character. (Greer, 224.)

She continued to tour until well into her late seventies and at the time of her death in 1923, the terminally ill Sarah was still filming scenes for La Voyante, which featured a young Lili Damita and was filmed in Sarah’s own home. Cast member Mary Marquet recalled that "There was nothing left of her. All at once the director shouted 'Camera!' Sarah rose from her torpor; her face lit up, her neck grew longer, her eyes shone. 'What do I do?' she demanded in a voice that was young and strong. We were all stupefied. She had just dropped thirty years." (Golden 3.)

Sarah Bernhardt died on March 26, 1923 in her son's arms. In the end, it was kidney failure which conquered the immortal Sarah. Countless books have since been published on “The Divine Sarah,” her own books are still read, her artwork fetches extravagant prices, she is immortalized in film…there is even a flower named after the great Sarah Bernhardt. The Theater de la Ville still is called by the name of it’s famous proprietress, Theatre Sarah Bernhardt. (Breutzmann 1.) It would seem that whatever the actress touched, there was left a bit of the divine.
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