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DJUNA BARNES

Among the twenty-plus hopefuls in at the birth of the Provincetown 
Players was the budding bohemian Djuna Barnes. She occasionally 
acted for them, in Tolstoy and Claudel, but chiefly contributed a 
number of one-act plays, some under the nom de plume Lydia 
Steptoe; “none of them,” judges the critic Ruby Cohn, “can be 
taken seriously.” Between 1929 and 1931, Barnes contributed a 
number of essays to Theatre Guild Magazine. Subjective to the point 
of idiosyncrasy, playing variations on the standard forms of the 
memoir and the celebrity profile, they were “op-eds” avant la lettre. 
Her tribute to the transplanted Russian actress Alla Nazimova, 
recognized as America’s best interpreter of Ibsen and Chekhov, had 
piquancy for those who knew that both women were associates of 
the “Sewing Circle,” a loose-knit coterie of lesbian artists.

Alla Nazimova

When was it that I first saw Alla Nazimova? In what was she 
playing? Certainly in none of the Ibsen plays which she made 
glorious, but in one of those emotional things that leave fore-
thought to tomorrow. She wore ten good yards of that slinky 
material which, when molded about the hips, spells a woman 
bent on the destruction of the soul. She reclined upon a hun-
dred cushions with but one idea, toying with a pistol with but 
one aim, the heart of the hero. Her managers had forbidden 
her to display any of her other myriad abilities, in order to set 
in relief her equally splendid physical ability to look “danger-
ous” and inexact, that look that is necessary to the popular 
conception of a thoroughly able adventurist. And all because 
this woman, born in Yalta, Crimea, Russia, and brought up in
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the Alps, had gorgeous eyes, winged nostrils and an upper lip
to match, made doubly dangerous by a lower, which, for a
brief inch in its middle, ran as straight as any Puritan praying
for rain.

To Nazimova the memory of these plays is a neurosis, the
radix of which is pain and calamity, because they obliged her to
feed her great talents to a public which had appetite for
nothing more than the conventional stage vampire. She took
her beating without humor, because she is at heart a child
pondering her adult childhood; otherwise she would be ar-
moured with the very paradox of it, would be made inaccessi-
ble by a surmounted injustice, made a little witty at the hands
of such a picturesque betrayal.

There has never been any reasonableness in her “fate”; a
glance backward shows a meteoric condition that almost no
one could cope with. Alla Nazimova was born in Russia and
educated at Zurich. She studied the violin at Odessa and when
she found that instrument “too difficult,” entered Stanislav-
sky’s dramatic school at Moscow. She played the provinces, she
toured one night stands, she did the show boats on all the
rivers; small parts, varied parts. She was noticed, forgotten, no-
ticed again. She became the leading lady of a company in St.
Petersburg, and presently joined Pavel Orlenev, visiting Berlin,
London, and finally New York in some musty house on the
east side. Sensation! Delirious enthusiasm! New York jour-
neyed down through the smells to the Bowery to marvel at
this miraculous pair—these two Russians whose language none
could understand, but whose art pierced and dazzled all! And
one of them anonymous. For Nazimova’s name was not even
on the program!

Then, almost as soon as it had appeared, this meteor was
consumed in its own heat. Between Orlenev and Nazimova
there arose a raging professional jealousy, made more bitter
because of their mutual regard. The company dashed on the
rocks. Orlenev escaped his creditors and fled back to Russia.
Nazimova was stranded in an alien land.

Had it been the authentic fire of art, or only a flash of stage
lightning? New York was soon to discover. The Messrs. Shu-
bert, through an interpreter, offered this exotic actress a
contract.
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Within six months she had learned English and appeared on
Broadway as Hedda, her newly acquired speech precise but
slightly hatted with the gentle reluctance of a foreign tongue.

She was no longer the extraordinary unknown. She was dis-
cussed and acclaimed. Her series of matinees gave way to reg-
ular evening performances, at the Princess. One after another
Ibsen’s women came to life before the eyes of astonished thou-
sands. Hedda, Nora, and later Hilda Wangel and Rita Allmers
—four utterly different persons, and each a universal, unfor-
gettable type.

Then came the fall. Nazimova had a trace of that divine
gullibility common to all who are greatly of the stage. She re-
ceived, and took, bad advice. Her artistry was so extraordinar-
ily flexible and persuasive that she could make a common
vampire of melodrama seem, for the moment, as great a cre-
ation as Hedda. And the great public preferred vampires—or
so it was commonly thought.

So, after toying through a dainty nothing called Comtesse
Coquette, she began playing that series of lust-and-vengeance
dramas which brought her nation-wide fame—and grief.
Comet, The Passion Flower, Bella Donna, The Marionettes, That
Sort—sorry plays that besmirched, rather than dimmed, her
genius. She made huge sums of money, she was the darling of
every tea, she was feted and cried over, complimented and
kissed! One can see her longing in her every fiber to play parts
that called for overtones and underacting. (She has the intelli-
gence to know that quietly the world was made, and quietly it
turns its sterner cheek.) One can see her valuing that sort of
thing, the kind of thing she had once portrayed in Ibsen. And
yet, like some one walking in the slow narcotic sleep of those
banished to hell, for less than hell’s requirements or reason,
moved on in an ever narrower path of distaste, until with a
grin of malice the devil took her by the heels and slung her
into the Palace with War Brides; into ’Ception Shoals. For a
brief season she caught her breath and staggered back into Ib-
sen. And then, like the gentleman he is, the devil leaned out
and gently pulled her into Hollywood and catastrophe.

B. A. Rolfe of the Metro pictures contracted her for an
enormous sum, and what he wanted her to play she played.
When she signed the contract she was fearful; for once before,
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under contract, she had been whistled for, to play Joan of Arc.
Theresa Helburn had done the whistling, and Nazimova had
been unable to come. What might happen now if she signed
for the pictures? Was she, by trying to live, aiding and abetting
that sinister faculty she had always been stalked by? She signed.
There are stories of this Hollywood parenthesis that are too in-
credible to be false. Nazimova never could have played those
amply elemental and passionate vampires if she had not been a
very simple woman with a very guileless heart. Someone talked
her money out of her—most of it. What was left she put into a
production of Wilde’s Salome, with settings designed by Na-
tacha Rambova, and proved, though her friends said Holly-
wood had spoiled her, that she could get the head of her John
with as authentic a conception of misdemeanor as has been
seen since that act became common property.

And then there was silence.
What happened to Alla Nazimova as a woman, as an actress,

as a thinking person who had felt too long and too little valued
her own certitude, is matter for biography. If she is ever angry
enough we shall hear of it. But in spite of her fame as a “ti-
gress,” as “passion’s avenger,” she is simple and quiet and
small.

For a season she was with the Civic Repertory. Now she is
again with her own people, with Turgenev, with the Theatre
Guild.

Interviewing her after an evening with A Month in the
Country I made my discovery. To me she had been entirely
and rightly splendid, in one of splendor’s many ways. To me
my memory of her was the point where I had mounted ro-
mance; to her, where she had been thrown into the abyss.

“I wanted to do thoughtful things, things subtle and only
hinted at. When anything is very great it is like that, is it not?
When love is very great it is whispered perhaps; when one
wants something terribly, there is only a motion of the hand.
When one is horrified beyond words, one does not shout and
scream; one says ‘There,’ and you can hardly hear it. So it is
that I wanted to play. One fails when one is asked to give less
than one has, though the public may think it is success. No, I
do not want to do Ibsen now. I want to do some plays that
America has little knowledge of, more Turgenev perhaps.
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What do Americans really know of him? And there are others.
Anyone can play a Red Lantern, a Madame Peacock, an Eye for
Eye, because it means something to others. To me it means
nothing. I feel like the woman in the Makropoulos Secret who
had lived a thousand lives and was still young. Wise in youth!”

She broke off. She looked down at her dressing table and at
all the things on it, then without raising her head repeated:

“Wise in youth! I have never been weighed down with
knowledge of myself; I think it is a lack. It is called an inferior-
ity complex, is it not?” she queried; and she laughed with her
eyes, her mouth still mournful.

“Well, that is very wrong. But there is the solace, the plea-
sure of living by proxy. Other people’s lives make me happy. I
delight in their loves, I who have never known what it is to be
in love.” (What a gorgeous lie that was, what a brazen effort to
say, “You do not see this face as you look at it!”) “I have
become a good mixer—ah yes, a very good mixer. I like other
people’s plans, I play the piano and I draw houses. I spend a
lot of time drawing houses. I built some in California, you
know—oh but they were ugly to look at and so comfortable!”

She smiled again. Suddenly I felt very tall and awkward. She
is so little. I leaned down and said: “It’s one of those quiet
questions, Alla Nazimova. When was it you frightened yourself
with what you are?”

She started, she turned halfway about.
“Oh,” she said—and I swear she put her hands together like

a child—“that night when I first saw my name in lights. I went
up to my hotel room, way up under the roof and I opened the
window and leaned on my arms, and I was afraid, terribly
afraid. Then. It was then!”

1930

alla nazimova 393

313-486_AmeicanStage_LOA_791179  12/23/09  8:15 AM  Page 393




